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How did you come to write the 
harrowing poem “A Brief Odyssey”? What 
is this poem about, and why did you feel it 
important to write it at this time?

That poem came about as a 
result of a TV news footage of 
a small Syrian boy, Alan Kurdi, 
whose body was shown washed 
up on the shore. He and his 
family were trying to escape 
the terrible war in Syria and 
boarded an overcrowded dinghy 
which capsized. Only his father 
managed to survive. He, his 
brother and mother were washed 
away. What was particularly 
moving was the clip they’d also 
showed of him jumping around 
in a home movie, all excited to 
be going to a new home. It was 
such a sad image, this small, 
fully clad figure curled on the 
beach as if he was sleeping. Of 
course, when you’re lying in bed 
these images come back to haunt 
you. I called the poem, “A Brief 
Odyssey” because his journey at 
sea was so brief compared to the 
Odysseus’ lengthy 20-year battle 
at sea. 

One of the things perhaps not widely 
known about you is that, along with your 
husband John Agard, you run a theatre 
group. How did this group come about, 
what kind of works has it produced? Also, 
what it is like for two such notable poets 
and creatives to live and work together? Do 
you, for example, constantly switch ideas 
back and forth about poetry and theatre 
and discuss each other’s work?

John and I, together with 
director Mark Hewitt, co-founded 
Crosspath Theatre in 2010. Its 
focus is more on verse drama 
with the aim of bridging poetry 
and theatre. I’ve always been 
interested in how different art 

forms can inspire each other. 
For example, one of the popular 
shows we staged was Dora vs 
Picasso. After writing Picasso, 
I Want My Face Back with that 
sequence of poems in Dora’s 
voice, I felt I needed to let 
Picasso have his say. So I came 
up with his responses to Dora. 
We got two professional actors 
who engage in a passionate 
exchange and this is interwoven 

with live flamenco dance and 
music to complement their 
intensity. We also showed images 
of both Dora’s photography and 
some of Picasso’s paintings. It 
was a multi-arts thing. Crosspath 
Theatre also staged, among other 
things, John’s one-man show Roll 
Over Atlantic, a satirical look at 
Columbus (both directed by Mark 
Hewitt.)

As regards living and working 

together, we do bounce off and 
inspire each other. We are each 
other’s first reader and critic before 
sending off a manuscript. Naturally, 
we have our own passionate likes 
and dislikes and arguments about 
poetry. We are very different poets, 
in a way. My sense of wonder in 
the natural world inspired by my 
early childhood in the country is 
always there, while John grew 
up in the city. I tend to be much 

more secretive about my work. 
Someone once asked me if we 
ever wrote poems together, which 
I found strange, as poetry is such 
a solitary activity, coming as it is 
from your own intuitive awareness 
and imagination. But we have 
collaborated on anthologies such as 
A Caribbean Dozen (Walker Books) 
which features the work of 12 
Caribbean poets who also write for 
children, with an extra poet thrown 
in as a bonus, hence the name. We 
also wrote a collection of Caribbean 
nursery rhymes; No Hickory, No 
Dickory, No Dock. We each wrote 
20 poems, exploring nursery rhyme 
rhythms from both the British and 
Caribbean tradition, some with a 
playful twist.

Finally, you make a distinction between 
poems that are for “young readers” and 
poems that are not. What would you say 
is the difference in writing for these two 
groups? 

When I’m writing for children, 
I think I’m writing for the child in 
me.

My children’s poems tend to 
be more playful, but sometimes a 
poem can cut across and equally 
appeal to both children and adults. 
Maybe my poetry for younger 
readers has a more pronounced 
rhythm. I’ve written several 
poems exploring the rap rhythm, 
for example. My adventure with 
language began with my mother 
reading us nursery rhymes and 
telling us fairy tales, also hearing 
schoolyard rhymes. I like to 
think that I bring both a sense of 
thoughtfulness and fun to my work 
for children.
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 An associate professor 
at New York University, 
Jacqueline Bishop is also a 
visual artist and writer. She is 
the author of, among others, 
such books as My Mother 
Who Is Me: Life Stories from 
Jamaican Women in New 
York and Writers Who Paint/
Painters Who Write: Three 
Jamaican Artists, and The 
Gymnast & Other Positions, 
the 2016 OCM Bocas Award 
in Non-Fiction. Her latest art 
exhibition, “By the Rivers of 
Babylon”, recently concluded 
in New York.
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