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EMMA Hello this is Inside Ouch. I’m Emma Tracey and I’m part of 

the BBC Ouch team, as is Damon Rose.  

DAMON Hello.  

EMMA And Beth Rose.  

BETH Hi.  

EMMA And our guest is Raymond Antrobus. Hello Raymond.  

RAYMOND Hello.  

EMMA You’re a deaf spoken word poet. Is spoken word poetry a big 

thing in the deaf community?  

RAYMOND Is spoken word poetry a big thing in the deaf community? 

[he repeats the questions slowly to himself] No, for all the 

obvious reasons. It’s becoming more popular. There is a 

BSL slam which I just saw is happening at the end of the 

month in Shoreditch.  

EMMA But BSL poetry and English spoken word poetry are they 



 

 

chalk and cheese as well or are there some…?  

RAYMOND I don’t do BSL poetry. I can converse in broken BSL. My 

journey into deafness is quite a specific one in that my 

deafness was diagnosed when I was a bit older, about six, 

seven years old. And most of our language attrition happens 

between those ages of one to seven, so at that point I 

couldn’t read, I couldn’t write, I was slow to start walking. 

No one knew why this was happening until a phone started 

ringing in my mum’s house and my mum said I was 

completely oblivious to this phone, and she just looked at me 

and she looked at the phone ringing and she heard it really 

loudly and I was completely unmoved, I didn’t react. So, 

once my deafness was diagnosed it kind of changed my 

education trajectories. They were in the middle of calling me 

a select mute and a dyslexic with severe learning disabilities 

and everything, and it was just my hearing all along.  

DAMON Raymond how does that happen? What year are we talking 

about here?  

RAYMOND I’m born in 1986, and this doesn’t happen anymore because 

now newborn babies are given instant hearing tests. That 

didn’t happen when I was born.  

BETH Although, because I was born in the same year, and I 

remember at school we had audiologists came in when we 

were maybe five or six and did the hearing test then.  

RAYMOND Which school?  

BETH Well, I was in Cornwall, so whether it was different.  



 

 

RAYMOND Cornwall, see; I’m from the Hood. I’m from Hackney when 

Hackney was like no one wanted to be in Hackney.  

EMMA I want to go back to when it was discovered that you 

couldn’t hear. What happened next in terms of helping you 

to communicate better and to become more involved in 

things?  

RAYMOND One, I have to say that I’m really fortunate to have such a 

supportive mother. Even though she didn’t understand 

anything about deaf identity or deaf culture, it was 

something that was treated solely as a medical thing. I was 

given a speech therapist at school and I would see the speech 

therapist once a week. Then I was given a hearing therapist, I 

was given two hearing aids.  

[Music] The first time I wore hearing aids stepping out of St 

Bartholomew Hospital I heard pigeon flapping, crowded city 

traffic avalanche my ears like never before. And if there was 

silence behind any doors in my brain they’d been unhinged. 

It is a miracle that anyone can think in this volume of busy. 

The first time I heard the bell on the bus I kept pushing it for 

every stop, and it vexed the bus driver, but I was a child 

playing with sound. The first day at school Kieran saw my 

hearing aids and asked if I was a secret agent. I said, “Yes, 

my ears are investigators of missing sounds”. [Music] 

I was still struggling to fit in because I was in a hearing 

dominated school, a hearing dominated culture where, as 

well as my physical appearance of otherness, like I’m mixed 

race but a lot of people don’t realise that, I have a look that’s 

kind of foreign everywhere, and then I’ve got these things in 

my ears which are another kind of foreignness. But my 

journey through school I got support but it was not without 

challenges. There were so many challenges I’m quite 



 

 

overwhelmed of what example to give.  

EMMA Were there a lot of challenges around your relationships with 

the other kids?  

RAYMOND Yeah. Like most young people are, most young people are 

bullied for their differences, I went through a lot of taunting, 

“You’re stupid. You're dumb. You’re retarded. What’s 

wrong with your ears? Why do you have to sit right at the 

front?” And I’m still a very sensitive person, so in a lot of 

ways my hearing was something which brought about a lot 

of shame, and I wasn’t able to articulate or share that 

experience meaningfully until I met other deaf and hard of 

hearing people. So, when I went to a secondary school, 

Blanche Nevile is also part of a hearing school, and then I 

started experiencing this other side of it which was my 

signing wasn’t great, so students at Blanche Nevile would 

call me a baby signer; that was kind of a taunt. So, I’m kind 

of feeling double isolation.  

