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ABSTRACT

An examination through the creation and curation of a printed poetry collection, together with
other practice-based and wider research, of how far digital technology has influenced
contemporary poetry and the status of the poetry book. Personal practice is considered and
analysed and, from this, and research leading out from this, a more general survey provided of
the impact of digital technology on the poet’s persona, the creation of the poems themselves and
on their dissemination. These wider issues, and the practice-based research that underlies them,
inform the specific consideration of the extent to which digital technology has affected the nature
and importance of the single collection poetry book in the early part of the twenty-first century.
The conclusion is drawn that, for the poet, and for contemporary poetry more generally, the
importance of the printed poetry book is greater than ever and that digital technology has further

increased its impact, vitality and relevance.
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Section One

How Far Digital Technology Has Influenced Contemporary Poetry And

The Status Of The Poetry Book

We are currently living in the midst of a massive cultural revolution. For the first
time since the development of moveable type in the late fifteenth century, print
has lost its primacy in communication. The proliferation of electronic technology
has gone far beyond providing new means for the communication, storage, and
retrieval of information: the new media have gradually changed not only the way
we perceive language and ideas but also the world and ourselves. The shift in the
modes of communication has had an extraordinary impact on every aspect of
contemporary life, but literature, an imaginative enterprise created entirely from
words, has been profoundly affected in ways that we are still in the process of
comprehending.

Dana Gioia, Disappearing Ink: Poetry At The End Of Print Culture
(Gioia, 2004, p. 3)



Introduction

This thesis is based on a practice-as-research methodology. Using my own practice as a poet
both in itself and to inform, underpin and contextualise my wider research, | examine how far
digital technology has influenced contemporary poetry and the status of the poetry book. In order
to provide a general context and explore the current environment in which the poetry book
currently exists, | begin by considering the poet’s persona then discuss online publication and the
impact of digital technology on the poems themselves before focusing directly on the published
book. In this way | investigate responses to the opportunities and challenges of digital
technology from: myself and other poets; poetry communities, both my own and those that
contrast with these; the poetry audience, again as it relates to my own work and that of others;
and poetry publishing, here referencing my own publication and publishers more widely.

In the light of this practice-as-research, and the wider research following on from it, |
consider how these responses and the digital and print ecology itself have influenced the printed
poetry book, in particular in the UK in the early twenty-first century. From this | draw
conclusions with regard to my own approach, and approaches other poets might take, in terms of
a poetry aesthetic (the nature and type of poems written) and in terms of interacting with the
poetry community, both online and offline.

| consider throughout how the creation, revision and curation of my poems for the print
collection that forms the second part of the thesis enables me to reflect on the themes and ideas
explored in the first part. This is considered in greatest detail in the sections where | directly
discuss my own poems and poetry practice, ‘My Own Poetry in Relation to My Poetic Persona’,
‘My Own Online Experience’ and ‘My Own Poetry Collection’ and also at some length in the
conclusion, but throughout my practice as a poet informs my wider survey and analysis of the

impact of digital technology on contemporary poetry generally and the poetry book specifically



and the conclusions | draw from it. This can be seen most explicitly in my discussion of my own
practice in the sections ‘Writing In The Medium’, ‘The Pros and Cons of Prizes’, ‘The
Symbiosis Between Online and Print Publication’ and ‘Video as Publication and Transmedia
Applications’, but is applied throughout and is fundamental to — and therefore implicit in — my
overall approach.

In terms of the poetry collection itself, the writing and revising of the poems was
undertaken with the intention of interrogating new media and digital technologies as they pertain
to poetry and in terms of how this influences the final printed poem and poetry collection. There
is consideration, as part of this, of my creative process with regard to individual poems and how
this is informed by digital technology. This includes use of source material and the intentions
behind my choices and approach, for example with fragmented poems that investigate through
their creation the often fragmented aspect of digital content, such as ‘Business Meeting’, ‘Park
Bench. 2016.” and ‘3 x Car Park’, poems using found material, both online and in print, such as
‘Therefore Let The Moon’, ‘My Gecko Was Impacted / This Was The Situation’ and ‘The
Mirror of Literature’ and poems considering the nature of digital technology itself, such as ‘The
crane is not eyeing the water over the wetlands’, ‘In My Humble Opinion’ and ‘The Computer
Generates’. By contrast, | reflect on how my process also involves a conscious reaction against
the deconstructive and dislocating potential of the internet through poems such as the companion
pieces ‘Girls of the Coal Tip, Lancashire’ and ‘Rubble Women In Post-War Dresden’, the title
poem ‘The Birth of Romance’ and ‘In Venice In Search of the Pristine’.

Discussion of the impact of my practice on my aesthetic also includes considering
revisions in the light of digital influences and exploration of the performative nature of some of
the poems when considering them for print. Here I reference poems such as ‘The Three Women’,

‘Mr Wordsworth at St. Catherine’s’ and ‘At The Posterity Event’ (in ‘Five Poems For Ezra
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Pound’). I also consider, conversely, my investigation through practice of typographical features
that do not transfer to aural presentation with poems such as ‘Knickerbocker Glory Sunset’, ‘The
Tiger In The Corner’ and ‘The Importance of Cats In Ancient Egypt’. Here the emphasis is on
how far the form dictates the meaning and the medium. Several of these approaches are
discussed in further detail in the conclusion, where | relate them to my arguments and
suggestions for ways of responding as a poet to contemporary poetry and the poetry book.

There is also consideration, particularly in Chapter 2 in the sections ‘The Organising
Principle — Books and Websites’ and ‘My Own Poetry Collection’, of my practice-based
approach to creating the printed collection itself and wider discussion around this of the nature of
the printed poetry collection and its relationship with digital publication. Again, this also forms
part of my concluding arguments.

This practice-based methodology has allowed me to use my process and my achieved
poems as the basis for my wider analysis, informing it both explicitly and implicitly. The
foregrounding or otherwise, therefore, of my own practice in terms of the different elements of
digital technology and the printed book considered is one of emphasis, rather than difference of
approach for each of the sections.

Having established my methodology and the practice-based nature of my approach, |
would now like to establish the parameters of my considerations. In its most basic sense digital
technology is an electronic and binary way of generating, handling, storing and transmitting data,
but the term covers a wide range of processes and outcomes and | am not aiming to consider all
of these. | am not addressing here the core process of computer coding or the computer
programmes themselves. My focus, instead, is on the way the individual poet, such as myself,
and the reader or viewer of poetry interacts on a relatively non-technical level with the

commonly available interfaces created using digital technology. Within this, | have chosen to
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concentrate on what | regard as the most important aspects for the practising poet, based on my
own personal practice but also with a consideration of what might be different priorities for other
poets, rather than attempting to cover the broad sweep of applications available. | do not
consider, for example, online games or digital storage.

My specific, detailed focus is on digital platforms that are used for the creation and
dissemination of poetry and poetry-related material. These are primarily of two sorts: on the one
hand the internet, social media and other open-access platforms that require real-time access; on
the other eBooks and print-on-demand systems that create products that are then owned and
accessed in a similar way to the traditional printed book or pBook, where the owner can store
and use them without reference to a third party host. | consider these two types of platform in
some detail as part of my discussion of their influence on poetry and the poetry book.

In my consideration of the online aspects of the technology, I also reference audio and
video, but I am largely excluding mainstream media poetry programmes, primarily produced and
broadcast in the UK by the BBC, both on radio and television, and, to some extent, Channel 4,
Sky Arts and other less-established broadcasters. While these programmes are significant
contributors to poetry dissemination and promotion, the poetry forms part of the broadcasters’
more general media offering, they are generally less interactive and self-generated than online
and social media activity and are more for immediate consumption than part of a digital poetry
presence or archive, with access often time-limited. For these reasons, other than where they
overlap with online activity, | am setting them as outside the scope of my discussion.

I do, however, note that these traditional broadcast programmes complement and contrast
with online and social media platforms and are often promoted on and through them. The BBC is
especially conscientious with regard to poetry, for example providing online access to poets

reading and discussing their work and links to a range of associated material (BBC, 2014a).
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There are also examples of broadcast poetry material from mainstream media broadcasts that has
been uploaded without authorisation that add to the digital landscape.

Further, as | am looking specifically at the interaction between digital and print
publication, I am not considering videos of performance poetry to any large extent (or, indeed,
performance poetry per se), except in as far as they inform the nexus of online material and print
publication. My own poetry is not primarily performance-based and so it also falls largely
outside the scope of my practice-based approach, although I do consider my poetry in this regard
in relation to the written form, including in the conclusion, with reference to poems such as ‘The
Three Women’ and ‘We Are The Men’.

| also acknowledge that the significant number of digital platforms that host sound and
video recordings directly should make us wary of absolute distinctions between mainstream
media outlets and online material. Video and sound recordings are posted online from a range of
creators, in addition to mainstream media and broadcast organisations, which include but are not
restricted to: the poet themselves, the publishers, organisations such as The Poetry Archive and
The Poetry Society, online radio stations such as Radio Wildfire and sites dedicated to specific
festivals or events, for example live webcasts or recorded videos from festivals such as Stanza
(Stanza, 2017) and Ledbury Poetry Festival (Ledbury Poetry Festival, 2017).

Additionally, general hosting sites such as YouTube and Vimeo allow anyone to upload
poetry at no cost in a range of visual forms and YouTube has a range of dedicated poetry
channels. Audiences for this material vary widely, but very popular material can achieve a large
viewership, making it a significant part of the open-access digital offer. The YouTube site Button
Poetry, for example, has had over 160 million views over a seven year period (YouTube, 2017).
Sound and video material distributed in this way | consider as part of the overall examination of

digital platforms, rather than as an adjunct to traditional radio and television broadcasts.
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Similarly, I am not considering poetry films separately. Again, there is a significant
overlap between poetry films in themselves and their presence online and | reference them with
regard to the medium, rather than the form. Here again, this also falls largely outside the scope of
my own practice, though I do discuss briefly how I investigated it in my poetry in the section
“Video as Publication and Transmedia Applications’ and how it informed particular aspects of
my collection, including poems such as ‘To You, Sara Hildén’ and ‘The Box’ and so how it
influenced my own approach and might influence poetry books more generally.

I have used the term ‘digital” where in the past ‘electronic’ might have been used, though
often the terminology is interchangeable. In general, | refer to the internet when referencing
material that is accessed from the world wide web and social media where the digital
communication might be via the web or via mobile networks. Again, a fixed distinction here can
be hard to maintain, as social media often uses both systems, for example Facebook and Twitter,
and the internet is increasingly accessed on mobile devices. Additionally, many organisations
with extensive online sites also have apps which provide similar material but with different
functionality. In general, where both apply, | refer explicitly to social media where | want to
incorporate the dynamic and two-way nature of the interactions and the internet where | want to
convey a more static (and often more long-lasting) presence.

Throughout I am using a research-as-practice methodology, through my own practice as a
poet, including specifically the way I created, revised and curated the poems in the print
collection The Birth of Romance to investigate — and suggest responses to — the way digital
technology has both steadily and radically affected my own poetry and contemporary poetry
more widely in terms of: the poet and our ideas of the poet; how poetry is written and
experienced; and how, in this evolving and dynamic digital context, the printed poetry book is

adapting and maintaining its vital role in the poetry world.

14



Chapter 1. The Poet’s Persona In The Digital Age
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The Poet’s Persona in Print and Online — Context and Control

For the purposes of this discussion of the poet’s persona, | will focus my consideration primarily
on poets writing for the page and in English, with an emphasis on poetry published by poets
resident in the United Kingdom, though there is some discussion of North American and other
poetry where this sheds light on general considerations.

The nature of the internet does, inevitably, lead to such restrictions having their own
difficulties, but I am not looking to explore directly the issues around national identity within the
English-speaking poetry world, important though they are. | wish to focus my attention, instead,
on the way that the internet and social media have impacted on the poet’s sense of self as a poet.

Having said this, we must recognise that the two issues overlap and that a sense and
expression of national or cultural identity may well over-ride any specific means of transmission.
Not only this, but the means of expression may reinforce or highlight such cultural positioning. It
is clear, for example, that being included in the New Caribbean Poetry anthology (Miller, 2007)
strengthens the sense of the poet belonging to that cultural group. Similarly, poems or poets
appearing on or linked to the website ProletarianPoetry.com (Proletarian Poetry, 2016) will have
aspects of their working class identity supported or emphasised.

This brings us immediately to one of the key differences between print media and online
material. For print media, formal permission needs to be sought and obtained for publication to
take place, giving the poet some control over their platform. This is not always the case if work
appears on the internet, despite it being considered as publication by many organisations.

The Forward Arts Foundation, for example, acknowledges the legitimacy of online
publication of single poems by allowing entry for its annual Forward Prize for Best Single Poem

from some online sites in 2017 as follows:
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Online journals and web-only publications may submit if their publication is

included in listings on one of the following organisations’ websites before 24

March 2017: the Poetry Library, the Scottish Poetry Library or Poetry Ireland.

(Forward Arts Foundation, 2017a)

Admittedly, the limiting to online journals and publications and the requirement for
validation by the stated poetry organisations goes someway to avoiding the issue of unauthorised
online posting. It is also a way, of course, of preventing self-publication being included (see the
section ‘The Pros and Cons of Prizes’ for more on the influence of prize schemes), but it does
also show one way online poetry can be considered published.

In a similar vein, although with varying gradations of rigour, many print magazines, will
not accept poems previously published online. One such is Ambit, as their submission guidelines
make clear:

When we say unpublished we mean completely original, never been on your

blog, never been on a website and certainly never been in print.

(Ambit, 2016).
A point made forcibly in person at the 2015 Poetry Book Fair by the editor, Briony Bax, where
she emphasised the importance of publication in the print magazine not being undercut by online
publication. She also placed this in the context of the relationship between the poet and editor,
which she sees as one of trust and mutual respect (Bax, 2015). This reminds us of the importance
of personal relationships in publishing, sometimes overlooked in the more impersonal online
world — though specific platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter, and individual websites and
blogs can be very focused on the personal comment (see my section ‘Blogs’ for some
consideration of the individual and community nature of personal comments online).

This idea of posting poetry online equating to publication illustrates a potential

unintended consequence, that of closing down other areas of publication. On the one hand,
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online material can be a conduit to print publication (as | explore in Chapters 2 and 3), on the
other a way of preventing it, as with Ambit magazine.

Either way, if the poet has chosen to upload their poem, they can at least make the
decision as to the benefits and drawbacks. When your poem is posted by someone else the
decision is taken out of your hands. The fact that many people do not regard posting of others’
work on the internet as infringement of copyright is a very real issue and poets are vulnerable
here: number four of the top ten myths listed by UK Copyright is that people think ‘Everything
on the Internet [is] “public domain” and free to use’ (UKOCCS, 2017). Poet Wendy Cope has
very much railed against this belief and the online posting, downloading and sharing that flows
from it. Her article in The Guardian, “You like my poems? So pay for them’ is something of a
cri-de-coeur against the ‘widespread ignorance of copyright law’, especially on the internet,
where she notes that her poems are often posted and shared by what she terms ‘well-meaning
enthusiasts, who have no idea that they are breaking the law’(Cope, 2007).

James Fenton introduces his reading of his poem ‘In Paris With You’ at the Ledbury
Poetry Festival in 2016 with these (transcribed) words:

This one has, last time | checked, something of a presence on YouTube.

Various people have taken it upon themselves to set it to music. I’'m very

happy. Don’t think [my italics to reflect voice intonation] they asked

permission, but never mind, nobody does on YouTube.

(Ledbury Poetry Festival, 2016)

Despite his sanguinity, Fenton makes the same point as Cope that it is often assumed no
permission is needed to post poems on the internet, even if (or indeed especially if, since it
suggests secondary authorship) they have been adapted in some way. Not only that, once posted,
as Cope notes, there can be an attitude that it is therefore permissible to share, download and

print them.
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Not only this, from the viewer’s perspective there is the challenge, sometimes, of
attribution of posting, of distinguishing between the author-generated and website-curated poetry
and the material uploaded by third-parties. This third-party posting means we need to take into
account the intentions behind the online publication and evaluate the context accordingly.
Posting and sharing by others can be as varied as PowerPoints or videos from school students
who have illustrated a poem on their syllabus, fans sharing a poem they like (as with Cope),
poems with commentary, poems set to music (as with Fenton), even people who object to a poem
and want to tell others, as with the poem ‘Gatwick’ by Craig Raine, the Twitterstorm around
which | discuss later. The intentions affect the context and therefore how the poem is perceived —
third-party posting complicates this for the viewer and takes it further away from the control of
the poet.

We should also note that not all online and social media interactions are benign. There
are negative campaigns, as with Raine’s ‘Gatwick’, and, very differently, what Fiona Sampson in
her book Beyond The Lyric calls ‘the bully boys of the blogosphere” (Sampson, 2012, p. 266),
where she identifies a concerted online attack on feminist poets.

There are, then, two direct issues with regard to online and social media activity by the
poet: firstly, one of cultural reference and association — an issue shared with print and other
media — and secondly one of the impact on alternative ways of publication.

If we are to go even further on the first point, a poet’s intentions or wishes can be
subverted (or strengthened) by their poems or themselves simply being referenced online and
through social media. The work itself does not even have to appear, simply a link to where you
can find out about it or sample it or discuss it further. The website LossLit, for example, has a
section called Canon (LossLit, 2016) where it lists contributors’ recommendations for further

reading (poetry and prose). This provides a useful topic for discussion, but also creates an
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association with the website, with its very specific remit, which is there whether the writer
wishes it to be or not.

The question of how far a poet self-identifies with a community or group is one for both
print and digital media, but the concerns are different in the two cases. The immediacy, fluidity
and self-publishing ethos of online publication makes it harder to pin down and control, but it
also gives it less weight, for both good and ill. The pervasiveness of the online world is
counteracted by its ephemeral nature — ironically, material may be forever ‘out there’, whether
we wish it or not (i.e. available online), although even here we are seeing things slipping out of
the net as website subscriptions are not renewed and websites hosted by older browsers are no
longer supported — but the fact that anyone can post and that any association competes with so
many other associations means that the status of online material is often open to question. As we
shall see, one strategy to counteract unwanted associations is to provide one’s own online
material; the effectiveness of this (or otherwise) is discussed in the section on ‘Personal Websites
and Proxy Interlocutors’.

On the other hand, printed books, especially critical and academic works, can establish
connections and suggest a more permanent canon that the poet might struggle to distance
themselves from, because of their greater perceived seriousness and more considered approach.
The twelve essays in the print book A Concise Companion to Postwar British and Irish Poetry
(Alderman and Blanton, 2009), to take a characteristic instance, explicitly attempt to look at
ways of categorising post-war poets in terms of movements, concerns and identities. There is the
caveat in the introduction that ‘each essay is designed to offer not a definitive set of readings or
canonical judgements but rather a survey and analysis of the tendencies, habits and patterns that
distinguish poetic production in Britain and Ireland over the past several decades’ (Alderman and

Blanton 2009, p. 1), but this does not prevent categorisation and grouping.
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A similar categorisation aimed more directly at contemporary poets is in Fiona
Sampson’s Beyond The Lyric (Sampson, 2012) where there is a more extensive range of
categories, partly historical, partly thematic. There are chapters, for example, on The Dandies,
The Oxford Elegists, The lambic Legislators and The New Formalists. Here the intention is to
help illuminate aspects of the poet’s work, rather than focus more abstractly on the context (the
contextualisation is at the service of the poetic analysis, rather than the other way round) but the
result is a grouping and defining by type nevertheless.

It is, of course, helpful for the student and academic and to some extent general poetry
reader to group in this way, and it is certainly easier, if still arguably open to a reductive analysis,
to look at poets historically in terms of their contemporaries and movements and events, both
literary and political. It may even be helpful to the living poet, of which there are several
examples in the Alderman and Blanton book and which Sampson deals primarily with. Indeed,
the poet may be quite happy to be considered a confessional poet or a practitioner of formalist
poetry, or actively see themselves as part of a movement or group, such as slam poets. Paul
Muldoon, for example, is quite happy to state ‘My wife knows | am a confessional poet’,
although he makes this less of an absolute by adding “all poets are to a lesser or greater extent’
(Teeman, 2010). Poets may also, however, resist such categorisations, and the academic, and to
some extent human, impulse to group and collate may not be helpful to them. Given these
concerns of association and categorisation across the different media, it is clearly a challenge for
the poet to control their poetic persona.

