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T      oday, Bookends presents the third in this year’s 
series of conversations #CaribbeanStrong between 
Jacqueline Bishop and writers and artists from the 
region. The featured writer is Richard Georges, 

who was born in Trinidad and raised in the British Virgin 
Islands. He is the overall winner of the prestigious OCM 
Bocas Prize for Caribbean Literature for 2020 for his 
third collection of poetry Epiphaneia. In 2018, his second 
collection, Giant, was Highly Commended by the Forward 
Prizes and longlisted for the 2019 OCM Bocas Prize for 
Caribbean Literature. That same year, Georges presented 
the talk “The power of poetry” for TEDx Tortola. Make Us 
All Islands, his first book of poetry was shortlisted for the 
Felix Dennis Prize for Best First Collection by the Forward 
Prizes for Poetry. 

 
Richard Georges, congratulations on being the 2020 overall Bocas 

winner for your collection of poems, Epiphaneia, which will be the 
focus of this interview along with your other two collections, Make Us 
All Islands, and Giant. But first let’s start with your being the first 
Virgin Islands Poet Laureate. What do you plan to enact in this position? 

 Thank you very much. Let me first express 
my deep and enduring gratitude to our 
Department of Culture for all that they 
have done in establishing this laureate 
programme, and of course to all those 
involved in my selection as the inaugural 
awardee. There are a number of 
obligations set out as a condition of my 
acceptance of the honour from which 
I can craft what I wish to do with the 
platform. 

 The most pertinent of those 
obligations are to develop 
programmes and projects that 
increase the appreciation of poetry, 
to mentor emerging poets, and to 
give readings and lectures. The project 
I have envisioned is to edit a collection 
of local poets with historical context 
for the period in which they write 
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as well as an analysis of their 
craft, poetics, and their recurring 
themes. The mentorship is taking 
the form of a series of workshops, 
the first of which will take place 
this May with the assistance of 
the Department of Culture. 

 I also am advocating for a 
literary festival here, in order 
to celebrate our authors and to 
encourage our emerging writers 
through bringing writers from the 
region and the diaspora here for 
readings and workshops. 

 
One of the things I would like for you to 

clarify from very early on for our readers is 
what islands and territories make up the 
Virgin Islands and what are their various 
colonial arrangements? Maybe now would 
also be a good time to tell us a little bit 
about yourself, where you were born and 
grew up, where you went to school, how did 
you come to realise that you were a writer, 
and where do you consider to be home? 

 The Virgin Islands are a 
Caribbean archipelago stretching 
from just east of Puerto Rico 
towards Anguilla and St 
Maarten. None of the islands 
is autonomous, and are divided 
among three political jurisdictions. 
The British Virgin Islands is a 
dependent Territory of the United 
Kingdom comprised of the main 
islands of Tortola, Virgin Gorda, 
Anegada, Jost van Dyke, and 
dozens more islands, rocks, and 
cays. It shouldn’t be confused 
with the United States Virgin 
Islands (St Thomas, St John, and 
St Croix), or the Puerto Rican or 
Spanish Virgin Islands (Culebra 
and Vieques), both unincorporated 
territories of the United States.  

 For my own part, I was born 
in Trinidad and lived there until 
I was 12, at which point the 
family moved back to Tortola, the 
island where my father’s family 
history stretches back to the 
plantation era. After attending 
high school and college here, I left 
for university in the States and 
eventually completed an MA in 
Wales and a PhD in England. 

 Writing was always with me 
in some form. As a kid I read, 
but a primary school classmate 
and I endeavoured to write our 
own stories in exercise books 
and exchange them. At the 
same time, I think my realization, 
as you put it, did not occur for 
me until sometime after my 
MA. Sometime around 2012, I 
was contacted by the Scottish 
Poetry Library as they worked 
on The Written World project 
in conjunction with the BBC to 
celebrate the London Olympics. 
They’d selected one of my poems 

to represent the BVI. Between 
then and the next three years 
there were a few validatory 
events that made me think that 
perhaps my writing could be 
worthy of publication. 

