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Evaluating poetry on COVID-19: attitudes of poetry readers
toward corona poems
Jeroen Dera

Department of Modern Languages and Cultures, Radboud University, Nijmegen, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This article poses the research question of how readers of poetry
react to the phenomenon of “corona poetry” by assessing their
attitude toward poems on Covid-19, especially focusing on the
specific arguments these readers put to the fore. These
arguments are interpreted in light of the opposition between
autonomous and heteronomous poetry, thus revealing whether
readers of poetry primarily affirm the idea that a poem is a
linguistic work of art, or rather evaluate the genre in terms of its
social, ideological or therapeutic function.

By analyzing the results of a questionnaire that has been
disseminated among readers of poetry in the Netherlands and
Belgium, the article demonstrates that the attitude toward corona
poems is primarily negative, although it becomes clear that many
readers use poetry to deal with the global crisis. In readers’
reflections on corona poetry, heteronomous arguments seem to
prevail over autonomous arguments.

KEYWORDS
Covid-19; corona poetry;
autonomy; heteronomy;
poetry readers; poetry
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1. Introduction: poetry for the arts versus poetry for daily use

The outbreak of the corona virus SARS-CoV-2 in December 2019 and the subsequent pan-
demic have inspired poets all over the world to write poems that comment on the effects
of the current health crisis. Especially during the first months of 2020, when the virus
spread from China to the rest of the world, professional and amateur poets alike
shared their poetry en masse. A variety of media were used in their dissemination: from
newspapers to weeklies and social media; from anthologies or literary journals to walls
in public spaces. This explosion of poetry did not go unnoticed by the Western media.
When the poem “Lockdown” by the Irish Franciscan monk Richard Hendrick went viral
(McGagg, 2020), the BBC even offered the monastic a stage.

From a literary studies perspective, such poetry on the corona crisis is a fascinating
phenomenon. Especially given their large reach, poems like Hendrick’s demonstrate that
poetry has gained a context of use during the pandemic that is far wider than is normally
associated with the genre. Generally speaking – even among experts in the field of literary
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studies – poetry is primarily considered to be an inaccessible, elitist genre that is reserved
for a small group of people only. For example, the literary sociologist Gisèle Sapiro refers to
poetry as a “hermetic genre practiced in the most autonomous and closed segment of the
literary field in opposition to the values of the market” (Sapiro, 2003, p. 448). In this phrase,
Sapiro explicitly links poetry to “autonomy”. Her argument is rooted in the work of Pierre
Bourdieu, specifically his standard work Les règles de l’art (1992), in which he argues that
the autonomous segment of the literary field is somehow decoupled from the field of
power. According to Bourdieu, the autonomous segment of the field has its own logics,
inwhich the production and reception of literature are directed by aesthetic considerations
only. This culminates in the well-known idea of “art for art’s sake” (l’art pour l’art). Especially
sincemodernism, poetry as a genre has been associated with this autonomous conception
of literature. Marjorie Perloff even describes the differentiation between “the ‘practical’
language of ‘ordinary’ communication and the ‘autonomous’ language of poetry’ as ‘an
article of faith of modernist poetics” (Perloff, 1996, p. 52).

Positioned against this autonomous, niche image of poetry exists a plethora of practices
in which poems are explicitly used in everyday contexts. For example, during ceremonies
such as weddings and funerals, it is not the autonomous character of poetry that is at
stake, but precisely its capacity to convey a message that affects people. In such situations,
poetry is neither autonomous nor inaccessible; rather, it is purposefully used as part of a
social process. Hence, poetry also has a heteronomous dimension, which it is not aimed
at literary goals as such, but in which social, therapeutic, ethical, ideological, or commercial
targets take center stage (Dorleijn et al., 2007; Lambrecht, 2020).

The concepts of “autonomy” and “heteronomy” resemble a binary opposition. In this
sense, they do not do justice to the complex experience that can be generated via the
reading of a poem. After all, even the most autonomous “art for art’s sake” can completely
knock a reader off their feet, and thus have a significant social impact. Precisely therefore,
Rita Felski rightfully argues that it would be misleading to try to separate an autonomous
linguistic creation from an accessible, emotional poem, as “absorption and artifice are
often coterminous rather than mutually exclusive” (Felski, 2008, pp. 73–74). In other
words, autonomy and heteronomy can go hand in hand, because the social context of the
reader can never be taken out of the equation – especially not in the twenty-first century,
in which poets actively market their work towards readers (compare Van den Braber et al.,
2021). Overall, the reading of poetry is principally a “lived experience” (Rubin, 2007, p. 7).
Poetry does something to people, either in a positive or negative sense, and is thus by
definition somethingmore than amerely inward-looking genre (Simecek & Rumbold, 2016).

