
Surprised by the underside of a snail – 

a beige highlight 

on an otherwise black window – 

I went to the next room for paper and a pen 

Rebecca Watts, “Carpe Diem”1 

 

North Yorkshire is a green paint butterfly 

freshly opened, poised to be taken in 

Rebecca Watts “Map”2 

 

See – he’s less the tights and garters – more the sons demanding answers from the absence of 

their fathers. 

The hot darkness of your last embrace. 

He’s in the laughter of the night before, the tightened jaw of the morning after, 

He’s in us. Part and parcel of our Royals and our rascals. 

He’s more than something taught in classrooms, in language that’s hard to understand, 

he’s more than a feeling of inadequacy when we sit for our exams, 

He’s in every wise woman, every pitiful villain, 

Every great king, every sore loser, every fake tear, 

His legacy exists in the life that lives in everything he’s written, 

And me, I see him everywhere, he’s my Shakespeare. 

 

Kate Tempest, “My Shakespeare”3 

 

Cos sometimes one that comes makes two 

And sometimes one can add three more 

And sometimes two times two is much much more 

Than four 

And most times immigrants bring more 

Than minuses. 

Hollie McNish, “Mathematics”4 

                                                           
1 https://rerebeccawatts.weebly.com/poems.html 
2 https://rerebeccawatts.weebly.com/poems.html 
3 http://myshakespeare.rsc.org.uk/gallery/my-shakespeare-by-kate-tempest/ 
4 http://lybio.net/hollie-mcnish-mathematics/poetry/ 



 

 

The Cult of the Noble 

 

 

From the get-go, Rebecca Watts’ critique of the latest threat to the universe, by which I  

mean the loose collection of poets who have achieved success in the US and Britain through 

means other than university degrees and “acceptable” outlets for their poetry, seems to be more 

about class than anything else5.  She wastes no time in getting right down to it: her cri-de-coeur 

is the first sentence of her essay, “Why is the poetry world pretending that poetry is not an art 

form?” I’m not sure exactly what she means by that, but it seems to me that for her, art forms 

are things engaged in by serious people who have refined their seriousness with a proper 

university education, and a proper set of acceptable topics for said art that come from such an 

education.  It seems evident from the accents of her reading of her poem “Dove Cottage”6 that 

she does not hail from the same neighborhoods that Kate Tempest and Hollie McNish do. A quick 

look at Watts’ website7 gives an idea of what the art form should be concerned with, as evidenced 

by her own work: walking with someone in North Yorkshire and thinking about maps (“Map”), 

standing in a garden and admiring a birdbath and some broken garden crockery (“Visitor”), 

considering the unexpected beauty of a snail (“Carpe Diem”), considering the flight of birds (“The 

Met Office Advises Caution),  a hare (“The Hare”), and the flight of birds as it relates to the 

speaker of the poem’s partner’s knowledge of London (“The Ways). Some of these poems are 

very good, though not particularly to my taste. I must confess that Rupi Kaur is not to my taste 

either, though I am a bit of a fan of Kate Tempest, but more on that later.  

I feel a bit mean in looking at my synopses of Watts’ poems above, but I did it for more than 

just meanness—in description, most poems sound ridiculous—“man has midlife crisis, 

hallucinates trip through the afterlife with star-studded cast of characters,” “guy visits museum, 

thinks deeply about old pottery,” “sensitive poet thinks about death,” “nutty poet complains 

about how shitty things are8” no, matter what, all of those, and Watts’ poems are poems. They 

are art. Let’s get this straight—poetry is art. Art is stuff that is done, stuff that is made. My own 

sense of “linguistic precision” requires me to consider what words actually mean, and that is what 

“art” means—not good and not bad, not high and not low, acceptable and not unacceptable. Art, 

                                                           
5 http://www.pnreview.co.uk/cgi-bin/scribe?item_id=10090 
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HqR7usTEmMk 
7 https://rerebeccawatts.weebly.com/poems.html 
8 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” Emily Dickinson, “Because I Could Not 
Stop for Death,” and Allen Ginsberg, Howl, respectively, though the description of Howl could probably stand in for 
a few other poems. 



and poetry as a part of that, is what is. For all of the whining about Kaur and others lately, no one 

can say that what they do is not poetry, and to give those critics credit, they don’t. 

Instead, in a decades-long tradition of denigrating poetry that comes from outside the 

university, outside the comfortable world of upper-middle class, largely white, privilege, poet-

critics have attacked slam poetry, spoken-word poetry, street poetry, the poetry of the 

coffeehouse and open-mic, poetry with working-class accents and attitudes, the self-published, 

and now the anathema of Instagram poetry. For these critics, who are largely poets themselves, 

these “other” kinds of poetries are scary—the mere existence of them undermines the complex 

system of privilege and permission in which they exist (though no one will admit to the bad form 

of thriving). This system is a complex web constructed among universities (MFA programs here 

in the US), literary magazine editors and book publishers that poets and writers of the last 40 

years have relied on- graduate programs, professorships, grants, prizes, writing residencies that 

all require participation in one to be considered for any of the others. Perhaps a case in point is 

Watts being asked to review McNish’s book by an editor who also publishes her own poetry (in 

his magazine and through his press) and was more than likely her professor at Cambridge. In this 

closed little world, poets have made a religion of reciting their own version of Christ’s "Eloi, Eloi, 

lama sabachthani?" which takes the form of “Can Poetry Matter?” or “Poetry is Useless,” or other 

forms of self-satisfied complaint, all while simultaneously telling each other that an engagement 

with the “marketplace” and the culture at large which it represents (which seems to reject, or at 

best ignore them) is somehow dirty, a denigration of their art. 