 
Your three collections thus far function 

for me like an extended argument 
and metaphor where the sea and sea 
creatures are the stars. The narrators in 
the collections are fascinated by corals, 
mangroves, and the endless wide blue 
ocean. There is so much that is written at 
the side of oceans only to be washed away. 
Yet, your poems seek to politicise and 
make an archive of something as fluid as 
the ocean. What is to be gained in such an 
undertaking? 

 From the vantage point of 
such a small island, the sea is 
ubiquitous, viral. Perhaps it is 
a Sisyphean task, but I think 
given how inextricable the 
marine is from our history and 
our identity here, it is impossible 
to write something that goes 
to the heart of the Virgin 
Islander’s experiences that is not 
fundamentally rooted in the water. 

 The sea operates on a 
multitude of registers, and as 
mutable and moody as it can 
be, it can be all these things at 
once. It is a portal through which 
Gilroy sees the multitude of black 
experiences dispersed across 

a spectrum, or the route of the 
Middle Passage and therefore also 
a vault of ancestral memory and a 
crypt of lost souls. 

 Physically as well, the 
geological impact of the Atlantic, 
the teeming life within it, the fact 
that for centuries and to this day, 
the people of these islands have 
relied utterly on the sea for their 
livelihoods. All of this has ensured 
that my enthusiasm has not 
waned and my fascination has not 
been subdued. 

 
In your collection Giant, one of 

the things immediately apparent is that 
unnamed birds are flying everywhere. In 
a strikingly self-reflective moment, the 
narrator of the poem states, “I spend my 
days making birds out of poems”. Why are 
particularly seabirds of such importance to 
you as a writer?    

 Seabirds are a constant in my 
daily life. Along my daily commute 
frigates are flying overhead while 
pelicans rest on the waterside 
rocks. Just now, in the empty 
lot next to my apartment a 
lonely heron wanders about. 
When I ride the ferry to the outer 
islands or over to St Thomas, 
brown boobies chase the boat’s 
wake. Sometimes I feel like my 
outstretched fingers may just 
graze their bellies.  

The birds are also many things. 

They are little natural wonders; 
the fact that their bodies allow 
them to master flight means that 
they are able to do something 
that is a persistent human dream 
and fascination. I think of that 
fascination for flight that has often 
enveloped me, and I think of the 
symbolisms that are wrapped up 
in that. 

 I think of the metaphysical 
importance of flight, as an astral 
or spiritual ascension, and I think 
of the historical and cultural 
importance of flight within the 
diaspora. 

 This is recurring now in my 
current work, and I’ve been 
fascinated by Igbo Landing and 
how mass suicides of enslaved 
peoples have spawned the 
mythologies of Flying Africans. 
There are several other pieces 
of contemporary literature that 
tackle the imagery of black people 
being imbued with flight, from Toni 
Morrison, to Virginia Hamilton, to 
Kei Miller. 

 I think this preoccupation 
spills out of me in these poems, 
largely because of these ideas 
and images of the landscape and 
seascapes rubbing against each 
other in my head. 

 
“The Fisherman Measures Life” and 

“The Fisherman Finds His Way” are 

simply gorgeous poems which forefront a 
self-assured loving masculinity. The poems 
are quite sensual and filled with many rich 
wonderful details. There is an unforced 
authenticity that makes the reader wonder 
how you came to have so much knowledge 
about the sea and about a fisherman’s life? 
Why is the sea gendered as female in these 
poems? 

 Thank you for that. Like I said 
earlier, the sea is such an ever-
present elemental force for us in 
the smaller islands; the salt air is 
often in our nostrils; we are firm 
believers in the therapeutic powers 
of its waters, of a morning soak. 
Fishermen also remain iconic 
figures in the villages. The boats 
come in still, the fishermen pull 
their catch into the bays, some 
truck their load around the island, 
conch shells blaring. Others set up 
makeshift stands at the roadside, 
the reef fish, the lobsters displayed 
to entice the passing cars.  