The contemporary poet therefore needs to consider these different aspects of the print and
digital media as they negotiate their identity — online and offline — for themselves and with their

audience, which includes the general public, publishers, other poets and special interest groups.
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As we shall see, digital technology raises more issues than ever before, with an online presence

an important consideration, despite issues of control over use and association as outlined above.

My Own Poetry in Relation to My Poetic Persona

| discuss later my own online experience, in particular with regard to the personal website, and |
consider my poetry specifically with regard to the attached collection in the section ‘My Own
Poetry Collection’, but | should note here how my view of my own poetry has informed my
negotiation with my online poetic persona. My persona as expressed through my poetic practice
currently consists of three self-identified aspects (though there is considerable overlap): poems of
ideas, often with some overt experimentation around form, for example ‘What Are They For,
The Eyebrows?’, ‘The Mirror of Literature’ and ‘Candle Poem’; poems of feeling, where |
attempt to create a mood or evoke emotions, such as ‘Sitting On The Wall Outside On A Break’
and ‘Stock-taking In The Empty Classroom’; and poems aimed at young people, where the
emphasis is on being both entertaining and thought-provoking (though I hope all my poetry aims
to do this), examples of which I discuss further below. I do not feel that these aspects of my
poetry and therefore poetic persona are adequately reflected in my internet presence, either
through my own activity or the activity of others. | would like briefly to consider the reasons
why and whether it is to the detriment of my public poetic persona and from this suggest some
factors affecting a poet’s engagement with digital media.

One might feel that the internet would be a natural home for a poetry of ideas and
therefore a self-styled poet of the mind, but, as | have suggested and as is discussed later in
further detail, the internet thrives on geographical, social, cultural and historical context just as

much as any other medium.
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There are, despite this, several outlets for experimental or innovative poetry, both in print
and online, for example as listed by the Modern Poetry website (Modern Poetry, 2017), where
the term ‘innovative poetry’ features more strongly than experimental, but which focuses on this
aspect, nonetheless, and my reluctance to engage with these outlets is largely through a worry
that I might be identified as an experimental poet, when this is only part of my work. There is
another, practical difficulty. As well as the issue for the poet of controlling the digital context,
there is also the issue of controlling the format and layout. I consider this further in the section
‘The Challenge of Typography’, but the lack of control over how a poem appears in a digital
format is a disincentive to publishing it in that way when the format is complex and integral to
the poem. My poems ‘Pointy Shoes’, ‘Views of Mount Fuji’ and ‘The Mirror of Literature’ are
examples through their use of typography of where and how this might apply.

Further, the lack of other indicators in cyberspace means that poetry has to be
contextualised by the person posting it to the website or social media outlet or by associated
material by others on the website itself. Often this is done through the online persona of the poet,
provided by autobiographical information or direct thoughts or comments, and this works best
for poems that are expressions of attitude, emotion or insight clearly identified with the writer,
rather than more abstracted work. This identified need on my part to contextualise my poems
online in order to post them is another, possibly self-imposed barrier to online publication. | wish
to provide context and this involves more than simply posting the poem, but also providing
additional information and in this way a suitable platform. Reflecting on my practice in this area
brings to light not only my own issues and motivations but wider ones for poets and all those
wishing to post material online, that of providing a meaningful context. Although I have done
some work in establishing this, as evidenced by my website and related postings (Monks,

2017a), | feel there is more to do here.
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An interesting possible exception to the linking of online work to persona is in the field
of Twitter and text poetry. Here the attempt to provide a moment of insight or connection or
heightened awareness is not always directly linked to the account holder, but can be intended as
a stand-alone piece. In fact, it could be argued that there are well-established communities of
poems, rather than poets, with hashtags such as #haiku, #3lines, #sixwords providing the
grouping.

| explore Twitter and text poems in more detail when discussing the effect of digital
media on the poems themselves, but this option to focus on the poem, rather than the poet, is
unusual for social media posting and is an interesting phenomenon. It is not universally the case,
of course, and Twitter is in some regards one of the most persona-based platforms. The poem by
Crystal Bennes, ‘Why You Shouldn’t Follow Poets On Twitter’ is an amusing reminder of how a

poem is not a persona:

I like his poem it’s about

England and America and

Yard sales and tat

And memories

Containing culture

Containing nothing

But nightmares and bad

Dreams of what society used to be
Dreams that are no longer dreams

But reality I think I’d like to
Follow him on twitter

But am depressed to find when

I track him down that he doesn’t talk
About poetry or words or memories

Or anything really except ESPN

And football.

(Bennes, 2014)

Even though | do write short poems, for example ‘The Idea of a Dog’, ‘The Hubris of its

Maintenance’ and the haiku-inspired poems of “Views of Mount Fuji’, | do not feel these would
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locate well in the Twittersphere or text world, perhaps because | feel they would be subsumed by
the volume of material and the very lack of authorial voice that Twitter poetry allows. It could
also be that I have not developed the framework of posting poems to Twitter sufficiently to make
the activity seem sufficiently meaningful.

My poems of mood or feeling, which form the bulk of my work, cover a range of forms,
styles and content, from the free verse narrative of ‘The Sandpilot of Morecambe Bay’ to the
sonnet ‘Early Morning Coffee’ to the shape poem ‘Screw The Lid Down Tight’. This does mean
that it is difficult to focus on a label or grouping for the work and this makes it difficult to
present through the internet, as the purpose of sharing is unclear. These poems are also impacted
by the lack of associated material, biographical or compositional, to create an online context.

Although one of my most active areas of work as a poet is with schools, my website does
not reflect this. This is mainly because, although a large part of my income comes from my
poetry in schools, | do not see my poetry for young people at the core of my poetry writing and
so do not want to present this as my main online persona. | do, however, promote my poetry in
schools work online as a page of my personal website (Monks, 2017b) and via my listing on the
NAWE (National Association of Writers in Education) site (NAWE, 2017), but without giving it
special prominence, in order to avoid unbalancing my more general online poetic persona.

The poetry I have written specifically for schools | have not included in my attached
collection, which is aimed at an adult audience. See Appendix 1 for two examples of these
poems, ‘Not Just His Nose’, a shape poem relating to winter and ‘Oh, | Love My Cat’, a poem
for performance in schools around the idea of pets and parent-child relationships. I include these
poems to contrast them with poems in the collection with similar themes and forms but not
aimed at children, in particular the shape poems Knickerbocker Glory Sunset’ and ‘The

Importance of Cats In Ancient Egypt’. Here | would argue that the poems have sufficiently
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complex and adult themes to justify their inclusion. They also form a logical extension of some
of the other poems with distinct layouts, even when these are not strong enough to suggest a
shape poem. These would include poems such as ‘Left and Right Shoes’, ‘Pointy Shoes’ and
‘For A Moment | Dreamed’, as well as my subversion of the list poem, ‘10 Shoe Stories’.

There are, of course, several successful poets who straddle the two worlds of children’s
and adult poetry. Poets as diverse as Michael Rosen, Roger McGough and Jackie Kay have a
poetic persona that attempts to inhabit both worlds with equal credibility and here | would argue
the weight of online material allows them to successfully achieve both an adult and child-focused
persona.

There are also poets who appeal to children for other reasons, often to do with the
engaging nature of their performances, but whose poetry is mainly adult in theme. We might
include here poets such as John Hegley, lan McMillan and Benjamin Zephaniah. All three are
very active as poets and performers, not just with children but across a broad constituency. This
level of audience engagement is far beyond my own activity and is a reflection of their
personalities and desire to engage. The desire to engage on the level of persona (rather than
simply through the work) is not a given for poets and | will consider this next, both generally and

in the context of online and social media.

The Public and Private Life of a Poet

In How To Blog A Book, Nina Amir (Amir, 2012) talks of the contrast between the writer
enjoying spending time alone writing (the fabled ‘lonely garret’) and the importance of the

author’s platform:
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To become a published author... you must come out of the garret and socialise.
You must talk with people and engage them in your work. You must get
involved and interact with others. If you don’t do this, you won’t develop an
audience for your work. You won’t build a base of readers — an author platform
— for yourself and for your books. (Amir, 2012, p. 13).

She then goes on to list some of the elements that might make ‘a strong and sturdy author’s
platform’, such as:

Expert status

Numerous media appearances

A well-known presence in online forums and social networks
Large numbers of followers on social network sites

Popular videos, podcasts or blogs

Many published pieces

Frequent talks and appearances (Amir, 2012, p. 13)

Amir argues, thankfully for the writer, that not all of these are needed. You can be strong
in just one or two areas and still effectively promote yourself and your work. Moreover, Amir
notes that ‘many of the items on this list have little to do with writing’ (Amir, 2012, p. 14). She
is, of course, talking about the author in general, not poets in particular (for ‘expert status’ we
might substitute ‘a reputation for writing good poetry’), but she does highlight an important
dilemma for the poet. How far they can wander lonely as a cloud and how far they need to be
uploading to and downloading from that other sort of cloud, the one that connects you to the
digital world and the poetic presence it facilitates. And, of course, how far as a poet they need to
be appearing physically at events, performing, discussing, interacting.

It is an issue also discussed in general terms, rather than with regard to digital platforms
specifically, in Chapter One of Paul Hyland’s book Getting Into Poetry, ‘The Garret, the Ghetto
& the Great Globe Itself’, where he considers the options for the poet (Hyland, 1992).

This central dichotomy between isolated poetry writing and poetic presence is not new, of

course. It goes back, in fact, to the very beginnings of the poet. The they were performers, the
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tellers of tales, the singers of songs, the troubadours. It was only later, as the technology of the
book developed, that they became published authors, and cried, as Chaucer, that early
beneficiary of the printing press, did at the end of Troilus and Criseyde, ‘Go, litel book... no
making thow n’envie, / But subgit be to alle poesye...” (Robinson, 1957) and often devoted
themselves primarily to the page and the reader. Thus, ever since technology created the printed
page, poets are caught between the two traditions of performance and print. But now we have a
third element that borrows something from both: the online world. The poet’s platform now
triangulates — with varying degrees of success and satisfaction — the three beacons of: written
work; appearances and performances; and an online, social and broadcast media presence.

There are many shapes to this triangle. Some have performance poetry as their
hypotenuse, some the published collection; some have equilateral triangles, equally at home with
online activity, appearances and publication; some devote everything to the printed page and are
uncomfortable with public events. Some, such as myself, write drama for theatre as well as
poetry for the reader. Some use the right-angle to pivot between poetry and prose.

It is rare even now, though, to find the longest side to be that of the digital media
presence. As Amir says, your platform may have little to do with writing and writers are
justifiably very wary of that. But in today’s world there will be online activity around a poet,
whether the poet wishes to engage with it or not. The poet’s reputation may be no more than a
few clicks away. The internet is often a first port-of-call for many, especially those who have
grown up with it, partly as an information source for poetry, partly to find actual poems. For both
poet and reader, the internet is a support for published work and also a publishing platform in its
own right.

Although some sites serve a dual function, the majority of online sites either signpost in

some way to print publications or host poetry directly. I will begin by considering the range of
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sites that speak to the idea of the poet’s persona through information or discussions of their
work, with poems mainly used to illustrate the type of work of the poet, before going on to

consider poetry itself on the web.

Personal Websites and Proxy Interlocutors

The personal website is usually considered a fundamental tool in establishing an online persona
and the function of the personal website is generally to provide information on the person and
their activity, in this case poetry. They can also be used, among other options, to showcase
specific work or projects, present individual poems, comment on aspects of poetry and provide
links to other sites.

The importance of the individual poetry website may not, however, be as clear as at first
assumed, especially for well-known poets. It may be surprising that when searching for specific
poets the top results can be related sites, not the individual poet’s personal website. If we
consider the current Poet Laureate, Carol Ann Duffy, using Google to search for ‘Carol Ann

Duffy website’ in September 2016 (Google, 2016) we find the following top matches:

September 2016

Poetry Archive (sponsored link)
Carol Ann Duffy: Sheer Poetry
The Scottish Poetry Library
Wikipedia

The British Council

Picador Books

OOl WN P

In first position we have the sponsored link to the Poetry Archive, followed by Carol Ann
Duffy: Sheer Poetry. This is her personal website, but contains only a picture and a paragraph,

then information on, and links to, the Sheer Poetry website, which focuses on the work of Duffy
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and other poets mainly for students and teachers (Sheer Poetry, 2011) and had, at the time of
accessing, not been updated since 2014 (updating being an issue users of websites will be all-too
familiar with). The search results then gave links to four well-established websites: The Scottish
Poetry Library, Wikipedia, The British Council and Picador Books, her current publisher.

If we now look at the search results in September 2017 (Google, 2017), approximately

one year later, we find the following top matches:

September 2017

Poetry Archive (sponsored link)
Carol Ann Duffy: Sheer Poetry
The Scottish Poetry Library
Wikipedia
PanMacmillan (owners of Picador books)
Poetry Archive (not sponsored)
BBC
BBC
The British Council
0 The Guardian

P OO ~NO OIS, WN PR

The similarity is striking. | have extended the list to the top ten results to show how
important other websites are in increasing Carol Ann Duffy’s visibility online. We have already
referenced the importance of the BBC and here we see its influence once more, along with that
of The Guardian newspaper, which has published several poems by, and articles about, Duffy as
the Poet Laureate. This is perhaps a function of the Poet Laureate role, but is also an indicator of
how important newspapers are in achieving and maintaining an online presence.

| would therefore argue that material on other websites can be at least as, if not more,
effective at creating an internet presence than a personal website. Outward-facing organisations
have a strong interest in being highly-visible and active online and so cultivating one’s own

presence via these sites may be a more effective strategy than attempting to promote oneself as a
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poet by direct online activity. These websites act as proxy interlocutors, furthering online
discussion, debate and interaction around the poet without the poet themselves needing to be
directly involved. Here a positive rather than negative aspect of third-party hosting. This online
presence through other organisations is often obtained, of course, by direct, real-world activity,
rather than online activity. This is something of a paradox, that for some poets the greater the
activity outside the online world, the greater the presence on it.

In Duffy’s case the brevity of her own website is counteracted by the plethora of
information about her on other sites and this can be seen as a considerable benefit and might
suggest less of a need for her to maintain her own site or engage in online activity. There is,
however, a drawback to this: Duffy’s control over her online presence is less than if she had
posted more on her own site. The difficulty we have already noted of controlling online material
is exacerbated with this approach. There is also the potential issue of online marketing, where
advertisements on third-party websites can provide unwelcome associations.

Even so, it does mean Duffy has a strong enough web presence without needing to invest
additional time, money and effort into her own personal site. There is, in addition, the prestige of
association with organisations such as The Scottish Poetry Library and The British Council. The
fact that Google uses ranking algorithms that factor in how well-established and active a site is
gives yet more incentive to attain a web presence via high-profile organisations.

Considering further the question of the importance — and benefits and disadvantages — of
the personal website, we can look at the previous Poet Laureate (as a poet with a clear mandate
for public engagement), Andrew Motion, Poet Laureate from 1999 to 2009. Motion has his
website linked to the organisation UK Touring, a traditional site, where again some pages have

not been updated for a year or more (Motion, 2016). Here again, the updating of websites
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remains one of the challenges of online activity. And, again, a third party organisation is
supporting the online presence.

The bolstering of the poet’s online persona by others does not, of course, preclude them
having their own active personal online presence — as we have seen, some of this is governed by
personality and predisposition. In contrast to Duffy and Motion, Kate Tempest and Simon
Armitage, for example, not Poets Laureate but high-profile poets, have wide-ranging personal
websites (Tempest, 2017; Armitage, 2016), with prominent links to their agents and publishers,
thereby using the interconnectedness of the internet, centred around the hyperlink (a key tool of
the internet), to make use of the third-party material alongside their own.

We might note here that Armitage references his website as Simon Armitage The Official
Website (Armitage, 2017), as the Google search also produces the more prominent Armitage: All
About Famous Books and Poems (Armitage, 2015). This is not connected in any way to the poet
and yet potentially attracts viewers to the site through the assumed association, another
indication of how your presence can be subverted or undermined online. Michael Rosen faces a
similar issue of online association through a shared name, in his case with a ‘sexual
photographer’ based in San Francisco (Rosen, 2017).

Tempest and Armitage are able through their websites to present themselves as they wish
to be perceived and this is clearly an attractive option for any poet. It could be argued that less
well-known poets, who are not linked to well-known organisations, have an even greater
incentive to create and maintain their own website in order to achieve and control an online
presence, promote themselves and their work and join in with the various online communities
that exist in this virtual world. Personal online activity is of course not confined to personal

websites and poets frequently post material to digital platforms hosted by major organisations.
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We should be aware, however, when interacting with these platforms, either as subject or
viewer, of not just the overt content but also their underlying core agendas, which are largely

determined by their function and could be summarised as follows:

Website Function

Facebook  Social

Instagram  Personal

LinkedIn  Professional

Tumblr Personal

Twitter Comment / Informational

Wikipedia Informational

Wikipedia might be considered a special case among online platforms. An entry on
Wikipedia gives automatic online visibility, but here the issue that the poet cannot control the
information and therefore their profile is most evident. This may be a moot point, as the poet
cannot control whether they even have a Wikipedia entry or not. Even if a presence is
established, however, your ability to influence any Wikipedia information is very limited. As the
guidelines state, ‘Avoid writing or editing an article about yourself, other than to correct
unambiguous errors of fact” and, moreover, ‘you cannot just get it [your entry] deleted because
you are not happy with it (Wikipedia, 2017).

There are two main ways of addressing this problem: either by encouraging others to
input data into Wikipedia about you or by creating alternative sources of online information, for
example a personal website, blog or Facebook page, to counteract any unwanted or untrue

information or commentaries. Here we see the importance of a pro-active approach.
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The fact that Facebook considers itself primarily as a social networking site needs to be
taken into account here. Not only does this mean, importantly, that it does not appear in a search
engine listing, it also influences the information shared, the way it is accessed and the way it is
perceived. There are individuals, organisations and groups that attempt to subvert this primary
role (see my discussion of the 52 Project, for example, in ‘The Symbiosis Between Online
Publication and the Print Media’) — subversion of intent being a strong facet of internet activity,
reflecting its ethos of open access and user modification — but the underlying nature of Facebook
remains a social network, not an information exchange or transactional site. Here we can
compare other digital networks, such as LinkedIn, which focuses on information in a business
context and Twitter, which treads a line between comment and information.

In addition to their use by the poet qua poet, the creative use of these platforms by some
poets should not be overlooked, either. Digital social media outlets such as Tumblr and
Instagram, which are arguably much more user-content than platform-ethos driven, as
Wikipedia, Facebook and LinkedIn are (with Twitter being a mix of the two — very prescriptive
as to form, but very open as to content), have proved effective for some young poets, not just for
profile-building, but for disseminating their poetry. This is, notably, often for poets who are
perceived as marginalised and with distinctive backgrounds and world-views, such as Rupi Kaur,
Amanda Lovelace, Warsan Shire, Tyler Knott Gregson and Lang Leav. This specific use of the
sites as a platform for the poetry is an important reminder of the power of such sites for building
a following, and therefore an audience, for the poetry itself as well as the poet, particularly when
the poetry is linked directly to personal expression and experience, and is therefore seen as
authentic to its audience.