The attention that has been given to poetry during the corona crisis makes this very
clear. From Senegal to Japan, people are writing poems about the pandemic. In addition,
there are signals that during the worldwide lockdowns in the first half of 2020, more
poetry was sold than might normally be expected (Wood, 2020). However, the context
of use that the corona crisis has given to poetry is not celebrated by everyone, especially
not from the field of poetry itself. For example, the Belgian poet Delphine Lecompte wrote
an opinion piece in the Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad, in which she lamented col-
leagues “sending their corona misfits into the world in the name of connectivity and
care” (Lecompte, 2020).1 A true poet, Lecompte argues, does not write for an audience
(in the context of this article: the heteronomous position), but is an anti-establishment
figure that lives for the art (the autonomous position).
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No matter how mocking the intention may have been, an argument like Lecompte’s
illustrates that the separation between autonomy and heteronomy, which is hard to
defend from the perspective of literary theory, rears its head in practice. The increased
presence of poems about the corona crisis during the past few months makes it possible
to examine this practice more closely. Therefore, this article poses the research question
of how readers of poetry react to the phenomenon of “corona poetry”. That is: What is
their attitude toward poetry that was written within the framework of the pandemic?
Special attention will be given to the specific arguments these readers put to the fore:
Which beliefs concerning the nature and function of poetry underpin these, and how
do they relate to the conceptual division between autonomy and heteronomy, as proble-
matized above? In other words, do readers of poetry primarily affirm the idea that a poem
is a linguistic work of art, or do they also evaluate the genre in terms of its social, ideologi-
cal or therapeutic function?

The research question will be answered based on a questionnaire that has been disse-
minated among readers of poetry in the Netherlands and Belgium. Therefore, before
explicating the research design, in the proceeding section, the context of corona
poetry in the Dutch language area will be briefly explored.

2. Corona poetry in the Dutch language area

In the Netherlands and Belgium, the first official cases of corona virus were detected on 27
February 2020 and 4 February 2020 respectively. In March both countries went into a
partial lockdown, only allowing civilians to leave their houses if strictly necessary. While
both lockdowns differed in terms of their intensity – in Belgium, for example, all shops
except for supermarkets and pharmacies had to close, whereas this was not the case in
the Netherlands – the neighboring countries experienced similar situations, the key
term that emerged being “social distancing”. Leading up to the summer the measures
were gradually loosened, but at the time of this research (summer of 2020) strict limit-
ations on social interaction were still in place.

Both in the Netherlands and Flanders (the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium), the situ-
ation surrounding the corona virus soon led to an explosion of poetry. A headline in
the Dutch newspaper Algemeen Dagblad even spoke of a “wave of corona poetry” that
swept through the country (Metselaar, 2020). When considering the field of poetry in
the Dutch language area, it is unsurprising that this phenomenon arose so quickly
here. Both in the Netherlands and Belgium, the twenty-first century has seen the emer-
gence of a lively culture of occasional poetry, with a considerable number of cities and
villages establishing the ceremonial function of city or village poet (Dera et al., 2016,
pp. 8–9; Ham et al., 2020). It is partly because of this that poetry is strongly represented
in the public space in both countries. A representative sample study among Dutch adults
revealed that 99 percent occasionally encounter poetry (Van der Starre, 2017). This
happens not so much in the form of poetry books – although these too continue to
play an important role in the field (Dera, 2017; Dera & De Strycker, 2018) – but more
“in passing”: on the streets, during ceremonies, on television, or on the internet.

Following the outbreak of the corona pandemic, there was much poetry to be encoun-
tered “in passing” in the Netherlands and Belgium. This explosion of corona-related
poems manifested itself in a variety of media, from literary journals to Instagram; from
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newspapers to national radio. Remarkably, many initiatives were generally described in
heteronomous terms: They primarily served a social goal, such as comfort or fraterniza-
tion. For example, the beginning of March saw the emergence of a poetry chain letter,
which called upon people to support one another via email by sending a comforting
poem to their contacts. Comfort was also central to the themed edition of the Dutch
poetry magazine Dichter, which had already been published in April. In the preface to
the edition, the editor-in-chief highlighted the therapeutic ambitions of the editors:

We hope this will be of use to you. That is why we made it. So that it can comfort you, offer
you some support or a breather. This is crucial for everyone, and especially for those who
have been hit hard by the crisis. (Goes, 2020)