 The fisherman persona is one I 
devised largely from observation 
of these men – I wanted a 
character outside of the poet 
who I could channel, through 
whom I could observe the island, 
the water, and the submarine. 
To do that, I also wanted to 
use language that is true to the 
fisherman’s dialect. I wanted 
to reframe and complicate his 
viewpoint for my own purposes 
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without creating something that 
was as close as possible to, as 
you say, inauthentic or overly 
fabricated. So, the fisherman calls 
the fish by their familiar island 
names and he feminises the 
sea in the manner that the older 
generations of men in the Virgin 
Islands continue to feminise much 
of the natural environment. 

 I didn’t want to edit or sanitise 
that, to dechauvinise if you 
will, especially since there is 
already a bit of ventriloquy taking 
place, but rather to capture 
the fisherman’s experience and 
outlook as honestly as possible 
before I refracted it through the 
speaker’s lens. The fishermen, 
like the farmers and the other 
professions the islands seem to 
be slowly leaving behind, practise 
their own sort of rugged politics 
and philosophies. Often, there is 
a coarseness to their hypotheses, 
or a brutal, harsh aspect to it at 
least. But sometimes, there is 
beauty as well, and I try in these 
poems to be open to that beauty. 

 
Yet those two poems and your seascape 

poems in general bring into sharp relief your 
landscape poems. It is hard to conjure up 
and see a physical place and actual people 
in your poems which take place on land. 
There are few names of plants, flowers, 
animals, places etc. Rather, such poems 

seem more metaphysical. Why is this so?
I’m not sure. That is not by 

design I don’t think. As for the 
metaphysical nature of the 
poems, I know in Giant I was 
trying to elevate the mundane, 
to celebrate the natural, to 
explicitly find the spiritual. Later, 
in Epiphaneia, the trauma and 
destruction we were witness to 
was a dissociative exercise. It 
was a way to process what we 
had all gone through, to see the 
island itself recovering quicker 
than us, the way nature is quick 
to overrun it all. At the same time, 
the land poems in Epiphaneia, 
especially later on, inhabit the 
ruins with islanders. Kids play 
basketball in their ruined homes, a 
group gathers on the foundation of 
their favourite bar, a village listens 
to a little boy play the drums. 

 
The presence of Walcott and Brathwaite 

stalks, but does not overwhelm, all three of 
your collections. Though you pay homage to 
both writers, you have managed to find an 
individual voice. The homage paid to both 
writers, though, did make me wonder two 
things: Firstly, which female writers from 
the Caribbean do you venerate in the ways 
you do these two writers? 

 Interesting, I think the two 
writers who have the biggest 
spiritual influence on my poems 
are Dionne Brand and Lorna 

Goodison in that order. Walcott 
and Brathwaite (Walcott more 
so) are canonical influences 
that I’d been introduced to via 
CXC and Cambridge syllabuses. 
The first book was written as 
the creative component to a 
doctoral thesis that examined 
the role of the sea in the poetry 
of Walcott, Brathwaite, Brand, 
and lesser known poets from the 
Virgin Islands. Within the thesis, 
I explore how certain tropes and 
images surrounding the water 
echo through several other 
Caribbean poets’ work including 
other favourites like Olive Senior 
and Grace Nichols. 

 I think the first several poems 
I wrote towards the project were 
definitely derivative of Walcott, 
and it took me some time to begin 
to develop a voice, a voice I’m still 
developing. Somewhere in the 
process, Brand’s No Language Is 
Neutral began to really take a hold 
of me, and to lesser extent Turn 
Thanks by Goodison. It wasn’t lost 
on me that No Language itself is 
a response to Walcott and I see 
so much of their effect on writing. 
While Brathwaite and Walcott 
loom, as they do, the Brathwaite 
poem was written to be 
submitted to ArtsEtc in Barbados 
as they were preparing a special 
issue for Brathwaite’s 85th 
birthday. I missed the deadline on 
that one. As for Walcott, I think 
there’s an epigraph in Make Us 
All Islands, and the title poem 
of “Epiphaneia” written on the 
occasion of his death. 

 In a macabre way, I think it 
easier that neither man was 
aware of me as a poet. A few 
years ago, I was longlisted on a 
prize with Dionne Brand and I was 
absolutely petrified. Like suppose 
she reads the listed books and 
thinks poorly of my work? I’m 
much more comfortable either 
writing to and about the poets 
who I will never meet or to the 
poets with whom I’m friendly. 

