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#CaribbeanStrong

Stitching Together Memories: An Interview with Poet Grace NicholsSo the poem has its roots in that historical 
space. Sugarcane has been described as 
a ‘sweet crop’ with a ‘bitter history’ since 
it was the main reason for the introduction 
of African slaves to the Caribbean. The 
idea of making sugarcane masculine was 
a natural one for me, not least because 
of its phallic shape. The long-memoried 
woman empathises with Sugarcane; 
indeed, she falls in love with a man cutting 
sugarcane, and for her the two become 
indistinguishable. Like sugarcane that has 
its juice wrung out of it, the man has his 
sweat and blood sucked out of him.

I simply adore the Fat Black Woman’s poems! 

fat is a darling
a dumpling
a squeeze
fat is cuddles
up a baby’s sleeve

It seems to me long before there was a term called 
“fat shaming” you were exploring this in your poetry. 
A few questions here: When did you realise that you 
had a cycle of poems about the “fat black woman”? 
What did you find so personally engaging about this 
character? Was she based on anyone you knew or is 
she fully of your imagination? 

I suppose the idea for the Fat 
Black Woman’s Poems came out of 
a subconscious rebellion against the 
stereotype image of beauty to which the 
Western world subscribes. That cycle of 
poems was written over 30 years ago, 
a few years after coming to England. It 
comes out of a sense of playfulness and 
she isn’t based on anyone I know. She’s 
a character or persona I created, an 
exaggeration who relishes ‘acting-up’ as 
the outrageous opposite of the very thin 
woman (usually blonde) held up to us as 
the ideal model of beauty by the fashion 
industry. The Fat Black Woman begs to 
differ and enjoys her own sensuousness 
and sensuality. For me she doesn’t 
represent fatness per se, but rather a 
largeness and generosity of spirit. A sense 
of unbounded freedom. I doubt whether 
I would have come up with that book of 
poems in Guyana, for example, as that 
obsession with body size doesn’t really 
exist.   

One of the things that stand out about your work is 
really vivid imagery:

     O but look 
     there’s a waterpot growing
     from her head 

Or, in another case:

     The fat black woman want 
     some heat/hibiscus at her feet
     blue sea dress
     to wrap her neat

These images in fact recall paintings and made me 
wonder if you practised any of the visual arts or wrote 
these poems by looking at works of visual art?

I have always loved the image-making 
power of poetry. I’m still practically 
bowled over when I come across a 
particularly striking image that makes us 

see something in a fresh new light, like 
Derek Walcott’s “nail holes of stars in the 
sky roof” (Schooner Flight) or Sylvia Platt’s 
wind, “slapping its phantom laundry in my 
face” (Blackberrying). The images that 
you refer to in the above quotes weren’t 
derived from looking at paintings but from 
my own way of writing and use of imagery. 

After poetry, my next big love is in 
fact visual art. I love visiting art galleries 
and viewing paintings. I was poet-in-
residence at the Tate Gallery London 
1999-2000,which resulted in my book of 
poems Picasso, I Want My Face Back. The 
idea was to come up with poems inspired 
by paintings. Among the paintings that 
inspired me was Picasso’s iconic ‘Weeping 
Woman’ based on the face of his young 
muse and mistress at the time, a woman 
called Dora Maar. She had suffered a 
mental breakdown when their relationship 
ended, and I wrote a long poem in her 
voice which sees her reclaiming her 
fractured cubistic face.

Of course now that I’m older, I realise 
that it wasn’t just the imagery I loved in 
poetry but also the music that a poem 
makes, which I took for granted as inherent 
qualities in any poem/poet. What is also 
important to me now is the resonance a 
poem leaves long after you’ve lifted your 
eyes from the page. 

Another theme that stands out for me in your work is 
the references to needlework throughout: 

      a blanket woven by 
      your own hands
      rich with embroidery

In another poem a mother uses a crochet needle 
to pry a pea out of her child’s nostril, while in the 
introduction to the collection Sunris you reference “a 
joyous patchwork quilt”. Penelope at work shows up as 
well as a pretty stunning poem about the sea:

        in a turquoise dress

        Constantly stitched and re-stitched
        by the bright seamstresses of flying fish

I wonder if you could think through why needlework 
is a motif in your work?

