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Roger Robinson 

in conversation with Gabriel Gbadamosi 

 

GABRIEL GBADAMOSI: Roger Robinson, thank you for talking to 

WritersMosaic. You won, last year, just before the great pandemic and the 

great shutdown, the T. S. Eliot Prize – the top prize for poetry in the UK. It’s 

a question, first of all, about that, following my congratulations to you. On 

the one hand, you and I know that prizes are... these are snares and 

delusions. On the other hand, you follow Jay Bernard, who… who won the 

Ted Hughes Prize, Bernardine Evaristo, who’s won the Booker Prize... It’s 

recognition for writers of colour, it’s literary space for them. Between the 

snare and delusion, and the notion that there’s recognition, where do you 

come in? What’s your own view of winning this prize? 

 

ROGER ROBINSON: I mean, the prize was good because, you know, you 

had a sense of being recognised by industry, and that was nice. But I don’t 

think any writer ever does things for prizes, you know. And prizes, you 

know, are little nice pebbles you pick up on this really, really, long path. The 

good thing about the prize is that it allowed me to do things that were more 

socially and culturally related, especially for younger writers of different 

generations. And I was able to use my platform to give them some type of 

exposure; and just before COVID, there was a number of things I was trying 

to roll out during that year. But, unfortunately, because of COVID, it didn’t 
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happen. But it was good that producers would listen to what I say, as 

opposed to before, being assessed with a keen eye. [Laughs] Like all my 

ideas, all my ideas were being looked at seriously and trying to be put out 

there. So, that’s a really good thing about it, it allowed me to... to fill up the 

idea of being a poet more, in terms of social connectivity; and that’s a really 

good thing about it. 

 

GG: That thing about suddenly being taken seriously, because you’ve won 

a prize, you picked up a pebble; the strange way that literary esteem works, 

and the way writers of colour are suddenly taken seriously, because they’ve 

won a prize. What do you gauge by that? 

 

RR: You know, it took me long to understand it: There’s literature; there’s 

how I’ve always been a writer that’s come from a particular community, 

and a very tight-knit community; and within that community, we were 

always trying to get crafts better, yeah. And we’re always trying to get out 

to people, who we want to hear it. And we’re always trying to like… get as 

many people listening as possible. But, in running parallel to that, there’s 

the literary industry. And I never had contempt for literary industry, I was 

just never really a part of it. But it’s interesting how dipping into literary 

industry through the prize helped me to get to more people who I wanted 

to listen to.  

 

GG: Perfect.  
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RR:  So, it was useful. It was useful in that way. So, it kind of served my 

aims in a very interesting way. I just think it’s the nature of people... With 

success comes, you know, social proof to people. It’s like, ‘Oh he won, he 

must be good. I saw his poems last week, and I didn’t pay any attention. 

And this week, he’s won. So, now they’re great!’ [Laughs] 

 

GG: Well, my question then, would be, what has the cost been to you to 

win such a big and high-profile prize? Have you been able to do any work in 

the last year?  

 

RR: I’m nearly through a book. Yeah, so I’ve written the entire time.  

 

GG: Doesn’t stop you.  

 

RR: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

 

GG: Well, look... what would you say is now the impact of the Black 

presence, of the Roger Robinsons, the Jay Bernards, on English poetry? 

 

RR: I think there was, there was definitely a point in English poetry, where 

the idea of empathy was shunned... it was considered florid, and I think 

we’ve broken through that now. And I think it’s a widely accepted thing 

now, though people like Jay, even people like Bernardine in novels, through 

me, and other people like Malika Booker winning the Forward Prize, with a 
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poem about her mother and having to feed her mashed fruit because she 

has a stroke. You know, these things were not invoked before, you know, 

black writers in England had them invoked. To some extent, there was 

some movements through people like Sharon Olds, Anne Sexton, in 

America. So, I’m not talking about confessional, I’m just talking about 

empathy, you know. And I think it’s definitely started an ‘empathy 

movement’  within England. I judged the Forward Prize, and I judged the 

Rathbones Folio Prize, and I was like, ‘Wow, Okay, there’s definitely a 

shift.’  But not just creating empathy, but with…considered craft, but not 

just craft that is European, but craft that takes in elements of African 

culture, urban culture, hip hop culture, and that these things can act as 

sources across – just like the sonnet for Italian workers in the field. 

