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January 2020: the first reports emerge of a new 
virus in the Wuhan region of China. By 26th 
March (the beginning of the first UK lockdown) 
Covid had spread worldwide.  At the time of 
writing, the death toll stands at over 6 million 
people. 

As we emerge from restrictions with continuing 
reports of variants and deaths, we enter a 
landscape reshaped by our shared and personal 
experiences.

For some of us, our lives have been utterly 
transformed by loss and ill health. For all of 
us, life has changed - our ways of working 
and socialising, travelling and meeting; our 
expectations and anxieties, skills and networks. 

Of course, the literary community – including the 
community of people who attend poetry events 
– has changed too. In this resource, we examine
those changes.  We hear how the anxiety and
isolation we experienced under Covid has
ignited a deeper longing for the connection and
expression offered by poetry. And we hear how
our community rose to the challenge, negotiating
complex financial, legal and practical challenges
to reach out to each other.

As we move into a phase of “living with Covid” 
we want this process of learning and change to 
continue. This resource is an attempt to share 
some of our learning as festival organisers. We 
want to offer you the lessons and the practical 
strategies, the knowledge, experiences and 
reflections that have been shared by everyone 
who joined with us in the last two years to answer 
the question – where to next? 

Throughout the resource, you’ll read contributions 
and essays from poets like Moniza Alvi, facilitators 
like Peter Samson of the Poetry Business, 
activists like Hannah Hodgson, researchers like 
Christina Wilson, directors like Lucy Burnett of 
Stanza and Chloe Garner of Ledbury Festival, 
events organisers like Hannah Catterall of 
Wordsworth Grasmere. The resource was funded 
by the Arts Council, and it was curated by Clare 
Shaw, co-director of Kendal Poetry Festival. It will 
be of particular interest for people who organise 
or attend live poetry events - including festivals, 
readings, open mics and workshops – and to 
anyone who is interested in creating a dynamic, 
inclusive community of practice.  

Let’s start with the back story. 

During Covid, I found poetry really making an extra strong impact. 
I felt how valuable and powerful poetry is in connecting us 
- Moniza Alvi, poet

Introduction
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In March 2020, with performers and hotel rooms 
booked for a packed programme of events, the 
gathering force of the Covid pandemic forced 
Kendal Poetry to postpone our planned June 
festival. By Autumn, as the second wave of Covid 
loomed, we realised there was no possibility of 
running a live event, and set about moving all 
events online. 

In February 2021, we hosted our first digital 
festival. Over ten days, we delivered forty-five live 
online events, bringing more than sixty poets to 
over three thousand ticket holders. Feedback 
from participants included:

such a wonderful event, which lit up the 
darkness of lockdown, enabling us as audience 
members to feel a sense of connection with 
each other, with the poets who read, and with 
the poetry community as a whole (Anon).

This has been an oasis of wonderfulness in a 
year of angst and disquiet. It made February 
bearable (Anon).

As well as online readings and workshops, the 
festival included a panel discussion - Rising 
to the Challenge: Poetry in the Age of Covid. 
Featuring speakers from Ledbury Poetry Festival, 
the Arvon Foundation, The Reader, and Collective 
Encounters, the discussion showcased how arts 
organisations had developed new strategies to 
bring live events to audiences in the most difficult 
of circumstances. Discussions with the live 
audience gave us insight into how technology had 
enabled literary events to reach new participants, 
and how those participants felt about taking part 
in virtual events. 

We learnt that hosting online literature events 
comes with significant challenges - and significant 
gains. We saw how technology can create 
community. We learned that virtual events can 
be combined with “in real life” (IRL) projects; that 
audiences – and performers – are adaptable 
if they are supported; and that audiences will 
actively engage with well-organised online events. 
Crucially, we experienced how poetry provides 
comfort and connection during times of distance 
and difficulty. 

At the start of Covid we had around 40 projects going – 
and all of those projects imploded.
- Katharine MacMahon, Head of Outreach at the Royal Literary Fund

The Back Story
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Kendal Poetry Festival feedback
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In our event Rising to the Challenge: Poetry 
in the Age of Covid, which took place halfway 
through the online festival, we’d anticipated 
learning new practical strategies. Instead, we 
heard deeply emotional stories. How the global 
trauma of Covid had highlighted our need for 
poetry – how it comforted and distracted us; 
how the act of writing allows us to express and 
make sense of ourselves and our bewildering new 
circumstances. How live literature events offered 
a lifeline of connection and community to people 
who were isolated not just by lockdown, but by 
long-standing obstacles of disability, geography 
and poverty.  

It was a revelation that far exceeded the limits 
of a ninety-minute event. So, in May 2021, we 
hosted a free public seminar, with presentations 
and workshops from poets and novelists, 
organisers and activist; editors and therapists and 
researchers; and with speakers from the Ilkley 
Literature Festival, the Poetry Business, Poetry 
Birmingham, the Royal Literary Fund, Wordsworth 
Grasmere, the National Association of Writers in 
Education, and The Reader. 

It was an event of extraordinary generosity, 
community and dynamism, in which speakers 
and audience members shared their knowledge, 

fears, and hopes with honesty and warmth. An 
open document was circulated which invited 
written contributions from all who attended the 
seminar, so that they could contribute to the 
writing of this resource. 

The seminar also featured the launch of Rising 
to the Challenge: Literary Community in the 
Age of Covid, a short film commissioned by 
Kendal Poetry Festival, by filmmaker Em Humble, 
featuring Kim Moore, Clare Shaw, Katharine 
MacMahon at the Royal Literary Fund, Helen 
Mellar from Arvon, Chloe Garner from Ledbury 
Poetry Festival, Peter Sansom from The Poetry 
Business, Moniza Alvi, Hannah Hodgson, Amy 
Wack from Seren Books and Poetry Festival, 
Erica Morris and Kate Lavery from Ilkley Literature 
Festival, Abeer Ameer, Hazel Gould and Sarah 
Willis, which you can view here: Literary 
Community in the Age of Covid (youtube.com/
watch?v=XzL7jwTZSbc)

What emerged from that seminar? 
- the conviction that what we had learned
under Covid could bring about lasting
positive change in the literary community.
In the rest of this resource, you’ll read
about how.

These are the very conditions in which we also have the possibility to create 
new and better ways of living. It is above all, an opportunity to learn 
- Sarah Willis, therapist and supervisor

Where to Next?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XzL7jwTZSbc
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As the COVID-19 crisis spread across the globe, 
Chinese scientists sequenced the new COVID-19 
virus in a record three weeks. Working across 
nations, medical teams developed a vaccine 
and began testing it in less than two months. 
From science to catering, business to literature, 
organizations innovated at a much faster pace 
than normal. 

Crisis demands change. It demolishes our 
tendency to stick with the status quo. With the 
disappearance of the normality we’d taken for 
granted, we were able to consider previously 
unthinkable solutions. Literary organisations 
undertook wholescale transformation at an 
astonishing pace. The Bristol Poetry Institute ran 
Zoom readings through March 2020, and within 
one week of lockdown, The Poetry Society were 
offering Skype tutorials and Zoom workshops.   
Organisations quickly discovered that online 
events had the capacity to generate income, 
save projects, and protect jobs and wages. The 

Arvon Foundation runs creative writing courses 
and retreats in three spectacularly located writing 
centres. Helen Mellor is Director of Arvon at 
Home, the online learning route established by 
Arvon within weeks of the first lockdown. She 
says: 

We lost a million pounds of turnover because 
our income is obviously people paying to come 
on creative writing courses. But being able to 
launch a fourth house (online courses) where 
we charged a fraction obviously of what we 
charge for our residential courses meant that 
we could generate about a third of that income 
that we lost, which was not an inconsiderable 
achievement under the circumstances.

Changes which initially happened in order to 
protect incomes – and sanity - soon gave rise to 
unexpected positive consequences, not least, 
efficiency and economy. 

When March happened last year we cancelled our festival like Kendal did, and it was just 
so heart breaking. Then there was this feeling of breathlessly hurtling forwards - and you 
realise what’s possible. You take small steps. So we started doing little online workshops 
and small salon events and we were sort of figuring out the technology, and just learning it 
as we were going along. We got to the point where we thought- “actually, maybe we can 
do something in July”
- Chloe Garner, Artistic Director Ledbury Poetry Festival

We have needed to find more creative ways to connect and to discover 
how to respond to a rapidly evolving situation. Many small-scale creative 
projects have found ways to do this, and this can serve as a model for how 
far imagination and willingness to improvise can take us
- Anon

Innovation
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I used to travel all over the country - setting up a project in Yeovil Hospital or Coventry and Warwick 
Hospital Trust - that was two days’ work now that could be done in half an hour 
- Katharine Macmahon, Head of Outreach, Royal Literary Fund

It was cheaper and easier - Helen Mellor, Arvon at Home. 

And we made an amazing discovery. Although we’d expected people to shy away from online events 
– to struggle with the necessary technology, to refuse to watch literary events through the flat distance
of a screen – in reality, they came in droves. The poetry community opened to people who had never
attended an event before. The Kendal Poetry Festival Online sold over 3000 tickets, far more than
usual: for 74%, it was their first time at our festival. Helen Mellor reported that over 50% of people who
attended an online Arvon courses had “never heard of Arvon” before their online writing offer. Chloe
Garner of Ledbury Poetry Festival reported “it’s been amazing - there are people from all over the world,
hundreds more people than could come to Ledbury”.