DAMON So, the deaf kids were getting at you and the hearing kids 

were too?  

RAYMOND Yeah. I’m aware of not presenting a narrative that is like: 

these are the victims and these are the oppressors. It’s 

complicated. It worked both ways.  

BETH How did you get into spoken word and poetry to begin with? 

Was it a place to express yourself?  

RAYMOND Yeah. I’ve always written, so in the middle of going through 

all of this, in the middle of not speaking I was writing, albeit 

badly because my y’s were always the wrong way round; 

which is why everyone started saying, “Oh my god, he’s 

dyslexic!” I think there was a bit of overreaction there. But I 



 

 

was actually writing more kind of stories and songs. I’ve got 

an older sister and, she won’t mind me saying this because 

we get on fine now, but growing up she’d bully me. When 

I’d have an altercation with my sister I would disappear and 

find a corner and I’d write these stories. I had series of books 

about ponies and horses and these ponies were always going 

on different adventures. And what would always happen is at 

some point of a story a horse would always come along and 

trample on a pony. So, my sister had found these books and 

she’d read through them, and after not speaking for like a 

day she came up to me and she said, “Sorry” and I didn’t 

know where that had come from. And then when I realised 

that my book had been moved that she must have read the 

book and seen the stories that was something that stayed 

with me; that’s something that’s like ‘wow, I didn’t even 

write about her. It wasn’t about me. It was about these 

symbols, these horses’ and that connected with her more 

than anything, more than my crying and my screaming and 

my fists at the wall – it was that. Yeah, I think that that’s 

something which kept me writing.  

BETH So, your words suddenly had power?  

RAYMOND Yeah, exactly, yeah.  

EMMA And how did it go onto spoken word? Again I’m harping 

back to the fact that being deaf and being a spoken word 

poet is slightly unusual maybe. How did it turn from written 

to being performed?  

RAYMOND When I was 19 I went to Ohio in the States and I went to 

some talent contest randomly on a night out. I was working 

there, I was teaching out there. And I came across a guy on 

stage reading a poem, and I’d never seen that in a live setting 

before, and I was like, ‘wow, I’d do that. That’s what I do. I 

didn’t know that people would actually care to listen to that’. 

So, when I came back to London I looked up for live 



 

 

performances, live poetry readings and I came across slam. 

So, that same month I entered a slam and I came runner-up 

in the slam competition.  

EMMA You explain what slam is?  

RAYMOND You get three minutes to impress with a poem. It helps if 

everyone already agrees with you.  

BETH When you go into a slam and you want the audience on your 

side because you want to win does a poetry about your deaf 

identity does that alienate them straightaway or does that 

make them tune in ever more because…? 

RAYMOND That’s a good question. I only ever wrote one poem about 

wearing hearing aids and about my struggles with sound, and 

it’s tended to do well in slams, but sometimes there were 

judges were a bit like, “Hm, the poem is too ‘poor you’”. I 

think that was one of my things with slam: my relationship 

with poetry wasn’t to score points; my relationship with 

poetry was to navigate and make sense of my experience and 

to hopefully draw other people into that where I’m having a 

conversation.  

DAMON I think we should hear a poem now.  

EMMA Yeah, for sure.  

DAMON What have you got?  

RAYMOND This poem is called e-mo-ti-on. You know how the English 

language can be so cryptic because sometimes some words 

can look how they don’t sound? In Braille do some words 



 

 

feel how they don’t read? I don’t know. 

DAMON Yeah, I’m sitting here with Braille in front of me. They are. 

For instance the word out I’ve got in front of me here is an 

O-U sign, so it doesn’t look anything, it’s like a backwards 

‘t’, a backwards Braille ‘t’, so it doesn’t look anything. And 

often blind people have real problems learning how to spell 

if they’ve used Braille their whole life.  