 

GG: Fantastic. And I want to come back to empathy when I ask you just a 

few things around A Portable Paradise, your most recent collection that 

won the T.S. Eliot Prize. But looking at your poetry across the board, it 

strikes me that, on the one hand, it can be very loose, very fluid; and on the 

other hand, really tightly formal in structure.  

 

RR: Yes. 

 

GG: I mean, you’re... you’ve got rhyming couplets, villanelles, all sorts of 

traditional-type poetic structures; but then you’ve got this loose kind of 

movement and looking at a particular poem in – what was it called? – the 

Butterfly Hotel Collection; you juxtapose within the context of Trinidad the 

church and the brothel.  
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RR: Yes.  

 

GG:  And there’s somehow the the twin poles, the kind of intention of a 

certain Trini sensibility – these ‘fallen women’ and these contemporary 

saints, ‘martyrs to lust’. How is that kind of tension actually working itself 

through, the way that you structure and un-structure your ‘voice’, your 

poetry? 

 

RR: Hmm. I think, you know, I was really interested, for A Portable Paradise, 

you know, really examining prayer, and not just prayer, but prayer in a time 

of trauma. So, one of the thin lines going through A Portable Paradise is… 

is the poetics of prayer. And how can you adopt the poetics of prayer and 

in some poems that actually write prayers, even poems like ‘The missing’, 

or the poem, ‘A Portable Paradise’ itself, I’m trying to have a listening of a 

prayer, you know? So if somebody’s saying a prayer, that tone, that feeling, 

I’m trying to elicit that. The poem that you’re referring to is interesting, 

because that actually kind of comes out of Trinidad folklore. And it actually 

comes about this situation, Latin American poetry, sometimes you put 

something in, and people think it’s a mystery, or some artistic thing you did, 

that’s actually real. There was... there was a whorehouse next to a church. 

It’s real. It’s in San Fernando.  

 

GG: I was struck throughout The Butterfly Hotel... I was struck by its 

account of Trinidad, of its kind of culture, of its life. And at the centre of it 

are these images of butterflies, which are somehow fragments or symbols, 
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something torn apart or being torn apart. At the same time, there are the 

revenant spirits of the dead, or actually of the departing. It’s just we can’t 

see them. And so there is a conjuration of Trinidad across that poetry 

collection, in which you can see, somehow, butterflies beginning to be 

almost like a kind of jacket, a kind of coat with which people move through 

the culture; with a kind of lightness and sensibility and sensitivity to both 

the living and the dead, and of what the tensions might be. But to bring you 

to a central point about this, Trinidad is a place you left. And in one poem, 

you say, well, it didn’t feel right to leave, but you just had to. And that gives 

on to migrant experience, which I feel you are trailing a coat of butterflies 

with you across that …Windrush journey. Could you tell us something 

about how you’re trying to capture this migrant experience where...to a 

place where you’ll never be warm, except if you’re working with big 

industrial dryers? 

 

RR: Wow, I like your reading of it. Let me just say something about 

butterflies and what I was... As with everything, the books kind of grow in 

increments. So, the first idea was to establish in The Butterfly Hotel …was 

to really look at butterflies as a metaphor for Caribbean peoples in general, 

just because there’s a back and forth between the Caribbean and Europe, 

between these actual butterflies. So, I was like, ‘Okay, there’s something 

there’. Then what happened is, the butterflies began to be a trope for the 

immigrant experience. So, I realized at a certain point, especially reading 

The Wild Iris by Louise Glück, where she had a bunch of flowers just literally 

say anything she wanted to say as a woman, with the flowers in front of it. 