Online working opened the doors. 
In the next section, you can read about what this meant for access. 
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The rapid proliferation of online poetry events 
offered unparalleled opportunities to extend the 
reach of literature events. Writers and participants 
could join us from across the world – ‘poets from 
abroad suddenly there – there in your room’ 
(Moniza Alvi). In the early months of Covid, the 
Versopolis Festival of Hope Online featured 
contributions from festivals across Europe, and 
was attended by thousands of participants from 
over twenty countries. . At the other end of the 
scale, a small online workshop with the first Parret 
Women’s Poetry First 2022 brought together 
women from the Gambia, Somerset, Minneapolis, 
India, Saudia Arabia and West Yorkshire. 

Innovation was not restricted to the internet. The 
Reader has delivered Shared Reading groups in 
settings across the UK, including prisons, where 
reading has a profound impact, helping group 
members to make connections with themselves 
and others. Under lockdown, all reading groups 
stopped.  Yet access to literature was more 
important than ever for those in their cells for 
up to 23 hours a day, without family visits or 
access to activities. In this environment, where 
online events were not an option, The Reader 
teamed up with the Prison Radio Association 
to broadcast shared reading sessions – where 

contributors with personal experience of prison 
discussed a poem or short story with a facilitator. 
As a result, The Reader reached more people 
than ever before.  As Helen Wilson, Head of the 
Reader says: 76% of prisoners listen to National 
Prison Radio, so using that as the channel to 
bring some of what we’re usually able to offer 
to residents – whether they have previously 
attended groups or not – was something we 
were of course keen to try. 

Who writes, who reads, who is represented 
in literature – these are profoundly important 
questions beyond the scope of this resource. 
Yet the more limited questions of who organises, 
takes part in and attends live literature events 
also exposes deep inequalities.  Whilst the 
obstacles facing people detained in prison 
are obvious, other people have long been 
prevented from attending readings, courses and 
workshops because of disability and illness, lack 
of finances, distance, caring responsibilities and 
other practical issues. Many people simply don’t 
see a place for themselves at literary events – 
perhaps due to anxiety about entering new and 
unwelcoming spaces, or a lack of a sense of 
entitlement and belonging. All these factors and 
more contribute to the under-representation of 

My usual barriers to literature/poetry festivals are poverty, transport issues, pain, 
extreme fatigue and living with MS. None of that has been a problem at this festival
- Anon

A poetry community, like any community, is based on love and connection, a desire to learn about 
and care about each other. The more people it welcomes in the richer and stronger it becomes 
- Christina Wilson, poet, facilitator, researcher

Access
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BAME,  D/deaf and disabled, neurodivergent and 
working class communities, along with  carers, 
young people and those experiencing mental 
health issues.  

The Reader offers us a powerful and inspiring 
example: their determination and creativity meant 
that rather than closing services over lockdown, 
they expanded their reach exponentially. It’s a 
determination and creativity we saw across 
the board – 

I am a participant in a Patient and Public 
Engagement initiative. I was invited to join 
a poetry group bringing patients with a 
neurodegenerative disorder with scientists 
from a stem cell institute researching potential 
treatments. The group was facilitated by a 
poet also living with a long-term condition, 
and was possible via online access. It provided 
an amazing opportunity to express and share 
experiences as patients/researchers through the 
medium of poetry.  Here was a group of people 
who had never written poetry before but who 
found diverse ways to share the challenges of 
living with this condition or facing the endless 
cycles of hope and despair involved in research 
- Anon.

The ability to attend a poetry event without 
leaving the house opened up our community to 
new members. But it asks more of us than just 
setting up a Zoom meeting and issuing invitations. 
In the next section of this resource, you’ll read 
about the specific strategy of screen sharing; 
its challenges, its benefits in offering access 
to D/deaf communities, and the unforeseen 
consequences of improving the artistic experience 
for all participants. 
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The easy availability of free captioning and 
subtitling services on online platforms such as 
Zoom has obvious benefits for D/deaf people 
attending online events. However, it is notoriously 
prone to inaccuracies. 

In the case of poetry, where every word, line 
break, white space and punctuation point is 
integral to the poem, this standard of captioning 
is woefully inadequate. For this reason, Kendal 
Poetry Festival introduced the screen sharing of 
poems as standard. Prior to any event, poets 
were required to submit the poems they planned 
to read, and using the Zoom “screen share” 
option, these were displayed so that participants 
could view them as they were read out loud. 

It was quick, easy, and free, and it meant 
that our D/deaf audiences had as close-to-
full participation as we could manage within 
our budget. Despite this, we initially faced 
considerable resistance. Some poets disliked the 

lack of spontaneity and being unable to select 
poetry at random in response to the audience. 
Some audience members objected - in the 
festival and on social media - to the distracting 
intrusion of text on their screens. Gradually, 
however, attitudes changed.   

By the end of the festival, 76% reported finding 
screen sharing useful, whilst 17% found it 
somewhat useful. And more importantly, poets 
and participants began to share screens in other 
events. Several events organisers contacted us 
to tell us that they were adopting this practice 
as standard. 

This is how change happens. And change is 
necessary, as the next section – written by 
Hannah Hodgson, poet and activist – will 
make clear.  

I was so grateful to be able to read the poems on screen. It helped me profoundly 
- Anon

Looking at the words of the poems on the screen - at first, I thought, “Well, why do we need that?” 
But actually, I found it was a real aid to concentration
- Moniza Alvi, poet

Screen Sharing: the Kendal Experience
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I often deploy surrealism within my work: 

Co-morbidity isn’t Death
It’s a body surprised 
by its tolerance. 
A tomato seed fallen ….. 

The snippet of poetry above was taken from a 
poem of mine which appeared in Bath Magg. 
You can read the rest here: www.bathmagg.com/
hannahhodgson/

Personally, the pandemic has been really rough. 
Online friends, acquaintances and allies have 
died, and the public’s assessment of the value of 
people with disabilities and life limiting illnesses has 
plummeted. Doctors used to want to write papers 
on me; now they do not want to resuscitate me - 
because of resource limitation and my presumed 
lower quality of life. 60% of those who have died 
are disabled people. Disabled people knew this 
long before a Care Quality Commission report 
brought it to the public’s attention. The same thing 
had happened to every one of us – we’d had a 
phone call from our GPs talking about Do Not 
Resuscitate forms (DNARs) in the early days of 
the pandemic. We were the lucky ones – many, 
many people died after illegal DNARs were placed 
on them by doctors without their knowledge. This 
article offers a useful overview of the situation:
www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56435428

Professionally, the pandemic has meant that I 
have flourished. I have done nothing other than 
read, write, and go to courses and readings 
that I couldn’t previously have attended due to 
distance and energy concerns. I have finally had 
the chance to access what many have always had 
access to: resources. I’ve been to so many online 
poetry readings because I can get there without 
travelling or needing to exhaust myself, without 
facing physical barriers such as ramps, doors, and 
rude people. I can take part in online workshops 
and experience different styles of teaching. I’ve 
secured funding because, finally, I could attend 
the workshops on how to write successful bids. 
I’ve been able to pre-record readings of my own 
work. Previously I would’ve needed to turn down 
that work. The pandemic has meant a diversity in 
my income, and it has also led to diversity within 
festivals and reading series. It isn’t a coincidence 
that numerous disabled poets such as Karl 
Knights, Jamie Hale and Jillian Weise have come 
to the fore this year.

As a reader and a participant, I can only manage 
to go to one or two in-person poetry events per 
week. I use a wheelchair and will often turn up to 
gigs I’m booked to perform at to find two flights of 
stairs, no accessible way to get on stage, no lift, 
flashing lights, inflexibility. Virtually, I can go to 15 to 
20 events, and still have time to write!

I’m Hannah Hodgson, usually a poet, sometimes writer of other things. Often, my work 
revolves around disability and my life shortening illness. I was diagnosed at 16, and 
until this point I was pretty much able bodied. I now get to blame my hatred on PE 
as ‘exercise intolerance’, my school falling outs on ‘chemical imbalance secondary to 
Mitochondrial Encephalopathy’. I’ve had a foot on both sides of life and quickly learned 
how much I didn’t know until accessibility became a personal issue. 

Access NOW by Hannah Hodgson (poet and actvist)

https://www.bathmagg.com/hannahhodgson
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56435428
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But I, and other disabled people and marginalised 
groups are very concerned that things will go 
back to how they were. We’ve bought hard-
drives and we’re recording online workshops and 
events because we’ve had a taste of the universal 
experience and don’t want to let it go. We have 
these caches of online events because we know, 
sadly, that many poetry organisations will try to 
return to doing what they always did, and that 
once again we’ll be excluded. 

Many organisations are no longer streaming their 
events. Furthermore, the exclusive live event 
– with its increased prices - is being marketed
as a luxury selling point. This is another way to
exclude disabled people. It is saying “Come to
these exclusive live events and be around people
like you – rich, white and able bodied. Come
to a place where we don’t have to worry about
pandering to the needs of others”.

If you are an events organiser, I don’t expect you 
to keep all events online and not do anything in 
person. I can’t wait to get back to the open mics 
in bars, the hugs. But I do expect that you’ll try 
and include some options for those who don’t 
have any choice about whether or not to be there. 
Explore streaming those in-person events. Look 
at options such as stage text to caption in-person 
readings and plays. You can also take steps to 
make your in-person event accessible - remove 
fragrances from the cleaning products you use 
so that disabled people can attend without fear 
of severe migraines; build a stage that includes 
an accessible route; make sure the height of any 
furniture is low enough that a wheelchair user can 
see over it. 

These are just a few examples of the steps you 
could be taking – but if you haven’t lived these 
things they aren’t immediately obvious. In order to 
create an accessible event, I strongly encourage 
you to employ a disabled Access Consultant who 

will carry out a personalised assessment of your 
space. 