The subsequent print success of these poets is also a major indication of the way an

online profile can promote the poetry. Canadian Rupi Kaur’s poetry collection Milk and Honey
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(Kaur, 2015), albeit an exceptional example, has sold over a million copies (Nielsen Bookscan,
cited in O’Brien, 2017) and this must surely be in part from her 1.6 million Instagram followers
(Kaur, 2017). This is, of course, a reflection on the popularity of the poetry, not on its quality.
Indeed this whole approach of promoting the poet not the poem has been called into question, for
example in the review by Rebecca Watts in PN Review of Holly McNish’s Plum (McNish,
2017a), where she argues that bad poetry can flourish because ‘the cult of personality that social
media fosters works precisely this way: once you care about the person you’ll consume anything
they produce’ (Watts, 2018). Nevertheless, the influence of this personal-account and
personal-attitude based poetry (different from confessional poetry, perhaps, in that the emphasis
is on defiance rather than disclosure, strength rather than suffering), however controversial, is
significant because of its popularity and can be seen as extending into more general approaches
to poetry — Chapter 2 ‘The Effect of Digital Media on the Poems Themselves’ considers this
further, including in relation to my own poetry — and in this way the influence of these digital

platforms on poetry and the books of poetry published is both direct and indirect.

My Own Online Experience

Although my personal website is ranked first under Google, my LinkedIn account and websites
where | have a presence — Theatre Bristol, NAWE, Twitter, Art In The Heart Poetry — are also
highly ranked. Further evidence of how, even with relatively little-known poets such as myself,
other websites that have a strong online presence work to the benefit of the poet.

My own website (Monks, 2017b) has undergone some changes since it was created in
2014 but is largely a static platform to give a basic overview of my work. There have been a total

of 234 visitors to my website since it was created (as identified through Wordpress statistics
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under the site’s administration), averaging around 80 a year. This suggests it has not been to date
a major way of promoting myself or my poetry. Further, it is not a dedicated poetry site and
covers my work more generally, including my playwriting and workshop activities, therefore the
number of visitors directly interested in my poetry is even fewer than the total given. There is no
qualitative measure of the visitors, and some will have sought out the site to find out more about
my poetry — | have met several who have done just that — so the importance of the site is not
entirely driven by numbers. Nevertheless, this is quite a low number and certainly far fewer than
have experienced my poetry through readings. It is therefore worth noting that the visibility of a
website can vary enormously and is to some extent a function of how well-known the poet is
already, how adept, conscientious or resourceful the poet is at presenting themselves and their
work on a website (itself partly a function of disposition) and how well-connected their site is to
other sites and social media that would point viewers to their site or increase their search-engine
visibility.

There is an interesting analogy here with poetry anthologisation, where it could be argued
there is a similar feedback loop of validation, visibility and familiarity; the more well-known the
poet or poem, the more likely they are to be anthologised and the more anthologised, the more
well-known. I discuss this, along with other aspects of anthologisation in the section on
‘Anthologisation’ at the end of this chapter.

This also relates to the idea of consensus, powerful as a general influence, but especially
powerful on the web, where liked and shared material can generate its own exponential
momentum (hence the ability to go viral). We might consider here that Rupi Kaur’s 1.6 million
Instagram followers has been generated from fewer than five hundred posts, and, more modestly,
lan McMillan’s 37,000 Twitter followers from over 200,000 tweets (McMillan, 2017). This

potential viral quality of digital media makes it a volatile medium with spikes of attention that
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can be difficult to control. On the other hand, it is also a feature attractive to those looking to
manipulate the system to increase profile and, through this, income. The open-access nature of
the internet makes this an ongoing issue, as is the opposite phenomenon of reputational damage.
Here we might consider the Twitterstorm around Craig Raine’s poem ‘Gatwick’, where its
publication in the London Review of Books (Raine, 2015) caused the topic to trend on Twitter as
the poem and poet were mocked, railed against, defended and parodied (The Guardian, 2015).
Lines such as:

| want to say | like your big bust.

Which you try to disguise with a scarf.

You’d like it smaller by half.
provoked an upsurge of feeling against the poem, the poet and the magazine as being
misogynistic and parochial. This demonstrates the paradoxical powers of individual expression
and collective response that Twitter provides. Nor is it simply short-lived. Poet Helen Mort
returned to the poem in an online blog in March, 2017, when reviewing a poetry collection by
John Burnside, commenting ‘who is the narrator to presume he knows how the woman feels
about her bust?” (Mort, 2017). In this case we see at work both the immediacy and the potential
longevity of digital media.

A note of caution, however, as to the relative breadth of impact of an online presence in
terms of readership or audience is raised by the Poetry in America study commissioned by The
Poetry Foundation (Schwartz et al., 2006). Although some years old now, this study was
ground-breaking in the way it looked at how the general public in the USA experienced poetry.
Interestingly, they refer to ‘poetry users’ as they found many of the public were actively using
poetry in moments of crisis or at public events, such as weddings and funerals, rather than simply

experiencing it as readers. According to the study, only a third of poetry users accessed poetry or
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poetry information online, and this fell to under 5% for non-users (Schwartz et al., 2006, p. 41).
A very similar percentage of poetry users (36.3%) borrowed poetry books from the library
(Schwartz et al., 2006, p. 40), suggesting that at the time of the report the traditional (library) and
less-traditional (internet) means of accessing poetry were not only equally significant but also
not fundamental to the majority of poetry users.

Despite the increasing popularity of the internet — and rise of social media — over the
following years, this study is a notable reminder that digital media is not always as pervasive as
we might think. We might note here the considerable difference between older and younger
readers, or viewers. For all teenage students, for example, internet access is a basic requirement.
This does not, of course, necessarily equate with poetry access — arts students may well access
poetry online much more than those studying other disciplines.

It is also worth considering the very important more recent development of accessing
information via portable devices, especially the mobile phone and tablet. This has greatly
increased ease of access to online information, and therefore potentially online poetry and poetry
information, although this may be offset somewhat by the increase in content that can be
accessed on these devices, especially video.

There is also the same note of caution with regard to age differentiation, with older
people less likely to own a smart phone than young people. In the UK in 2015 only 16% of over-
65s owned a smart phone, compared with 90% of 16-24 year-olds, and in 2017 less than 50% of
those 55 or over owned a smart phone, compared to 96% of 16-24 year-olds (Statista, 2017).
This development of portable devices has also encouraged the development of apps, providing
other platforms for accessing, sharing and writing poetry. I am not, however, considering apps in
detail here, beyond noting their role in accessing digital material, as their content largely

duplicates that available on other platforms.
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Blogs

Some poets, as we have discussed, find themselves better-suited than others by disposition to
using the internet and social media to engage with the online poetry community and wider online
world, thereby achieving greater visibility, at least with those interested in poetry, and creating
engagement with others beyond the personal website. The use of blogs has been a particular
feature here and has some devotees among those who enjoy blogging, despite the drawback of
having to maintain regular postings. | have not set up my own separate blog, partly for the reason
of maintenance and the time-consuming need to post regularly, partly due to disposition and the
lack of a poetic focus discussed earlier, but a number of poets, such as Clare Pollard and Jo Bell,
have made good use of blogs to engage with the poetry community and, along with this, whether
intentionally or simply as a by-product of their blogging activity, maintain and enhance their
own poetic profile.

They do this, notably, by writing about poetry issues and their poetry lives, rather than
simply posting their own poems. Clare Pollard, for example, discusses her children alongside her
poetry activity (Pollard, 2016). The poet Alison Brackenbury mixes the two, with her blog site
unashamedly promoting her latest collection, together with favourable reviews, as well as
blogging her activities and sharing general poetry news (Brackenbury, 2016). These are typical
examples of approaches to blogging, with its mixture of personal diary, thought-pieces, comment
and information, which the hyperlink feature of the internet facilitates: the hyperlink feature
again here being one of the key drivers of interconnectedness.

Again, however, we need to be cautious here as to impact. Chris Hamilton-Emery in his

book 101 Ways To Make Poems Sell regards them as ‘a form of exchange’ and sees their value
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mainly as a form of syndication, their importance extending beyond their content through their
connectivity and regularity (Hamilton-Emery, 2006, p.55). He then goes on to cite the huge
popularity of Ron Silliman’s blog as ‘a phenomenon’ because of its harnessing of ‘the power of
the columnist” (Hamilton-Emery, 2006, p. 56), but Silliman is the only example cited, and he is
not a poet. The suggestion is that, though a possible aspiration, this is not the standard impact of
a poet’s blog.

The blog, perhaps, has impact in another way, in that it can have more depth than width
in its approach, the opposite of what we might expect from online activity. Jo Bell, who has been
blogging for almost ten years (she began in December 2007) has only 639 email subscribers
(Bell, 2017a), though she does, of course, attract many more people to her blog through search
engines, direct access and the connected sites of Twitter and Facebook. And, we might add, from
a multimedia advertising campaign for the Nationwide Building Society in 2017, involving her
(and two other poets) and a specially-commissioned poem. The blog is just one facet of her
considerable online and offline activity. As she says on her Twitter account: ‘Poet off the telly.
Project-begetter and internaut. An impeccable source of poetry news. You don’t have to like
Corbyn but it helps.” (Bell, 2017b)

Despite this issue of reach, the blog does maximise personal control and allow for a
distinctive voice and a depth of personal expression beyond the formal personal website and the
immediacy of Facebook and Twitter. The 25 poetry blogs, for example, recommended on the
Picador website (Pan-Macmillan, 2017) are all strongly distinctive, from the Baroque in Hackney
by Katy Evans-Bush (Baroque In Hackney, 2017) through to David Wheatley’s Georgiasam,
with its strapline ‘Local asshole now local asshole with blog: the twisted brain wrong of a one-

off man-mental’ (Georgiasam, 2017).
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This crafted and personal distinctiveness is one of the blog’s main aspects, alongside the
common feature of writing about the general poetry world, not just the blogger’s own activities.
Anthony Wilson’s blog, for example, which also focuses very much on his own experiences, has
a Blogroll linking to the websites of over 200 other poets (Wilson, 2017). This is a good example
of the interconnectedness of the internet and the opportunities for democratisation or, at least
pluralisation, through the sheer amount of online activity that is both present and interlinked. The
blog is the quintessential online representation of these features of personal expression and sense
of an online community.

As a footnote, it is interesting to see that poetry blogs can also provide a transition from
online activity to print. Katy Evans-Bush had her blog essays collected into the book Forgive
The Language (Evans-Bush, 2015) and Anthony Wilson’s series of blog posts Lifesaving Poems
into a book of the same name (Wilson, 2015). This symbiosis between online and print

publication | examine in greater detail later.

Publishers’ Websites

The investment publishers have made into online and digital content does mean that the
individual poet is supported in their online and digital presence if they are with a publisher with
sufficient resources to deliver strong online content related to the poet.

The importance that publishers give to their online activity can be indicated by the
following 2016 description by Tilted Axis Press of ‘an entry-level digital job at the average
publisher’ where they list the main tasks as: ‘producing marketing newsletters / press releases,
commissioning, editing & uploading online content inc video & audio, updating metadata,

Wikipedia etc.’ (Tilted Axis Press, 2016). This is a multi-purpose, multi-platform and multi-
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media range of digital activities that would benefit the writer in terms of marketing and profile.
The involvement and resources of a publisher that a writer can draw on is looked at further in
Chapter 3, but the managing and updating of online content is an important support for any
author.

The poet also potentially benefits from the context of the other authors on the publisher’s
list. There may, however, be competing priorities here. The poet may wish to get across their
work, their passions and concerns, to enter into a discourse with regard to contemporary poetry.
The publisher, whilst finding all this laudable, will have as a major priority the selling of books.
Not only this, but they are also interested in building their brand as a publisher, and their website
is one of the vehicles for doing this. This is, in theory, a mutually beneficial arrangement, with
the work being promoted, experienced, discussed and celebrated alongside the books being sold,
but there are some potential tensions here, especially around the poet’s personal position and
views, ones that the online and social media environment can both help ameliorate and
exacerbate.

I would therefore like to consider the idea of branding and how the internet and social
media are currently influencing this. I have already spoken of the poet creating — and to a greater
or lesser extent having it created for them — their own persona or platform using digital
technology, but the most obvious example of poetry branding is the poetry publisher, be they a
small press or mid-scale or an imprint of a larger company.

Publishers often look to brand the poets they publish as part of their stable and Faber
Poets might be seen the frontrunner in this regard, where the term ‘a Faber poet’ has traditionally
been associated with the quality of the poets on their list (see the discussion of Faber & Faber in
“The Major Poetry Publishers’ in Chapter 3 for examples). They also use their distinctive ff logo

to reinforce the homogeneity and value of the brand, though I examine some of the nuances
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within this later and in the section on ‘The Major Poetry Book Publishers’ in Chapter 3.
Compare this general approach of the homogeneity of Faber & Faber to Bloodaxe, where the
emphasis is on the range of titles and variety of authors and publications, under what founder
Neil Astley refers to as ‘Bloodaxe’s eclectic, democratic style of publishing’, going on to say:
‘My aim has always been to publish as wide a range as possible of contemporary poetry by all
kinds of writers’ (Bloodaxe, 2017a).

The association of the writer with the publisher is a two-way arrangement. The poet
(hopefully) benefits from the reputation of the publisher and the publisher (again, hopefully)
adds to their reputation by association with the poet. There is therefore a mutual benefit in being
not just successful but also distinctive.

How does the internet disrupt or promulgate this branding process for the poetry
publishers? The website reinforces the presence both of publisher and poet. So, it is important for
both that the publisher’s website and the poet’s website complement each other. This is, of
course, subject to the separate impetuses of the two parties. The poet is bound up with the
publisher’s profile, as well as helping to shape it. The digital platforms can serve to amplify this,
but the poet (consciously or unconsciously) can promulgate through them an alternative persona
and focus. Neither directly controls the other’s digital presence, in particular the nature of the
website. Nevertheless, the nature of the website suggests certain qualities. These may well differ
depending on the publisher and poet involved.

I will therefore now look briefly at the websites of four of the major poetry publishers,
Faber & Faber, Bloodaxe, Carcanet and Picador and in this way consider how publishers’

websites influence the profile of the poet and their publications.
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The Faber & Faber website is quite formal, with no picture banner, just the name in black
with white background (Faber & Faber, 2017). The emphasis is on tradition and quality as their
by-line indicates:

Founded in 1929 in London, Faber & Faber is one of the world’s great publishing
houses. Our list of authors includes twelve Nobel Laureates and six Booker Prize—
winners. We are proud to publish the foremost voices in fiction, non-fiction,
poetry, and drama, with writers including T. S. Eliot, Ted Hughes, Harold Pinter,
Sylvia Plath, William Golding, Samuel Beckett, Seamus Heaney and Kazuo
Ishiguro. (Faber & Faber, 2016)

FABER & FABER

I ; o
The world’s best books g 2] /O

BOOKS EVENTS AUTHORS BLOG MEMBERS ACADEMY ABOUT

Founded in 1929 in London, Faber & Faber is one of the
world’s great publishing houses. Our list of authors includes
twelve Nobel Laureates and six Booker Prize-winners. We are
proud to publish the foremost voices in fiction, non-fiction,
poetry, and drama, with writers including T. S. Eliot, Ted
Hughes, Harold Pinter, Sylvia Plath, William Golding, Samuel

Becketr, Seamus Heaney and Kazuo Ishiguro.
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Faber & Faber website — screenshot taken 16 August 2017

Here we can see an appeal to its achievements to date and an emphasis on a select band

of famous writers, giving a sense of distinction and excellence.
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Contrast this with the Bloodaxe website, where there is an emphasis on dynamism and
challenge, with their simple strapline ‘Britain’s Premier Poetry Imprint’ (Bloodaxe Books,

2017D).
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Bloodaxe Books website — screenshot taken 16 August 2017

The Bloodaxe website is very media-rich, with moving graphics, pictures, an entire
section of Vimeo videos and constantly-changing boxes.

The overall effect might be considered dynamic and multi-layered or confusing and
messy, depending on your personal sensibilities. Either way, the attempt here is to focus on
vibrancy and a range of voices, rather than tradition and selectivity or exclusivity, as one might
argue with Faber & Faber. The Bloodaxe website is a reflection of the brash immediacy of their
books, with their distinctive typefaces and logos, helping to support the branding as one of
strong, uncompromising and challenging output. The Faber poet might therefore be perceived
very differently from the Bloodaxe poet, if one was looking at their offer via the publisher’s
website.

The situation, however, is somewhat more complicated than the websites might suggest

when we consider the range of the actual poetry lists. Bloodaxe, for all its brashness and its
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motto of ‘Poetry With An Edge’, the title of its trademark 1998 anthology (Bloodaxe, 1988), has,
over its thirty-nine year history, published many poets that would not look out of place on Faber
& Faber’s list, including such names as Tony Harrison, Ann Stevenson, R. S. Thomas and Basil
Bunting. Several of their poets have been published by other publishers too. We could also point
to Don Paterson, a Faber poet who is the poetry editor of Picador as an example of the blurring
of boundaries. The move of Simon Armitage from Bloodaxe to Faber with the publication of Kid
in 1992 (Armitage, 1992), might be seen either as his move to a more traditional publisher or an
acknowledgement of the fluidity of poetry publication. Similarly, Faber & Faber have recently
published a number of more experimental poets, some of which have come from their pamphlet
series, such as Jack Underwood and Sam Riviere, who do not fit into their more mainstream
tradition. Nevertheless, publishers’ websites are part of the overall presence and public
perception of a poet and the headline nature of the website is part of the impact of digital
technology on the context of the poet and their publications.

We should not forget, either, that the publisher is looking to use the website to generate
sales. Faber & Faber’s website was nominated for the BT-Retail Week Digital Store Of the Year
Award 2015, showing how important sales can be for the online presence. This use of the
website as an online shop provides further support to the poet, who, after all, is also looking for
income, but could be considered as putting the focus somewhat on the product. Faber & Faber
have, in fact, moved away from this emphasis, as their 2017 website shows, with the shop button
now a small logo in the right-hand corner, whereas in 2015 it was the first headline tab. This is
part of the negotiation of the role of the website for the publisher between a sales platform and
information portal. The section in Chapter 3 on ‘The Role of the Book Publisher’ also looks at

other factors that can motivate a publisher beyond sales.

46



Carcanet, although still reflecting this sales remit, has a very traditional website that puts

more weight on prizes, accolades and achievements.

m’ an admirable concern to keep lines open to writing in Ireland, Seotland, Wales and
America.

Seamus Heaney
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Carcanet website — screenshot taken 16 August 2017

The website has something of a more academic profile and, in-keeping with this, they
have a clear, concise paragraph outlining their organisation, with a literary emphasis and perhaps
quite formal expression:

Welcome to Carcanet Press, one of the outstanding independent literary publishers

of our time. Now in its fifth decade, Carcanet publishes the most comprehensive

and diverse list available of modern and classic poetry in English and in

translation, as well as a range of inventive fiction, Lives and Letters and literary

criticism. (Carcanet, 2017a)

Note also here the direct address to the reader and a sense of heritage.

Like all websites, however, there is a tension between a sense of continuity and a sense of
change, brought about by the passing nature of the online visitor and therefore a need for
continuous updating. It is not for nothing that visits to website are referred to as ‘traffic’ or

‘surfing’ and the very term ‘visitors’ suggests impermanence. The Carcanet site, in fact, features

a range of news boxes and regularly updated featured poets and poems, often related to events.
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Picador’s poetry website (Picador, 2017), clearly just one part of Pan-Macmillan’s
publishing empire as the sidebar indicates, opts for a more stripped-down look, with a basic

menu for exploring the writers.
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Picador poetry website — screenshot taken 16 August 2017

Here the online reflection of the publisher’s size, through the use of sidebars and the
nesting of the poetry pages within a larger website — evident also with Penguin Random House —
can suggest something of a corporate image, even when the poetry books themselves carry a
reflection of the editor’s individual taste.

Perhaps partly to counteract this sense of detachment through the sheer size of the
publishing group, the Picador site offers an email subscription. The weekly or monthly email is
another way publishers use digital media to maintain a connection with their audience, though
this can become a burden for the recipient if overdone and the etiquette of the internet comes into
play here — gauging responses to internet material and emails and dealing with those responses is
part of the exciting challenge of the medium. One of the many sites that discuss email overload
tells us ‘There are obvious practices that help, such as unsubscribing to e-newsletters or turning

off notifications from Facebook or Twitter’ (Gallo, 2012) and another, on ‘netiquette’, observes
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that ‘The long e-mail is a thing of the past’ (Silberman, 2017), both viewpoints that are not good
news for the e-newsletter sender.

