
1   Tell me a little bit about the idea 
for Songs of Silence and how it came 
about.      
The answer to this one is a rather longish 
story, with some layers. It was my first serious 
attempt at a sustained piece of writing in 
a long time, and I had entered a period of 
great doubt about whether I could or would 
write. I needed to test that doubt – it was a 
kind of do or die moment, you might say. I 
started the book in free-write mode, thinking 
of it really as no more than a turning on of 
a long-unused tap so the rusty water would 
flow out, then the clean would follow.  In 
other words, I was just clearing space so my 
brain could find a way to write. But the story 
began to take its own shape, in spite of my 
original intention, and I found myself following 
where the material was going and beginning 
to craft it deliberately, consciously, as a story 
about the rural Jamaica I had grown up in, an 
important part of an ongoing cultural history 
that my great-uncle Cornelius Morris and 
other storytellers had preserved for me and 
my generation. They had done their piece, 
and this was my piece. I guess you could 
say the book talks about issues like gender, 
sexuality, identity and belonging,  but what 
struck me as I was writing was the astonishing 
complexities of that life – the strange 
oxymoron of being constantly surrounded on 
the one hand, and being constantly alone on 
the other; on the one hand, the constant roar 
of noise that characterizes village life (gossip, 
storytelling, minding other people’s business, 
news-carrying,  etc) and, on the other, the 
inscrutable, even occult things, the inner life 
that is not spoken or heard.  In some ways 
it’s a very funny book, but also, in other ways, 
pretty scary. 

2   I’d love to know something quirky – 
was this the initial title you had in mind? 
Did you change a character’s name? 
Yes. The title came to me in its own way, 
suddenly, without a by-your-leave. And 
you know how it is when things announce 
themselves with that kind of certainty. It feels 
right; you don’t quibble. I did change some 
characters’ names. Miss Effie was originally 
Miss Della but she didn’t take kindly to that 
name – it didn’t fit her profile, she said. ‘Effie’ 
works with the physical image I had of her –  
a thin, flat lady, not a full-bodied one. Some 
names were easier to decide on. Ezekiel 
for example had to have a Bible name. As 
Marlene tells it, he forced her confrontation 
with ‘sin’. 

3   Once you’ve written a story, how 
hard is it to let go? How long do the 
characters stay with you? 
In a way, I don’t think my characters begin in 
particular stories. If it is true that writers write 
their obsessions, then I am always writing 
mine. Some characters I’ve written have a 
way of reinventing themselves and turning up 
throughout my work. They like to push against 
the boundaries of common sense, as if what 
is possible in the known world is too small, 
too unimagined.  It just struck me, thinking 
about this question, that Marlene, Mr Papacita, 
Miss Effie and indeed all the major characters 
in Songs are like that. It is at one level the 
paradox of a small place, this combination of 
ordinariness and the astoundingly outlandish. 
(By ‘outlandish’ I mean ‘outside of’). The 
character Evangeline in my 2012 novel Ghosts 
is born of Jamaican parents on an airplane in 
mid-flight, and because the birth takes place in 
US airspace, she is finally a dual Jamaican-US 
citizen.  Her ways of not fitting in are meant 
to trouble current ideas about who belongs 
where and who does not.

4   Growing up, which authors had the 
greatest impact on you?
As a young child – the Brothers Grimm; 
Andrew Lang (fairy tale collections); Enid 
Blyton, my great-uncle Cornelius Morris (his 
oral folk tales, which he invented). In my teens 
– the British Victorian and Romantic writers; the 
Bible (King James Version), Leo Tolstoy (War 
and Peace); John Figueroa Caribbean Voices, 
Dreams and Visions Vol 1; Anne Walmsey 
The Sun’s Eye. The last three impacted me in 
a major, life-changing way that I recognized 
even as I was reading them. I didn’t realize 
the impact the others had on me until much 
later. I certainly didn’t realize as a 6-10 year-old 
how racist Blyton and Lang were. Race wasn’t 
anything young children in my part of the world 
knew anything about, so nasty stuff about us 
went over our heads and didn’t fall on our hair.    

5   Who’s your favourite Caribbean 
author?
I enjoy a great many Caribbean writers. I 
don’t know that I have a favourite, but among 
the books I’ve had the most joy reading are 
Marcia Douglas’ The Marvelous Equations 
of the Dread; George Lamming’s Season of 
Adventure  and Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s 
One Hundred Years of Solitude. Márquez is of 
course Colombian but I’m willing to accept his 
view of himself as Caribbean having grown up 
on Colombia’s Caribbean coast.

6   What do you hope to achieve with 
this book?
I hope it’s an enjoyable read.  I would like to 
think it does something valuable in Caribbean 
literature not only because of the issues it 
addresses or the way it recreates a period in 
Jamaican cultural history, but by its investment 
in crafting Jamaican vernacular speech as 
a  globally accessible, literary  language. In 
all my work I pursue  after the lilting beauty, 
the incredible gift and giftedness of that oral 
language. 

7   Where’s your go to place for writing? 
If it feels like a cupboard or a capsule, a really 
closed- off space where nothing comes in from 
outside, I can write there. My ideal space is a 
tiny  high-up room with a window where I can  
look out if I want,  without being looked in on. 
The window might sound like a contradiction, 
but it’s not really.

8   Tell me a secret that’s helped you 
write this book. 
No secrets to tell, really.

9   Are any of your characters based 
on your real-life friends and if so do they 
know?  
No, and no. (I would never write a memoir 
because I couldn’t stand the ethical stress of 
writing about real people). At some level, of 
course, every fictional character is a mix of bits 
and pieces of types of persons you’ve met 
along the way, yourself included, though the 
total character is always more than the sum of 
the parts. 

10   Which book would you recommend 
to me?  
Midnight’s Children (Salman Rushdie).

11   What motivates you everyday to 
want to perfect your craft?
My own hunger to discover the perfect word, a 
way of speaking that captures more completely 
what I think I see, before it flies away, and 
my knowledge that I will never find any such 
perfect expression. George Lamming uses a 
beautiful phrase for this ‘the writer’s perpetual 
rage with words’. It’s  probably an acute form of 
mental  aberration. 
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