So, let’s hear your poem.  

RAYMOND Okay, so this poem is called e-mo-ti-on and it’s written in a 

form called the abecedarian where every line had to start 

with each letter from the alphabet going from A to Z. I’d 

realised that this would be a perfect form to write about 

speech therapy because you have to use every sound of our 

English language. Also the interesting thing is I don’t hear 

sounds like a ssss, ssss. I can’t even hear myself do that; I 

can just feel it. And the way in which my speech therapist 

explained to my mum about my hearing she said, “Put your 

hand underneath your throat and make every sound you can, 

and you can always feel your voice vibrating, until you get 

to ssss, tttt, kkkk and then there’s no vibration”. I can only 

hear the sounds which vibrate in the throat. This poem is 

called e-mo-ti-on: 

Accurately describing speech therapy would-be difficult, 

example when the therapist cited the word emotion I could 

define it in the way that it was stabbed again and again with 

the pencil because I said e-mo-ti-on. The ssss never existed. 

Failure furniture my mouth for there was so much gravity in 

grammar. I couldn’t hold a hearing conversation. Dropping 

me inside a script of jumbled inner judgement; a jargon 

which knackered my brain with words too faint to learn. One 

art hard to master is the art of noise in an echoey room. The 

ssss in optimistic never existed. I said options stick, my deaf 

way of clinging to positives, but I never quit quizzing what 



 

 

is quietly actual while reading fog patches of lips. When I 

learned sign I spoke to deaf students who wished for greater 

deafness because tongs couldn’t meet them on their own 

terms. This undid the universe we never understood until all 

vowels were voiced on our fingers. All words lost in 

whispers were woven by hand and held in facial expressions, 

as x’s that marked mistakes exited my anxious existence. 

Yes, I speak now to my younger self who lost zzzzzzzz, who 

does not yet know he has all the sounds he needs to exist.  

BETH Well done.  

DAMON Well done.  

BETH That was great.  

DAMON I’ve got a question that I wrote down here in my Braille 

before I got into the studio, and it’s one of those slightly arts 

showy type questions and I’m actually slightly embarrassed 

for writing it out like this: how much does being deaf inform 

your life and your poetry?  

RAYMOND It’s… 

DAMON Is it at the bottom of everything? Does it intertwine its way 

into every thought?  

RAYMOND Not into every thought, and it’s something that I’ve only just 

started thinking about artistically, only in the last first years 

when I went back to school, learned sign language, BSL 

Level One people. And I spent six months working in a deaf 

school.  



 

 

DAMON That’s low level BSL.  

RAYMOND That’s low level BSL unfortunately, but I’m working it up. 

It’s just so expensive basically. Anyway that’s another story. 

So, yeah, I’ve been working in Blanche Nevile as a poet in 

residence and I’ve been working with deaf young people and 

deaf young poets, and watching them and their relationship 

with language really inspired me and helped me think deeper 

about what I went through when I was their age. Because 

what I saw in that school was young people who weren’t just 

having a negative experience of deafness, I saw young 

people who are taking real ownership over their deafness, 

and they have their own community. Obviously there were 

some difficulties and some struggles but it wasn’t tragic. 

How that’s made me think in my own poetry is wanting to 

celebrate deafness as an experience, but not by lying; I also 

still throw in the things which are difficult and which are 

alienating.  

DAMON So, you’re not just writing really super positive stuff about 

how good it is or how…? 

RAYMOND Deafness is fantastic! Everyone should try it! [Laughter] No.  

DAMON Which is the way that some of the deaf media and stories 

and things can go, isn’t it?  

RAYMOND Yeah.  

DAMON All a bit too positive maybe?  