In addition to e-newsletters, smaller presses also use their websites in an interactive way
to engage their readers with their work, sell titles and, in some cases, overtly support publication.
Some publishers, such as Nine Arches Press and Cinnamon run membership schemes, a
traditional model given new impetus by an online presence and others, such as Fair Acre Press
and Dead Ink Books run crowdfunding projects via the website to help fund book publication
(Fair Acre Press, 2017; Dead Ink Books, 2017). See Chapter 3 for further examples of this
model.

At its best, for both publisher and poet, the combination of websites, emails, Twitter,
Facebook and other social media creates a package that supports the print publication. The extent
to which the published poet wishes to engage with these elements is partly a matter of

temperament, choice, circumstance and pressure from publishers and other agencies.

Other Websites

As well as personal and publishers’ websites, there are many online poetry sites, both
professional and personal, that are primarily information portals, but where you can often
directly access poetry, either on the screen or as audio or video.

The Poetry Library website is one such information portal and provides links to online
and print poetry publishers, magazines and other organisations, as well as information on events,
competitions and resources for learning. It also has an e-loans section for audio books and
eBooks. The library itself has over 100,000 items, making it the most comprehensive physical

poetry resource in the UK (Poetry Library, 2016). It is a strong example of how a combination of
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the virtual (the online resources) and the physical, here referring to the materials (the books,
CDs, DVDs, etc.) and the environment (an actual physical library in the Southbank Centre in
London) can combine to create a platform for poetry; where the different elements complement
rather than conflict with each other.

How far it is a platform for the individual poet it is harder to say. They do promote poetry
events and activities and so indirectly the poets themselves. Together with the Southbank Centre,
which has a very active poetry programme, they also commission poems for promoting the
Library, and these can be distributed in various forms, including online, as Poetry Postcards, as
part of an exhibition or as performance pieces, for example the poems by Hannah Silva, Vahni
Capildeo and James Wilkes commissioned for their open day in 2015 (Poetry Library, 2017a).
Although a useful opportunity for some poets, here the aim is to promote the library and its
poetry collection, rather than the poet. The Poetry Library is therefore a poetry resource in both
its physical and virtual manifestations and any development of a poet’s poetry and persona is an
adjunct to its main role as an information provider.

Similar websites as information portals are provided by such UK-based websites as The
Poetry Society, The Poetry Book Society (part of Inpress, the distribution company for small
press members), Poetry By Heart and The Poetry Archive. These sites each have a different
focus, governed by the remit of the host organisation, but all work as providers of general
information on poetry activity, contemporary and historic, with the same limited but potentially
significant opportunities for the poet.

The Poetry Archive functions slightly differently from the others, in that it hosts readings
of poems by individual poets and in this way directly publishes their poetry. Founded by Andrew
Motion as one of his initiatives as Poet Laureate, it is a charity that looks to promote poetry as

spoken, rather than written. It is not, however, a promoter of performance poetry and so in many
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ways represents the way the internet is an additional resource to the printed text, rather than
competing with it. The cost of creating and delivering the sound recordings is salutary. As the
website tells us:

£2,500 is the amount of money that could cover one poet being added to the

Archive. This includes the costs of hiring a studio, a producer, a sound engineer,

the money we pay the poet, the money we have to pay for the copyright

permissions as well as the administrative costs of the whole process from inviting

the poet to read up to adding those recordings to the website. £1,500 is the amount

of money that could cover one month of website hosting and maintenance.

(Poetry Archive, 2014)

It is a reminder that digital content is not always low-cost, and that open-access platforms
can still require significant resources. For the individual poet creating their own website, blog or
Facebook page, the time costs are often absorbed by the individual, but if they were costed
commercially we would have a very different online content model.

This time factor should also be combined with the activity focus required. As noted
previously, time and energy and mental resources that are given to maintaining an online persona
are not being used to write the poetry. The response is usually to suggest or seek a balance
between the two activities, and this is in practice how many writers approach this dilemma. As
we have seen, another option is to rely on other active websites, this being most effective once a
certain level of audience awareness has been obtained. Another option is to incorporate online
activity into the creative process and we will explore this in more detail in Chapter 2.

| should also reference here the many websites for print newspapers and magazines, both
specialist and more general, that often contain poetry elements. These also contribute to the

overall online poetry culture. As we have seen, The Guardian, along with other national

newspapers, has substantial online as well as print coverage of poetry and poetry matters.

o1



There is a similar cross-fertilisation in the magazine world, where there are many
specialist poetry and writing magazines in print and online and these are highly relevant to the
influence of digital media on traditional publishing. The Poetry Library website alone lists over
130 online poetry magazines (Poetry Library 2017b), although some of these are now defunct
and exist only as an archive, often not because of lack of popularity, but due to the commitment
required from the editors, for example Poems In Which, which closed in May 2017 after ten
issues (Poems In Which, 2017). Here we move from information sites with poems posted mainly
to illustrate the work of the poet or to support a point being made, to sites whose primary
purpose is to publish poems in their own right.

Some of these online magazines or e-zines use the internet as an adjunct to their print
counterpart, for example Stride (Stride, 2017) or Magma (Magma, 2017), but there are many that
are online only, for example Morphrog and The Argotist Online. These can promote their own
special interests more easily, due to low overheads (not including the time and commitment
factors) and little or no reliance on actual readership. Morphrog’s aim, for example, is
‘publishing “poetry in the extreme™” (Morphrog, 2017) and The Argotist Online looks to publish
‘non-mainstream poetry’ (The Argotist Online, 2017a). Having said this, an online magazine can
achieve a considerable audience — Poems In Which reaching over 30,000 readers from 60
countries over its ten issues (Poems In Which, 2017). See also my comments in ‘The Route To
Book Publication for the Poet” on how these online magazines help with publishing the sheer
volume of poetry looking for an outlet.

It is also important to note the self-uploaded poetry sites, since they are a significant
internet poetry presence. These could be categorised in two ways. Firstly, there are sites such as
AllPoetry, that often identify themselves as a community (though AllPoetry is run by one

individual, the artist Kevin Watt) and host self-published poems. Secondly, there are general
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poetry hosting sites such as PoemHunter, that host both self-published poems and poems
previously published elsewhere, uploaded simply because an individual wishes to share them
with others and not always with explicit permission. As PoemHunter puts it:

Poems are published on this site purely for educational reasons, for the purpose of

information and with good intentions. If the legal representatives ask us to remove a

poem from the site, this will be done immediately. (PoemHunter, 2017)

These self-publishing general poetry sites contain a mix of traditional and contemporary poems
and reflect the tastes of the site publisher. Both types of site can be considered influential in
terms of online publishing because of the large number of poets and poems they contain.
AllPoetry claims to host over 400,000 poets and be ‘The web’s largest poetry writing group’
(AllPoetry, 2017) and PoemHunter claims to host over 100,000 poets and well over a million
poems (PoemHunter, 2014). Their popularity suggests they provide a useful resource, though the
second type of site again somewhat conflates the idea of being in the public domain (i.e. out of
copyright) with being publicly available.

I noted earlier, however, that we must exercise caution with regard to the actual influence
of online material on poetry readers or viewers. Despite the large numbers accessing and
engaging with the various sites, the extent to which these views are significant and how far they
impact on people who are not writers, students or academics or otherwise specifically connected
to the sector in some way is hard to assess. The quantitative data, for example number of views
or hits, though useful in itself, does not give us the qualitative impact.

If the importance of the encounter is open to challenge, another factor to consider is the
permanence of the presence. It is often considered that online material is there forever, but this

easy assertion is open to some qualification. Verse Palace is not the only website to proclaim
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‘versepalace.wordpress.com is no longer available. The authors have deleted this site.” (Verse
Palace, 2016).

Here, once more, the picture is more complex than it might at first appear. Even if the
web presence is maintained, taking material down from self-published websites is an easy task,
but removing it from websites controlled by others can be a greater challenge. This is another
contradictory quality of the internet: the very freedom of access that makes the internet so useful

for connecting with others makes it so difficult to control.

Anthologisation as Context

As a counterpoint to the online presence of the poet and their poetry, it is useful to look at the
role that contemporary poetry anthologies play in forming both persona and context. There is a
considerable heritage of historical and contemporary poetry anthologies and, in the same way
that the modern poetry book draws on previous poetry book publication to define its current form
and role, the modern poetry anthology extends from the tradition of similar publications, whether
historical, contemporary or a mixture of the two. As with the individual poetry book, poetry
anthologies still generally reference, explicitly or implicitly, the history of previous publications
to give them profile, status and weight beyond their individual merit. The online world has had
some influence here, as discussed later when looking at the symbiosis between online and print
publication, but the printed anthology still looks mainly to the print tradition for its status and
form.

The large number of historical poetry anthologies makes this too wide a field to examine
in itself, but their influence on contemporary poetry writing (both poetry written around the time

of the publication and poetry written today) is notable. The Oxford series of anthologies The
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Oxford Book of English Verse was particularly influential in the twentieth century at looking to
define ‘the tradition’ for poetry readers (and writers), and the contrast between Quiller-Couch’s
1919 edition (Quiller-Couch, 1919), revised in 1932, and the following ones by Helen Gardner in
1972 (Gardner, 1972) and Christopher Ricks in 1999 (Ricks, 1999) provoked much debate.

Likewise, Philip Larkin with his edition of The Oxford Book Of Twentieth-Century
English Verse (Larkin, 1973) both consciously revised Yeats’s controversial The Oxford Book of
Modern Verse 1892-1935 (Yeats, 1936) — where Yeats excluded poets who fought in World War
One on the grounds, given in his preface, that ‘passive suffering is not a theme for poetry’
(YYeats, 1936, p. XV) —and in itself attempted to put a historical perspective on writing that was
recent and current. Both books not only aimed at an overview but also inevitably influenced our
perception of contemporary writers.

Today The Norton Anthology Of Poetry (Ferguson et al., 2004) is perhaps the most
influential anthology that attempts to cover poetry in light of the tradition and historical
movements. David Wheatley makes reference to these issues for contemporary poetry and the
poet in his Contemporary British Poetry, including the assertion that ‘The Norton Anthology
represents canonicity as commercial juggernaut’ (Wheatley, 2015). Similarly, Leah Price, in an
article for the London Review of Books discussing the influence of the literature anthology,
argues with regard to The Norton Anthology of English Literature that, despite its protestations
not to define the tradition, ‘Within the limits of the free market... the Norton has earned the
authority of an Académie Francaise combined with that of an Index librorum prohibitorum’
(Price, 2000, p. 28).

Contemporary anthologies are generally more complex in what they are attempting to
achieve than purely historical ones. They are not necessarily looking simply to codify, define or

contextualise poetry that is considered the best or most significant; they may be espousing a
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cause or illustrating a theory or highlighting a movement or aiming for particular appeal or
redressing a perceived bias; they may be attempting to identify the most significant poets for the
future or supporting them by publication; they may aim to illustrate contemporary thought and
culture and identify where the poet sits within this or how they are influenced by it. This is
somewhat different to the influence of tradition exerted by a historical anthology, instead
exerting a creative and cultural influence by the climate it fosters and the values it promotes.

These intentions are very much foregrounded in their introductions. The editors of
contemporary poetry anthologies do not generally share Quiller-Couch’s stated ambition in his
introduction: ‘My wish is that the reader should in his own pleasure quite forget the editor’s
labour’ (Quiller-Couch, 1919, p. 4).

For the poet, then, alongside the more general creative and cultural influences on them,
there is no doubt that inclusion in an anthology plays an important, if potentially problematic,
role in how they are perceived and defined, both by themselves and others.

This role can be usefully contrasted with the individual poetry book. For the individual
collection, there is an element of selection, which can be analogous to that of the anthology, with
possible criteria such as arrangement of sequences, selection of poems on a theme or
chronological ordering. But for the individual collection there is no consideration of other poets,
it is showcasing an individual’s work. Alongside the potential input of editors and manuscript
readers, the factors determining the content are very much personal ones, with historical,
commercial or audience-orientated considerations generally playing a secondary role. The
interplay of these factors for the individual collection is something I explore further in the
sections ‘The Organising Principle’ and ‘My Own Poetry Collection’. In contrast, the anthology
has a wider range of influences on its content selection and perhaps much more of an eye on its

commercial and critical audience, as suggested by the very different appeal of titles such as The
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Nation’s Favourite Poems (Jones, 1996) — discussed in Chapter 3 with regard to transmedia —
and Furies: A Poetry Anthology Of Women Warriors (Lacey, 2014) .

On the other hand, it is a given that, no matter how wide-ranging, even the most eclectic
anthology is highly selective, both of poets and poems. In fact, generally, there is a trade-off
between the number of poets selected and the number of poems they are represented by, however
substantial the volume. Contrast the 269 poets in Penguin’s 596-page Scanning The Century: The
Penguin Book of The Twentieth Century In Poetry (Forbes, 1999), mostly represented by a single
poem, to the 8 poets in Carcanet’s 158-page New Caribbean Poetry: An Anthology (Miller,
2007), where the average is 14 poems per poet. Of course the anthologies are doing very
different things (note the phrasing of the full title in Scanning The Century, suggesting
inclusivity rather than selectivity), but from the point of view of the poet, the way the published
anthology represents them is very different too.

Further, an anthology by its very nature imposes its own frame of reference for both the
poets and the poems included. This can be, as with Simon Armitage and Robert Crawford’s The
Penguin Book Of Poetry From Britain And Ireland Since 1945, to ‘try to do justice to the work
of writers now less fashionable’ whilst being ‘discriminatingly inclusive’ (Armitage and
Crawford, 1998, p. xxix), or, as with Bloodaxe’s The New Poetry, to be ‘defining’ (Hulse,
Kennedy and Morley, 1993, p. 27) or a deliberate alternative to other anthologies, what M. L.
Rosenthal calls ‘a certain liberation from the dominance of recent anthologies that have
emphasised the work of the youngest writers only, or of special groups or tendencies only’ in the
introduction to his anthology The New Modern Poetry (Rosenthal, 1969, p. xxii). In light of
subsequent anthologies, we might feel he was fighting a losing battle here, and his anthology
now seems somewhat old-fashioned, despite, or perhaps because of, having both ‘New’ and

‘Modern’ in its title.
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Whatever the criteria used, there is a particular impact on a poet when only one or two of
their poems are regularly included in anthologies. If a poet is known chiefly for one or two key
poems, either resulting in or as a consequence of being regularly anthologised, does this mean
they are visible to a wider public, and so might attract people to their other poems, or does it
mean the rest of their oeuvre is at best largely neglected or at worst ignored completely? Or is
this inevitable anyway as time’s judgement ticks away? Emily Temple’s list of the poems most
anthologised by twenty American anthologies over the twenty-five years 1992-2016 (Temple,
2017) does not settle the argument. William Carlos Williams’ ‘The Red Wheelbarrow’ is in first
place, in over half of the anthologies, but thirteen other poems by him appear in the list, showing
in his case that the popularity of a single poem does not overshadow his other poetry. On the
other hand, Stevie Smith’s ‘Not Waving But Drowning’ and Louis MacNeice’s ‘Bagpipe Music’
are the only poems by their authors to be included, suggesting perhaps it is a single poem they
have become known by as time has gone by.

Time is indeed a great denuder of poetic bodies of work, but with contemporary
anthologies the poems are selected by the editors, not by ‘time’, and they are using a range of
judgements, some of which are based purely on the poem, but which are often focused more on
the poet, and where, in the editor’s view, the poet sits in the panoply of other poets and the
cultural landscape more generally. Despite the care and deliberation taken over choice of poems,
the wider impact on the poet of the anthology selection is one that cannot be ignored — in fact, it
is often sought for by the anthology editor who wishes to highlight their chosen poets (rather
than simply draw attention to individual poems) by inclusion.

With the impact of the anthology selection in mind, the relationship between individual

poems and the poet is one that editors tackle in a variety of ways, and, it could be argued, one
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popular current way is an attempt to find a generational coherence among current poets by way
of the poems they have produced in the light of what other poets are also writing.

J. T. Welsch addresses this issue in his paper The Generation Game: Cohort-making in
Contemporary British Poetry where he considers the various agendas of contemporary poetry
anthology compilers, and in particular the generational anthologies of recent decades, arguing
that ‘a narrative begins to emerge, less a coincidence of individual volumes than an on-going
conversation between them about how (and why) to frame a generation.” (Welsch, 2013, p. 1).

In this regard, he references Bloodaxe’s 21% century anthologies Voice Recognition: 21
Poets For The 21 Century (Byrne and Pollard, 2009) and Identity Parade: New British and Irish
Poets (Lumsden, 2010).

The very different nature of the anthologies is exemplified by the fact that while there are
21 poets chosen for Voice Recognition: 21 Poets For The 21% Century (an unhappy example, |
feel, of a marketing-led if not largely title-led editorial decision) there are 85 included in Identity
Parade. As we have noted, the number of poets included can be a significant feature of an
anthology, what Larkin calls ‘wide rather than deep representation’ (Larkin, 1973, p. vi). There
are of course, other major differences: the editorial decision by James Byrne and Clare Pollard in
Voice Recognition to choose only poets who had not yet had a first collection published is
fundamental to the nature and intention of the anthology.

Welsch also refers back to Bloodaxe’s The New Poetry (Hulse, Kennedy and Morley,
1993), itself of course a direct reference back to Alvarez’s seminal Penguin anthology The New
Poetry (Alvarez, 1962), though the more recent volume does its best to work with the pluralism
of recent poetry, rather than homogenise current activity or define a movement. This leads to a
vague assertion by the editors that ‘The work collected here documents poetry in Britain and

Ireland at last responding to the imperatives of our times’ (Hulse, Kennedy and Morley, 1993,
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p27) which, however true (and noting the implied criticism of “at last”), does not really get us
very far in terms of insight or coherence.

Welsch, as well as arguing that the anthologies are part of a wider cultural phenomenon
of ‘generationalism’, also looks at other generational anthologies, such as the New Generation
Poets anthology in 1994. It is interesting to note, in the context of the printed poetry book, that
there was no anthology around the Next Generation poets of 2004 and we have yet to see what
will emerge from the 2014 generation — there is at present only an historical website pointing us
towards the individual collections and archiving a series of readings and events (Next Generation
Poets, 2014). Whether this marks a conscious shift away from anthologisation in print form
towards online grouping or is more a pragmatic decision, balancing the cost and resources
against the impact of a print anthology, is difficult to speculate. Nevertheless, the fact that the
New Generation poets are selected from those poets having published a poetry collection in the
preceding ten years automatically gives unequivocal and critical weight to the printed poetry
collection, as you might expect, since the scheme is run by The Poetry Book Society.

This led, in fact, to a response to the 2004 selection by Staple magazine, which in 2005
published issue 62 devoted to ‘An Alternative Generation’, a selection of poets from the UK’s
small press output (Atkinson and Barrett, 2005) an implied protest against the dominance of the
major poetry publishers. This selection based on print publication, and consequent value placed
upon it, is examined further in the section ‘The Pros and Cons of Prizes’.

For the 2014 generation, there is more crossover between print and performance which
may also have influenced the decision not to produce a print anthology; this is exemplified by the
inclusion of Kate Tempest: in a profile in The Guardian, Nicholas Wroe argues that ‘Tempest,
28, does indeed cross boundaries as a rapper, poet, musician, social activist, dramatist and

novelist” (Wroe, 2014).
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Despite this, Tempest herself, quoted in the same article, refers to being selected as a
Next Generation poet as ‘a dream I couldn’t quite bear to acknowledge... I didn’t imagine I
would ever be published as a poet” (Wroe, 2014). The idea of being a published poet clearly stills
holds enormous sway, even for someone so immersed in performance, and it will be interesting
to see how far Tempest is anthologised in the future.