The general consensus I get when talking to 
other disabled people is that we’re eager to help 
you make changes. But for changes to happen, 
organisers and managers need to educate 
themselves. If you are expecting disabled people 
to educate you and encourage you to change, you 
are relying on unpaid labour, and you are part of 
the systemic undervaluation of disabled work. 

Every society and every culture in this world 
includes disabled people, and yet we are often 
left out of diversity and inclusion schemes. Too 
often in the poetry community, disabled people are 
seen (or unseen) and not heard – simply excluded 
from events, denied access to the stage or the 
classroom, too busy coping with obstacles to 
challenge them, too scared, vulnerable or tired to 
repeatedly challenge the way we are underserved 
by our community. 

Of course I’m aware that accessibility costs 
money. However, studies of the purple pound - the 
spending power of disabled people in England and 
Scotland – shows that 17 billion pounds a year is 
NOT spent by disabled consumers every year in 
shops, theatres and websites because they are 
inaccessible. If you are an organiser who fears you 
can’t afford to make your events accessible, the 
reality is entirely different. For example, the Arts 
Council offer access funding on top of grants for 
the activity you applied for. This extra portion of 
grant does not need to be match funded, and it 
does not count towards the overall cap they put 
on projects. You might also want to check out 
the forms of access support offered by the Arts 
Council, such as BSL support and paying for an 
access support worker. 

Inaccessibility is systemic. One in five people in 
the UK is disabled. I can name twenty fabulous 
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disabled poets off the top of my head. We need to 
make sure that in the future disabled poets don’t 
need to fight this hard. Having to reveal medical 
diagnoses to an organisation before being able 
to get into an event is humiliating. It’s like having 
to reveal to your mum where your love bite came 
from. I want to see more organisations pledging to 
a percentage of disabled talent which is reflective 
of the number of disabled people in the UK. Our 
community needs to recognise the gaps in its 
practice – for example, to my knowledge there 
aren’t any specific poetry mentoring schemes 
available widely by and for disabled people. 

Whether you are an organiser, facilitator, or an 
event attendee, you can be an ally. One of the 
most powerful things you can do is to point out 
poor practice. Sometimes, it is hard. There have 
been a few times when I have smiled and said “It’s 
fine” when things were not, and wonderful people 
like Kim Moore, Ann Grant and my friend Lydia 
have said ‘It’s okay, I’ll take this one. I’ll send this 
email.’ Before lockdown, I was due to perform 
at a festival. I arrived to find that it was in an old 
space which had a flight of stairs in front. Me being 
me, I got out of my wheelchair, said it was fine, 
then fainted. It was all rather dramatic and I could 
almost hear the Eastenders duh duhduh duuh 
overlaying it. I was so embarrassed that I didn’t 
want to contact the organisers. But - my friend 
emailed an outline of the event which occurred, 
and the organisers promised that going forward 
they will be using wheelchair accessible venues. 
A win! 

I’d like to finish by saying: you’re going to make 
mistakes. That is great. Nobody is perfect and 
the fact you’re trying is amazing. Please try your 
best. Please consider how you might set up your 
organisations so that you can continue to stream 
in-person events, and we can continue to access 
your events. I have a close friend who hasn’t been 

able to leave her house for the past decade. For 
the last eighteen months she has been able to 
access a poetry event for the first time. I don’t 
want her to be back to where she used to be. I’ve 
come to realise is that having a taste of something 
and then having it taken way is many, many times 
more painful than never having it at all. 

Part of moving forward is admitting that we haven’t 
done enough in the past, and it hasn’t been good 
enough. And that’s hard, because there is shame 
attached to that. I want you to feel that shame 
and make sure that it drives you forward. I say 
shame rather than guilt because I feel shame is a 
deeper form of guilt. Guilt can be a fleeting thing, 
guilt can be used within a court of law with two 
options ‘guilty’ or ‘not guilty’. There is an element 
of ‘getting off’, guilt as a subjective thing; whereas 
shame is something deep. 

Shame is something that personally makes the 
blood drain from my face. This issue does deserve 
the seriousness of the label ‘shame’, because it 
is the realisation of complicity you weren’t aware 
of, a history which you are ashamed of. I think 
shame is more accepting of complicity, and there 
is the motive to rectify what you were involved 
in.  When we find ourselves feeling pain because 
we’ve realised that we’ve been actively involved in 
excluding disabled people, then we are more likely 
to take active steps to address our wrongdoing 
and reduce our discomfort.  

The last 18 months have shown me that 
things can be different, and I am angry. and 
I am saying that publicly for the first time, 
because the solutions are here, the funding 
is out there. Let’s make change. 
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Innovation extends our reach. You’ve already read how the move online has brought 
new people to literary events who were previously excluded by expense, geography, 
disability and other factors - along with Hannah Hodgson’s rallying cry for the poetry 
community to continue this movement towards accessibility. 

But does it come at a cost to the artistic experience? 

Before Covid, one of the biggest obstacles to online events was the belief that they 
were too complex, impersonal and unrewarding. We believed that events organisers 
and participants could not master the technology; that students would not learn 
effectively; that audiences would not engage. We believed that the experience – and 
the art - would suffer. 

In this section we’ll consider whether virtual poetry events can offer a meaningful 
artistic experience and if so, how. You’ll read about the creative use of Live Chat, and 
Hannah Catterall - Events Officer at Wordsworth Grasmere – will set out the case for 
digital art forms, with a useful step-by-step guide.  

Clever people with tech skills can devise and present images and music 
to enhance the spoken or written word and make poetry come alive just 
as any film or multi-media performance can. This is a specialist skill but 
one that can also be attempted by enlightened amateurs
- Pat Edwards

The Digital Art Form
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I miss coffee from a real café first thing in the morning, meeting people 
in the loos. I miss being able to turn to the person next to me, I miss
time out of the house, I miss all the unprogrammed encounters,
I don’t miss anything. I miss late night chats in the bar, hugs, 
time away from children, badgering proper poets after readings, I miss
chats over free wine in the green room. I miss the unexpected conversation, 
catching the eye of other attendees and smiling at something the speaker says.

I miss meeting people, sharing responses with others, proper applause,
being able to turn to the person next to me. I miss unexpected encounters, 
browsing book piles, passing a book to an author for them to sign 
and them passing it back to me. I miss skin cells mingling, 
excitement in the corridors, random conversations in the street, 
that audible sound of people reacting to a poem, that intake of breath,
I miss the buzz, the presence, the contact, I miss the smells. I miss that moment 
of realisation that you were feeling the same thing as the person next to you.

I miss book signings, I miss my own headspace, I miss the sense of 
anticipation as I take my seat and wait for the poet to appear on stage. I miss 
walking around the town, I miss Guinness with Ann, I love the rapt attention in a room 
when the writer is reading. I miss eye contact, the sense of place, the feeling of
second-hand books. I miss staying in Travel Lodges and Premier Inns, the little hidden spaces 
of the town. I miss running into people in local streets, bumping into poets 
in the bar, I miss getting into amazing conversation, I miss the particular smell 
of theatres and venues. I miss being properly alive. 

- Group poem by Kendal Festival Online 2021 participants

Live Chat: a case study 
by Clare Shaw (poet, facilitator and Co-Director of the Kendal Poetry Festival)
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However accessible and inclusive the technology, 
we passionately missed live events in real 
places. This poem was created using Live Chat, 
a Zoom function which allows participants 
in meetings and seminars to type messages 
which can be viewed by everybody, in real time. 
Throughout Kendal Poetry Festival, we actively 
and repeatedly encouraged festival attendees to 
use Chat to check in with each other, to respond 
to poetry, to share links and information, to offer 
encouragement. Festival poets were sent a copy 
of the feedback shared during their sessions - a 
lasting record of immediate, heartfelt responses 
to their work. 

Live Chat created a democracy of voices; it was 
crucial to creating a sense of community and 
connection across the miles. 

And it has the capacity to generate art. The 
poem was created in around three minutes when 
participants at the “Where to Next” event were 
asked to type their responses to  “What do you 
miss about festivals and other literary events?” 
Within seconds, this powerful piece started to 
build itself in Chat, held together by the repeated 
phrase “I miss”, which respondents were 
encouraged to write at the start of each line.  

The “Live Chat” group poem is a technique I now 
use as standard in my online practice. It offers an 
unsurpassable opportunity for accessible co-
creation. By typing a simple phrase into Chat, any 
writer, however inexperienced or shy, can actively 
participate in the immediate creation of a group 
poem. As an introductory exercise, it welcomes 
participants into the process of writing, letting 
them experience, from the outset, that they can 
write poetry – that their voices, observations and 
experiences, are enough.   

I went to Clare’s session this morning at 8:30, 
and the poetry that came out of that chat box 
organically was the most magical thing I’d ever 
experienced on a Friday morning ever. There 
was no artifice - there was no one worried about 
whether they could or couldn’t write; whether 
they should or shouldn’t be there. It was all 
swept away. Now for me that is one of the 
greatest takeaways from this whole experience. 
It’s broken down that sense of “I’m not entitled 
to be a writer” - it’s all gone out of the window 
- Helen Mellor, Director of the Arvon 4th House.

Innovative methods and online technology can 
create connection. They can extend the reach 
of poetry and inclusivity. They can also create 
art – from simple accessible tools like Live Chat, 
to the interactive videogame poetry of poets like 
Jon Stone. In the next section, Hannah Catterall 
- Events Officer at Wordsworth Grasmere –
describes how to create events that are unique,
special, exciting and eye-catching due to their
digital platform, not in spite of it.