At one point, Watts takes this argument to a fever pitch: 

What good is a flourishing poetry market, if what we read in poetry books renders 

us more confused, less appreciative of nuance, less able to engage with ideas, 

more indignant about the things that annoy us, and more resentful of others who 

appear to be different from us? The ability to draw a crowd, attract an audience 

or assemble a mob does not itself render a thing intrinsically good: witness Donald 

Trump. 

It is obvious that Watts is upset, but this argument seems both uniformed and bizarre. To take 

these statements one by one seems necessary.  

First, I am at a loss to see how any of the poets (Kaur, McNish and Tempest) are confusing. 

Most of the criticism of Kaur especially seems to be that it is too plain, too obvious. The only 

complaints I’ve ever heard about poetry being confusing are made by “ordinary” people. One of 

the great debates about Modernist and Post-Modern art of all types is that it courts the obscure 

to a level which removes it from any function in society. None of these poets is doing that in any 

way whatsoever. Perhaps the confusion she is referring to is that of the “serious” poet who 

wonders why people are reading, listening to and buying this kind of poetry, and not their own. 

Second, Watts says that this poetry is less appreciative of nuance. By nuance I am led to 

believe from a somewhat cursory reading of Watts’ own poems on her website, that nuance is 



an interest in descriptive adjectives and a “gee-whiz, this is a beautiful moment and I’m a poet 

writing about it” tone. I’m not against adjectives or gee-whizzery, and in fact engage in quite a 

bit of both in my own practice as a poet. For myself, I like to think of nuance as what is in my 

writing that I might not be aware of, like blind spots created by being too much in my own head—

sometimes nuance is what I miss—my own snobbery, my own privilege. 

Next, Watts decries poets rendering us “less able to engage with ideas.” Here, I cry foul, 

especially on Kate Tempest’s part—her work is deeply engaged and confrontational with ideas, 

especially of class, as well as literature. “My Shakespeare” and Brand New Ancients make the 

case for an engagement with literature in their titles alone. I’m a bit new to McNish, but she 

seems in her work to be addressing the ideas of motherhood (“Embarassed”), gender identity 

(“Pink or Blue”), and Math! (“Mathematics”). Oh, wait, that last one is about racism and 

immigration. The sad thing is that Watts seems to miss the point that the success of these poets 

(and others, like Lemn Sissay, Tyler Gregson, Saul Williams, Sarah Kay and a host of others) is 

precisely that they ask readers to engage with ideas—ideas about relationships, about 

motherhood, about class, about race, about what matters to them, both the poets and the 

audience. What we can learn from these poets, and more importantly, from the audiences of 

these poets is that poems are not a vehicle to force people to listen to us, but rather an invitation 

into a conversation that both the poet and the listener/reader are already invested in. Poetry is 

an art not because it shows how good the artist is at making it; it is an art because it finds a way 

to point to something useful in the human condition. 

Watts’ last point in this passage is the most difficult to understand in the context of the 

writers she is attacking (I can’t say critiquing, as there seems nothing but a stream of negative 

generalization here). How do any of these poems stoke the fires of resentment? (Oops, --I notice 

now I skipped her concern that these poets render us “more indignant about the things that 

annoy us.” What then, is poetry “supposed” to do? Make us complacent? Think more about 

pastoral landscapes? Sorry, I become resentful. ) Back to “the fires of resentment”—are any of 

these poems racist? Derogatory to others? True, Tempest gets pretty political, and I wouldn’t 

want to be known as Rupi Kaur’s ex-boyfriend, or one of those people grossed out by Hollie 

McNish breastfeeding her child, but how is that something akin to being “more resentful of 

others who appear to be different from us?”(“Mathematics” is explicitly about/against those who 

are resentful of those different from themselves.) This entire piece of invective seems both wildly 

overstated and irresponsible.  

Strangely, these arguments seem more appropriately directed at Watts’ own positions in her 

essay, and her resentments of the success of writers she does not care for rather than the merits 

of those writers in question. What’s worse is that I’m sure she’s far from alone. 

Elsewhere, Watts questions, “Honesty as an aesthetic priority? The function of poems?” To 

this I can only reply with a short list of authors who may disagree: 



Dante, Sappho, Jonson, Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley, Dickinson, Whitman, Ginsberg, Brooks, 

Hughes, Plath, Hughes, Mandlestam, Rilke, Tsvetayeva, Dove, Basho, Rich, Levertov, DiPrima, 

Baraka,  Duncan, Baudelaire, Verlaine, Rimbaud,  Petrarch, Mtshali, Ali, Darwish, Amichai, Un, 

Nasreen,  Graves, Sassoon, Neruda, Mistral.  