Of course a poetry anthology can fulfil — or attempt to fulfil — a range of ambitions,
singularly or severally, which can include attempting to identify or define a generation, as in the
examples above, but can cover many more intentions. The modern poetry anthology can aim, for
example, to use poems to chronicle the times we live in or have lived through, such as The
Firebox (O’Brien, 1998), Scanning The Century (Forbes, 1999) and Bloodaxe’s three volumes
all edited by Neil Astley: Staying Alive (Astley, 2002) Being Alive (Astley, 2004) and Being
Human (Astley, 2011).

Or, it can aim to bring the widest range of poems or poets to our attention, as with The
New Poetry ((Hulse, Kennedy and Morley, 1993) or Dear World and Everyone In It, despite the
disclaimer in editor Nathan Hamilton’s witty and thought-provoking introduction:

So, this is NOT an anthology of the best young poets in the UK. This is as good

an anthology of good poetry being written by as varied a group of poets and

poetries as The Editor could have compiled currently and in the time given and for
the money paid. (Hamilton, 2013, p. 29)

We should, however, note here Welsch’s warning that:

While claiming to have, in some ways, progressed beyond the factionalism of
former generations — the old poetry ‘schools’ or ‘movements’ so often caricatured
in anthologies — the enforced anti-factionalism of these volumes risks eliding not
only the meaningful cultural and social differences among its involuntary
cohorts...but meaningful differences in practice as well. (Welsch, 2013, p. 9)
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The contemporary poetry anthology can be a reader’s resource, either educational, as in
the GCSE anthologies produced by examining boards or the 2014 Poetry By Heart anthology
(Blake et al., 2014), or more cultural or social, as with Seamus Heaney’s and Ted Hughes’s
innovative The Rattle Bag (Heaney and Hughes, 1983), Emergency Kit: Poems For Strange
Times (Shapcott and Sweeney, 1996) or, perhaps more basically, with titles such as The New
Faber Book Of Love Poems (Fenton, 2008) and the many, many others in this vein.

The contemporary poetry anthology can be a showcase for an imprint, magazine or
competition as with the annual The Forward Book of Poetry, which celebrated its 25™
anniversary with the 2017 edition (Oswald, 2016). It can attempt to highlight or define a culture,
as in Carcanet’s New Caribbean Poetry, or a particular group, as in Bloodaxe’s Modern Women
Poets (Rees-Jones, 2008), or attempt to place current writing in the ‘literary tradition’ as in
Michael Schmidt’s modestly-titled The Great Modern Poets: An Anthology of the Best Poets and
Poetry since 1900 (Schmidt, 2010).

And many, if not most, anthologies cover more than one of these aims. The list is far
from exhaustive and is somewhat exhausting. So many anthologies trying to do so many things.
It may suggest that poetry in print is in rude health, but where does it leave the poet?

Despite this range of purpose, the anthology at its starkest can be seen as a judgement of
one’s peers, at its most benign as a showcase for the poet’s talents — their range, depth and
relevance. Now it might seem at first that the most unhappy judgement of all is not to be
included, but as soon as we reflect on this, we see it to be a naive view. First of all, the poet may
not wish to be included, secondly, may not wish to have particular poems included and thirdly,
with hindsight, may regret having been associated with the anthology once it has been published.

There is the well-documented appalled reaction of Seamus Heaney and other Irish poets

to being included in Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion’s The Penguin Book of Contemporary
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British Poetry (Morrison and Motion, 1982), encapsulated in his poem ‘An Open Letter’ where
he writes ‘No glass of ours was ever raised / To toast the Queen.” (Heaney, 1983). But there are
smaller instances that occur constantly. ‘Why did they choose that one?’ bemoaned Jackie Kay
as she discussed her poem ‘Dusting The Phone’ included in the Poetry By Heart anthology
(Blake et al., 2014) at the Birmingham Literature Festival in 2014, noting that sitting by the
telephone is not something people do any more. ‘Oh, well,” she continued, and remarked that on
balance it was better to be included than not, even if the reason for choosing that particular poem
is puzzling to the poet (Kay, 2014). Perhaps she was persuaded by the companionship of other
great poets in the anthology.

In this sense the position you occupy physically is directly connected to the position you
occupy metaphorically, at any rate among poetry book editors and your peers. And they are
mutually influential, in that the more you are published, the more established you become and
the more established you become, the more you are published. The anthology still plays an
important role in this and the proliferation of anthologies and their agendas only serves to re-
enforce the possibilities and pitfalls of publication in an anthology for the poet.

| argue in the opening section that canonical attribution is more defining in print
publications than online, and published anthologies play their part here, but I also note that
association and context is a powerful influence across both print and digital media, so we might
argue, if for the anthology your physical position is your metaphorical one, in the online
environment your virtual position is your metaphorical one. In this way the issues around
anthologisation are useful to compare and contrast with one’s online persona and, indeed, online

poetry. I will now focus on the influence of digital technology on the poems themselves.
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Chapter 2. The Effect of Digital Media on the Poems Themselves
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More Than the Words on the Screen

There are some specific features of digital media that affect how we experience poems through
them and, moreover, can affect how those poems are created — most often as a direct response to
the idea of ‘rich media’ (by which I mean media that employ more than one means of stimulus)
or, conversely, deliberately eschewing it and emphasising just the words on the page,
notwithstanding the issue of typography, which is discussed in the next section.

Though it would be difficult to dispute that text is still the over-riding feature of the
internet, given its ubiquity, it is seldom unaccompanied by images and the popularity of moving
images on the internet is evidenced by video sites such as YouTube and Vimeo, as well as
embedded videos within web pages, video on demand, and digital broadcasting and
narrowcasting. Visual-based websites and apps such as Instagram, Tumblr, Flickr and Pinterest
also speak to the highly visual culture of today.

That text is still the primary means of communication the extensive use of email and
Twitter might suggest, but it is a very mixed economy and it is hard to imagine that Facebook
would be popular without visual content. Twitter, itself, predicated initially on a character-count
restraint and so fundamentally a word-based medium, now routinely incorporates images. True,
the site LinkedIn is largely word-based (though even here images, photos and logos are very
prevalent), and this is in many ways one of its key features, giving it a business-like, serious
quality that is one of its selling points, but that also makes it an unattractive platform for personal
expression and therefore the type of poetry that is popular on social media sites such as Tumblr
and Instagram, where there is often a heavy reliance on image as well as text.

Nor should the strong visual element of digital media lead us to neglect the importance of
its aural aspect. There is the automatic use of sound alongside video footage, but there is also a

significant direct use of sound through audio tracks, radio on demand, podcasts and audio books.

65



As the technology has developed, so the use of both visual and aural elements in digital
media has increased and has been increasingly accessed. There is no reason to believe that this
trend will not continue, as the use of the smart phone brings the creation of video footage into the
hands of much of the adult population. This has had and continues to have a profound effect on
poetry. It influences how it is experienced and how it is generated.

Even if the poet chooses to focus on the printed page, it is with the knowledge of other
approaches that make use of the visual, aural and interactive elements of digital transmission.
This rich media environment can then extend the ways that the poet’s work can be disseminated,
applauded, disparaged, subverted, refashioned, embellished or redacted, with the poet, as
discussed, often having little or no control over its use in these ways. This is a profound change
and no less so because it is still evolving.

In fact, the very terminology becomes problematic. We have already noted the idea of the
‘visitor’ with regard to websites. We could use the general term ‘audience’ to encompass all
those who experience performative digital media, but this suggests a specific receptivity that is
not universally the case. To what extent is someone exploring a poem online — perhaps casually,
perhaps earnestly — an ‘audience member’? Could we refer to online researchers, for example, as
members of an audience?

Similarly, the term ‘readership’ conveys more of an interaction and a less prescribed
relationship, but implies words being read, rather than a poem being listened to or the watching
of a poem being read out loud or a poetry film. It also suggests a collective quality that might be
hard to justify. The term ‘viewer’ does not fully take into account the reading element or the
interactive nature of the interaction either, so we are left to use these terms variously and

approximately.
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Meanwhile, the prevalence of sound and image in digital content continues to exert an
influence over poetry. According to Dan Gioia in his book Disappearing Ink, the shift from
print culture to electronic media’ (Gioia, 2004, p. 5) has led to a steady increase in the
expectation of reading or performance of poetry by both the poet and the audience ‘as readers
turn into viewers and listeners’ (Gioia, 2004, p. 10). For him, this move towards oral poetry,
poetry designed for listening and watching, fuelled and reflected by the electronic media ‘isn’t
merely a methodological change; it is an epistemological transformation’ (Gioia, 2014, p. 5). He
argues it has led to a fundamental re-evaluation of poetry itself. After noting that ‘“The
conventional academic perspective views poetry as a series of texts placed in a historical or
thematic framework of other texts’ he argues ‘That historical frame of reference is no longer
relevant because the forces affecting contemporary poetry now mostly come from altogether
outside that tradition’ (Gioia, 2014, p. 6). The forces he refers to are those promulgating * the
shift from written to oral presentation’ as ‘the new popular poetry uses the apparatus of the
musical entertainment world — recordings, radio, concert halls, nightclubs, auditoriums, bars and
festivals’ (Gioia, 2004, p. 10). Much of this is outside the internet, of course, but digital media
have been quick to platform this work and assist both in its creation and dissemination.

He couples this distribution model with the economic argument that a poetry book by
itself will not attract enough attention and sales to justify its publication in isolation and that
public readings are required to garner interest, support and sales: he contends that ‘a book of
poems, no matter how superb, can no longer be sure of attracting an audience by means of print
alone.” (Gioia, 2004, p 21). Here he refers to reviews and articles as well as the actual book.

Gioia goes on to argue that this move to poetry performance (in all its manifestations) has
affected the work itself, i.e. the nature of the poems being written (Gioia, 2004, pp. 22-26). In

fact, he argues it has fuelled a resurgence in rhyme and metre, evidencing rap as the most notable
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example, but widens this out to suggest that this re-positioning of the poet as a performer leads to
a more stylised poetry in general:

It transforms the identity of the author from writer to entertainer, from an invisible

creator of typographic language to a physical presence performing aloud.

(Gioia, 2004, p. 11)

This argument is based on the oral nature of the work, but can be extended, and, indeed,
rendered more complex, by the additional navigation of this oral quality and interactive persona
through the medium of the internet and social networks. This move towards a personalisation
and performative quality is one of the important ways that digital technology has impacted on
aspects of contemporary poetry. | discuss how my own practice informs my consideration of this
performative element in the section ‘The Symbiosis Between Online and Print Publication’.

But the internet is various. In contrast to this idea of the poet as performer, a site that
restricts itself entirely to text is the aptly named Your World of Text (Your World Of Text, 2017).
This, unexpectedly perhaps, is more akin to a MMOG or Massively Multiplayer Online Game
than a literary site, with the users explicitly referred to as players. It allows direct revision of
each other’s work, generally words, though there are images created by letter shapes. Despite its
innovative nature, much of the content is juvenile and fragmentary and the purpose underpinning
the site, that of interaction and revision, seems to have led to a reductive way of expression,
rather than enrichment. The juxtaposition of serious, comic, irreverent and just plain silly |
would argue detracts from the overall experience. The area where you might expect to find
poems has an odd mix of extant poems, comic verse and fragments, some of which clearly have

meaning for their originators, but which do not resonate for the viewer:
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he watched the way
| threw the stone
and after | had thrown
The way | watch myself
Waiting
(Your World Of Text, 2017)

Though focusing on text rather than poetry as such, here is an interesting example of a
website where the lack of a real-world context undermines value and where a sense of a shared
authorship is not fostered, despite the practical ability to edit each other’s work on the site. In
fact, the focus on production and generation (or, one might say, regeneration or, stretching the
term somewhat, degeneration) is part of that distancing process. It is an interesting experiment
and is a reminder that online material that is removed from everyday experience may have more
value as exploration than achieved communication.

Having said this, the fragmentation, anonymity, or, often, fluidity of attribution that the
internet allows can be a useful creative or developmental force. The Flarf movement, used by its
founder Gary Sullivan to create poems through ‘an attempt to do something I “wasn’t supposed
to” do’ (Sullivan, 2014) gained momentum precisely because it decontextualized, deconstructed
or over-wrote online content through extraction and adaptation. Sullivan defines Flarf in four
ways, all pertinent to the idea of the internet as a liberating, counter-cultural or anarchic force:

Flarf: A quality of intentional or unintentional “flarfiness.” A kind of corrosive,

cute, or cloying, awfulness. Wrong. Un-P.C. Out of control. “Not okay.”

Flarf (2): The work of a community of poets dedicated to exploration of

“flarfiness.” Heavy usage of Google search results in the creation of poems, plays,

etc., though not exclusively Google-based. Community in the sense that one

example leads to another’s reply—Is, in some part, contingent upon community

interaction of this sort. Poems created, revised, changed by others, incorporated,

plagiarized, etc., in semi-public.

Flarf (3) (verb): To bring out the inherent awfulness, etc., of some pre-existing
text.
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Flarfy: To be wrong, awkward, stumbling, semi-coherent, fucked-up, un-P.C. To
take unexpected turns; to be jarring. Doing what one is “not supposed to do.”
(Sullivan, 2011)

Here we see poems that have cultural and artistic ambitions heavily influenced by
the internet and facilitated by it: for source material, for distribution and for points of
reference, providing a clear if limited influence on contemporary poetry, and an
interesting counterpoint to the reductivity that can occur on the internet with sites such as
Your World of Text through lack of personal, cultural or geographical context.

This also points to a significant current practice in the process of poem creation
utilised by poets that the internet promulgates, that of collaboration and shared space.
This can, of course, take place in non-digital environments, for example | facilitated and
shaped the collaborative poem ‘Metal’ at Eastside Gallery in Birmingham, given in
Appendix 3, which was subsequently published in Iris of a Peeping Eye (Davidson and
Monks, 2013, p.23) and Vahni Capildeo’s poetry collection Measures of Expatriation
references her ‘approaches to poetry through collaborative and immersive events’
(Capildeo, 2016, p. 4). The collection itself reflects other influences from the digital
world, including direct content, as in the poem ‘Laptop Blue Screen Rationalisation’,
with its repeated line ‘I need to delete the shortcut that is Timothy’ (Capildeo, 2016, p.
57) and in the use of strikethrough in several poems, such as ‘The Poet Transformed Into
Space’, to suggest something deleted but still there. Such examples show how these
approaches to poetry creation can and do exist independent of digital media, but also how
they are influenced by it. There are also many poets whose practice overlaps the different

platforms, for example Harry Giles, whose Artist Statement on their online blog includes
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the following paragraph, showing the cross-fertilisation and range of practice, form and
content that can exist across different platforms:

| explore the performance possibilities of internet spaces. | use social media and

blogging extensively to build public discussion around each project: increasingly

my performances take place simultaneously online and offline. | Want to Blow up

the Palace of Holyroodhouse, for example, exists as research and explosions in

public spaces, discussions and arguments with participants around those events, a

continuing Twitterstream and discussion during each event, and satirical online

auto-surveillance reporting. My website is a source of performance and

documentation together. (Giles, 2017)

A more direct example of writing poetry specifically for the internet is the poem ‘I
Dream of Canute (& the Sea is Rising)’ by Stevie Ronnie (Ronnie, 2016a). This is a poem (or, as
Ronnie describes it, ‘a digital public artwork that takes the form of a poem”) that is designed,
through computer coding, to disappear a line a year for the next one hundred years, as a way of
referencing the projected rise in sea level of 100cms over that time. It is difficult to see how this
could be recreated on the printed page. Hosting it on a website also allows the reader to look at
associated pages, referencing the project behind the poem and other cross-form work, such as the
author’s triptych of Filmpoems (Ronnie, 2016b), providing a clear context and purpose.

A very different example of poems that are created on and for the web are those on the
website Color Yourself Inspired developed by Andrew Demirjian and James Proctor (Demirjian,
2017). This uses computer programming to create an ongoing series of brief computer-generated
poems, together with related visuals and sound, using colour descriptions from the American
paint-supplier Benjamin Moore. Here, in contrast to the appeal to longevity of Ronnie, the

fleeting quality of the associations and phrases seems deliberately to echo the ephemeral and

dislocating nature of the internet.
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There are also the more academically-focused e-poetry activities of university-based
projects and websites, such as the Poetry Beyond Text project, based at the universities of
Dundee and Kent, which considered ‘Vision, Text and Cognition’ both critically and creatively
(Poetry Beyond Text, 2012) and, outside the UK, the long-standing Electronic Poetry Center,
founded at the State University of New York at Buffalo in 1995 (Electronic Poetry Center, 2018)
and associated sites such as PennSound, based at the University of Pennsylvania (PennSound,
2018). These place the focus very much on research and so form a very specific part of the
online poetry ecology, but their wide range of activities also contribute importantly to the digital

poetry world.

The Challenge of Typography

Many of these examples, however, raise the issue of typography when presenting poems on
digital platforms. The contemporary anthologies Out Of Everywhere 2 (Critchley, 2015) and
Dear World and Everyone In It (Hamilton, 2013), containing poems with a wide range of
formats, suggest how important typography still is for poets today, especially, of course, for
those overtly experimenting with form. These range from Tina Darragh’s palimpsest poems
(Critchley, 2015, pp. 32-34) to Paula Claire’s ‘Beebibles’ (Critchley, 2015, p. 37), described by
the author as ‘Tracings of split-open foxgloves, revealing the unique coded messages inside each
one, privy only to the bees’ (Critchley, 2015, p. 41) to Rebecca Cremin’s justified and footnoted
text in her poem ‘To be on a page’ (Hamilton, 2013, pp. 74-77).

Although some of the poems in these anthologies are clearly influenced by visual art, the
experimentation with typography may have been accelerated by the digital platforms we often

actually write on (or, perhaps sometimes more accurately, create on) as well as by a greater
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visual literacy that digital (and broadcast) media has helped to develop. It may also be partly
because the poet can create the piece electronically much more easily, radically and accurately in
terms of intended layout and final appearance than ever before, simply because the software
makes it possible. It is easier than ever to experiment with fonts, spacing, point size and other
typographical features as we sit at our computer or other device. Not only easier, but also more
overtly purposeful, with the knowledge that this typography can often be directly — and relatively
easily — used in the published version through digital file transfer.

My own poem ‘Therefore Let The Moon’ was influenced by A Humument by Tom
Phillips (Phillips, 1997), where words and phrases are isolated from a larger work (manually, not
digitally). My poem began as a physical cut and paste, as shown in Appendix 2, but then |
recreated a version of it using the tools of Microsoft Word to create the typography of the final
poem as included in the collection. This is evidence of how the ease of digital manipulation by
the writer can impact on the poem itself.

There is something of a contradiction, then, that the easier it has become, through digital
technology, to be creative and radical in terms of typography, the harder it has become, because
of that same technology, to control the accuracy of how those very poems are experienced by the
reader on a digital device. This is because, put simply, it can be harder to control the format and
presentation on digital platforms due to the great range of devices and the even greater range of
software, both proprietary and open-source, being run on them.

As Carcanet put it at the end of their eBooks, for example Capildeo’s Measures Of
Expatriation:

Every effort has been made by the publisher to reproduce the formatting of the

original print edition in electronic format. However, poem formatting may change
according to reading device and font size. (Capildeo, 2016, p. 266)
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It is also an issue because of the third-party posting referenced earlier. J. H. Prynne’s The
White Stones (Prynne, 2016), to give a typical example, has many poems dependent on
typography as part of their meaning and yet they can appear online without the careful
formatting of the book: they appear on the Genius website, un-indented and without the same
stanza breaks as the originals (Genius, 2017). Here is a comparison of the first verse of ‘If There
Is a Stationmaster at Stamford S.D. Hardly So’ showing how the change in typography affects
the delicate meaning:

Genius Website Version Printed Book Version (NYRB edition)

IF THERE IS A STATIONMASTER AT

STAMFORD S.D. HARDLY SO LYRICS !fTbere Is a Stationmaster at

Stamford 5D Hardly So

A matter of certain
essential oils

volatile

in the prolonged evening
nor would he allow

as the light stemmed
back

boarded up in the face of
that the line ran swiftly
and skimming the

crests only

into the hills of Vietnam

A matter of certain
essential oils
volatile
in the prolonged evening
nor would he allow
as the light stemmed
back
boarded up in the face of
that the line ran swiftly
and skimming the
crests only

mnto the hills of Vietnam

This digital formatting issue is one that is not just relevant to the poet. It is true for all
texts, including fiction and non-fiction works. With a poem, however, the form can be such an
intrinsic part of the content that changes in format from one device to another can alter the way
the poem is read and interpreted and therefore, either subtly or more fundamentally, its meaning.

