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(Post-)Covid Intermissions: Live-Streaming Poetry Slams in the UK in the “New Digital ‘Public’ Sphere” 

 
The outbreak of the global coronavirus pandemic in the early 2020s put a devastating hold on 

live performance events across all cultural sectors, not only canceling and pausing public 

engagements of spoken word poets but limiting a range of social and cultural activities that many 

“poet-performers” (Novak 2011) experienced when engaging with live audiences. While live-

performances are back, it does not come as a surprise that a range of systemic issues have since 

then come to surface. In his article, “Performance Poetry, Covid-19 and the New ‘Public Sphere” 

Tom Kew draws attention to the creation of a “new digital public sphere” (33). He provocatively 

asks: “If the genre has historically existed in opposition to ‘bourgeois’ or ‘good culture’ by creating 

its own fluid, independent spaces, how can these spaces be re-mapped to champion autonomous 

creative expression in a literary landscape which increasingly incorporates digital as well as 

physical arenas?” (33) This paper argues that by live-streaming poetry slams as one of the most 

popular forms of contemporary poetry events (Benthien and Prange 517), a new digital public 

sphere for poetry in performance has emerged, expanding the “live-ness” of the slam event 

format and remapping it for a wider audience. Investigating the Hammer & Tongue National Slam 

Final 2021 and the Roundhouse Poetry Slam Final 2022, I examine the media specificity of these 

growing digital spheres as communal spaces. I will draw attention to the audiovisual transmission 

of performance poetry events in the UK by highlighting the mediatization processes (Auslander 

2022) that speak to the popularity of the format. In short, I will reflect on the creative and social 

potential of live-streaming poetry as well as  the mounting critique against main-streaming poetry 

slams in the digital age. 
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