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I don’t think that 
Shakespeare’s themes 
are particularly 
removed from the 
things experienced  
by migrants, but the 
way that he is studied 
and experienced is

Laila Sumpton is a poet, writer, NGO 
worker, singer, and dance devotee. The 

key to juggling all these identities is the way 
she views them as interconnected mediums 
—or “different styles of storytelling”— rather 
than as separate compartments of her life. 
There is “a definite link between writing and 
human rights work for me,” Laila explains, 
“either as a reporter trying to explore issues  
in new creative ways, or in supporting people 
to tell their stories.”

It’s not surprising, then, that a favourite 
project tackles the most iconic storyteller 
in the English language — Shakespeare. 
In response to the 400th anniversary of 
Shakespeare’s death, Laila founded Bards 
without Borders, a refugee and migrant  
poetry collective, in collaboration with 
Counterpoints Arts and theatre director  
Arne Pohlmeier. For Laila, there was never 
any question of whether Shakespeare should 
be placed in a broader context: “He’s already 
read all over the world; he’s already global!” 
Combining Shakespeare’s work with refugee 
and migrant voices was a natural step. The 
themes of exile, war and families being torn 
apart feature again and again in his plays 
and poetry. “I don’t think that Shakespeare’s 
themes are particularly removed from the 
things experienced by migrants,’ she says, ‘but 
the way that he is studied and experienced is.”

Bards Without Borders developed a 
show featuring eleven London-based 
writers with familial roots in other 
countries, from Jordan to Somalia to 
Bangladesh. “Imagine a multilingual 
carnivalesque funeral,” the event 
description ran, “which blends the 
traditions of ten different countries 
and involves a few of the Bard’s major 
and minor characters.” Their playfully 
irreverent, multicultural approach to 
Shakespeare proved unexpectedly 
popular. The piece was performed at 
London’s Southbank Centre and later 
toured to over twenty venues in the 
UK. “We were surprised at the take-
up and desire to see something like 
this,” Laila recalls. “I think that many 
writers from refugee and migrant 
backgrounds are used to talking about 
home and exile, but rarely get the 
opportunity to challenge and think 
about something that is so revered. 
Shakespeare is hugely bound up with 
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London-based writer development agency which helps writers from 
underrepresented backgrounds become successful in the publishing 
industry. London may be one of the most diverse cities in the world, 
but much of the writing that is consumed and published in the city is 
dominated by a narrow elite. The feeling of being “not on the edge of 
the writing world, but actually in it,” says Laila, is crucial, yet remains 
elusive for many writers who lack access to traditional means and 
avenues. “We need to create spaces for new and less heard voices to 
share their poetry and broaden the literature scene.”

Whether it’s performance, or poetry, or human rights, the varied 
threads of Laila’s interests centre on the creation of spaces which 
include a broader range of voices. When you build these spaces, she 
says, it helps people “reflect on how difference is navigated”, and to 
identify universal stories and concerns among diverse contexts. Such 
spaces enable us to see “people bearing witness, and repainting the 
world — and we need,” Laila insists, “to be able to do both.”

identity and exile, and it was so important to 
us to give people the space and opportunity 
to challenge the dominant narrative.” Bards 
Without Borders has since embarked on a 
project that looks at how migrant and British 
artists explore the theme of patriotism.

Placing Shakespeare in a global framework 
came readily to Laila; she views herself as a 
product of variously intertwined places and 
histories. Having grown up in South London 
to a Muslim Punjabi mother —from a family 
divided between India and Pakistan during 
Partition— and a father from Yorkshire —with 
Irish, Spanish, Breton, and Scottish Traveller 
roots— Laila’s work is deeply informed by 
her mixed heritage. “I grew up hearing a lot 
about both my Yorkshire and Indian identity,” 
she says, “and like many mixed-race people I 
am constantly asked where I am from, so your 
identity is reinforced on a weekly, sometimes 
daily basis.” This led to a curiosity about the 
complexity of identity from an early age. “I 
went to school during the beginnings of the 
‘War on Terror’,” remembers Laila, “and 
was suddenly made to feel different when 
white British teachers asked me to explain 
why Muslims hated ‘us’ so much.” These 
personal experiences were catalysts for the 
work she does now. Anti-war poems written 
as a teenager — “they will never be seen by 
anyone!”— were the beginnings of a long-term 
interest in “how people survive the crimes and 
conflicts of their state, and the  
toll this can take on their identity.”

Meanwhile, family history forms the basis for a poetry research project on 
Partition and the profound choices it pushed people to make. Whilst most 
Punjabi Muslims moved to Pakistan, Laila’s family chose to be Indian. 
Keenly conscious that she is connected to the last generation to have lived 
through this turning point in history, Laila is working with older relatives 
who experienced British-ruled India and the Partition, in order to preserve 
“precious memories that need to be captured to help people understand 
our current politics and identities.”

Laila’s projects are not limited to the wholly personal. Much of her energy 
is spent on amplifying the stories and voices of others. She has written 
about the conflicts in Bosnia and Palestine, as well as the refugee crisis, 
and recently worked on the anthology ‘150 Poems for Human Rights’ with 
the University of London. She is also involved with Spread the Word, a 

P E R F E C T  S T R A N G E R S

1 2 9

W
o

rd
s