Format is also relevant for texts of all kinds, when it becomes not just an issue of

typography, but of access. As David Rothman put it in Publishers Weekly as long ago as 2006,
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here referring specifically to eBooks (also referred to as e-books), but with comments also
relevant to online platforms:
Welcome to the Tower of e-Babel. The Tower is the bane of publishers, online
retailers, librarians and book-lovers. In the past few decades, at least 20 clashing

e-book formats have popped up... and no format has performed strongly enough
to crush the others. (Rothman, 2006)

The eBook itself is discussed in Chapter 3, but the issue of format, both in terms of
accuracy and access, applies across all digital devices and platforms. There are different
approaches to dealing with this challenge, but the simplest is the use of PDF (Portable Document
Format, published by Adobe). This is a very straightforward way of preserving the format of a
poem. It does not, however, interact very readily with online browsing, since it opens as a static
document. And even here, the PDF, despite its basic nature, can appear differently on different
devices and on different platforms on the same device. These need to be physically checked and
even then the actual look for the individual reader with their individual device is hard to control.
The great advantage of the PDF format, however, is that it is readily accessible by a wide range
of digital devices.

The journal Tender (Tender, 2017), for example, is published solely as a PDF (available
digitally via the website) allowing the typography of the poems, which is often a fundamental
element of their meaning, to be carefully controlled, as well as the juxtaposition of the art works
alongside the text.

Other presentational formats can present more of an access and format-control challenge.
Visual Editions, a print and online publishing house specialising in innovative books that can
only be read digitally, flags up a warning on its download titles, in case it cannot be accessed by
the prospective reader’s software, as with The Truth About Cats and Dogs by Sam Riviere and

Joe Dunthorne: ‘This book doesn’t like every device. Please try before buying’ (Visual Editions,
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2016a). Here, the very complexity and richness of the online book limits its accessibility. There
is clearly a tension between controlling the appearance of the material and its wide
dissemination.

Visual Editions are an interesting example of how digital technology can affect the way
material, often poetry, is created and transmitted. Their mission statement is:

We believe in creating new and playful reading experiences, both on and off the

screen. We believe in publishing books as beautiful cultural objects, championing

great writing by some of the greatest writers in the world. We believe in making

digital books that go beyond books as PDFs because frankly we think readers

deserve more. (Visual Editions, 2016b)

This is not connected necessarily to price (though this is often a factor) but to the nature
of the market in a different way: to its technological sophistication. It is linked to the different
stages people are at with regard to current technology, both ownership and ease of use. It is a
reminder of how the technology is very much in flux. Unlike the printed book, which is an
artefact (even if, in some cases, not actually printed until ordered), digital publication lives in a
virtual world and the material is mediated by the individual device and software of the reader.
The publisher and therefore the poet (who may, of course, be the publisher) cannot entirely
control the end-user interface and therefore the way the poem is seen.

Anna Gerber and Britt Iverson of Visual Editions and its offshoot Editions at Play are
very aware of these issues, as they made clear at a presentation at the Mix Conference at Bath
Spa University in 2017, where they reflected on several aspects of digital and physical books,
including the concepts of ownership and permanence, their desire to create a reader experience,
as opposed to a media one, whilst acknowledging, as Iverson put it, that ‘reading is a visual as
well as a literary experience’ and, importantly, the question of access, which they acknowledged

can be problematic. In their case, recognising that the Google Play platform was off-putting, with
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too many clicks to gain access — here the issue being not one of digital compatibility but of
digital complexity (Gerber and Iverson, 2017).

If digital technology can pose formatting challenges as far as digital publication is
concerned, ironically it has, through digital printing, made the presentation of many different
poetic layouts relative commonplace in the printed book.

The negative aspect, however, of the digital publishing of print books is that the book
itself can be less well-presented than if conventionally published, due to the lower quality of the
image and text. In the Out Of Everywhere anthology, for example, the poems by Paula Claire are
difficult to read because of the way they have been printed (Out of Everywhere, 1996, pp. 35-
40). Granted, these are quite experimental texts and so hard to publish accurately, but here both
the opportunities and the limitations of digital publishing for print books can be seen. An
example of how I explored this in my own practice can be seen with ‘Therefore Let The Moon’,
where | have adapted the original cut-and-paste format as shown in Appendix 2 to a more
regularised typography in the printed version in Part 3 of the collection. Here, however, | used
the process of electronic conversion to adapt and rework the text further, providing an example
of working within the medium that | explore more generally in the next section.

It is also important to note that, as a counter to the issues around accuracy and clarity of
electronic reproduction, the relatively low cost and availability of digital techniques for
publishing print books does allow for a very wide range of poems with distinctive typographical
features to appear in affordable print editions.

Several of my poems in the collection use a range of typographical features and so
demonstrate the relative ease of reproducing them electronically and then printing them in book
form from this electronic version. This is not quite the same as publishing on a larger scale, but

does indicate, in my practice, how this can be achieved. Examples here include what might be
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seen as concrete poems such as ‘Knickerbocker Glory Sunset’, ‘Screw The Lid Down Tight’ and
‘The Importance of Cats In Ancient Egypt’, through to ones that use typography in a less
concrete way, such as ‘Pointy Shoes’, ‘A Side Portrait’ (in ‘Five Poems For Ezra Pound’), and
‘The Mirror of Literature’.

This shows how it is not just poets who define themselves as experimental who can
present unusually formatted poems in standard book format. Similarly, the poet lan Strachan has
such a poem at the beginning of his section of the anthology New Caribbean Poetry (Miller,
2007), a book that mostly (though not entirely) contains traditionally stanzaic poems. In fact, the
anthology is deceptive here. There are a wider range of formats than the conventional overall
appearance might suggest, especially to embody particular sounds and rhythms, for example the
sequence from Shara McCallum’s ‘jack mandoora me choose none’ (McCallum, 2007, pp.
89-90). This may owe something to the influence of the American academic experimentalist
tradition on some of the writers, or a response to aural cultural heritage, or it may be a sign of the
changing mainstream poetic landscape.

Although not a shape poem as such, lan Strachan’s poem uses shape to help convey its
meaning. It is called, very appropriately for our consideration of media, ‘gods and spirits are
summoned through the portal divine’ and includes a series of sounds represented
typographically, ending (as far as my formatting software allows):

‘da nan a naaaa na

nan a nan anan a

dan nan a nan a naaaaaaaa
dan na naaaaaaa

um um-um

b

... gone, like shadows

(Strachan, 2007, pp. 119-121)
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An appropriate comment, perhaps, on the challenges and opportunities of typography in

today’s digital poetry world.

Writing In The Medium

Another aspect of digital technology is that the increasing portability of digital devices means
that formatting may form a part of the very notes or initial ideas. | myself have used my iPhone
Notes for ideas and potential first drafts and the pre-set format of the platform (e.g. the automatic
line breaks) has influenced the initial shaping of them — though, in truth, little of this has
survived the redrafting process. The format of my poem ‘What Is A Man To Do’, for example,
owes less to its drafting on the iPhone and more to the traditional use of refrain in attempting to
capture a mood. Similarly, ‘Views of Mount Fuji’ was drafted on iPhone Notes and the
reworking was an attempt to capture the initial thought behind each piece. Again, the formatting
was controlled by myself directly as the poet. | did, additionally, use digital formatting, through
the basic tools of Microsoft Word, to adapt and adjust the final layout as seen in the collection in
Section 2.

The impact of the immediate writing environment on the creation of the piece should also
be acknowledged here: we can now compose electronically in a range of environments. What is
happening around us is part of the creative process, and may in fact be the subject of the poem;
the use of the portable device can make its direct capture immediate and, notably, can make it
less like notes or a draft and more like a created piece in its own right, simply because it is closer
to the publication platform. As Manfred H. Breede notes in The Brave New World of Publishing,

with regard to digital developments in the mechanics of the printed book, *... this earliest
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creative writing stage is already integrated into the industrial book production phase’ (Breede,
2008).

This ability to write in the environment you are writing about is, of course, not a function
just of the laptop, tablet or hand-held device — the pencil and notebook took the writer out of the
studio (garret, office or study) well before the development of the portable colour tube did the
same for the oil painter. Nevertheless, there is something of an analogy, since just as the pencil
and pocket sketchbook of the artist was supplemented by the ability to paint, not from notes or
memory, but directly from what was in front of them, through advances in technology, so too the
writer of today could, if they wished, create directly onto the digital device and publish instantly
in digital form (to the web or other platform).

This development of instant publishing that digital technology allows may be innovative,
but its use depends upon the approach of the poet to reworking and redrafting. The reworking of
poems is still considered a key element of the craft — Hemingway’s aphorism from A Moveable
Feast that ‘the only kind of writing is rewriting’ (Hemingway, 2004, p. 7) is still the bedrock of
most creative writing teaching and practice. In the same book, Hemingway also wrote ‘I belong
to this notebook and this pencil’ (Hemingway 2004 p. 3) neatly illustrating the two elements —
initial words and final draft — and the artistic distance that can separate them.

My poem ‘The Chroniclers’ was drafted in a café on paper and both its structure and
content clearly owe something to the location and the medium. The long lines were perhaps my
way of luxuriating in the freedom of the paper (as opposed to the limited line length of iPhone
Notes), though they are also an attempt to suggest the languidness and novelistic nature of the

thoughts. I deliberately maintained the long lines for this reason in the redrafting process.
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Tweet-Poems

But, is this distance between draft and finished piece changing, at least in some circumstances?
How carefully crafted, for example, are tweet-poems, even when there is artistic intent behind
them? To what extent are they, rather, ‘in the moment’? It is hard to know, for example, if this
tweet-poem by lan McMillan, sent out early one morning in March, is a spontaneous or a
carefully-crafted aubade:

Northallerton:

The sky

has watered down

Its grey paint.

(McMillan, 2017)

The nature of the Twitter medium is predicated on the idea that the content is what is in
your mind at the time. This may just mean that it is innately social or journalistic and therefore
inimical to poetic expression. Or it may suggest an opportunity for an instant platform. For
poems composed within the original tweet limit of 140 characters, or even the expanded 280
character-limit introduced in November 2017, the stricture of the form means there is some craft,
though how far this is poetic is, of course, part of the interpretation of the tweet. The Twitter-
poem itself could be laboured over as long as the most carefully-composed haiku or dashed off
quickly in an attempt to capture the instant. Or, of course, it could be both: written and sent in the
moment, then carefully honed for more considered publication later. Is this the best or the worst
of both worlds?

The poem as tweet is, in fact, conditioned not just by the actual form, but by the medium
— here it is not just the sender who is bound by expectations, but the receiver too. Just as it is

assumed that there is an immediacy to the writing, so it is assumed that there is an immediacy to
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the reading. The way the poem is experienced in the tweet is conditioned by the medium of
Twitter: not just the form, but the context is uncompromising. Just as with digital platforms with
less rigid conventions, the context influences the experience, but here it is very directly evident.

The ability to rework or, at any rate, select and republish does then allow for the tweets to
be experienced differently, though the initial process would no doubt form part of this new
context. Again, there is a potential symbiosis, if the writer wishes and the market of print
publishing allows, between the digital and the print. Here, however, we can see very starkly how
the platform and the process it engenders inform the actual poems written. Twitter poems are an
extreme example of how the digital platform can raise general issues and specific opportunities.

And yet, as so often with artistic endeavour, subversion is at work. The basic premise and
tenets of the Twitter platform are: immediacy of thought, unedited response to an occurrence or
encounter, and direct reference to a date and time-sensitive activity, such as an event attended or
upcoming. None of these apply to the Twitter and SMS-based Micropoetry Society
(Micropoetry, 2017).

Here the constrained forms of SMS (Short Messaging Service) texts, limited to 160
characters and Twitter, originally limited to 140 characters, now 280 characters, are utilised
specifically for poetry. There are two aspects of the Micropoetry Society that are notable for the
practising poet. Firstly, they provide a specific platform for the poetry — the poem is not just sent
out as a tweet or text alongside all the other tweets and texts that are looking to inform, opine or
ask questions. They create an online context and shared community for the poems; one of the
great abilities of the internet. This is achieved through the website, use of hashtags and related
activities of the organisation and is also created by the branding of the organisation itself, but
also, importantly, takes place over real time, through weekly prompts, making use of the option

for immediacy on the internet.
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An interesting comparison here is with LossL.it, the online writing forum about loss
referenced earlier, which hosts a live twitter forum using #writeclub that ‘invites Tweet-length
responses to ‘loss’. First Wed every month, 9pm GMT.’ (LossLit, 2016). An example of how the
immediacy of the internet can be allied to a framework and context.

Secondly, there is an assumption with regard to creative process. It is assumed that the
poems are written on a mobile device, either as a tweet or text:

Have you ever written a cool poem/message on your phone or twitter and

wanted a place to save and share them with people who do the same? Well,

welcome to Micropoetry.com! (Micropoetry, 2017)

This is one of the ways that the poems are distinguished from haiku or other short-form poems —
they are written on, as well as for, the medium. This gives them an assumed immediacy of
creation and transmission, as well as suggesting less rewriting. The nature of the medium affects
the creation of the poem, as well as the nature of the transmission and the assumed nature of the
audience — people who subscribe to the idea and ethos of Micropoetry and who are often fellow
practitioners.

It is perhaps worth noting here that one of the best-known examples of tweets into books,
Selected Tweets (Lin and Gonzalez, 2015) is, in fact, viewed more as a narrative than a poetry
collection, despite both authors being notable poets, though Tao Lin is better known as a
novelist. Juliet Escoria in her introduction to an online Q&A account on The Fader website
observes, ‘As a collection, it leaves one with questions about the performance aspect of Twitter,
the performative act of tweeting’ (The Fader, 2015). She is interested in what the book reveals
about how the medium effects meaning. The transition into book form does, in fact, fix the

meaning in a different way and gives space for this analysis. The form of the interaction with the
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reader is carefully controlled in a way that the object-based book does so well and the time-based
digital platforms find harder to achieve.

| have already referenced the dual nature of Twitter — personal comment and expression
and a relatively impersonal platform for poetry — and the move to printed book form might
suggest an emphasis on the poetry. A cautionary note here, though, at the intertwining of the
poetry and the poet, the art and the artist that the internet, that most impersonal of platforms
containing the most personal of messages, promotes so readily. Following websites such as Poet
In Chief (Poet In Chief, 2017) that turn Donald Trump’s tweets into poems, Canongate
publishers have now produced a print book of Donald Trump tweet-poems, The Beautiful Poetry
of Donald Trump (Sears, 2017). Comic it may be (the strapline is ‘It’s a new word order’), but it
does exemplify the way the internet thrives on a context and a persona for its content and the

way print media and poetry publishers respond to the subsequent popularity.

The Pros and Cons of Prizes

Poetry competitions and prizes are a major feature of the poetry world and so I wish to consider
them here as part of the ecology of online and print publication: their influence, in the context of

digital technology, on individual poems, poetry collections and the poet’s persona.

I.  Competitions For Unpublished Poems

There are many poetry competitions for unpublished individual poems and for groups of
poems, from those organised by the small local self-run poetry group to the prestigious annual
National Poetry Competition run by the Poetry Society. The listings on the Poetry Kit poetry

competitions website (The Poetry Kit, 2017) and the monthly listing from the Poetry Library

84



(Poetry Library, 2017c¢) include competitions as varied as: the Barnet Open Poetry Competition,
run by Barnet Arts Council in the London borough of Barnet; the Plough International Poetry
Prize, run by the Plough Arts Centre in Torrington; the Bare Fiction, Prole Laureate and Shooter
Literary Magazine Poetry Competitions run by the respective magazines; the Poetry Kit’s own
competition, the prestigious Manchester Poetry Prize and the aforementioned National Poetry
Competition.

There has long been controversy over the merits of these competitions, which often
require a fee to enter and which can be seen either as a useful way of identifying and
championing good poetry, poetry writing and poets, or as a device for extracting money aimed at
bringing welcome revenue to poetry organisations, or, of course, a combination of the two. Much
here will depend on motive and, to some extent, outcome. These competitions have,
nevertheless, become generally accepted and they undoubtedly feed in to the ecology of the
poetry world for good or ill. I am considering here two aspects of them that specifically relate to
digital media and book publication.

Firstly, poetry competitions generally make good use of the digital environment through
the internet and social media, and this has helped them flourish and widen their reach. Sites such
as Submittable have helped here. Although it covers all types of submissions, it is used by over
9,000 organisations, with well over five million submissions in under seven years (Submittable,
2017) and is used by a range of poetry organisations.

The overwhelming majority of these competitions, however, use the internet and social
media largely to disseminate information and to promote the competition, rather than with regard
to content. This content has remained remarkably static as a single, short poem, albeit with

variations around theme, initial prompt or sometimes a specific focus on a particular form.
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We can therefore see poetry competitions as part of the positive widening and
democratisation of poetry that digital technology allows but, paradoxically, at the same time
having an arguably negative impact on poetic development through their strong focus on the
traditional short poem. The maximum number of lines for a single competition poem is typically
40, a maximum set, for example, by the National Poetry Competition run by The Poetry Society
(The Poetry Society, 2017a).

Secondly, there are a significant number of small publishers who use competitions as part
of their publication model, Templar Poets and Cinnamon Press being well-known examples.
There is also the long-standing book and pamphlet competition run by The Poetry Business in
conjunction with Smith/Doorstop Books and The Wordsworth Trust (The Poetry Business,
2017). A similar scheme, aimed at mentoring and supporting poets alongside publication and
only open to those without a full-length book publication, is the Primers competition run by The
Poetry School and Nine Arches Press (The Poetry School, 2017). Several of these competitions
are for a group of poems with the prize being pamphlet publication or book publication. Again,
there may be a mix of motives here, but the result is a number of publications through the
competition route that would not have happened otherwise. Admittedly, these are often pamphlet
publications and full book publication is less common. The Primers scheme publishes several
poets in a single volume under the Primers title, so is something, intentionally, of a half-way
house here.

Whether pamphlet or book publication, this is a literal reinforcement of the idea of the
poetry book as the top prize for the poet. The more general competitions also, alongside the cash
prizes and the kudos of winning, which are, of course, major factors, often publish an anthology

of winning poems, which again fits with the model of print publication as a desired outcome,
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though readings and general promotion, including online postings, are sometimes provided
instead.

These poetry competitions run by publishers and predicated on the print publication
model are therefore a force for print rather than digital publication. They are one of the many
ways in which the poetry book has evolved and adapted and shown its resilience in the digital
world. Again, the relationship is a complex one: rather than supplanting or providing alternative
outlets, in the realm of the poetry competition the internet allows the market for printed books to
widen and flourish.

Digital technology, through the online submission by uploaded electronic document
(whether via Submittable or directly), together with the ease of conversion of file formats, also
helps the competition connect directly with the publication process itself, since the material is
already in a digital format. We should also note that eBook publication sometimes accompanies
the printed book (though not the pamphlet), again showing the overlap of the different
technologies and platforms.

From the poet’s perspective the poetry competition is a mixed blessing. My own
experience of poetry competitions is a chequered one. | have entered them sporadically over the
years and won two relatively small-scale ones. This boosted both my confidence and my profile,
both in a small but significant way and so was undoubtedly beneficial. I have, however, not
unexpectedly, lost more than | have won and this does, of course, have a negative effect on
confidence and sense of achievement. As well as entering poems competitively, | have also
submitted competitively for anthology publication and been accepted — again this is a welcome
boost to both morale and profile.