I was like, ‘Wow! That’s kind of wild.’ And so, because I was already 

examining butterflies and what they did, historically, and what they 

represented, in terms of myth, I started to have the butterflies actually just 
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say whatever I wanted to say, and then that was incredibly liberating. So 

there’s... little points where the butterflies are actually talking and they say, 

‘What? You thought I couldn’t fly 10,000 miles? What... you thought I had 

no sense in my little black head? Really? Just because you can’t do it, it 

can’t happen?’ And then that really pushed the book into another level of 

what it could explore, and what the butterfly can represent as a metaphor, 

you know; as you say, it started to become a spirit animal. And then, it went 

on to... just where butterflies have punctuated different parts of my life. 

And also to kind of get into elements of, you know, philosophical things. 

[With] Butterfly Hotel, I had made a decision to not just write about me, 

because a lot of my poetry before that had been kind of semi-

autobiographical; and I... and I didn’t think there’s anything wrong with that. 

But I think, you know, as you progress as a writer, it becomes less about 

your big head, you know; Not, that... it’s not about your big head at all, but 

it just becomes less about that. And you try to get into the realm of ideas 

and, and how you can kind of merge these ideas with philosophy and the 

feel. And the poem can become a field by which you can import all these 

interesting ideas, and have them hang together in a cohesive way. And I’d 

still kind of create the empathy, as if you were doing autobiographical work 

or, or move from sympathy to empathy in that way. Not sure I’m making 

sense or not. 

 

GG: No, no, that makes… to me that makes perfect sense. I hope it does 

to listeners. I’m going to go on to say that in a poem which is basically 

dedicated to the Jamaican British intellectual and cultural leader, Stuart Hall, 

you say, ‘Perhaps it’s in the words of wanderers, we feel truly at home.’ 

And rather like your butterfly, your errant butterfly, it seems to choose the 
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butterfly as your daemon to accompany you in your migrant experiences, 

is pretty interesting. But let me come to that migrant experience, when 

people feel ghosted by the snow, and no one speaks of home, and 

everyone hunkers down in the cold, in the dark: I don’t get the sense that 

in your worlds that anyone stays in one place anymore, long enough to put 

down roots. Do you see anything positive in migrant experience? 

 

RR: I’m torn. I’ve actually... Some people have said, ‘Oh, I’m going to come 

to England.’ I was like, ‘What exactly are you going to do in England?’ They 

had a good civil service job. They had a house in Trinidad. Because they still 

see some idea of England as opportunity. I’m like, To be honest, I’d advise 

against it.  You know what I’m saying? You’ve got a job... you’ve got a 

decent job, you’ve got a house, you know what I’m saying? You’ve got a 

girlfriend you’ve been rolling with for a minute. There’s nothing that England 

is going to give you without you restarting your entire life at this age. And 

to be honest, I don’t think it’s worth it. 

 

GG: I must tell you, my wife told me last night as we’re getting into bed, 

she said... she was listening to the radio and she just heard that since 

Brexit, a million people have left the UK. A million. 

 

RR: Yeah. That makes sense. And a fair few of them are going to be black. 

 

GG: Here’s it for me. I’m from Brixton. I’ve never moved more than one 

lazy ass mile in my life. And when I pick up your ambivalence describing 
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Brixton, in lines like ‘Afros are back, but without the revolution’, I kind of 

hear you saying, Well, yeah, we’ve rioted. Maybe we’ve looted for the 

bling. We’ve been drugged with consumerism. But you know, and I know, 

they never gave us a chance here, we’ve been, and we are casualties. 

We’ve been pushed down as a permanent underclass. And the miracle is, 

it’s we who make the culture rise... who lift ourselves into light. And at the 

moment that’s rap, that’s grime, that’s the spoken word, the sung word. 

And this speaks to everyone. It speaks to them in Somerset; it’s the culture 

here now. Can you tell me how do you feel that your work kind of feeds 

into this cultural reality, here in Britain? 