RAYMOND Maybe, maybe. But the thing is you can’t write truthfully in 

one tone or one emotion or one idea, at least not in art. How 

does it inform my poetry, my writing? I think the main thing 



 

 

it informs is that it’s changed how I listen. And it’s brought 

up questions which are interesting for me which a lot of 

people currently writing aren’t thinking about. For example, 

I wrote a poem called Echo and it was inspired by going to 

the Gaudi church in Barcelona and one of the audio guides 

saying that in certain parts of the church, because of the 

shape of the roof, if you look up and sing and are aware of 

how sound moves in these particular places you will 

experience sound the way angels will. That is a divine 

experience. And I’m having this experience artificially 

through hearing aids and I’m wondering, ‘well do I 

participate in this divinity? Am I elevated?’ And that as a 

question I think has given me an interesting route into 

writing, which maybe who has a different relationship with 

hearing or isn’t deaf or has a different degree of deafness 

wouldn’t ask. So, that helps me feel in some ways grateful.  

DAMON And about positivity and empowerment and all of those good 

things, in one of your poems I was reading earlier there’s a 

line where you’re talking about sounding out hearing 

people’s rules for speaking, a line that says ‘you tell me I 

breathe too loud’, and things like that. Where does that come 

from? Are you angry with hearing people?  

RAYMOND It’s complicated. Yeah, there are some things that I’m angry 

about. There are some things that I feel failed by. I feel 

failed by the teachers who patronised me. I feel failed in 

some ways by my family who didn’t know. But I forgive 

them, I forgive them, I’m not carrying this anger. It’s 

something which I’ve struggled to find my own way 

through, and I feel like it didn’t have to be as hard as it was. 

I feel like had I been part of a community which valued and 

understood deaf identity as something that can be claimed 

and represented instead of cured and hidden I think that 

would have helped me. But then again I don’t know; maybe 

it wouldn’t have, maybe it would have been something I 

rejected and ran away from and created further isolation. I’m 



 

 

not sure.  

EMMA You’re writing a new book about deafness and being deaf. 

Let’s hear another poem from that and introduce it for us.  

RAYMOND Sure. The stuff I’m writing now is more looking at other 

people’s experience of deafness. I feel like in some ways 

I’ve kind of exhausted my own world of deafness, and I’ve 

just found so many other stories and so many other people in 

history who were either deaf or deaf family: Thomas Edison; 

Sitting Bull’s son – that’s a random one; in the States finding 

out that Abraham Lincoln knew sign language; Queen 

Elizabeth knew sign language and spoke to deaf people. 

There are just whole worlds embedded in our history and 

I’m trying to kind of excavate those stories. So, I’ll read this 

poem; it’s called Two Guns in the Sky for Daniel Harris.  

BETH And just explain who Daniel Harris is.  

RAYMOND Daniel Harris was a deaf man who was driving in the States 

and was pursued by a police officer. He didn’t hear his siren. 

Told him to pull over but he’s not heard it and he ends up 

being shot to death.  

 Two guns in the sky for Daniel Harris. 

When Daniel Harris steps out of his car the police was 

waiting, gun raised. I use the past tense though this is 

irrelevant in Daniel’s language, which is sign. Sign has no 

future or past; it is a present language. You are never more 

present when a gun is pointed at you. What language says 

this if not sign? But the police officer saw hands waving in 

the air and fired, and Daniel dropped his hands, his chest 

bleeding out onto the concrete metres from his home. And 

I’m in Brooklyn Coffee House in New York reading this 



 

 

news on my phone when a black police woman walks in, 

guns on her hips, my friend next to me reading the comment 

section, ‘black lives matter’. Right now there is nothing we’d 

say out loud. There is nothing we’d sign, even though the 

last word I learned in American sign language was alive, 

alive, both thumbs pointing at your lower abdominal, index 

fingers pointing up like two guns in the sky.   

EMMA Thank you. Thanks for that. It’s amazing. This is your 

chance to plug your Roundhouse gig and Stairs & Whispers.  

RAYMOND So, come to the Roundhouse the 29
th
 May for the release of 

the Stairs & Whispers anthology. Every poet in there is a 

deaf poet or someone living with a disability. And it’ll be 

fun. It would good to see you there.  

EMMA Thank you Raymond Antrobus, and thanks to Beth Rose and 

Damon Rose from the Ouch team as well.  

This has been Inside Ouch. I’m Emma Tracey. If you want 

to find more of our stuff go to bbc.co.uk/disability. You can 

like us on Facebook. Find us on Twitter @bbcouch. Any 

thoughts or story suggestions email ouch@bbc.co.uk.  
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