
For get page-turn ers and celebrity mem oirs; Bri tish read ers seem to have rekin dled their love of
verse.

More than a mil lion po etry books were sold in the last year, the high est num ber on record, as the
pop u lar ity of so cial me dia sen sa tions such as Rupi Kaur rein vig o rates the art form. Sales are up 13%,
to £10.5m, ac cord ing to new fig ures from Nielsen Book Re search.

Kaur, whose lat est book went on sale this week, is at the heart of the boom. Her de but an thol ogy,
Milk and Honey, broke all records when it was re leased in 2016 and so far this year it has sold more
copies than the rest of the top 10 po ets com bined. That is 20 times more than her ar guably more fa- 
mous con tem po rary, Kate Tem pest, whose lat est book, Let Them Eat Chaos, is also a best seller.

“I’m kind of a nerd,” says Kaur. “I’ve al ways loved English class and I love read ing books – but,
the truth is, I never even un der stood the po etry we were given at school.”

Kaur, 25, moved from Pun jab to Toronto when she was four, and grew up with English as a sec- 
ond lan guage. “I was al ways a vis ual artist first,” she says.

When it came to writ ing po etry she looked at ways to form easy-to-un der stand verses, of ten so
short you can read them in one breath. She is known for tack ling hard sub jects such as al co holism
head-on, but a lot of her work deals with love and re la tion ships.

“I don’t want some one to read my po etry and think – what does that mean? So ev ery time I’m
writ ing, I’m think ing OK, what word can I take out? How do I make this more di rect? What’s too
tech ni cal?”

The quick-fire click-and-swipe cul ture of so cial me dia – In sta gram es pe cially – has been key to
Kaur’s me te oric rise (she cur rently has 1.6 mil lion fol low ers on In sta gram).

“I’ve heard some one de scribe it as fid get spin ner po etry,” says Chris McCabe, who runs the po etry
li brary at the South bank Cen tre in Lon don. “But it’s bring ing lots of peo ple to po etry who might oth- 
er wise never have en gaged with it. And that’s a fan tas tic thing.”

Foot fall has in creased more than 20% over the past year, he says, thanks in part to Kaur. The li- 
brary even has a spe cific genre en ti tled In sta gram Po etry, be cause so many peo ple had been ask ing
for it.

“Thanks to so cial me dia we don’t rely on a crit i cal in ter pre ta tion of po etry to tell us what’s good
any more,” McCabe says. “It’s the end of cen turies of white male-dom i nated verse – and that’s a real
break through.”

Melissa Lee-Houghton, win ner of this year’s Som er set Maugham award for her col lec tion Sun- 
shine, agrees there has been a power shift in con tem po rary po etry, and that young rebel po ets –
break ing the mould of tra di tional verse – are be hind it.

“Po etry now ap peals to a very wide au di ence of young peo ple who didn’t think po etry was cool be- 
fore. Now it’s the coolest thing,” she says.
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Any night of the week in cities across Bri tain you can go to spo ken-word open mic events, she
says. “Any body can go up and read some thing. It’s be come more of a com mu nity thing.”

Lee-Houghton – whose lat est work is en ti tled Cumshot in D mi nor – says she is see ing more and
more po etry con verts at her own live read ings, too.

“They ap proach me af ter wards and say, ‘I don’t nor mally read po etry but that’s re ally af fected me.
I’m go ing to go and buy some’,” she says.

The spo ken word poet Luke Wright – who has a tour lined up for his forth com ing book Frankie
Vah (an epic poem) – com pares the cur rent boom in po etry to the way hip-hop mu sic went main- 
stream in the late 1990s. “Thanks to Eminem, sud denly a whole new bunch of peo ple were lis ten ing
to it,” he says.

YouTube and In sta gram have been in stru men tal for the emerg ing un der ground po etry scene,
Wright says. “You can take a punt on things with a video, in a way you don’t when you go to a gig or
buy a book.”

This week, for ex am ple, Wright posted a poem on line about Boris John son’s gaffe about dead bod- 
ies in Sirte, Libya, at the Con ser va tive party con fer ence. Within hours it went vi ral.

“Out of all the art forms, I think only spo ken word po etry can re spond that quickly,” he says.
Wright and Kaur are worlds apart in style and de liv ery, but both are tap ping into a grow ing ap- 

petite for verse that is at once sim ple, cur rent and hard-hit ting.