There is also another factor: the competition does skew the creative process. Just as Gioia

argues that the move towards oral poetry and the consequent composing of poems for live
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readings — or with live readings in mind — influences the nature and type of poetry being created,
so the prevalence of competitions fosters poetry written for them — or with them in mind.
Occasionally I have had unpublished poems that fitted the competition brief, but often a new
poem is needed. This can be a catalyst to creativity, but it can also be a dragging factor on one’s
own spontaneity and take the focus from one’s own preoccupations and concerns. It can also take
time, attention and energy from a longer project or other, more personal poems.

There is also the issue of the style and form of the poem. The type of poem that stands
out from many others in a competition is often very different from the poem that fit into one’s
own body of work — the context of one’s own voice, attitudes and persona built up over a range
of poems written over time is different from the context of many other voices vying for attention.
The competition poem in a personal collection may blend in well with the others, but it may also
stand out as one written mainly to impress.

In the attached collection, only ‘The Balloon Ride’ was written in response to a
competition — it was one of the successful poems in the Poetry Postcards scheme run by Poetry
on Loan. In this case there was a twenty line limit and a given topic (‘Onwards, upwards,
freedom”) and I did write it to these criteria, which is evident when you are aware of them. | felt,
however, the poem was sufficiently well-achieved in its own right to deserve its place in the
collection, an illustration of how competitions can both influence and enable poetry.

Not only this, I have written many poems as responses to commissions or as part of
residencies or events and this for me is often a good focus for achieving a poem. | find a clear
outcome and definite purpose to the writing of a poem can be highly motivating. The poems
‘The Box’ and ‘The Sewing Basket’, for example, were both written as responses to art work and
for a sharing event. Here there is perhaps more scope for personal response and freedom to

explore one’s own concerns than a specific competition might allow. There is also no doubt that

88



the parameters of the writing of the poems — using a specific stimulus, able to be read out at an
event for no longer than five minutes — fundamentally influenced the actual poems produced.
The tension then between the stimulus of writing to a brief and what one’s own creative process
generates is as evident now as it ever was.

The digital world again sends mixed messages here. There is no doubt that social media
and the outlet of a blog or online forum allows and to some extent encourages personal poetry,
but the popularity of online prompts and the burgeoning of online writing communities where the
members give each other tasks and deadlines or the convenor sets a structure works in the other
direction. There are many examples of poetry prompts online, a notably active one being
NaPoWriMo. (NaPoWriMo, 2017), based on the national poetry writing month of April, with
thirty writing prompts, one for each day of that month. This combination of set task and open
access is interesting to note, if not altogether surprising. Once more we see a paradox at work as
the open platform allows very prescriptive rules to be imposed. These rules are then used in

substantial numbers by poets to challenge themselves — embracing the creativity of constraint.

Il.  Poetry Prizes for Published Poems

In the way that poetry competitions for unpublished poems are a factor in the ecosystem
of print and digital poetry, poetry prizes for published poetry have a significant influence too.
Here there are two aspects: the extent to which poetry prizes promote the poetry book and the
way they affect the poet’s persona in the digital age.

The role of The Poetry Book Society (now run by Inpress) has been a long-standing one
here. It does, of course, as its name indicates, overtly promote the poetry book and selects a book

for its members each quarter. As previously noted, it created and administered the New and Next
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Generation Poets scheme, not a prize as such but an award, based on the publication of a poetry
book collection over the previous ten years. it also administered (in honour of its founder) the T.
S. Eliot Prize from 1993 until 2016, when the prize was taken over by the T. S. Eliot Foundation.

With a quote on its website from The Independent that it is ‘the world’s top poetry
award’ (T. S. Eliot Foundation, 2017) and a 2018 prize of £25,000, there is no doubt The T. S.
Eliot Prize is a major prize for poets. It is also based fundamentally on a published poetry
collection. One of several prizes, including the Forward Prize and the Costa Book Award for
Poetry, that continue the narrative of the fundamental importance of the poetry book.

The Forward prize is run by the Forward Arts Foundation, which in fact runs three
competitions, as they explain on their website:

The Forward Prizes for Poetry are the most coveted awards for poetry published

in Britain and Ireland: they have played a key role in bringing contemporary

poetry to the attention of the wider public for over a quarter of a century... The

three prizes — £10,000 for Best Collection, £5,000 for Best First Collection and

£1,000 for Best Single Poem — are unique in honouring both the work of

established poets and the debuts of brilliant unknowns.

(Forward Arts Foundation, 2017b)

The proviso being that the unknowns must have been published in book or magazine
form and their printed work submitted, usually by an editor or publisher, for consideration by the
judging panel. The changing landscape, however, has led, as we noted earlier, to online
magazine publication of single poems being considered under certain circumstances.

The Costa Book Award For Poetry has, arguably, a wider profile as it sits among the
other Costa Book Awards, which often command considerable press coverage. The prize is again

predicated on the printed book model, and, as with the previous prizes, the online and social

media activity is around supporting the printed publication and based (with the possible
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exception of the Forward prize for best single published poem) on the idea of the individual
poetry book, reinforcing its supremacy as a conveyor of seriousness and legitimacy.

There is, however, greater complexity in the relationship of prizes to the idea of
traditional publication when we consider the Ted Hughes Award and the Saboteur Awards. The
Ted Hughes Award, founded by Carol Ann Duffy in 2009 and administered by The Poetry
Society, specifically aims to look beyond the printed book:

The competition aims to reward poets working not only with poetry on the page,

but in other mediums too. Unlike other awards, the work does not have to have

been published on the page (in a collection, magazine or pamphlet) but may have

appeared in the public domain through another medium, be that through public

performance, displayed as public art, or as a film or music recording (these criteria

are not exhaustive, the award is flexible in its scope and boundaries).

(The Poetry Society, 2016)

Previous shortlisted poets and winners such as Maggie Sawkins in 2013 for her
multimedia Zones of Avoidance (Zones of Avoidance, 2013), show how non-traditional poetry
work is recognised by the award as valid and important, but it is also notable how far traditional
poetry books are also part of the mix. The 2012 winner, Kate Tempest for Brand New Ancients
(Tempest, 2012), although ostensibly winning for her spoken word poetry, has her books
published by Picador, one of the main British poetry publishers, again evidencing the persistence
of the book form in truly legitimising the work of the poets in question.

In some ways, it seems the judges of the Ted Hughes Award are looking to work that has
an element of personal testimony and incorporates the idea of untold stories or marginalised
voices, irrespective of the medium. This is very similar to the online appeal we have noted of

popular social media poets. We might see here a growing sensibility or taste towards this type of

poetry, which may be a direct consequence of the social media popularity of these poets as it
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translates into more mainstream poetry, both in terms of the poetry itself and the audience for that
poetry.

We might view Andrew Motion’s win in 2014 with the radio broadcast Coming Home in
this vein, articulating, as it does, the previously unheard voices of soldiers and soldiers’ families
reflecting on their time in Afghanistan. Here we do have a departure from the traditional poetry
book, but the book’s durability is evident even here, as the poems were then published the next
year (with wood engravings) as a limited edition by Fine Press Poetry (Motion, 2015), at prices
from £95 to £500 pounds, approximately ten to fifty times the price of a standard poetry book.

Similarly, the 2015 winner, David Morley, with his Selected Poems (Morley, 2015),
although published conventionally by Carcanet, was praised by the judges in this way: ‘In these
poems, David Morley switches forms and registers to reveal the versatility of the voices and the
liveliness of the Romani culture, arguing for a tradition which has been invisible and silent.” (The
Poetry Society, 2017b). The weight of Morley’s achieved work, as a very established poet, may
have influenced the judgement, but it is this aspect of speaking for an invisible tradition that is
given as the reason for the award, not for his overall contribution to poetry.

This tradition of the prize focusing on personal identity and marginalised voices,
irrespective of the medium, was continued in 2016 with spoken-word artist and poet Hollie
McNish winning for her (conventionally-published) autobiographical poetic memoir, Nobody
Told Me (McNish, 2016).

Among the smaller awards that look to assail what might be seen by some, despite the
range of prizes, as the hegemony of the poetry book award, and its associated panel of appointed
judges, the Saboteur Awards (Saboteur Awards, 2017) have proved both influential and wide-
ranging, giving, among others, specific non-print awards for Spoken Word Performer, Spoken

Word Show and Event, and one for collaborative work in any media. Not only this, but the
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awards are based on public nomination via the website, rather than panel judgement — here the
power of social media is of course very evident, as online participation is both fundamental and
formative.

Through these prizes and awards we see the range of intertwined relationships between
performance, digital and print publication, but we also see how, in most cases, they support the

ongoing dominance of the printed book.

Poets Refusing Prizes

Having looked at the poetry prizes themselves, it is instructive to explore instances where a poet
has decided to refuse an award — or even be entered for one — and how far this impacts on their
online presence, public persona and connects with their published work. Although it does not
necessarily influence the poems themselves, a refusal helps define the poet and reflects on the
work and the motivations behind the work more generally. | am therefore here extending my
consideration of the impact of prizes into the area of persona. Although this section might
equally sit within Chapter 1, where | directly consider persona, | prefer to see it within the
framework of the prize-giving ecology and how, through this, digital technology influences our
perceptions of the poet and their work in this area.

The first distinction to draw is the private versus the public nature of the act. There are,
I’'m sure, examples of effectively private decisions with regard to awards, though by their very
nature we do not know about them, or only find them out well after the event, often when the
poet in question is dead. There are also, however, very public gestures of refusal, which the poet

knows will draw comment or attention, and these make the decision to turn down the proposal
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much more one of defining the poet in the public arena, rather than a matter of personal
preference or privately-held view.

Naturally, accepting an award is also a public gesture, so it might seem to give undue
emphasis here to concentrate only on those occasions when an award is turned down. The
decision to give and accept an award can be as much of a statement as to refuse one. There have
certainly been some controversies in this regard, especially around giving an award, including
several of the appointments of the Poets Laureate. We can go as far back as the appointment of
Colley Cibber to the Poet Laureateship in 1730, which was mercilessly satirised by Pope in his
epic The Dunciad (Butt, 1963), where Cibber is the ‘hero’ of the tale.

More recently, the acceptance of the laureateship by Ted Hughes in 1984 attracted as
much if not more comment than the fact that Philip Larkin had turned it down. Craig Raine
references over ten years of parodies in Private Eye in his review of Rain Charm For The Duchy
(Hughes, 1992), Hughes’s collection of his Laureateship poems, where he also comments:

It must have been some time in 1984. | was poetry editor at Faber & Faber. Ted

Hughes, one of “my” authors, was discussing the appointment of the next Poet

Laureate. At that stage, Philip Larkin was the popular favourite and seemed the

foregone conclusion. “Of course,” | said, “no one in their right mind would really

want it.” (Raine, 2005)

There are also famous historical cases of controversial awards and acceptances, such as
Ezra Pound’s Bollingen-Library of Congress Prize for his Pisan Cantos, discussed entertainingly
by William McGuire in Poetry’s Catbird Seat (McGuire, 1988). A controversy made greater by
the fact he won by an overwhelming majority of the votes cast by the judges, twelve of the
fourteen Library of Congress Fellows in American Literature, seen as the appointed arbiters of

poetry reputations at that time. There is also some suggestion that the controversy was fuelled by
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the Saturday Review of Literature magazine in order to boost sales (Corrigan, 1967), an
interesting pre-internet example of how a poetic controversy can provoke discussion and interest.

Despite these controversial awards and acceptances, since we are looking at how the poet
creates their own persona, |1 would like to concentrate on poets who have acted against the flow
of events and consider how this has affected perceptions of them and their work.

Although it is not specifically for poetry, Jean Paul Sartre’s famous refusal of the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1964 is instructive and a useful starting point, not only because of the
prominence it received and still, to some extent, receives, but also because of the personal
reasons Sartre gives for turning it down (he also gave ‘objective reasons’ but these relate more to
global politics and are not so relevant for this discussion). | quote these personal reasons at some

length, as I feel they go to the heart of why poets sometimes refuse prizes:

The personal reasons are these: my refusal is not an impulsive gesture, | have
always declined official honors. In 1945, after the war, when | was offered the
Legion of Honor, | refused it, although | was sympathetic to the government.
Similarly, | have never sought to enter the Collége de France, as several of my
friends suggested. This attitude is based on my conception of the writer’s
enterprise. A writer who adopts political, social, or literary positions must act only
with the means that are his own—that is, the written word. All the honors he may
receive expose his readers to a pressure | do not consider desirable. If I sign
myself Jean-Paul Sartre it is not the same thing as if | sign myself Jean-Paul
Sartre, Nobel Prize-winner.

The writer who accepts an honor of this kind involves as well as himself the
association or institution which has honoured him. My sympathies for the
Venezuelan revolutionists commit only myself, while if Jean-Paul Sartre the
Nobel laureate champions the Venezuelan resistance, he also commits the entire
Nobel Prize as an institution.

The writer must therefore refuse to let himself be transformed into an institution,
even if this occurs under the most honorable circumstances, as in the present case.
This attitude is of course entirely my own, and contains no criticism of those who
have already been awarded the prize. | have a great deal of respect and admiration
for several of the laureates whom I have the honor to know. (Howard, 1964)
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The first reason that Sartre gives, which he contextualises with the explanation that it
arises from his ‘conception of the writer’s enterprise’, is that having or receiving a prize, title or
honour alters the reader’s perception of and relationship to the writer’s work (note, relationship
not to the writer, but to the work produced). This is hard to argue against, but it feels to me a
very narrow argument. There are many other perceptions of the writer that might alter the
reader’s attitude to their work: actions the writer has undertaken; people or movements they have
associated themselves with; news reports or articles written about the writer; images and the
context of those images; speeches made; anthologies included in, physical quality of their
published books (production standards, cover illustration, biographical information included,
whether part of a series or not and so on). Now, in Sartre’s case, obviously a connection with the
Nobel Prize for Literature commands some prominence when we think of him, but surely it
could be argued that his relationship with Simone de Beauvoir influences a reader who is swayed
by such things as much as his connection to the Nobel prize (in this case, the connection being
that he turned it down).

In September 2017, a Google search gives us 492,000 results for ‘Jean-Paul Sartre’,
367,000 for ‘Jean Paul Sartre and the Nobel prize’ and over 2.8 million results for ‘Jean Paul
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir’. On this snapshot, his connection (or lack of it) to the Nobel
prize is significant, but not as significant as his relationship with Simone de Beauvoir — although
the real significance here, perhaps, is the much greater popularity online of Simone de Beauvoir
than Jean-Paul Sartre (individually she garners over 15 million results). Of course, had he
accepted, there may have been many more results, but it would need to have received over seven
times as much attention to compete. Indeed, it is arguable that the fact he turned down the
honour has produced more results than acceptance would have, since it received such publicity

and has left such a legacy.
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Sartre, of course, could not foresee the ability of the internet to disseminate information,
nor is this more than an indication of relative influence, but clearly there are many factors at
work with regard to how perceptions of a writer influence the reader, not just their acceptance or
refusal of an award, however notable. So, although Sartre makes a careful first argument for
turning it down, it is one that does not really bear much scrutiny.

Now, Sartre might argue that his action creates the correct influence on the reader; that is
to say, we see him as one who does not wish to have his work given validation, justified or
spurious, by an institution and so we view him as one who upholds the supremacy of the work
over the author. Or we might infer this from his argument and his supporting statement ‘If I sign
myself Jean-Paul Sartre it is not the same thing as if I sign myself Jean-Paul Sartre, Nobel Prize-
winner’. This, slightly different argument, is the argument given by many poets who turn down
prizes. The fact they have turned it down does not so much avoid influencing the reader as it
influences them (the writer hopes) in the way the writer wants.

This also connects to Sartre’s second personal argument, that accepting an honour means
that you are publicly connected to the awarding body and what you say influences how the
institution is perceived: ‘The writer must therefore refuse to let himself be transformed into an
institution’.

Sartre was careful to suggest that his actions might bring negative connections to the
institution, but for most poets it is the other way around — an association with the institution
might have a negative impact on the poet’s reputation, adversely affect how their already written
poems are received, and, moreover, constitute an unspoken obligation and therefore influence the

poems they subsequently write.
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When Benjamin Zephaniah turned down an OBE in 2003, he wanted to publicly distance
himself from the idea of Empire. He had no obligation to go public with the refusal, but he chose
to do so, writing a strong piece in The Guardian stating:

Me? | thought, OBE me? Up yours, | thought. I get angry when I hear that word

“empire”; it reminds me of slavery, it reminds of thousands of years of brutality, it

reminds me of how my foremothers were raped and my forefathers brutalised.

(Zepheniah, 2003)

He is, in fact, using the offer as an opportunity to emphasise and explain his opposition to the
honours system and the wider system that underpins it. Here, his refusal gives him a platform to
air some of the views that influence and drive his poetry. It is clear from a YouTube video of him
interviewed by Republic TV discussing the issue (Republic4UK, 2011), one of many YouTube
videos that he features in, mostly focusing on his poetry, that he felt insulted by the offer because
those making the offer had clearly not read his work or taken the trouble to find out his position
on the establishment and this was one of the reasons for going public: he wanted his views — and,
crucially, how they are fundamental to his poetry — to be widely known.

The position he has taken is one that clearly comes from strongly-held beliefs and the
clarity and honesty of his argument helps to define and support how his poetry and other writing
is received. There was, however, some controversy over his refusal and a debate ensued in which
he had to defend his position. Like others who publicly refuse awards, he had to be prepared both
to defend his position and to receive some criticism for it. He would, of course, also have
received criticism and comment had he accepted the award.

Acceptance, however, despite the earlier examples, is generally less controversial than
refusal and therefore less of a statement. It is interesting to compare Zephaniah’s refusal to Roger

McGough’s acceptance of an OBE in 1997 and a subsequent CBE in 2004. Acceptance of both
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has not only passed without much comment, but the CBE is often cited to confirm McGough’s
standing as a nationally-recognised poet, including on his website, hosted, as with Andrew
Motion, by the third-party UK Touring (McGough, 2016).

Interesting here to re-consider Sartre’s argument that having an honour influences the
perception of your work in an unhelpful way. It should be noted that McGough, along with the
other Mersey Poets, has long fought the charge of lack of seriousness and weight and the
conferring of both an OBE and CBE could be seen as going some way to dispelling this. A
powerful argument for acceptance, no doubt, and interestingly different from questions of
principle.

Not that all refusals are (or remain) controversial, of course. Rudyard Kipling’s refusal of
many British honours including that of the Poet Laureateship, Order of Merit and a knighthood —
together with the counterpoint of his acceptance of the Nobel Prize for Literature — is widely
quoted on websites, such as that of the Kipling Society (Kipling Society, 2017), but without
comment.

Refusals of the Poet Laureateship are often not so much on a point of principle but
because the poet does not feel themselves suitable for the task, as we would surmise for Thomas
Gray in 1757, who produced very few poems, and Philip Larkin in 1984, who was by then even
less prolific than in his earlier years. We cannot always, therefore, categorise the refusal of this
honour as in general a statement of principle, pragmatism being sometimes the key element.

The decision, however, by Alice Oswald to withdraw from the T. S. Eliot prize shortlist
in 2011 was explicitly on a matter of principle and therefore attracted some attention, again the
poet being careful to use the refusal to make clear her own position and convictions as expressed
through her writing. Once again, this was through an opinion piece in The Guardian where she

states her objection to the sponsorship of the prize by Aurum Funds. Her argument is hard to
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distil, but in essence she has followed her instruction to herself — ‘don’t ignore the honest
muttering in your head’. She goes on to claim that:

It is increasingly difficult to articulate any kind of unease about a system that puts

profit before ethics and makes protest a criminal act. | would say at this point, yes,

it’s important for poets to speak up and side with the unheard; and yes, in the

interests of democracy, their presence should be publicly funded. (Oswald, 2011)
She therefore objects to the shift from public to private funding of the award in principal and to
the sponsor Aurum in particular, which is a manager of ‘funds of hedge funds’ and by
implication, indeed almost by definition, very much puts profit before ethics. She was supported
in her withdrawal by John Kinsella, who also withdrew and was subsequently quoted in The
Bookseller as saying ‘I support Alice... My politics and ethics are such that I can’t accept money
from such a source.” (Page, 2011)

Nevertheless, the failure of any of the other shortlisted poets: Carol Ann Duffy, Leontia
Flynn, David Harsent, Esther Morgan, Daljit Nagra, Sean O’Brien and Bernard O’Donoghue, to
join her boycott led to it being perceived as largely a personal stance that did not express a
widely-held view among the poetic contenders. Whether Oswald’s stance has affected her poetic
standing is hard to judge. Her publisher, Faber & Faber, is of course closely associated with the
T. S. Eliot prize and | have not been able to find any comment from them on the issue.