 

RR: You know, I can tell you how, when I was writing A Portable Paradise, 

I was like, ‘Okay, I live in England. I don’t live... you know, I was raised in 

the Caribbean but I live in England, and when I was going to have a child, I 

was really looking out at, ‘Okay, what am I bringing my child into? I need to, 

instead of keeping my mind in that mindset of an immigrant, my mind has 

to be here now. And, and things and politics was beginning to force me to 

be like, ‘Get your head together.  ’Look at what’s going on here. Stop 

thinking about there; think about here. ‘Cos you’re bringing a son here. 

You’re putting down roots here, and it’s super important. And it dawned on 

me that not many people have written about here. I have it just like in high 

literature, like you could look for books. I think there’s been for a long time, 

Linton [Kwesi Johnson] was considered high literature. He was always high 

literature to me, so Linton’s books, Fred D’Aguiar, Benjamin... at a push… 

Benjamin Zephaniah… but I’ve never read many poems about here, 

especially the way that I wanted to do it. I want to do it like nearly as an 
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…nearly documentarian journalist, and then a whole bunch of things 

happen one after the other, that are just like, you know... I have to do this 

now, you know, because the weight has been put on my shoulders, to 

really show people, how Black people in particular are treated in this 

country. And for Black people to be able to read it and understand that, you 

know... 

 

GG: Many, many things, many things have happened. On the one hand, 

the Windrush scandal – black people being deported, who have lived all 

their lives here. But let’s get to Grenfell. Let’s get to that fire. A line in one 

of your poems about Grenfell, ‘The Heat at My Back’: ‘I throw my baby out 

the window, catch him, Lord.’ Anyone, anyone, anyone would be killed by 

that. The reality of it and that nobody took the blame. 

 

RR: I actually took on that line... I had to finish the form. It was a haibun. 

And I had to finish with a haiku. And I was like, ‘I’m not going to write this 

haiku’, because I was in tears writing it. I was just like, ‘I can’t put it down. 

It’s too much, you know.’ And then I was like, ‘I have to end it with this. ’

And then, and then I did, man. It was ‘Wow!’ 

  

GG: Another set of lines about Grenfell where people start to float off. Out 

of their lives, the husband holding on to his wife’s foot, falling back to Earth 

with just her high-heeled shoe. And so there’s a kind of division: an 

apartheid has come down over the city. There’s the city of the missing and 

the city of the state. And when I look at the cover of A Portable Paradise 

within which that poem happens, and they see what these young black 
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men in what feels like kind of early morning, cold mist, watching 

something, witnessing something. I can see a poetry of witness to what’s 

going on here – to the ability to see a charred black tomb, towering in the 

sky, and the need to make that connection, which you do. But you also do 

another particular thing, which is many of the people who died in that fire 

were not from the Caribbean. They were from North Africa, Afghanistan 

and elsewhere from the Muslim world. And so now you’re dealing with 

Islamophobia in this country, when actually the Muslims are the new 

cultural presence here. And so when I was growing up, it was... it was 

Jamaica, it was Jamaican street talk. Now, it’s ‘Mashallah’. It’s... it’s 

Islamic. This is what the new cultural reality is. And it’s objectified and 

denigrated. It’s ‘Look, that’s the enemy. ’Those are the people who don’t 

count. Is that the work you’re doing, of witness? 

 

RR: I wouldn’t say that specifically. But I think that’s probably an effect of 

it. I had not thought about it. I thought about being as truthful and as.... Tell 

you what I was trying to do... Gabriel. Yeah. I was trying to have, to make 

a kind of journalism that wasn’t just about the facts that were missing, or 

the facts that were being said. Yeah? It was about... there was a 

time...photographers used to take a spirit portrait. And I liked the idea of 

doing journalism or documentary-tarianism of spirit. Yes. Of what was the 

feeling? How did it feel in terms of moment-to-moment sensory perception 

of those people? Because I realized that that was the only way. If I show 

people that, then people will understand what happened; because people 

didn’t understand from the news. I read to middleclass women in 

workshops and stuff, and I read those poems, and they were in tears. And 

I’m like, ‘Wow, okay. You really are mashed up about it.’ But then it never 
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came up on their mainframe because they couldn’t understand it through 

their senses. And one of the things as a poet that I am very aware of now, 

especially with my son, is that if we can’t get these stories over, then they 

can kill us; if you don’t tell those stories.  