But first – another group poem, generated by 
seminar participants over a handful of minutes in 
response to – what have you gained by attending 
online events? 
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What I have gained: 

I’ve gained transcripts and subtitles, the cat at the poetry reading.
Petting my dog while I’m listening, poverty not stopping me.
I’ve gained access for people who cannot come to live events, flexibility, 
very tired eyes. I’ve gained new friends from around the world,
the cost of staying over. I’ve gained not having to make long journeys 
through the dark at night, being able to travel to Kendal from my bed. 
I’ve gained being able to do these events back-to-back 
with other events from elsewhere. I’ve gained seeing into other people’s lives,

listening very closely, a super shortcut from my duty, the best of poetry.
I’ve gained intimacy, new poets, a sense of courage. I’ve gained inclusion, 
feeling people are making eye contact with me, smiles. I’ve gained 
as close as ever possible to full access for deaf people.  I’ve gained a lot 
of confidence in my writing, I’ve gained variety. I’ve gained new horizons, 
other countries, seeing people’s responses, being able to hold my child 
as they fall asleep hearing incredible poetry, buying books at the click of a button. 
Time and space and money and mindset are not barriers anymore.

I’ve gained poems on screen - to see the form, learning so much, 
so many resources and courses and people all wanting to link up. 
New faces and voices with ideas. I’ve gained the sense that I am 
welcome, I’ve been able to listen to readings day and night, 
lying in bed, in the bath, on my headphones. I’ve gained faces to the poets 
we publish. I can go to the loo when I need to, I’ve gained being able to share 
with people whose disabilities would usually exclude them. 
I’ve gained listening to people’s thoughts as they come. 

I’ve gained comfort. I’ve gained a world of rectangles, friends in boxes. 
Connecting as if by magic, I’ve gained hope. 
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An “online event” is an event specifically designed 
to only take place in a digital space. The online 
event allows us to work within new dimensions 
and new possibilities: in the example above, 
the audience can engage actively with the poet 
and their poetry without interrupting the reading. 
Audience members and performers can share 
emotion and feeling with one another in an 
intimate, sometimes anonymous space. There’s a 
freedom to it. There’s no need to be limited to the 
traditional ways of doing things. You’re weaving 
your venue out of nothing and inviting people to 
this tiny, shared pocket of the internet where you 
set the tone and make the rules.

As an events organiser working in this new 
dimension, there are some important questions 
to ask yourself - what is the atmosphere of 
the space that you are going to create for the 
audience and performer? What do the audience 
see on the screen? What do they hear? How do 
they interact with the event? If they are sitting in 
their living room and attending an event, how is 
that different from sitting in a venue? How are 
you making it accessible for as many people as 
possible? How are you making it uniquely yours? 

I first started exploring the possibilities of online 
events in the summer of 2020, having just come 
back to work on part-time furlough after a period 
of lockdown. I am the Events Officer on the 
Curatorial & Learning team at the Wordsworth 
Trust – and as my organisation wasn’t sure about 
the viability of an in-person events programme 
for that year, I was tasked with finding the best 
way to take our programme online. We had never 
done anything like this before, and I had little 
experience in this medium. Unlike many in the 
literary community, I was very lucky – I was being 
paid to figure this out, not trying to fit research 
around freelance work and other jobs. 

In this short piece I am going to run you through 
what you need to think about to start you off (or 
to develop your existing practise). I’ll also share a 
couple of case studies, and provide resources for 
further reading and reflection. 
Note that I am not talking about building hybrid 
events (in-person events in a venue that are 
livestreamed to the internet) but online only 
events. Hybrid events are an entirely different 
format with a different approach and toolkit.

Imagine that you are attending an online poetry performance. The audience are 
watching from home. The poet is on screen speaking about their new pamphlet and 
performing their work. The poems appear on screen as they read. As they read, the 
audience respond in the chat about what moved them, which poems spoke to them. 
They share their own experiences. They order a copy of the pamphlet. At the end of 
the event the chat text is saved and gifted to the poet. 

The Literary Community and the Digital Art Form 
by Hannah Catterall (Events Officer at Wordsworth Grasmere)
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A whole new artistic way of doing is open to 
you. What is your idea? Have fun with it: a 
workshop straight from an artist’s tiny studio; an 
international poetry slam; a talk beside a waterfall 
on top of a mountain. The only limit is your 
imagination – and there’s always a way to make it 
work.

What platform should you use? You have 
options such as Zoom, Crowdcast, YouTube, 
Facebook Live and more. Each platform has 
its own pros and cons, from cost to format to 
access. The most important thing is to approach 
these platforms in a creative manner, and to not 
worry about using them for the purpose they 
were originally designed for. Think innovatively 
and subversively. What was designed for a 
corporate board meeting or training session can, 
with imagination, become a lively open mic venue 
or a window to an artist’s sketchbook.

What equipment do you have? You’ll need a 
smart device, such as a laptop or phone, with a 
webcam and microphone. You’ll need a stable 
internet connection. Anything on top of that 
is a bonus: a tripod to hold a smartphone or 
tablet, a gimbal to steady your device if you’re 
filming on the move, a ring light to increase 
visual sharpness, a good microphone to refine 
your audio. Think minimal, think big – the most 
important thing is the quality of the sound, video, 
and internet connection.

Security and booking: how do you keep your 
audience and speakers safe? Do you have 
another person who can monitor the event 
chat and audience while you host it, who can 

remove people from the event, who can watch 
for inappropriate behaviour? How are you 
sharing the event link? I use a ticketing service 
like Eventbrite, which means that the audience 
doesn’t need to receive a Zoom link to access 
an event. The last thing you want is for someone 
to share the joining link on social media and put 
your attendees at risk of gatecrashers.

What marketing tools do you have available, 
and how are you going to use them? Do you 
have the same audience as you would have 
for in-person events, or is it different? What is 
the unique selling point that makes your event 
special, and why should people be interested? 
Your event should feel authentic to you, and 
embody your values, your voice, and the ‘feel’ of 
events that you have held before.

How will you ensure that your event is 
accessible? Otter AI live captioning software is 
affordable and easy to use. Can you screenshare 
text? Can you verbally describe a presentation? 
Do you have funds to book a BSL interpreter? 
Are you including comfort breaks? If the event 
costs money, do you have free tickets available, 
no questions asked? 

Don’t forget about money. You need to pay 
your speakers and staff, you need to pay for the 
subscription to the platform that you are using, 
the ticketing service commission, and, if this is 
not your normal job, you need to factor in paying 
yourself.   

Building your event
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1. Disparate Romantics

Talks are an integral part of our programme and usually take place in our beautiful library and archive 
amongst 200-year-old books and objects from our collection. We faced the dilemma of preserving the 
unique atmosphere of these talks, while adapting to an online venue and audience. In doing so, we 
aimed to work productively and creatively with the fact that our audiences were at home, rather than in 
our library. 

The result was a talks series called Disparate Romantics. Each talk featured an expert discussing 
their work and writing, as well as objects from our museum collection. In place of our traditional talk 
structure - 45-minute talk, followed by a Q&A, we facilitated a casual, friendly conversation – after all, if 
our audience were joining us from their living room, why not lean into it? We set up a small extra camera 
linked to a laptop so that we could display and handle collections objects live on the screen in high 
quality, from Wordsworth’s ice skates to Dorothy’s journals. In summary, we managed to bring the magic 
of our library to our audience at home – and we constructed the audience as an active community by 
making using the chat an integral part of the events. 

2. “Go to the poets, they will speak to thee”

How do you take a poetry night and still create a vibrant and supportive atmosphere? Our 2021 
contemporary poetry reading series, “Go to the poets, they will speak to thee”, was curated and hosted 
by poet Kim Moore. Each event consisted of a reading from a featured poet, as well as an audience 
open mic.

One of the key concerns we had was making sure that the poetry nights were as lively and accessible 
as possible. In order to achieve this, we screenshared the poems while the poets were reading, so 
that readings were accessible to Deaf people and those with impaired hearing. This also added the 
unexpected delight of being able to appreciate the beauty of the words and the structure of the poem on 
the page. We also became aware of Otter AI, an automatic captioning service, and began to use it for all 
our online events. 

The sense of community – enabled by a warm and friendly host, and through the active use of Chat 
as outlined in the opening example – was crucial. These events have retained their friendly, community 
feeling, and have extended their reach to new audience members. 

Having outlined the practicalities of getting started, I’m going to give you a couple of examples. They’ll 
show you how , in tacking these practicalities, you can design an online event that retains the essence of 
what makes your events uniquely yours.

For both of these events, I used the trio of Zoom Webinar, Eventbrite and Otter AI, with a normal laptop 
and an extra USB camera for close-ups.

Case Studies
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We embraced the digital format, found the things that made online events unique and leaned into them. 
We had a much wider reach and a bigger audience; we weren’t limited by geography. We changed the 
way people experienced literature and made it fresh and exciting. Digital is an art form, not second best. 
Once you accept that, the creative possibilities are limitless.  

Resources

Whether you need to learn about software, hardware running costs, accessibility – there are so many 
free resources on the internet. I’ve listed some of my favourites below. Don’t forget that the most 
important thing is to experience as many online events as you can and learn and be inspired by 
participating.