 
One of the things I’ve noticed as I do 

these interviews for several years now is 
that women are often not offered up as 
scholars and thinkers about the Caribbean 
experience in the ways that men are. You 
pull widely in your works from several 
scholars and thinkers on Caribbean culture, 
including from women scholars, but not 
Caribbean women scholars and thinkers. 
Why is this so? 

 Well, I think I talk back to the 
St Lucian/Virgin Islander poet 
Patricia Turnbull in “The Talking 
Stone”, which is responding 
to her historical narrative Can 
These Stones Talk? and “The 
Heavy Anchor” responds to 

another historical work by a Virgin 
Islander Janet Smith who worked 
with her father on oral histories 
surrounding the sinking of the 
Fancy Me, still the greatest loss 
of life at sea to occur in the Virgin 
Islands. 

 In the second book, my reading 
had become more expansive, as 
I’d set down a lot of what I’d been 
reading for Make Us All Islands. 
Themes still tended to reappear, 
and I was still tuned in to the 
ideas and images that continue to 
resonate in that book.  

 Those points aside, I think the 
point is a fair one. I mentioned 
Brand earlier, but I can’t pretend 
that “This Body For Itself” and 
other essays in Bread Out of 
Stone weren’t transformative for 
me, alongside work like Lorde’s 
Sister Outsider, or Brodber, or 
Forbes. I think that between Giant 
and Epiphaneia some of those 
influences begin to bleed through 
the poems that centre the body or 
focus explicitly on the political. 

 
The painter Camille Pissarro makes an 

appearance in the poem “Wardian Case”, 
and I remember being very surprised when 
I visited the Virgin Islands to learn of 
Pissarro’s relationship to the islands. Tell us 
about this and add your thoughts about why 
this might not be as widely known. 

 I can’t speak definitively about 
why folks don’t know Pissarro is 
from St Thomas, especially when 
there is a considerable bit of work 
for which St Thomas is the setting. 

 I don’t remember the first time 
I went to the Pissarro gallery, or 
perhaps saw prints in a bookstore. 
In fact, a version of “Wardian 
Case” was written perhaps 10 
years or so before the book was 
published. So, as a teenager I 
went regularly to St Thomas by 
ferry. I’d go to shop for clothes, 
or video games. Sometimes 
I went with my church youth 
group. Narrow roads lead from 
the Anglican church towards the 
cobbled stones of the main street 
and all along the way are little 
kitsch shops that catch the eyes 
of the curious. 

 I feel like Pissarro’s work 
captures that same wonder, the 
same observer’s eye that the 
writer must have. I’d be betraying 
my ignorance of art history, 
especially in the presence of 
an accomplished artist, but as 
far as I’m aware his St Thomas 
paintings are before we can think 
of him as an Impressionist painter. 
There is a stunning portrait of a St 
Thomian boy, aptly titled Portrait 
of a Boy, that appears very much 
to me to be a brilliant exercise in 
realism. Maybe this nuance, that 

the St Thomian work is realist, 
and that Pissarro’s reputation is as 
an Impressionist can somewhat 
explain why he is hardly ever 
recognised as Caribbean outside 
of the islands? 

 
One of the things you have done, along 

with others, is to found Moko Magazine. 
What was the idea behind founding it 
and why do you continue your work on it? 
Speaking as someone who has founded a 
Caribbean magazine, I know how much work 
this is! 

 Well, as an emerging writer 
myself, I’d noticed at the time 
that there were not many markets 
focused just on Caribbean letters, 
and that there were even fewer 
looking to create space for new 
Caribbean writers. 

 
Finally, impressively, you seem to put out 

a book almost a year apart. So, what are you 
working on these days? 

Funny you should ask that! I 
have been working on fiction for 
the past three years or so. I’ve only 
finished a couple stories, but I’ve 
been focusing on a novel project 
that has been demanding most of 
my attention. I don’t know what 
more I can say about that just yet. 
The stories are all centred on these 
islands, though they move through 
various points in time. 
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