 

GG: Yes.  

 

RR: If you don’t tell those stories, then you’re not human. And if you come 

down to units or numbers, history has shown that you we will be 

slaughtered every time and again, because we are not human. We are 

three-fifths human. We are somebody over there. I’m writing a poem at the 

moment about an immigrant woman who stands at the coast most 

evenings after her walk, just looking to see if any rubber dinghies are 

overturned coming towards Dover. You know? Yeah. And that she has to 

do that because nobody else is doing it. 

 

GG: I must say like... 

 

RR: Nobody else cares.  

 

GG: …if anyone does actually go online immediately and Google the cover 

of A Portable Paradise, they’ll see that photograph by Johnny Pitts. 

 

RR: Yes. 
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GG: Then you can see that actually, a pall has come down. And what you’re 

witnessing, it seems to me through Grenfell and through the other ways 

that you document our society, is that spiritual reality; that terrible things 

have come upon us, and we must witness them. And at the centre of that, 

you place that human connection of empathy. The only way we can stop 

becoming dehumanized in ourselves and in relation to other people. At this 

point, can I ask you to give people listening an example? And to give, as 

you know, Roger, my favourite poem... not only because my sister is called 

Grace, but because it deals with actually the value of empathy in human 

life. 

 

RR: Right. Right. Right, for sure. One is... one of the things about the 

collection, is not many people might not know, but there’s a thin line that 

holds the whole collection together about the valuation of black bodies; 

how they are devalued, how black bodies feel about a devaluation, you 

know? And how that devaluation and that valuation or devaluation of black 

bodies, happens throughout history. So there’s some elements where I talk 

about slavery and the black body. And so this book, besides the idea of the 

poetics of prayer, the other thin line that holds it together is the valuation 

of the black body. Originally this ‘Grace’ poem, I wasn’t going to put in 

because it felt I was trying to go away from personal autobiographical 

things. But as I wrote the poem, I thought, in this case, the personal had a 

very interesting political and public work to do. And so that’s just… 

 

GG: We’ve just gone through a great pandemic, please. Yeah. 
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RR: Yes.  

Grace 

 

That year we danced to green bleeps on screen. 

My son had come early, just the 1kg of him, 

all big head, bulging eyes and blue veins. 

 

On the ward I met Grace. A Jamaican senior nurse 

who sang pop songs on her shift, like they were hymns. 

‘Your son feisty. Y’see him just ah pull off the breathing mask.’ 

 

People spoke of her in half tones down these carbolic halls. 

Even the doctors gave way to her, when it comes 

to putting a line into my son’s nylon thread of a vein. 

 

She’d warn junior doctors with trembling hands: ‘Me only letting you  

try twice.’ 

On her night shift she pulls my son’s incubator into her room, 

no matter the tangled confusion of wires and machine. 

 

When the consultant told my wife and I on morning rounds 

that he’s not sure my son will live, and if he lives he might never 

            leave the hospital, 

she pulled us quickly aside: ‘Him have no right to say that  

– just raw so.’ 

 

Another consultant tells the nurses to stop feeding a baby, 

             who will soon die, 
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and she commands her loyal nurses to feed him. ‘No baby must dead 

wid a hungry belly.’ And she’d sit in the dark, rocking that well-fed baby, 

 

held to her bosom, slowly humming the melody of ‘Happy’ by Pharrell. 

And I think, if by some chance, I’m not here and my son’s life  

should flicker, 

then Grace, she should be the one.   

 

And that also goes out to all the NHS nurses, and all the West Indian, Indian, 

Filipino nurses who bring something very specific from their cultures to 

nursing in this country. And without them, the NHS would be destroyed. 