The idea that corona poetry can serve as a form of therapy or offer support also emerges
in the journalistic discourse surrounding the phenomenon. In the aforementioned article
published in Algemeen Dagblad, poetic words are described as “lifebuoys, to which you
can hold on in these turbulent times” (Metselaar, 2020). Especially local media have
focused on private initiatives in which poems are used to offer people support. For
example, the provincial news broadcaster Omroep Brabant reported on the young entre-
preneur Sophie Pouwels, who writes personal poems on demand for people who want to
cheer someone up with a poetic message (Kamp, 2020). Meanwhile, the Belgium Krant
van West-Vlaanderen published an interview with an active Facebook user who attracted
attention because of a continuous stream of corona poems. Here too, the idea of poetry as
a form of therapy prevails: “On the one hand, for me it provides an outlet, and on the
other hand, it is a way to support people in these difficult times of social isolation" (Redac-
tie, 2020).

The attention given to these kinds of initiatives demonstrates how much, in times of
COVID-19, poetry is being considered as an interesting and relevant phenomenon by
the Dutch-speaking media as an artform that is worth considering in times of crisis.
The editors of daily newspapers underwrite this by offering space for opinion pieces,
columns, and reviews written by people from the field of poetry. For example, these
emphasize how well-known poems gain unexpected meanings in the context of
corona (Hakkert, 2020), or make a stand for poetry’s multivocality and delineation in
times in which stability has indeed turned into an illusion (Nasr, 2020).

However, the institutionalization of the occasional poetry that emerged in the context
of the corona virus reached its zenith in poets who serve a national ceremonial function.
Both Belgium and the Netherlands have a so-called national Poet Laureate, who com-
ments on social events with poetry. Both Tsead Bruinja, the Dutch Poet Laureate, and
his Belgian colleague Carl Norac were quick to engage with the corona crisis. Norac
initiated “Gedichtenkrans – Fleurs des Funérailles”, in which those who had lost a loved
one to COVID-19 could ask (reputed) poets to write something about the deceased. In
his turn, Bruinja launched the website www.coronagedicht.nl– in cooperation with
sound artist Mario Reijnen and extra government support – which now offers a collection
of hundreds of poems inspired by the pandemic.

Bruinja’s website perhaps best exemplifies how the tension between autonomy and
heteronomy plays a significant role in the Dutch-speaking field of poetry. The website
is explicitly directed toward a heteronomous goal: The intention is to collect poems “in
order to give meaning, via poetry, to these unusual times”. Meanwhile, critics of the
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initiative emphasize that the majority of the published poems have no literary value what-
soever. In the Dutch national newspaper Trouw, for instance, the poet Ingmar Heytze
commented sharply that while the writing of corona poetry undoubtedly has a thera-
peutic value, from an aesthetic perspective, reading it remained primarily a form of
torture (Heytze, 2020).

Concluding, the public opinion on corona poems is characterized by two forces: On the
one hand, there is an emphasis on the social and connective character of poetry in times
of crisis (the heteronomous force), while on the other hand, there is the framing of corona
poetry as a phenomenon that, based on aesthetic arguments, does not qualify for the pre-
dicate of literature (the autonomous force).

3. Methodological framework

3.1. Data collection: the design of the questionnaire

In order to research how readers of poetry respond to the phenomenon of corona poetry,
a short questionnaire was designed to ascertain the reading behaviors and beliefs of the
respondents toward such works. The questionnaire was structured through six sub-ques-
tions guiding the research, namely:

(1) To what extent did the corona crisis inspire readers of poetry to read more poetry?
(2) Via which media did readers of poetry encounter corona poems during this period?
(3) What attitudes do readers of poetry exhibit toward the phenomenon of corona

poetry?
(4) How do readers of poetry themselves substantiate these attitudes?
(5) What conditions should a good corona poem meet, according to readers of poetry?
(6) Why do readers of poetry think that it is precisely poetry that is so prominent in lit-

erary reactions to the corona pandemic?

The questionnaire comprised a combination of closed and open questions. The
reading frequency of respondents (sub-question 1) was measured based on two
closed questions. The first question read: “On average, how often did you read
poetry before the start of the corona crisis?” In total, there were 8 possible
answers (daily / weekly / biweekly / monthly / once every three months / once
every half a year / yearly / seldom or never). The second question was: On
average, how often did you read poetry during the corona crisis? Here, there were
6 possible answers (daily / weekly / biweekly / monthly / once every three months
/ never). The categories of “once every half a year” and “yearly” were not taken
into consideration here, as at the time of the data collection, the corona crisis had
not yet lasted half a year.