Digital Culture Network webinars
From livestreaming to choosing your software to marketing, these webinars are fantastic and usually 
include downloadable resources: 
digitalculturenetwork.org.uk/knowledge/specialisms/webinars/ 

Developing Digital Events
This is designed for Heritage Open Days but is an incredibly clear and simple guide: 
heritageopendays.org.uk/uploads/_document-library/Digital_Events_Final_V2_1.pdf 

Stagetext guide to subtitling
This organisation is a great place to start when you are learning how to make your content accessible: 
stagetext.org/about-stagetext/training-in-how-to-subtitle-your-own-content

Vocaleyes guide to making a presentation more accessible to blind and partially sighted people. 
vocaleyes.co.uk/services/resources/guidelines-for-making-your-conference-presentation-more-
accessible-to-blind-and-partially-sighted-people/ 

Livestreaming an event
I haven’t discussed hybrid events in this essay, but you can find out more here. 
thespace.org/resource/live-streaming-arts-lo-fi-and-low-cost-options 

In conclusion:

https://digitalculturenetwork.org.uk/knowledge/specialisms/webinars/
https://www.heritageopendays.org.uk/uploads/_document-library/Digital_Events_Final_V2_1.pdf
https://www.stagetext.org/about-us/about-stagetext/
https://vocaleyes.co.uk/services/resources/guidelines-for-making-your-conference-presentation-more-accessible-to-blind-and-partially-sighted-people/
https://www.thespace.org/resource/live-streaming-arts-lo-fi-and-low-cost-options
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The poet David Tait lives in China. In January 
2020, he was witnessing the calamity of Covid 
unfolding around him – whilst a poorly prepared 
UK blithely heading into a similar disastrous 
outbreak. David contacted friends and colleagues 
in the UK poetry community, warning us that 
bad times were coming and that we needed to 
prepare. As a highly experienced teacher, David 
ran an informal series of Zoom tutorials for UK 
friends and acquaintances. For most of us who 
attended, it was our first time using this strange 
new technology. It was also an early precursor of 
the generosity, connection and community that 
would sustain us through the coming storms. 

The following section is written by Christina 
Wilson, a poet and wellbeing practitioner whose 
PhD research explores compassion and inclusivity 
at literature. As an attendee of the online festival in 
2021, Christina uses Kendal Poetry Festival as an 
example of how online poetry events managed to 
create places of real community under Covid. She 
identifies what worked in during the ten days of 
online, and why - in order that these experiences 
might inform future practice. 

I have absolutely adored this digital experience of becoming part, 
however briefly, of a vibrant and lively poetry community 
- Anon

It completely opened our lives really, we’ve just met so many people from 
across the world – they’ve got into our kitchen! 
- Peter Sampson, Poetry Business

Building Community



Open the Door: What the Pandemic Taught Us Page 24

It was dark outside. I was exhausted, and sat in 
the online waiting room for Kendal Poetry Festival. 
Upstairs, one child was in a sensory bath, 
another child was crying because she’d broken 
a toy, another was crying because his toy was 
broken. I wondered if it would have felt different 
if I’d travelled to the festival; if I’d have ordered 
a drink from the bar, if I’d have felt nervous or 
excited, if I’d have been late or gotten lost, if I’d 
have spoken to anyone. Over the past year I’d 
become familiar with the white screen and the 
pale message that said I would be admitted at 
the event start time, but it didn’t make me worry 
any less. I’d logged out, twice, re-entered the 
log in details, checked the time again and again. 
Upstairs I could still hear children crying, felt 
torn between going back to them and being at 
the computer, reminded myself I wouldn’t have 
known they were crying if I’d gone on a train to 
Kendal. I also knew how much the traveling would 
have cost - emotionally, physically, financially.

I’d been to online events, but so often I’d felt 
like I was standing at the edge of a party where 
everyone else knew each other. I had high 
hopes for this festival. So much of the past year 
had been about survival – but I didn’t realise 
at that point how much I needed to feel part of 
something, connected to people, less alone. I 
wondered who else was sat waiting with me, 
checked the time, felt reassured by my Festival 
Survival Pack: teabag, mint cake, plaster, badge 
and pamphlet all re-enclosed in a handwritten 
envelope. When it had arrived a few days 
earlier I’d noticed other festival goers tweeting 
their excitement. It contributed to a sense of 
anticipation, but it also was my first welcome: 
‘We get it. Poetry festivals are wonderful. 

They’re places of joy and love and heartache… 
But this means they can also be a little bit 
overwhelming.’  From the very onset my needs 
were acknowledged, I felt part of something 
where all feelings and experiences were included 
without judgement, actively invited in.

The Survival Pack was the first of many acts 
of compassion, or gifts, that I experienced 
throughout the festival. Even before I arrived I 
felt the organisers wanted me to feel welcome 
and comfortable, and as the Zoom screen 
changed into a multitude of rectangles the festival 
launched with arms outstretched: ‘poetry brings 
us together(…) our community is compassionate 
and loving(…) reaches across the world (…) to 
celebrate love and losses.’  I thought - what is a 
festival if not a celebration of humanity in all its 
forms, of people sharing moments of connection 
and creativity, of conversation? Kae Tempest  
writes about the bond between creativity and 
connection, describing both as essential human 
needs, acts of love. In that moment, I felt the 
necessity of poetry. Sat in front of my computer 
on the edge of a lonely and painful year, I had a 
visceral sense of what poetry offers: connection 
and empathy. 

That evening, I listened to Roger Robinson who 
I had previously heard talk about poems as 
‘empathy machines’: in writing poetry, the poet 
connects with a feeling or experience and shares 
it; on hearing the poem, there is a moment of 
shared experience and understanding between 
poet and audience in which we learn about 
each other. Each poem offers a moment of deep 
connection, an exchange of empathy in which 
we truly hear another’s story. During the reading 

Building Community: Kendal Poetry Festival 
Online 2021 by Christina Wilson (Poet, facilitator, researcher)
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Roger Robinson asked questions about the 
responsibilities of the poet or artist - what do 
we bear witness to? I was struck by the parallel 
responsibility of the festival, or the attendee, to 
listen deeply. It is in listening to each other that we 
understand each other, that we are able to learn 
about each other. Listening with empathy is how 
community is built.

I listened to Roger Robinson with a child asleep in 
my arms, experiencing a simultaneous moment of 
connection with ‘the flimsy paper faces of hope’ 
of Grace, and my own son’s warm body and 
sleeping face. Hafsah Aneela Bashir invited me to 
return to this moment of deep connection when 
she spoke with eloquence and compassion about 
the creative power of poetry to ‘mine’ ourselves. 
In a workshop that felt like a micro-community 
within the festival community, we were given 
space to reflect on questions about ourselves: 
“writing apart together”, a phrase The Poetry 
Business has used to capture the experience of 
online poetry workshops. Hafsah told each of 
us ‘love is infectious,’ as we were given a poetry 
panacea and invited to write a haiku:

I open my door
let their light flood in golden
find myself again

Although I wasn’t conscious of it at the time, it 
is likely that here I am writing about the ‘door’ of 
the festival, distilling my experience of connection 
with myself in relationship with other people. I 
experienced a space of intimacy and compassion, 
an opportunity to write about kindness and 
share it through a process of reaching in and 
reaching out. Lewis Hyde  writes about art as a 
gift, suggesting that community is formed when 
we give something of ourselves away. Despite 
the geographical distances between us, through 
the poetic process of feeling, making, giving and 
receiving, a sense of community was formed 
online - not just within Hafsah’s workshop, but 

throughout the whole festival. 

As the festival continued my pre-event anxiety 
decreased as I trusted the Zoom white waiting 
screen to admit me on time. Clare and Kim – 
the two festival organisers – were present at 
every event, and I grew familiar with their faces 
and looked forward to their observations and 
commentary as the audience appeared one-by-
one on the screen. With multiple events taking 
place over days, I recognised names and faces 
in rectangles, faces that I had seen crumpled first 
thing in the morning and last thing at night as we 
had travelled though festival workshops, readings, 
writing times and conversations.

Framed by familiarity, kindness and a sense of 
kinship, the festival events enabled trust and 
understanding, conversation and challenge,  a 
relationship with the compassionate mind that 
Paul Gilbert believes will ‘take you on a journey 
deep into your evolved being (…) a journey 
frightening and illuminating.’  I experienced joy 
and sorrow, cried every day, sat stunned by 
Abi Palmer’s Sanatorium  and was challenged 
by Jamie Hale to consider my own part in 
maintaining systems that exclude people. I was 
given space to feel discomfort, aware that I was 
able to respond deeply because the challenge 
was communicated exquisitely through a love 
of creativity. Jamie Hale introduced their work 
to us by making a recording from a train due 
to unexpected personal circumstances. The 
dedication to communicate their love of creativity 
and share their work was met by the resourceful 
flexibility of the festival organisers, demonstrating 
a tangible commitment to creativity which Jamie 
described as being at the centre of their work. 
We were invited to put this love of creativity at 
our centre as people who write and/or appreciate 
poetry. I felt this as an invitation to create 
connection and community through a shared 
poetic experience of reaching in and reaching out.
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Opportunities to contribute had been woven 
into each event, as audience members we were 
invited to participate by chat. The chat function 
was used as a way of forming communal poems, 
we were invited to type comments in quickly to a 
prompt, before our critical or self-conscious brain 
could interfere, and our comments were read out 
as immediate poetry we wrote together. During a 
festival writing hour we were invited to write from 
the prompt ‘the future is’:  

The future is a flask of hot coffee, it is a 
playground full of children, it is the 
moon bright at dawn. The future is the smell of 
lavender, a blazing orange sky, 
paddling in a stream under a bridge. The future is 
a rectangle filled with love, 
it is a dry stone wall, moss and mushrooms.

In the same way the creation of a communal 
poem in person can create a sense of cohesion, 
the creation of poetry online created a sense 
of togetherness and welcome, its impact felt 
deeply because of its immediacy and equality. No 
person’s words were whispered self-consciously, 
none we left out or selected, all of our images and 
words celebrated and read out as they had 
appeared on the screen with passion and love.  