Yeah, to give them one per cent, it’s farcical. 

 

GG: Anyway, I’m wiping my eye, I’m wiping my eye, you know that? Oh, 

I’m afraid so. I’m afraid so. 

 

RR: It always gets you. It always gets you Gabriel. I’m sorry man. 

 

GG: No, it’s good, I have to stay with it, I have to stay with it and dig 

down. It’s obviously some deep sort of wound in me. 

 

RR: Some poems, some poems in the book that I… every time I read them 

every and it’s not that one, believe it or not, it’s a one called ‘Prayer’. Every 

time I read it, I’m not even going to try and read it for everybody. It would 

just be embarrassing. You know, every like, it’s, my son is seven years... 
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he’s going to be eight on his next birthday. I can never read this poem 

without... without freaking out. I just can’t. Somebody told me it’s because 

you’re looking at yourself, and you’re trying to have empathy with yourself 

in that moment. 

 

GG: Let me move on. Very, very briefly, you’ve got some absolutely 

fantastic kind of poems about women. If I had to look for a poet, whose 

attention and sensitivity to the lives of women, I valued and aspired to 

myself as a writer, it would be you and these poems.  

 

RR: Oh, thank you. I appreciate that, especially from you, Gabriel.  

 

GG: Oh, no, not at all. I was struck by ‘Tobago Fruits’, where you’re kind of 

waiting ... for your jet-set lifestyle to kind of kick off again, to fly back across 

the Atlantic. You’ve got a few hours, and you pick up some fruits at a stall. 

And it’s a woman who says, ‘Well, if you’re single, you know, I’d be no 

trouble. And I’m, I could cook and feed you’.  And you say, ‘Yeah, well, I 

wouldn’t deserve a woman sweet like you.’ She gives you extra fruit. Just 

that brief exchange. What is it do you think? 

 

RR: It was… it was true, Gabriel. It’s just like some of the things that seem 

like ‘super literary’ are actually true things that happened. 
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GG: I can tell it’s true… I can tell it’s true. A sweet man like you and she 

saw you. So, this sensitivity you have to calling up for example, the women 

in your family and your ancestors, and giving them space in your poetry … 

out of their unacknowledged lives, that seems to align with a project you 

have about somehow redeeming some of the injustices, some of the 

violence in our histories with the colonial exploitation that all of our families 

and journeys draw from. Do you feel in some way that it is possible to 

complete that work of redemption? Or is it just an occasional flash back 

into the dark? Or is there some… some place that it leads to... some place 

of repair, into the future? 

 

RR: When Trump came into power, I was talking to one of my friends who 

does business work but also does some social work. And she’s really 

interesting to talk to, and she’s like, ‘What is going on? This is crazy.’ I was 

like, ‘You know what? It’s crazy, but we’re going to have to pull up our 

boots. There’s work to do.’ I think, you know... everything goes in cycles. 

You know, racism will pop up its ugly head and cause havoc. And then if 

people are not doing the work, then it will run rampant. And so we’re trying 

to kind of keep this balance to keep racism or things like, you know, the 

darknesses of colonialism and the retention of those things... to keep those 

at bay. And I see that as a work of like artists to just... this is your job, you 

know. You’re trying to keep up because if you don’t, then you’re just going 

to let it run wild. So, it was never a plan of mine. I never had a plan of mine; 

but it’s somewhere where I’m at, you know. If not, there’s a poem you 

might be talking about... about a batik at the V & A, I don’t know if you was 

referring to that. 
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GG: I was too, yes, where you named the women of your family.   