In order to determine via which media readers encountered corona poems (sub-ques-
tion 2), the respondents were given a list from which they could select all media that had
enabled them to read or hear poems about the corona crisis during the past few months.
The possible answers were respectively: printed poetry books, newspapers and / or week-
lies, literary magazines, social media, websites, radio, television, and the public space. In
addition, respondents could indicate whether there were any other media via which they
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had encountered corona poems, and there was also the possibility to answer “I did not
read / hear any poems about the corona crisis during the past few months”.

Readers’ attitudes toward corona poetry (sub-question 3) were measured using a five-
point Likert scale. In order to come closer to the personal experiences and beliefs of the
respondents, the decision was taken to operationalize the idea of “attitude” in terms of
attractiveness. Hence, the question read: “To what extent do you feel attracted to
corona poetry, meaning poetry that has been written specifically in reaction to the
corona crisis?” On the Likert scale, 1 indicated “not at all attracted”; whereas 5 stood
for “very attracted”.

Sub-questions 4, 5, and 6 were linked to open questions in the questionnaire, because
open questions are more suitable for questioning substantiation, argumentation, and
conceptualization (Krosnick, 2018). The open questions read respectively:

. “Can you explain why you do / do not feel attracted to poetry about the corona crisis?”
(cf. sub-question 4)

. “What conditions should a good corona poem meet, according to you?” (cf. sub-ques-
tion 5)

. “During the past few months, many poets have attempted to write a poem about the
corona crisis, whereas there were relatively few stories published on the subject. Why
do you think precisely texts written by poets prevail?” (cf. sub-question 6)

For this last question, a conscious decision was made to explicitly compare the pro-
duction of poetry with the production of prose, tempting respondents to focus on the
associations they may have with the genre of poetry (compared to those of another domi-
nant genre).

In addition, all participants were asked for the following details: age, gender, pro-
fession, and country of residence.

3.2. Data collection: respondents

The questionnaire was disseminated via Dutch-speaking Facebook groups with users that
have a great affinity with poetry or encounter it professionally. It included the following
groups: Leraar Nederlands (Teacher of Dutch), Over poëzie (About Poetry), Poëzie verrijkt
het leven (Poetry Enriches Life), Poëzie in tijden van Corona (Poetry in Times of Corona),
and Prijs de Poëzie (Praise Poetry). In addition, the call was shared via the newsletter of
Poëziecentrum Nederland (the Netherlands Center of Poetry) and via the social media
profiles of the researcher, as many of his followers are either active in the field of
poetry or are otherwise actively following developments related to poetry. Hence, one
can speak of self-selective sampling. It is likely this has led to selection bias of people
with an above-average positive attitude toward poetry. However, this can be defended,
because the research is directed specifically toward readers of poetry. In this case,
affinity with the subject even presents an advantage, as it “can help in improving attend-
ance and greater willingness to provide more insight into the phenomenon being
studied” (Sharma, 2017, p. 752).

The questionnaire was programed in Google Forms and opened for responses on 10
May 2020, almost two months after the Netherlands and Belgium went into partial
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lockdown. The questionnaire could be completed until 27 May 2020. In total, 320 people
filled in the questionnaire. Nine were deleted, either because they stopped after a single
question or evidently filled in nonsensical answers. Hence, in total, the research used the
answers provided by 311 respondents, of which 107 were men (34.4%) and 196 were
women (63.0%; 6 respondents defined their gender as “other”, and 1 respondent did
not answer the question related to gender). The average age of the respondents was
M = 41.8 years (SD = 16.3). The majority of the respondents originated in the Netherlands
(87.8%), while 10.2% came from Belgium and 2.0% lived in another country.

3.3. Data analysis

The questionnaire questions corresponding to research questions 1, 2, and 3 offered
quantitative data providing an overview of the reading frequency of the respondents;
the ways in which corona poems reached the readers; and the attitudes of the respon-
dents toward corona poetry. The answers to the open questions offered qualitative
data that give depth to the quantitative data.

The open questions were analyzed based on a constant comparative analysis (Glaser,
2001), in which patterns in the data are determined by means of coding. The coding of
the answers to the open questions took place in three phases. In the first phase, the
researcher developed a coding scheme, based upon which sub-questions 4, 5, and 6
could be answered. Subsequently, the answers to the corresponding questions in the
questionnaire were subjected first, to open coding, and then to axial coding (Saldaña,
2016). In the second phase, the researcher and a research assistant applied the three
coding schemes to the answers of the respondents independently of one another. In
this way, the reliability of the developed instruments could be determined, thus allowing
the coding schemes to be honed. During the third phase, the two coders compared their
coding in order to reach a joint consensus concerning the analyses of the qualitative data.