In lockdown, I experienced poetry as the perfect 
conduit for building a community at the time when 
we most needed it. To write and read poetry is to 
encounter ambiguity and practice empathy; 
through the writing, reading and sharing of poetry, 
our capacity for empathy expands, the poetry 
festival becoming a great and glorious place of 
embodied empathy, connection and community. 
A poetry community, like any community, is based 
on love and connection, a desire to learn about 
and care about each other. The more people it 
welcomes in the richer and stronger it becomes. 
By moving the festival online we were able to 
connect with and share experiences 

with a broader range of people; those in 
rural communities, parents, those with caring 
responsibilities, people with disabilities and those 
perhaps who would have been financially unable 
to attend.  

Listening to Neil Astley talk about the democracy 
of poetry in the new Staying Human anthology,  
I wondered how many people are still missing 
from the community? How many people didn’t 
feel they had a place here, or at any festival; how 
many people don’t feel poetry is for them? How 
many people wanted to be included but had the 
door closed? It felt like the work of welcoming 
others had begun; the evening readings had 
programmed established and successful poets 
alongside new and emerging poets. During daily 
writing hours I had the opportunity to sit and 
write with poets I admired greatly, strangers, and 
people whose names I had begun to recognise. 
We all inhabited the same size rectangle, all 
wrote to the same prompts, rummaging about 
inside ourselves for words and expression.  
Regardless of our writing experience we all took 
equal space on the screen, inhabiting the same 
sized rectangle. I’d felt welcome and included 
- but asked myself who we were leaving out,
who hadn’t felt welcome? The festival invited
collaboration; like poetry community, the festival is
a reciprocal process, and as someone who was
welcomed I wanted to welcome others.

My desire to welcome others and explore what 
a festival could do to push boundaries was 
anticipated by the festival organisers. In the 
event Rising to the Challenge: Poetry in the Age 
of Covid, I experienced the festival not just as 
a celebration of poetry but as an opportunity 
to engage in debate. We were given space 
to examine our experiences together as a 
community, reflect on the speed of our responses 
to the Covid-19 pandemic and acknowledge 
online spaces as discriminatory. Despite the 
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move online and increased accessibility for some 
people, systemic inequalities still exist, exposed 
for example through the digital divide; access 
to a computer, mobile phone and wifi, physical 
space to use a devise from and the reality of time 
poverty. The event enabled discussion within the 
community formed during the festival, whilst also 
reaching out to other sectors and their learning, 
embodying the role of the festival as an active and 
continued conversation.

Conversations about challenges did not happen 
in secret, away from the attention of scrutiny. 
Instead, I felt invited into discussion that was 
programmed in, active and dynamic. The festival, 
like poetry, was a holding space for ambiguity and 
a complexity of responses.
On the seventh night of the festival, the thirty-first 
poetry event, I was overwhelmed by what could 
be achieved and communicated online and the 
transformative capacity of hearing people who 
experience life differently. Listening to Hannah 
Hodgson and Andrew McMillan I was struck by 
the enormity of pain a poem can hold and the 
potential poetry has to transmit that so powerfully 
and gently, whether online or in-person. I hadn’t 
been sure how the festival would feel online, I had 
suspected it might be a little like watching events 
like a tv programme. I hadn’t expected to be 
invited to participate so warmly and consistently. 
We were given the option to share our responses 
to poems and told the poets reading would be 
sent the comments afterwards. I was moved 
by the knowledge that our responses would be 
shared, aware that in live readings I wouldn’t be 
able to say that a line or image had resonated. 
Online it was possible to communicate the 
emotional resonance of poetry, which for me 
created a sense of safety and intimacy. 

At the final reading, I listened to Vicki Feaver 
and felt her capture so many feelings I didn’t 
know I had until I heard them. Curled up in my 
pyjamas I let her words wrap around me like 
a blanket, reminded again that poetry is a life-
line. Poetry matters, the arts matter, creativity 
matters. Access to the arts, to writing, to poetry, 
to painting, to music, to self-expression is 
necessary, it explores our deepest selves, what 
it is to be human and compassionate. It enables 
a connection with ourselves and each other, it 
enables us to reach both in and out, to be seen, 
to explore. It affirms us, rejuvenates us, makes 
us fuller, wholly alive. Sitting on my sofa, in my 
house, my laptop glowing with connection, I was 
grateful to have felt so much, to have experienced 
community and hope.

As I waved goodbye in the final event we were 
asked to fill in a feedback form. I reflected on 
what had made Kendal Poetry Festival feel 
like a community: was it the use of chat, the 
screensharing, the diverse programme, the 
invitation to contribute to conversations, the 
incredible poetry, the morning writing time 
together or evenings shared, the survival pack? 
It was all of that, but community was only 
possible because all of it was unpinned by love,  
programmed with a deep desire to bring people 
together, to hear stories with empathy, to break 
boundaries and celebrate what it is to be human.
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Trauma can be defined as a deeply distressing 
or stressful experience, often characterised by 
feelings of helplessness or loss of control. The last 
century has seen a wealth of literature addressing 
the difficult emotional consequences of going 
through traumatic events. 

More recently, psychologists have focussed on 
the positive changes that can take place following 
trauma. Distinct from concepts of resilience 
and their implication of “bounce back”, post-
traumatic growth describes how people who 
experience psychological struggle after trauma 
may subsequently go on to experience personal 
and psychological growth: “People develop 
new understandings of themselves, the world 
they live in, how to relate to other people, the 
kind of future they might have and a better 
understanding of how to live life” - Richard 
Tedeschi, PhD. 

At the “Where to Next” event, novelist and 
founder of Clearlines Festival, Winnie M Li, 
illustrated the important role creative writing 
can play in supporting recovery after trauma, 
by describing her work with poet Clare Shaw 
on a Royal Society of Literature project which 
utilised the power of creative writing to enable 
traumatised people to express themselves, 

create connections, find meaning, and increase 
their sense of control and agency. Covid was, 
without doubt, trauma experienced at a global 
scale. Unsurprisingly, rates of depression, 
anxiety, substance abuse and other indicators of 
psychological struggles increased throughout the 
pandemic.   

People are suffering. And poetry can help. It’s 
more vital than ever that our community reaches 
out and welcomes new people into our festivals, 
readings, courses, open mikes, workshops, book 
groups, slams. 

Throughout this resource, you’ve read examples 
of what post-Covid growth might mean to the 
poetry community: how we might become more 
efficient and international: more dynamic and 
experimental; more accessible, compassionate 
and welcoming.  In the following section, 
therapist and supervisor Sarah Willis explores 
this possbility, proving a firm reminder that true 
growth takes time, reflection, and a willingness 
to acknowledge the impact of what we have 
experienced - and pointing out that in poetry, we 
have one of the best tools for acknowledging and 
articulating our experiences and feelings.  

The pandemic has made us think about where our values are –  what’s 
important to us. It’s given people time to think where their lives are and 
what they’re doing 
- Peter Sampson, Poetry Business

Post Traumatic Growth and the Literary Community
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Eighteen months ago, a virus spread through 
the distant city of Wuhan, China. I watched with 
horror as Chinese leaders shut down the city and 
enforced a rigid lockdown on the movement of 
the population. To my western eyes, where our 
ideas of freedom are sacrosanct, I found it utterly 
shocking. But it was all happening very far away. 

I watched with a different order of horror as the 
virus spread to Italy. I had lived there until four 
months previously, in the very area where the virus 
was rapidly spreading. Friends were sending me 
articles and videos of doctors and nurses crying 
with exhaustion; police putting up roadblocks to 
stop travel; camp beds under canvas outside of 
hospitals too crowded to take any more patients; 
queues of ambulances, 40 or 50 at a time, filled 
with the dying, nowhere for them to be treated.

And then the virus came here. I learned to live with 
the daily fear that I might get ill and die, that my 
family might die, that life as I knew it might never 
be the same again.

In the UK, we have lived through three lockdowns, 
and our cultural memory is forever scarred by the 
fear and anxiety we experienced. Face masks, 
working from home, relationship by zoom, are all 
now part of the zeitgeist. It is in this context that 
we are now redesigning and renegotiating how we 
work and play - with no rules and no precedents 
to use as guidance. And yet, where there is threat 
there is also opportunity. These are the very 
conditions in which we also have the possibility to 
create new and better ways of living. It is above all, 
an opportunity to learn.

‘Theory U’, developed by Otto Scharmer, offers an 
invaluable frame for understanding how we might 
learn and grow. It does what it says on the tin -  the 
“U” shape describes a process in which in order 
to learn and grow, in order to create new realities 
that actually resolve old problems, we must allow 
ourselves the space and time. To go down into the 
bottom of the U, an allow ourselves to sense and 
know what we truly think and feel about what we 
have just lived through. 

Our feelings about lockdown, our fears for our 
survival, our anxieties about our health, life, death, 
our rage and frustration about how others, society, 
government, work, friends, neighbours, family, 
have reacted; our intuitions, our dreams, our 
hopes - these are all aspects of the problem that 
need to be brought into the open. The seeds of 
any solution to the current problem are held in 
the whole of that data. It is only by revealing all of 
those aspects that we can fully see ‘what is’. And it 
is only by fully understanding ‘what is’ that we can 
move to ‘what next’ in ways that are helpful - in 
ways that actually respond to the problem. If we fail 
to take full account of the conditions in which the 
problem arose, then we will always build failure into 
our next iteration. 

Scharmer points to the common human drive to 
take the fastest route from A to B, particularly in 
organisational life. He argues that culturally, we are 
encouraged to focus only on thinking as a way 
to resolve problems. Yet we are not only thinking 
creatures. We are able to access many different 
types of awareness and knowledge, our feeling 
responses, our intuitive responses, our connective 

Covid: creating the conditions for Post Traumatic 
Growth in the Literary Community 
by Sarah Willis (therapist, coach, supervisor, writer)
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responses. All of these awarenesses form reality - 
and we need to pay attention to them in order to 
understand and work towards future possibilities 
that are use-full and not use-less.