 

RR: I named the women of my family. You know that… you know that was 

less about me being on the front lines of beating back colonialism than just 

being incredibly angry. You know what I’m saying? It’s just like sometimes 

it’s just pure emotion, I get super angry. I want to do something about this, 

and I take a breath and say, ‘This has… I have to pass out my anger and put 

it in a craft that other people can get it. ’And I barely hold back the anger in 

the craft, you know? But there was a point where… I also pay attention to 

my instincts. There was a point where like, okay, so you’re not naming this 

woman in this story. It was a piece of art, that the woman who was being 

painted was called ‘the artist’s servant’, for anybody that doesn’t know the 

poem. But you’re not going to name this woman who you painted and 

you’re going to call her the artist’s servant.  And it dawned on me that 

nobody names Black women in art. You know? And they do a lot of work 

in their art. I just decided to name… all of the names that you see in there, 

are actually the names of the women in my family. 

 

GG: Yeah, well done. 

 

RR: Yeah, I know. And so, I just named all of them because you know, the 

amount of work that they do and nobody’s going to name them… I’m going 

to name them, you know. And then you have that kind of repetitive liturgy 

of saying something again and again that it became super-… When I read 

it, it felt super-powerful to me because I didn’t understand the power of it 
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until I actually just read it; and I was like, ‘Woah.’ You know, and it was 

overwhelming for me, you know… so. I think what people are going to get 

from this, I’m constantly on overwhelm, Gabriel. 

 

GG: No, no, no. Don’t be overwhelmed… don’t be overwhelmed. There are 

whole… I really urge people just to read their way through your work. There 

are just extraordinary accounts of some of the kind of violence, some of the 

tension, the poverty and oppression in contemporary Britain; and the advice 

you’re giving to young men that, you know – kind of basically staying alive 

is more important than racism and disrespect. It’s just our lives are the most 

important things. But I want to move you now from simply the idea of you 

as a poet who occasionally issues poems… to you as an artist, who feels 

actually, work is only completed when it meets an audience. You’ve done 

several one-man shows: The Shadow Boxer, Letter From My Father’s 

Brother, Prohibition. Can you tell us a little bit about this work and what it 

does for you as an artist, to be in performance mode in one-man shows? 

 

RR: You know what… I really like theatre. It’s just one of these things. You 

know when you just really like theatre? It’s like somebody asked me the 

other day: ‘What is your favourite form?’ I was like er… because they could 

have sworn I was going to say poetry. I was like,  ‘Theatre.  I think I just 

really, really like theatre.’ And so, opportunities came for me to dabble in 

theatre. I never got to the point, because theatre is a lot of collaboration 

and it costs a lot of money and there’s a lot of things; so I just never had 

the independence to be able to control things how I wanted them, except 

in solo shows where it’s just me and the director. So, every time I’ve done 
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a play that has like seven or eight actors, or… and then, and directors and 

then they have dramaturgs; I was like, ‘Man, this is… this is not what I 

enjoy.’ I enjoy the kind of… the quick kind of connection to it, you know. 

And so, that’s where the one-man shows came out from. I mean, I still 

really enjoy those. 

 

GG: I mean, theatre is what happens between the stage and the audience 

– that is theatre.  

 

RR: Yes. For sure… for sure. 

 

GG: Is it… Did it in any way kind of change your way of writing to kind of 

realize that you really were going to be performing this? This is live and 

direct. 

 

RR: You know what… what did change is my understanding of theatre - 

that theatre is actually a different form from poetry, and you have to treat it 

like a different form from poetry. So, it didn’t affect my poetry in a particular 

way but when I did theatre, I learned more about theatre and learned more 

about the idea of the narrative of lights and the idea of suspension of 

disbelief – just like, Okay, what are the essentials of theatre that you like 

here?  Whereas poetry for me is, you know, quite close to me. It’s like, 

poetry for me is the truth or the façade of truth, but theatre for me is literally 

like fiction. 
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GG: There’s theatre… you’ve also got King Midas Sound. I mean basically 

you’re a sound man. That’s what you are; and you’ve issued an album, 

Illclectica, so obviously a reference to Nas there.  

 

RR: Yeah, yeah. 

 

GG: But all of these kinds of different kinds of engagements with music, 

with visual arts, with painting, with theatre; is it because poetry is not 

enough for you that you must grow into these other spaces and forms? 