I could go on. Even Pessoa was honest, after a fashion. 

Finally (for me at least, as I couldn’t even finish the whole thing), in another part of the essay, 

Watts declares the Reader to be dead. Are her readers dead? Some of mine are, but that’s more 

of a conceit than a marketing issue. I’m not too big into Instagram, but my understanding of it is 

that it’s mostly about pictures—so to me the idea that on a platform awash in pictures- of food, 

of pretty sunsets, of pretty people and interesting visual weirdness of all kinds—that some 

writers gain the attention of not a few, but millions of readers every day means just the opposite.  

READERS ARE ALIVE! HALLELUJAH! 

According to The Gaurdian, “Watts wrote her excoriating essay after being asked to review 

McNish’s Plum for PN Review: she declined, because ‘to do so for a poetry journal would imply 

that it deserves to be taken seriously as poetry.’”9 I suppose Watts considers her snobbish attack 

something other than a review, leaving her able to retain her sense of superiority as well as the 

reputation of PNR, which is interesting, as her editor, Michael Schmidt wishes to claim this 

discourse as some sort of democratization of the world of criticism in the same Guardian article:  

“Many of our readers seem relieved that literary criticism is at last being applied to 

writing that has, hitherto, been welcomed with open arms by journalists because it is 

easy to read, contains few challenges … to insist that it can stand on a sure footing beside 

poetry in what I have now too often seen described as ‘dusty old books’.”10   

I would welcome some actual critique of the kind of work that McNish and Tempest are doing. 

This kind of poetry is more than worthy of serious consideration of its poetics, of its form, of its 

meaning. I would also like to see these authors taken as individuals, not lumped together within 

a (constant) cultural critique of the economics of poetry, or the appropriateness of social media 

outlets for art. Watts’ use of Kaur in this context, seems especially disingenuous, beginning her 

screed with an attack on her, quoting an entire poem of hers with no critical engagement 

whatsoever with anything other than her sales figures. What is the purpose of that? For us to see 

how “bad” it is, that its flaws are so self-evident as to not need any comment at all? And once 

that is accomplished, to jump into an attack on two (really one) unrelated poets from another 

continent who work on entirely different platforms (youtube, spoken word) with an entirely 

different poetics? 

                                                           
9 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/jan/23/poetry-world-split-over-polemic-attacking-amateur-work-by-
young-female-poets 
10 ibid 



When I write something, I want people to read it. Not just a few people, not just people who 

can tell me I’m smart, that I’m an artist, but everybody, anybody. The flipside of that impulse was 

the great thing about literature for me as a kid—that all that stuff people had written, all that 

stuff in the library, or the bookstore, or even the stuff on billboards or cereal boxes or comic 

books or whatever—it was all mine. It was for me. In a free world, no one can tell you what to 

read. I love that. As a reader, that is our right; as writers, that idea— that literature, the publicly 

written and spoken word is for everyone is something that drives the best writers to produce 

work that is meaningful and important. As a high school teacher, I get excited to see a kid who 

hardly ever even shows up to school reading a book by Rupi Kaur like it’s going to save her life. 

(That actually happened just last week.) It may not be Shakespeare, or Keats or even Rebecca 

Watts or me. I may not like it myself. It may be corny, or trite, or too honest or lacking a structure 

identified in someone’s Ph.D. dissertation; but you know what? It works. 

It works. It hits: the solar plexus, or the heart, or the head—wherever, however, it hits. And 

that—that interests me. As a teacher, sure, but as a writer, too. Maybe I write because I want 

someone to listen, listen in a way that is meaningful to me, and more important, to them. Maybe 

admitting that makes me sound whiny or needy or not refined enough to be an “artist.” The 

implication in so much of the pushback against these popular poets is not just that they are weak, 

but that their audience, their readers are weak as well. This is the true denigration of our art, the 

closing of our minds on others.  

 To me, it’s weak to write poems in a way that hides behind difficulty, behind rules, hides 

within a community that thinks it can write the rules for what counts and what doesn’t, makes it 

safe to put yourself out there, because you know it’s okay because you’ve got the right words, 

the right subjects, the right accent, the right friends. Isn’t that another way to say who counts 

and who doesn’t? What’s the point of an “art” that’s nothing more than an inside joke, a shared 

secret among a group of frightened people only looking for confirmation of themselves?  

So you don’t like Rupi Kaur? Or Hollie McNish, Or Kate Tempest? Good for you—They might 

not like you either, though I haven’t heard any of them complaining. (Well, I guess McNish 

complained, but she was really just defending herself11). Instead of decrying the “denigration” of 

the art form, what if instead we looked at a whole new world opening up to us, full of all these 

people, and with it  a whole new way to take what it is we want to say, about life, death, birds, 

fountains, whatever strikes our fancy, with as much nuance and adjective and university 

erudition that we can muster,  

and put it out on Instagram. 

 

J. Rigney 

                                                           
11 https://holliepoetry.com/2018/01/21/pn-review/ 