When we apply this frame to the trauma we have 
lived through collectively, and to the issue of 
what next in the literary and creative world, then 
we see that this new reality is full of possibilities. 
But first and foremost, what are the problems 
that need resolving? Here, it is vital that we listen 
to each other. If we follow the frame suggested 
by Scharmer, the literary community will create 
spaces to listen to writers, audiences, organisers, 
teachers, students -  people either side of, and in 
the middle of, the writing divide. 

In those spaces, people will share their 
experiences of what worked and didn’t work, 
how they felt, what they thought, and what they 
intuited in different moments. Organisers planning 
events will use all of that data to experiment and 
experiment again, for the answers are never fixed 
and immutable and –  ‘In art as in life’ – it will always 
be necessary to listen and be willing to change.

How do we create those spaces? In the last year, 
we’ve experienced how connection arises even at 
a distance. In conversation one day, Clare Shaw 
- one of the co-directors of the Kendal Poetry 
Festival - asked me for a frame from the world of 
psychology to describe postcollective trauma and 
the possibilities for growth in the literary community. 
Clare then introduced me to another writer, who 
she felt would share my ideas about the importance 
of compassion (if you went to the festival you may 
have watched the ensuing conversation).

I told both of them I had just started writing 
short pieces about the psyche, using myself as 
both subject and object. I shared my feelings of 
inadequacy, that how others responded either 
made my day, or sent me into a spiral of intense 
shame - how, on the days I posted my writing,  

I daren’t even look at the site for fear of people’s 
response - or worse – non-response. I was 
immediately invited in, and spoken to as if I was 
part of the cognoscenti - no distinction made 
between their long experience and notoriety, and 
my total inexperience and anonymity. By virtue of 
the fact that I write, they both considered me a 
writer! Who knew?! That this is one club we can 
all belong to by virtue of the fact that we can all 
write. I am being light-hearted in my description, 
but that belies the welcome and care and respect 
that I was offered in those conversations. 

This is where literary creativity really comes into 
its own. It is a vital medium through which to 
create connection, and to explore current reality. 
Writing is a universal way that we can share our 
deepest fears and desires, the things that shame 
us, hurt us, the things we feel proud of, and joyful 
about. It is a safe medium, where one can hide 
one’s identity if needed, where one can speak in 
metaphor, and express in the most succinct and 
clear ways one’s deepest self. 

Given all of this, the literary community is perfectly 
placed to work together, to support each other 
to be with, to mine all of this “data” from the last 
18 months of our lived experience  – to avoid the 
mistakes of other organisational cultures rushing into 
quick solutions, and  in doing so, failing to learn. 

My last word is, however, a word of warning: All 
the frames of reference in the world don’t amount 
to a row of beans if the people using them can’t 
find a way to be compassionate with each other. 
It’s compassion that enables us to soften and 
share. It’s compassion that draws us towards each 
other, that invites us to listen carefully and truly 
be with each other. It’s compassion that invites 
an opening, in us and in our relationships. It is 
compassion, as Schopenhauer said, “…(that) is 
the basis of morality”…. that is the basis on which 
our community could and should ground its future.
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Alongside “self-isolating”, “pandemic”, 
“quarantine”, “lockdown” and “key workers”, 
“hybridity” is an old term which has acquired new 
meaning and prominence. Once simply referring 
to a mixture of any two things – from species 
to culture to architecture – it has now entered 
our lexicon as the blending of online and IRL 
activities.   

Online events are cheap, efficient and accessible; 
and for many people, digital technology may now 
be the preferred means of accessing events:  

Many people will now be considering a virtual 
festival as both mentally and financially the 
better option, if travelling can be eliminated and 
so accommodation costs and other sundries 
like meals and drinks are not a factor 
- Anon

Yet online is also unequal space, as Aidan Jolley 
from Collective Encounters explains: 

Online is a discriminatory space if for some 
reason you haven’t got the technical ability – if 
you haven’t got a laptop or a computer or a 
phone or a tablet or if your Wi-Fi is rubbish and 
the landlord won’t let you upgrade or if you’re 
sharing your Wi-Fi with five other people and 
three children at school age and you’re all trying 
to juggle your time. It discriminates on the 
grounds of economic status, it discriminates 
on grounds of race, it privileges people with 
particular kinds of spaces, and works against 
people who don’t have room to think and work 
at home.  

And for many people, the physical experience 
and connection of IRL events can never be fully 
replaced by digital technology. It seems logical, 
therefore, to assume that hybridity offers the 
perfect way forwards. 

If you can simultaneously cater for both camps, 
it can be the perfect world… I sense the future 
is a realistic combination of curation and 
ingenuity - Anon

Indeed, #KeepFestivalsHybrid has become a 
political rallying cry for organisers and audience 
members who want to protect the advances we 
have made in accessibility, efficiency and creativity 
within the literary community. In this final section, 
you can read the Open Letter to Literature Festival 
Organisers issued by Penny Batchelor and 
RedDoor Press, and supported by the Bookseller 
Magazine.  

But as Sarah Willis warns us, true growth takes 
time and reflection. In StAnza Goes Hybrid, 
Festival Director Lucy Burnett provides an honest 
and helpful reminder that whilst hybridity has 
extraordinary potential for inclusivity, it comes with 
significant costs.

In this period of re-adjustment and recovery, it is 
vital that we do not assume we have found the 
perfect solution. We must continue to question, 
reflect and develop. As Kendal Poetry Festival 
heads into its first hybrid festival, we are aware 
that this conversation is far from over. Let’s keep 
on talking to each other. Let’s keep on learning.

The Future is (Probably) Hybrid
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Mid December 2021, and I’m on the verge of 
launching an ambitious programme for StAnza 
2022. It’s my first year as Festival Director, and 
keen to make an impact, I’ve programmed 94 
live events and 65 livestreamed / digital, involving 
165 poets from 38 different countries and every 
continent around the world, just as the Omicron 
variant of Covid 19 begins to take hold in the 
UK! At the time I couldn’t help but ask myself 
– are you crazy?! But at that moment in time, 
having got the programme in place, and with the 
Christmas break looming, doing anything else 
other than going ahead with the launch seemed 
even crazier. Instead, I took a big in-breath, 
held my nerve, wrote to Creative Scotland to 
confirm that they were ok with us proceeding with 
contracting poets, crossed my fingers (toes, eyes, 
legs) and the programme went live…! 

I was always going to have big shoes to fill at 
StAnza. Eleanor Livingstone, my predecessor, 
had been in post for 16 years, during which 
time she had hugely increased the international 
profile and nature of the festival. Furthermore, 
in her final year as Director, StAnza had won 
the annual Saboteur award for best Literature 
Festival for its entirely virtual offering in 2021. 
My own plans for taking StAnza forward were 
to reframe it as an ‘intervention’ in poetry, with 
more of an exploratory focus than its previous 
celebratory bent, and an associated interest in 
cutting edge issues of relevance to both the form 
of poetry, and its role in the wider world. At the 
same time, as part of my ongoing commitment to 
helping more people to engage with (get) poetry, 
I’d developed two new outreach programmes 
– Scotland’s Young Makars and Well-versed – 
which were about to launch early in the New 
Year. And then there were the challenges of going 

hybrid itself. It was all very well to blithely profess 
my commitment to continuing to provide a virtual 
offering, after lockdown had so successfully 
illustrated its potential, but another entirely to 
deliver it! Was I double, triple crazy?!

Of course I can pose these questions 
publicly now, one month after the festival has 
successfully been delivered! So, what did we 
learn which might be of use to other festival 
directors and arts professionals?

1. Turning your festival hybrid isn’t just a small 
add-on. It’s a huge extra ‘thing’ in its own right, 
and we wouldn’t have been able to do it had it 
not been for additional staffing, the wonderful 
support of our venue technical teams, and hiring 
livestreaming / video production experts to 
oversee the process. We were lucky to recruit 
an excellent Digital and Admin assistant through 
the Kickstart scheme, without whose support 
(for 4 days / week for 6 months) we would simply 
have been unable to deliver. We also hired a 
specialist livestreaming company for the duration 
of StAnza to oversee production, and were also 
able to draw upon the kit and expertise of the 
technical teams in two of our key venues in this 
regard. We also hired a video editing company to 
produce our pre-recorded videos. I’m currently 
putting together my budget for next year’s festival, 
and I estimate that the costs of continuing to 
operate in a hybrid manner are at least £10k per 
annum more than a purely live festival. I’d actually 
estimate that it’s about a third more workload…

2. Audience levels are not yet back where they 
were. When putting together my budget last year, 
I’d included ambitious figures for ticket sales (both 
live and digital)…and honestly? I’m going to have 

StAnza Goes Hybrid!!! by Lucy Burnett (Poet & Director of Stanza)
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to rely here on some of our budget contingency 
funds, since (a) audience confidence for live 
events has yet to recover, (b) audience numbers 
for digital events are not what they were last year, 
as a result of zoom fatigue and the re-emergence 
of live events, and (c) people still aren’t as willing 
to travel, and less accommodation is available for 
those who are! Ticket revenue certainly wasn’t a 
disaster, and things are improving as time goes 
on, but we earned about 25% less from this 
source than hoped.