 

RR: No, no, no. 

 

GG: What’s the connection? 

 

RR: Poetry is super enough for me. I tell you what it is. It’s super-

idiosyncratic. I’m really into craft because I think craft is super-important as 

an artist. You know, you have to really pay attention to what’s been before 

you; understand what is it that you add into the game and what is it, and 

you’re also writing for the future. You know what I’m saying? 

 

GG: Yes, yes. 

 

RR: So, anything I do, craft is an important part of it. But sometimes, like I 

would spend six months on a particular thing… And all my time apart from 
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my family, watching… trying to spend time with my wife, will be on this 

particular thing. And so like recently, it’s prose poetry. So, like every minute 

I get, I’m only reading prose poetry, like 24/7, you know? And any it might 

be a really small, finite thing, but when you do things like that, it gets to a 

point where the craft allows you to catch things that other people are not 

going to catch because you’ve been so detailed about it, you know? 

 

GG: Yeah. 

 

RR: And what you catch might not fit the form of poetry, but everything I’ve 

done is whatever the idea that’s come to me, I need an appropriate form. 

So, the form might be music; the form formerly was theatre, but I’ve 

actually stopped myself from doing theatre now and just be a fan of theatre. 

The form might be essays. The form might be little manifesto-type things. 

So, everything needs a specific form; and so, as the ideas come to me, I 

just put in the form that most naturally they would fit into. So, like if I have 

a theatre idea now, I’m not going to write it as a poem but I’m going to… 

I’ll be like, I’ll just write it in a book and I’m not going to do it. So, I have a 

book of theatre ideas. 

 

GG: Yeah. But just to close down, is there anything you would like me to 

ask you? 

 

RR: You’re pretty thorough Gabriel, you know what I’m saying? It’s like… 

it’s a very thorough and good readings, and I can’t think of anything that I 
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would want you to ask me. No. Is there anything else that you wanted to 

ask me? 

 

GG: Plenty, but I’d like to do that when the pandemic passes and we’re 

sitting somewhere drinking. That’s fine but let me finish with this: In the 

way that you describe your demon, your butterfly as a kind of an image of 

migrant movement, an image of survival, of light and of life, but and also, 

as it were, the spirits of the departing and the departed; there’s also the 

image of paradise from A Portable Paradise, which keeps going round and 

round throughout that collection, slightly changing in its meaning. There is 

one line I’ve picked out: ‘It’s the job of Paradise to come for those who’ve 

been left behind. ’Do you feel left behind in your life? 

 

RR: No, not at all. Like, I feel… I feel super-liberated, you know. I’m able to 

make … from my passions. I’m able to work… because I feel like I’m 

working for certain communities as an artist, and I also feel that I am 

feeding my family. I also feel like that the money that I do make or the 

prizes I do pick up… I am taking all that energy and power and putting it 

towards other artists and trying to support others. So, I am an incredibly 

lucky man. Left behind I am not, because I feel I have the power to change 

anything in my grasp and nobody can leave me behind. You know what I’m 

saying? It’s like because I have the power. I run things. I was having this 

discussion with a family member over dinner, and he was saying, you 

know, ‘You come to this… when you come into this country, you have 

certain rights, but you don’t have all the rights because it’s not your 

country.’ I was like, ‘What? This is my country. Where do you think all the 
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money for this country came from? The sweat off my father’s back. I belong 

here and it belongs to me. All the money that came from the slavery and 

wealth and capitalism going into the industrial movement – where do you 

think all that money came from? Off the backs of Black people. So, this 

belongs to me. I belong here. And that’s the trick – to make people feel that 

they don’t belong here, that they can be left behind. It’s yours. Nobody can 

leave you behind. It belongs to you. 

 

GG: I think that’s the note to end on. Roger, it belongs to us. And we were 

led to it by you, I think, importantly. Thanks very much. 

 

RR: Oh, man you’re welcome. Thanks a lot for everything. 

 

A recording of this interview can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk 
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