I can’t say that I was particularly 
conscious of this but there is a weaving 
together, especially in my collection, 
Startling The Flying Fish. I had a review 
in the Guardian newspaper on that book 
some time ago in which the headline 
referred to me as ‘Seamstress of the 
Caribbean’, so you might have a point 
there. My mother, who had seven children, 
often made our clothes herself on her 
Singer sewing machine and I myself, 
believe it or not, made some simple 
dresses for myself as a teenager, all in the 
same style, armless with a round neck. I 
won’t know where to begin sewing a dress 
now.

At a wider level, I think what we try 
to do as poets is a kind of stitching 
together of our memories, feelings, 

images, thoughts and bring them out in 
an imaginative wholeness into the world. 
The fact that I tend to write from a female 
perspective might have something to do 
with me using sewing as an unconscious 
metaphor.

There is a stunning eroticism to some of your works, 
particularly so in the poem “Winter Thoughts” where 
the narrator is reduced “to the throbbing fruit/ within 
me”. I wondered if you faced any pushback in writing 
such openly erotic poems? And were you personally 
aware of breaking boundaries in writing erotic poetry?

Most of my erotically charged poems 
like those you mentioned were written in 
the heady feminist heyday when as young 
poets, we were discovering our voices and 
celebrating our sexuality and womanhood 
and having a lot of fun reading those 
poems in public. As women we were 
hungry to hear each other’s voices which 
throughout history were mainly silent. 
There was an element of joyous rebellion 
in this as well as a desire to shock I guess. 
In the eighties and nineties in Britain I 
read with poets like Audre Lorde, Maya 
Angelou, and Adrienne Rich who were 
invited over from the USA, as well as 
British poets like Jackie Kay, Michelle 
Roberts, Carol Ann Duffy, and others.  I 
remember an older black poet friend of 
mine saying that the poem, “My Black 
Triangle” always made him blush whenever 
I read it in public. I still included it in my 
selected poems I Have Crossed An Ocean, 
as a testament to that early period.

Nostalgia and exile are prominent themes for you, 
as are questions of belonging and “home”. At times 
home is Guyana and other times it is England. Even 
more fascinating is the fact that your work straddles 
both Latin American and Caribbean identities. There 
are both Latin American and Caribbean folktales and 
deities evoked in your poetry. So where do you place 
yourself? Where is home for you?

A sense of place has always been 
important to me as a poet. Coming from 

Guyana with its Atlantic coastline and its 
deep interior spirit of rivers and rainforest 
has made me into the kind of writer I am. I 
tend to keep an eye on landscape and like 
the elements to move in my work. I don’t 
think that would ever change.

But I’ve been living in the south of 
England for many years now and that 
landscape of rolling down and chalky cliffs 
is also part of me. So my two homescapes, 
so to speak, are Guyana/Caribbean as well 
as England where I’ve brought up my two 
daughters.  My work does straddle both 
places. 

As you get older your sense of identity 
seems to shift and change. Though 
Guyana, the country of my birth, will 
always be a special place to me, I tend 
to describe myself as a Caribbean person 
because for me the Caribbean is like a 
microcosm of the world. It embraces all 
the different races and cultures — native 
Amerindian, African, Asian, European 
— so when you describe yourself as 
Caribbean, you’re in fact saying that you’re 
a citizen of the world. I personally feel 
very multicultural and am happy with the 
description on my birth certificate that 
says ‘Mixed native of Guyana’. Guyana is 
on the tip of the South American continent 
so it has one foot in the Caribbean islands 
and the other in Latin America, which is 
also part of my heritage.

  
Perhaps now is a good time to ask you to tell us 

about your childhood in Guyana …
I spent the first eight years of my 

childhood in a small country village along 
the east coast of Guyana, about 30 miles 
from the capital. We called it Highdam, 
an ironic name, since it was below sea 
level (the official name was Stanleyville). 
I believe I owe the fact that I write at all 
to that village where I spent my small-
girl days stealing down to the shore with 
my brother and sisters to catch crabs, 
catching fish in old baskets in our own 

MeMories from Page 1