3. All of this said…was the whole thing worth 
it? Absolutely! 200% percent so! (I’m a poet, not 
a mathematician!) Even with smaller audience 
numbers, the atmosphere and mood at the live 
festival was incredible – poets and audience 
members alike were hugely appreciative of the 
opportunity to attend live events again, and of 
the value of meeting in-person. Meanwhile, our 
digital offering was also hugely appreciated. We’d 
taken the decision not to invite international poets 
to attend in-person this year (unless as part of a 
pre-arranged partnership), since the logistics were 
so challenging and uncertain, and virtual means 
enabled us still to invite significant numbers of 
poets from around the globe (with a far smaller 
carbon footprint…) There also remained a loyal, 
and appreciative, cohort of digital audience 
members who, for a range of reasons, were not 
able or willing to attend in person. I just received 
a card from a poetry-lover in Westray in Orkney 
who, due to access, distance and financial 
reasons, had never before been able to attend.

4. The virtual format can offer a huge amount 
when it comes to outreach: both our young 
people’s and adult writing / reading programmes 
were delivered in digital form, and I will continue 

with this. We were able to reach far bigger 
audiences, across the length and breadth of 
Scotland, compared with our previous focus upon 
Fife.

5. It’s important to put thought into the 
needs of both live and digital performers and 
audiences in order to successfully deliver 
in hybrid form. Having attended a number of 
hybrid events ourselves in the months leading up 
to StAnza, we were aware of how easy it is for 
either live or digital performers and audiences to 
feel ‘ignored’. For these reasons, we employed 
a team of digital participant liaison volunteers 
to welcome online poets, to put them at ease, 
and to ensure that they weren’t left stranded in 
the digital ‘void’. We also organized a number 
of online socials for both poets and audience 
members to try and create a sense of festival 
community. In terms of live events, we followed 
the advice of our livestreaming experts when 
it came to the positioning of poets and chair-
people, including for example the use of comfort 
monitors to enable participants to engage with 
both live and digital audiences. Were there any 
hitches? For sure. The sound and picture quality 
from one venue was initially poor, but this was 
quickly remedied. And wifi signal dropped down 
at the crucial moment during one headline event, 
causing a delay of 15 minutes which audiences 
weren’t entirely happy about…

6. If offering a hybrid festival, be prepared for 
lots of last minute programming, travel and 
accommodation changes (or put in firm clauses 
in your contracts to guard against this – the 
ongoing Covid situation meant that we were able 
to be less firm on this occasion in this regard than 
I might be in future years.)
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And what would I do differently next time?

1. I’ve lined up a meeting with our Relationship 
Manager at Creative Scotland next week, to 
discuss the resource implications of the hybrid 
model. In order to proceed, we are going to 
have to renegotiate funding levels to meet the 
additional requirements.

2. Even though the programme indicated which 
participants would be appearing virtually, there 
was a general feeling that I hadn’t done this 
clearly enough. I will make sure to signal this even 
more clearly next time around.

3. I will probably revert to a 4.5 day festival next 
year as opposed to this year’s 7 day offering. On 
days 1-3, I programmed a series of pre-festival 
virtual events, which both live audiences and 
virtual audiences could engage with. I don’t think 
this worked – audiences are either live or virtual, 
and a more compact festival timeline works 
better.

So, will I continue next year in hybrid form? I 
sincerely hope so, especially for access reasons, 
but it’s going to need to be properly resourced. 
I don’t think it’s yet entirely appreciated how 
much extra work is involved, while there is 
an associated expectation that us festival 
directors and other arts professionals will deliver. 
In an industry where workloads and time / 
resource pressures are already high, this is an 
assumption which needs to be resisted, and 
the consequences of which need to be clearly 
communicated.
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#KeepFestivalsHybrid     
 
When the pandemic happened in 2020 the publishing world had to make significant changes to the way 
it operates in order to keep publishing, promoting and selling books. One very welcome change was the 
move to online events, including literary festivals. This had an immediate and profound effect on the way 
that people with disabilities and chronic illnesses could engage with these events. Suddenly it became 
possible for people in this group to participate in and enjoy literary activities in a way that they had been 
precluded from until now.

Online events enabled disabled authors who are unable to travel to promote their work on a level playing 
field with other writers. They also widened participation to include readers who couldn’t afford to pay 
travel costs on top of the ticket price or who may have been put off attending in person events by social 
anxiety or simply the thought that the literary world was not open to them.
 
We are concerned that this level playing field is under threat as pandemic restrictions loosen and literary 
festivals begin to return to their pre-Covid business model. We believe that there are huge advantages 
to all in keeping festivals hybrid and we, the undersigned, call on all festival organisers to make 
accessibility a key factor in their planning and to (where possible) #KeepFestivalsHybrid.
 
This is not to say that disabled authors should only be considered for online events  – far from it. The 
Society of Authors’ Authors with Disabilities and Chronic Illnesses group has produced accessibility 
guidelines for festival organisers. Ever Dundas and Julie Farrell are currently developing an Inklusion 
Guide to making book events more accessible. Yet for the publishing industry to be truly diverse and 
include all authors and readers literary festivals must retain the hybrid model.
 
Promotion of books, or the lack of it, can make or break careers and disabled authors should have the 
same opportunities as their non-disabled colleagues. Not doing so causes great distress – and of course 
the industry as a whole loses out in sales.

We insist that disabled authors must not be silenced.

Please join us and be our ally whether you identify as disabled or not by signing the open letter below, 
sharing it on your social media accounts with the hashtag #KeepFestivalsHybrid, and encourage your 
local literary festival organisers to read it.

Open Letter to Literature Festival Organisers
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Useful Resources
 
PDF of the Society of Authors’ ADCI Group Guide to Making Events Accessible
clairewade.com/uploads/1/2/7/8/12782306/making_events_accessible_to_disabled_
authors_and_attendees__adci_.pdf

Also see the Society of Authors’ ADCI Group Guide to Working With Disabled Authors 
clairewade.com/uploads/1/2/7/8/12782306/a_guide_to_working_with_disabled_authors__
adci_.pdf 

The Inklusion Guide, a ‘kickass guide to making literary events accessible for disabled 
people’, is currently under development. When completed it will be available as a free, 
downloaded PDF or printed booklet. For more information go to: 
www.inklusionguide.org

http://www.inklusionguide.org
https://www.clairewade.com/uploads/1/2/7/8/12782306/making_events_accessible_to_disabled_authors_and_attendees__adci_.pdf
https://www.clairewade.com/uploads/1/2/7/8/12782306/a_guide_to_working_with_disabled_authors__adci_.pdf
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I also have Covid, which has been a strange and 
discomforting experience. I am one of the lucky 
ones – it feels as if I just have a cold, apart from 
finding it difficult to concentrate, as if my brain is 
thinking behind a thick fog.  But it feels ironic that 
the disease that sent our festival and the rest of 
the world onto this new trajectory has finally found 
its way into my house. 

For all of these reasons, it’s been an absolute 
joy to have this ‘Where To Next’ resource to 
read through and look back on that magical, 
terrible time when we were all physically apart 
but somehow came together during the festival. 
I started reading fairly slowly, but then couldn’t 
stop, reading faster and faster, reliving what 
happened, what the festival felt like through other 
people’s eyes. I don’t think I’ve had time until now 
to think about what we did, or really appreciate 
what it meant, what it meant to other people. 

We did not know how to run an online festival. 
We hadn’t done anything like it before.  The 
idea for screen-sharing poems came through a 
conversation with a deaf poet. Conversation and 
listening – a thread which has been picked up in 
a few of the essays in this resource were at the 
heart of our planning, at the heart of the festival.   

Is it fair to say so much of what happened during 
the festival was half instinct, half thought? I’m 

not sure. The writing into chat, the encouraging 
people to share their thoughts as poets read their 
work. Was it ever possible to do anything else 
when running this with Clare, who remains one 
of the most big-hearted, generous, enthusiastic 
people I know.  

This resource asks the question ‘Where To Next’ 
and I feel it is only fair that I answer that.  We are 
throwing ourselves into planning our first hybrid 
festival, and part of my ‘Where To Next’ involves 
facing the fear that we might get things wrong, 
that things might go wrong. 

It has already involved admitting that we need 
help, that two people cannot run a full festival on 
their own and not be very ill afterwards.  Kendal 
Poetry Festival 2021, with its ten day scope and 
45 events was just too much for two human 
beings to do, and that’s without all of the hours of 
planning in advance.  

So part of our ‘Where To Next’ journey has 
involved securing funding from the Arts Council 
for a ‘Festival Co-ordinator’ - we have bought 
Katie Hale on board.  Katie is the poet responsible 
for creating the ‘Festival Survival Kits’ which so 
many of our audiences loved last year.  Her idea 
to create something that would arrive in people’s 
homes and make them feel part of the festival, no 
matter how far from Kendal that they lived, was 

It is nearly the end of March 2022. I am deep into the planning stage of the next 
Kendal Poetry Festival – that is to say, in the panic-stage, in the working-till-midnight 
stage, in the writing-lists stage. I am at the stage where the job seems so huge, that 
I don’t believe I’ve ever successfully put on a festival, let alone four. 

Last Words 
by Kim Moore (Poet, lecturer & Co-Director of the Kendal Poetry Festival) 
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the first step in creating that sense of community, 
so it feels like Katie is the perfect person to join 
our festival team.  

As a poet, my ‘Where To’ next involves a 
commitment to screenshare at all online events, 
to ask organisers if screen sharing will be taking 
place, to write to my fellow performers and 
tell them I will be doing this and why, to ask 
questions about diversity and equality of line-
up when I am booked to read at events.  To not 
be resentful when I am met with defensiveness.  
To not get defensive myself.  My ‘Where To’ 
next involves taking on less work so that I can 
write more, it involves spending more time with 
friends, which luckily include Clare Shaw as she is 
probably the only friend I will see in the next few 
months. 

How can we continue to make our 
community more accessible, more lively? 
What can you change, who can you listen 
to, who can you laugh with, who can you 
learn from?  I would like to ask you, what 
does your ‘where to next’ involve?




