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@ THE NEW POETRY
Poetry shared on Instagram – Instapoetry – has been derided  
by some, but for millions of people it’s opening up the artform  
in ways that are meaningful, moving and motivational

At the top of this page are the opening lines of a new poem by 
spoken word poet and performer Salena Godden. And she’s 
right. Statistics from UK book sales monitor Nielsen BookScan 
show that sales of poetry grew by just over 12 per cent last year. 
Two-thirds of buyers were younger than 34, and 41 per cent 
were aged 13 to 22, with teenage girls and young women 
identified as the biggest consumers. 

According to a 2018 survey conducted by the National 
Endowment for the Arts and the US Census Bureau, 28 million 
Americans are reading poetry – the highest percentage of 
poetry readership in almost two decades.

There is, it turns out, a particular type of poetry that is doing 
well: Instapoetry. Simply put, it’s poetry shared via social 
network Instagram, a short-form work that combines words with 
artful image and typography that is immediately shareable – 
and popular. According to BookScan, 12 of the top 20 best-
selling poets in 2015 were Insta-poets, and nearly half of poetry 
books sold in the US last year were written by these poets.

Christopher Poindexter has more than 300,000 Instagram 
followers and two successful books of poetry. RM Drake, or 
Robert Macias, is known for being reposted by the Kardashians 
and is the author of several bestsellers. Other notable names 
are Lang Leav, Nayyirah Waheed, Nikita Gill, Charly Cox,  
Tyler Knott Gregson, Amanda Lovelace and Warsan Shire. 
Alison Malee and Becca Lee also have significant followings.

But probably the most widely known poet in this area is  
Rupi Kaur, an Indian Canadian with millions of followers on 
Instagram. The 25-year-old’s first collection, milk & honey, has 
been translated into 40 languages and has sold 3.5 million 
copies, stealing the position of best-selling poetry book from 
Homer’s The Odyssey and remaining in bestseller lists. Her 
writing appeals to a huge audience of young women who use 
Instagram, with its themes of self-esteem and empowerment.

It’s an audience that hasn’t traditionally been engaged with 
poetry, and which often sees its cultural and artistic tastes 
dismissed. UK artist Nina Telegina thinks this is why Rupi has 

had such success – she focuses on the things that really matter 
to her target audience: ‘Like the poem about hairy legs (“the 
next time he / points out the / hair on your legs is / growing 
back remind / that boy your body / is not his home / he is a 
guest / warn him to / never outstep / his welcome again”) – 
seeing that for the first time must pretty much blow your mind. 
Womanhood is a complicated, often hostile planet, and she 
brings it right back down to Earth. 

‘I think young women absolutely do deserve their own  
poetry niche. And it need not be all in pink. Of course there  
are young women who are capable of writing with depth and 
maturity. But I also see nothing wrong in saying the simple 
stuff, and in saying it simply.’ 

The content may not appeal to everyone, but for its core 
audience there is a feeling of sincerity and feeling. Many of  
the poems read like motivational quotes, and the tone and 
vocabulary are reflective of the self-help movement. The 
language isn’t complex, but inspiring, and it’s for this reason 
that many people have found it to be a useful tool for wellbeing. 
Rather than alienating or seeming elitist, there’s a sense of  
real connection through universal emotions. Audiences who 
might feel shut out from poetry ordinarily find something 
accessible and relevant, giving voice to feelings and experiences 
they may not be able to articulate themselves. Poetry therefore 
becomes something with which to fully engage, rather than 
something intimidating and remote.

The Instapoetry world is supportive of and welcoming to 
voices often marginalised in conventional publishing. Many 
poets repost each other’s work and promote their book releases, 
so Instagram poets who might not ordinarily thrive in the 
mainstream literary establishment have risen to prominence 
on their own. There are more women and more LGBTQ+ 
individuals. The trend is democratic for writers and readers.

Not everyone is a fan, however. Last year, poet Rebecca Watts 
criticised the Instagram poet Hollie McNish’s work as that not 
of a poet, ‘but of a personality’, saying that Instagram poetry is 
amateurish and craftless commercial stuff that is consumer 
driven. Many leapt to Hollie’s defence, stating that poetry must 
adapt to the changing world. Just like the punk poets of the 
1970s, or the hip-hop poets of the 1980s, we find ourselves in 
challenging times and poetry is responding to that.

British poet and performer Salena Godden believes that 
‘maybe poetry is on the rise because poetry is being driven by 
working-class women more than ever. I think poetry is on the 
rise because truth is on the rise because lies and fears are on 
the rise. It’s a reaction to what is going on in the world around 
us. In the spirit of DIY poetry, it is the poets that rise up and 
speak up for all the injustices same as we always did... the 
current poets create poetry made with love, from a place of 

grief and fury, courage and resistance. It’s Instagram now, but 
when I was a kid it was cut-and-paste zines and gigs in pubs 
before the internet. And before that, the town square and the 
pamphleteers. Poets speak the truth just as the earliest ranting 
poets did back in the time of Cromwell!’

Tom MacAndrew, a poet and producer who runs the poetry 
night Outspoken in London, agrees. ‘In any given period of 
time, whether it’s the punk poets, rise of spoken word and 
slam, poetry and hip-hop crossover, there’s always people who 
say that it’s not poetry and try to cordon off poetry to be a 
particular kind of intellectual endeavour. Some people 
categorise Instapoetry as low brow but it’s actually got mass 
appeal. There’s always going to be people publishing stuff  
that’s more populist. Criticising it is detrimental to the whole 
– at least people are reading poetry.’ 

The exposure that Instagram has brought to the genre is 
surely a good thing. Is the medium itself the interesting point? 
Perhaps the focus should be on the words themselves – words 
that are often inspiring and heartening, and provide a sense  
of hope and wellbeing for the reader. There’s a connection 
between reader and writer that has benefits for both. 

The purpose of art is communication – human beings 
talking to other human beings about something important.  
If Instapoetry is doing this, then it is a success.

Words: Francesca Baker

Ready to try your hand at Instapoetry? Turn the page

‘Poetry 
is on the rise. 

Poetry sales
are on the rise’
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WRITE YOUR OWN INSTAPOETRY
Instapoetry is essentially micro-poetry, which is not a new 
concept. Usually only three or four lines long, they are the 
equivalent to flash fiction, and an exercise in minimalism. 

Try stripping back a longer piece of writing to its bare 
essentials. Take inspiration from the haiku: the Japanese 
short form poetry that consists of three lines, of five, seven 
and five syllables.

Think about the image: just as important as the words are 
the image you use. Use images or drawings that add to, 
rather than distract from, the words.

Think about what you leave out, as much as what you leave 
in: when you’re working with such a limited space, the things 
that aren’t said can be just as important.

‘Poetry is the lifeblood of  
rebellion, revolution and  

the raising of consciousness’
Alice Walker

‘Poetry is an espresso shot  
of thoughts’
Daljit Nagra