The decision of Frances Leviston to refuse to be considered for The Next Generation
Poets (as well as turning down a commission) is also one of principle, as she explains in a
thoughtful article for Poetry magazine. Despite the low-key nature of her refusals, she makes a
clear argument for her position:

I’ve always wanted to belong to the city of ideas, and it seems to me that

membership of such a city is often incompatible with the other kinds of
membership on offer along the way. Choices, or compromises, have to be made,
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and I find myself more and more inclined to say no to some invitations as a way
of saying yes to something closer to that ideal. | found it liberating to refuse both
the Poet Laureate’s invitation to write a poem for the Queen’s Jubilee in 2012, and
the Poetry Book Society’s attempt to include me in its Next Generation promotion
of emerging poets this year. It’s not that I don’t want to be read, or that I object on
principal to the business of actively seeking a readership. The question is one of
context—do | feel happy in those groupings, in those lights? Do | want to be
marketed as “young” and “new” and “sanctioned by”’? Am I prepared to curtsey to
the Queen, figuratively or otherwise? Do these things, these appointments, sit well
with the actual poems I’m writing? (Leviston, 2014)
As well as arguing that acceptance implies a sort of membership — an agreement to join the club,
as it were — Leviston explicitly brings us back to one of my major consideration for poets and
their poems, both in print and in digital media, that of context. Leviston goes on to consider
further the implications of acceptance, in its various forms, and the pressures on young poets:
Accepting an appointment from power always brings your sense of self into closer
alignment with power’s expectations of you. It endangers whatever it is that you are
being rewarded for—your originality; your independence... Poets, especially
younger poets, often face such demands of obligation and temptations of
endorsement. (Leviston, 2014)
Of course Leviston is here seeing acceptance as largely negative, a position | do not entirely
agree with. After all, acknowledgement of one’s achievements has to be expressed somehow.
Endorsement of one’s talent by established poets, editors and reviewers is surely not always a
bad thing. Taking this position to its extreme, one could see a positive review by, say, the current
poet laureate, as unwelcome. Should poems by younger poets only be published by avant-garde,
non-mainstream organisations? Are their poems less valid if more established poets profess to
like them?
What actually lies behind this argument, | feel, is a mistrust of the current poetry

establishment (a difficult term to define, of course) which therefore sees any contact with it as

generally unhelpful and inhibiting to developing poets. Could it not be that what Leviston calls
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‘power’s expectations of you’ (note the dehumanising of the relationship, as if editors, poets,
reviewers and academics were not individuals) are for the poet to help redefine and influence, to
inject with new ideas and vitality?

Leviston’s argument is therefore more fundamental than Oswald’s; she indicates a
mistrust of much of current poetry’s structures and hierarchies. She also, pertinently, worries that
accepting a context will influence not just how the poet is perceived and how they act, but also
the poems they write, the work they produce. As with Sartre’s first argument about how the
reader reads the writing, the point is valid but very narrow. There are, surely, a myriad of
influences on how and what a poet writes, and the poet only has control over a very few of these,
nor can they tell the consequences of their choices.

It is a commonplace of storytelling that the action a protagonist takes to achieve a result
hardly ever actually achieves that result — the reactions of others are seldom as expected. Now, of
course, this is a storytelling device, as in real life many actions lead to the exact outcomes
expected, but it is a remarkable poet who can foresee the exact consequences of the choices they
make, especially the public ones. If acceptance or refusal, inclusion or separation, is decided on
personal commitment rather than a more general idea of the poet’s context, then that is easier.
The consequences are then not the point — the point is the action and what that signifies. The
context is then informed by the motivation, not the other way around.

The prevalence of digital media has a very large part to play in this issue of acceptance or
refusal of offers, honours, commissions and prizes. Creating the persistence of gesture at the very
least, the internet memorialises actions, statements and positions in a widespread, almost casual
way, that would not have been the case before it existed. Not only this, these online amalgams of

facts, comments and opinions accrue their own momentum — or otherwise — as people access the
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web pages or add to the commentaries. The examples of Sartre and of Kipling show how the
impact of a refusal or acceptance can grow or diminish over time, at least online.

On the other hand, the sheer volume of material means that it is possible for issues and
disputes to fall by the wayside as new material is generated or interest focuses in another area. In
this sense, digital media can be both a bellows and a fire blanket to the combustion of

controversy.

The Symbiosis Between Online Publication and the Print Media

With regard to the different online platforms it is clear that in most cases there is a symbiosis
between online publication and print publication. The major exception to this are sites that
publish online poetry created exclusively to be viewed on the web and even here individual
poems often go on to appear in a poet’s subsequent print collection. These can be sites where the
users (individuals or groups) create the content or sites where the material is controlled by an
editor or editors, for example the e-zines which were discussed earlier. As we saw, for e-zines
there is sometimes a print counterpart, but some, for reasons of philosophy or economy (or both)
exist only as websites. Nevertheless, the majority of sites display a symbiosis between online and
print publication and it is this interconnectedness | wish now to focus on.

We have noted the way that that blogs can become books and poems on Twitter can be
printed in a collection, and also how poets such as Rupi Kaur have very successfully converted
their online poetry to print publication as a poetry book. There is a reputational as well as a
financial advantage to this conversion to book publication. The importance of the book is
reinforced by the way the success of online poets is measured partly by their online audience (in

terms of number of followers) but also in terms of the popularity of their published books.
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For example, Abrams discusses the popularity of social media poets in Publishing
Perspectives, referencing an article by Alexandra Alter in The New York Times, very much in
terms of their print sales:

One such success story is that of Tyler Knott Gregson. Seven years ago, he was

working as a freelance copywriter. But the thousands of haiku he has posted on

Twitter, Instagram and Tumblr have made him, in Alter’s inspired words, “the

literary equivalent of a unicorn: a best-selling celebrity poet”.

Gregson’s first published book of poetry, Chasers of the Light, has more than

120,000 copies in print. His new book, All the Words are Yours, has a first

printing of 100,000 copies. (Abrams, 2015)

The popularity of the book provides some validation of the poet’s achievement beyond
their internet and social media popularity, which is often categorised as less meaningful. It would
be good here to remind ourselves of the reasons for this. The printed poetry book provides
validation, especially if endorsed by a publisher with a good reputation and is a material product
that can be owned, evaluated and commented upon and which has proven potential longevity.
For these reasons the value of the printed book persists and for poets and commentators alike it is
a long-standing measure of concrete achievement.

Instagram poet Amanda Lovelace has over 18,000 followers on Instagram, but the fact
that her book The Princess Saves Herself In This One (Lovelace, 2016) was winner of the
Goodreads Choice Award for Best Poetry in 2016 and has received many 5-star reviews (albeit
from devoted followers) gives greater weight to her as a poet. Naturally, there is also an
economic factor here. Her book is published by Andrews McMeel, publishers of Rupi Kaur, and
clearly intended to follow in Kaur’s popularity (the non-traditional route to book publication is
considered in Chapter 3), with female struggle and empowerment very much at the heart of the

poetry. Sales of over 10,000 copies in one year suggest it has achieved commercial success,

further enhancing her reputation. As we have noted previously, popularity and quality are not
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synonymous, but the popularity and social appeal of such ‘Instapoets’ does have an impact on
poetry more generally. As Caroline Sanderson notes in an interview with self-styled Instapoet
Nikita Gill:

Devotees of more traditional poetry might find the lack of subtext in “Instapoetry”

makes it rather lightweight. Yet booming tallies of both followers and sales

suggest that the likes of Kaur and Gill are reaching audiences that such traditional

poetry struggles to tap into. Gill’s poems were even seen adorning placards during

the Women’s March early this year. (Sanderson, 2017)

There is another interesting case study of the symbiosis between online and print
publication with regard to the poet Sam Riviere that also touches on these points. Sam Riviere’s
first full poetry collection 81 Austerities began as an online blog but then was published by Faber
& Faber as a traditional poetry book (Riviere, 2012). Not only this, but the book then went on to
win the 2012 Forward Prize for Best First Collection, and we have previously discussed how
such prizes recognise and reinforce the status of the printed poetry book.

The story, however, is not quite as straightforward as this, Riviere having published a
poetry pamphlet with Faber & Faber in 2010 (Riviere, 2010) under the Faber New Poets scheme:
Sam Riviere: Faber New Poets 7. This pamphlet included several poems that are very different to
the style and content of 81 Austerities and Riviere’s second book, Kim Kardashian’s Marriage
(Riviere, 2015) with its distinct online influences, both in form and content, which is discussed
below. The pamphlet poem ‘Myself Included’, for example, (Riviere, 2010 pp. 12-15) is
conversational in tone, despite its sometimes quasi-surrealist content and ‘Back In The Green
Night’ (Riviere, 2010 pp. 12-15 pp. 8-9) is highly narrative and positively anecdotal.

This prior publication by Faber & Faber suggests that the symbiosis between print and
online publication is not simply one-way and that the combined offline and online approach we

have considered previously for building both a public poetic persona and a body of published
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work is very fruitful. It also points to the way an online focus can influence the poems
themselves: the poems of 81 Austerities and Kim Kardashian’s Marriage are more conceptual
and less personal than those of the pamphlet. As the book jacket blurb for the latter has it:

His approach eschews a dependence upon confessional modes of writing to explore

what kind of meaning lies in impersonal methods of creation. For, as with 81

Austerities, the process of enquiry involves the compositional method itself, this

time in poems that have been produced by harvesting and manipulating the results

of search engines to create a poetry part-collage, part-improvisation. The result is as

refractive as it is reflective... an uncanny commemoration of the contemporary

moment. (Riviere, 2015, inside front cover)
This is a very clear example of the influence of the digital world on form and content for a
particular poet. It also reflects the more general influence that the sense of immediacy of
the online environment creates.

Poet Ruth Padel then reviewed 81 Austerities in The Guardian. It is interesting to note
that this review began as an article in the (printed) newspaper but was then posted by The
Guardian online (Padel, 2012). We therefore have poems that began as an online blog
subsequently published as a printed book reviewed in a print article which was then posted
online. This is very active symbiosis, showing how intertwined print and online publication is
and so how important it is that we recognise how one informs the other.

Padel in her review makes a general point about the influence of both academia and the
internet on contemporary poets:

In 2002, introducing a book of poems by 52 living poets, | said most British poets

didn’t work in universities but earned their living in other ways such as teaching,

journalism, publishing or arts administration. In 2007, introducing 60 more poems

in a follow-up book, I found myself ending each poet’s biography with the

university where they taught creative writing. It was that fast — creative writing
embedded itself across British universities within five years.
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The turnaround coincided with the rise of the internet. For young poets, this

combination meant new routes to publishing, new ways that your writing might fit

into your life, and some very intense group reading, especially of the previous

generation of poets. What it meant for poetry was that young poets focusing on

workshop and craft also rethought fundamentals like persona and voice. Now we

are getting the results. (Padel, 2012)

Padel identifies two drivers behind the way some young poets both create and perceive
their work: academia and the internet. She relates this to the idea of persona and voice both in
historical terms through the academic element (the intense analysis of the previous generation of
poets) and to the immediacy of internet platforms and dissemination routes. She sees here the
current awareness of persona and voice as very much bound up with the internet in similar ways
to those discussed earlier, but perhaps with a greater emphasis on the poetry itself.

We must be careful, though, of how new Padel’s idea of the poet’s persona is. The digital
world here is just another forum for embodying a well-established practice, in this case creating
one’s own persona as poet. The idea of people creating their own poetic persona (or having it
created for them) goes back well before the Romantics, though they were, arguably, the
apotheosis of it: Chatterton did not need the internet to become the model for the tragic poet.

Having said this, Padel identifies a particular feature of the internet for poetry and the
poet’s persona: ‘new routes to publishing’. I suspect she is thinking directly here of Riviere but
also flagging up the ability of poets to self-publish on the internet (since there are no gate-
keepers to prevent the work being published).

This ease of publication, whilst liberating in many ways, and one could also argue
democratising, does also have its drawbacks, as we have seen, particularly around the issue of
context. It is in fact Riviere who himself highlights this when discussing his second poetry book

Kim Kardashian’s Marriage (Riviere, 2015). In an online blog interview when talking about the

book as a print publication, Riviere says:
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The book is important because it announces that you’re putting it into the world,

in the tradition of poetry, so I’m asking that it be read as a book of poems. If

writing is on the internet, it’s just writing on the internet, even if it is poetry.

(Peter-Agbia, 2015)

He then makes an analogy with art: °...it’s like art on the internet — it’s different if it’s in
a gallery. It feels like it’s speaking to the whole gallery tradition and the whole history of that
practice in a way that it will never do if it’s just online.” (Peter-Agbia, 2015). This is a pertinent
comparison, as you might expect from someone who studied art and design, and speaks again to
the issue not only of tradition but also of context. We have the white space of the gallery
affirming that the object within it is art and we have the white space around the poem in the
poetry book, affirming that it is indeed poetry. And we have the object of the book as one of the
wider contexts.

There are other interesting examples of where an online poetry presence, despite often
being an innovative way of producing and distributing poetry, has been felt not to be sufficient in
itself.

Jo Bell ran the online 52 Project over 52 weeks in 2014. Each week there was an online
and emailed prompt to write a poem that was then shared and commented on in a Facebook
group. As Jo Bell said in her final prompt:

Thousands of you have written from these prompts. Hundreds joined a Facebook

group to share work. We had ten amazing guest poets. Work from 52 is now

published in the finest literary journals and placed in international competitions.

Most important, we have shared work which is astonishing in its exposure, its

humanity, its courage. (Bell, 2014a)

This is in fact an example of how an online resource can be used to extend the forums for

poetry as well as extending the publishing options. It could be argued that it was an interesting

108



experiment in peer reviewing using an online forum; alternatively, it could be seen as a way of
garnering responses from an informed public as to their preferences. Either way, it was an
alternative way of anthologising poems, by collating responses rather than having an editor
directly select.

On completion of the project, however, Bell decided that it would be good to produce a
print anthology of poems selected from those published on the internet, suitably titled The Very
Best of 52 (Bell, Davidson and Hadley, 2015) as she explained on her blog (Bell, 2014b). Again,
the crossover from online to print is notable, and again can be seen as a way, as with Riviere, of
validating the work, widening its appeal and referencing a clear tradition.

There is also an interesting comparison here with the Poetry By Heart scheme (Poetry By
Heart, 2016), which originally published the poems in the scheme only online, but in 2014
brought out a print anthology of the poems for that year (Blake et al., 2014) — the same
anthology that Jackie Kay puzzled over in terms of the poem of hers they selected. Andrew
Motion, in his introduction to the book, as well as making reference to the importance of the
internet in general and the Poetry Archive site in particular for restoring the ‘acoustic’ to poetry
(that oral or performance quality that Gioia alludes to), also makes the case for the print edition:

Partly because it allows the collection to have a different sort of permanence.

Partly because it allows the old alliance of page and ear to be reaffirmed. And also

because we feel the collection deserves an audience beyond that of the

competition and the website. (Blake et al, 2014, p. 2)

These arguments, though clearly valid, are very much focused on the audience for the
book, rather than on any purely artistic consideration (though this is implied in the idea of the
collection deserving an audience). This is, I would argue, largely a function of the nature of the

scheme where the selection criteria are based on the range and suitability for speaking out of the
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poems. Additionally, there is also a publisher’s (and poet’s and editor’s) financial incentive
behind the publication. The publisher, after all, wishes to sell books and a poet or body of poems
that already have an online audience is an obvious candidate for the print publication market.

The crossover from online to book also highlights the nature of internet publication itself
in both a positive and negative way. Riviere, having made the case for his book, goes on in the
same interview to make a different point about poetry on the internet:

Most of the poets I’ve discovered that I really like, I’ve discovered online. The

internet allows people to form communities that aren’t geographically based, so

you can share aesthetic sympathies among a group that are all over the place.

(Peter-Agbia, P. 2015)

But this lack of geographical or cultural connectedness, as we have seen, can be a
drawback as well as a benefit. In her review of Kim Kardashian’s Marriage for Ambit Lucy
Mercer opines ‘Full of glittering self-replicating empty boulevards, KKM seems to me an
intensely sad collection, mainly because despite the internet, we’re not in America’ (Mercer,
2015).

In her view there is a geographical and cultural location at work here (the USA) which,
although presented in a faux way through the television programme Keeping Up With The
Kardashians and through the related websites, social media and, indeed, traditional publishing,
over-rides, because of its reality, any cyberspace environment. In other words, even when we are
on the internet, we have to relate the experience to real-life cultural understandings and
situations.

Of course this limitation applies as much, if not more so, to book publications. The milieu
they are in or stand out from needs to be clear, but it is a salutary reminder of the limitations of

cyberspace — it may provide alternative realities, but they are only alternatives in so far as they
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relate to what we know, they do not exist without the tangible world to contrast with and to set
them against. Riviere’s book is to her a reminder that we are not there — it is a world we can only
observe and not inhabit. Riviere is no doubt aware of this cultural and geographical disconnect
and that the book reflects some of the sadness of this yearning for an illusory world that only
exists as a virtual or augmented reality.

As | outlined when discussing my poetic persona in relation to the internet, my own
poems are often an imagined mental landscape, in contrast, for example, to the everyday cultural
references of poets such as Simon Armitage and Carol Ann Duffy, where part of the delight is in
the juxtaposition of these everyday cultural references with more profound themes. Armitage’s
poem °Kid’, for example, the title poem of that collection (Armitage, 1992), storms through a
whirlwind of cultural references in the style of the Batman TV series in order to convey the deep
anger of the narrator towards the person he is addressing. In this way the poet explores a deeply
personal relationship through potentially superficial and ersatz cultural types or TV semiotics.
The cultural referencing takes us into the shared virtual environment and draws from as well as
imparts some of its populist vigour.

This is an obvious reaction to the abstruse, learned referencing of Modernism, but a
different reaction to the concerted lyricism of other poets, such as Kathleen Jamie, in The Tree
House (Jamie, 2014), winner of the Forward Prize for best collection in 2014, taking the natural
world as their template and the pastoral tradition (even when applied to urban settings) as their
heritage.

It is also an attempt to solve the problem of a lost shared canon that would in the past
have included Chaucer, the Bible, Greek ideas and Shakespeare, at the very least. This shared
traditional cannon, if it ever really existed among the mass population, certainly cannot be

assumed for the poetry reader today. With the plethora of information and cultural influences
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that constantly bombard us, as well as the greater range of backgrounds and cultural traditions,
these historical reference points for any reader cannot be assumed by the writer. The drawback to
the use of popular culture references is that they, too, depend on shared experiences or, at the
least, a shared virtual environment (for example, the world of Batman) to convey their meaning.

There is also the danger of failing to underpin the topicality with more profound
philosophical truths, thoughts or meditations. Duffy’s version of the play Everyman (Duffy,
2015), despite the vigour of its imagery, struggles to match the philosophical import of the
source material because she substitutes the clear moral imperatives of the original, founded as
they are on religious beliefs, for the idea that a good life is about imbibing great art or everyday
pleasures. Unable to articulate the original’s religious certainties, perhaps because she does not
believe them, Duffy replaces them with cultural touchstones which do not carry the same moral
or philosophical depth.

Rap and hip-hop are extreme examples of focusing cultural references on the day-to-day,
on what people are directly experiencing, giving energy and immediacy to what they are saying,
as well as tying in with the personal embodiment of poetry we have previously considered. Their
popularity indicates the success of the approach, as well, as identified by Gioia, having a form
well-suite