It is important to note that the answers provided by some of the respondents were not
taken into account in the answering of research questions 4, 5, and 6. Because this
research is concerned with the attitudes and conceptions of poetry readers, only those
answers given by respondents that read poetry at least once every half a year were coded.

4. Results

4.1. Reading frequency (Sub-question 1)

Figure 1 shows how often respondents self-reported to reading poetry before and during
the first months of the corona crisis. The answers “once every half a year” and “yearly” to
the question “On average, how often did you read poetry before the start of the corona
crisis?” have not been included in the visualization. This concerned respectively 11(3.5%)
and 4 (1.3%) of the answers.

The figure shows that the number of readers in each category remains almost equal,
except for the category “daily”. Compared to before the corona crisis, the number of
daily poetry readers increased by approximately 40 percent. A chi-squared test with
the variables “period” (before / during the corona pandemic) and “daily reading” (yes /
no) demonstrates the difference is significant (X2(1) = 6.1093, p = 0.013).
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The fact that the number of daily readers rose while the number of readers across the
other categories in Figure 2 remained largely the same, suggests that the frequency with
which poetry is being read rose across the board. The percentage relations between the
categories underwrite this result. The number of respondents that read poetry at least
once every three months, was 88.8% before the corona pandemic. During the first
months of the corona pandemic this rose to 92.9%.

4.2. Media (Sub-question 2)

Of the 311 respondents, 271 (87.1%) encountered poetry that was written specifically in
response to the corona pandemic. Figure 2 illustrates via which media this took place.
Social media are clearly the most prominent: It seems more rule than exception for

Figure 1. Frequency of reading poetry before and during the first months of the corona pandemic; n
= 311. {
Note: If can’t use color, substitute “Left Column before the corona pandemic” “Right column during the corona pandemic”
}

Figure 2. Percentage of poetry readers that have encountered corona poetry per medium, n = 271.
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respondents to encounter corona poetry via social media. Newspapers and websites also
scored highly compared to other media. More traditional media such as printed poetry
books and literary magazines are less strongly represented. However, this is likely to be
connected with the limited availability and low turnover rate of these media.

4.3. Attitude toward corona poetry (Sub-questions 3 and 4)

On average, the respondents felt little attraction to corona poetry; on the five-point Likert
scale, the average is M = 2,47 (SD = 1,07). Indeed, if only the attitudes of those respon-
dents that read poetry at least once every half a year during the corona pandemic (n =
290) are taken into account, there is little change in these numbers (M = 2,49; SD =
1,05). An independent sample t-test demonstrates that men were significantly less
attracted to corona poems than women (t(301) = 1.9690, p = 0.0499). The difference in
attraction per age category is not significant, as revealed by a One-Way ANOVA analysis
with the age groups <35 years, 35–50 years, 51–65 years, and >65 years (F(3,304) = 1,878,
p = 0.133).

It should be noted that the group that has an explicitly negative attitude toward
corona poetry (1 on the Likert scale) is much larger than the group that is explicitly posi-
tive (5 on the Likert scale). While 68 of the respondents did not feel attracted to corona
poems at all, there were only 4 respondents that felt very attracted to them.

The first open question can offer more insights into the reasons why (or indeed why
not) readers of poetry feel attracted to corona poems. Of the 290 respondents, a total
of 392 arguments were subjected to both open and axial coding. This led to a coding
scheme (Appendix 1) in which 13 categories of argumentation were identified, each
representing at least 1% of the arguments included in the corpus, all of which can be
related to both positive and negative attitudes toward corona poetry. The application
of this scheme by two independent coders demonstrated that the reliability of this
coding scheme was good (k = 0,664).

Table 1 shows how often each category of argumentation was put forward by each of
the poetry readers questioned. The numbers per category have been split into respon-
dents who did (4 or 5 on the Likert scale) and those who did not (1 or 2 on the Likert
scale) feel attracted to corona poetry.

Table 1. Numbers per argumentation category in the answers to the question “Why do you / do you
not feel attracted to corona poetry?” (n = 290 respondents).
Argumentation
category

Total number of
items (%)

Number of items among positive
respondents (%)

Number of items among negative
respondents (%)

Actuality 34 (8.7) 12 (14.0) 14 (7.8)
Comfort 24 (6.1) 9 (10.5) 3 (1.7)
Connection 7 (1.8) 4 (4.7) 0 (0.0)
Emotional charge 42 (10.7) 18 (20.9) 10 (5.6)
Escapism 50 (12.8) 0 (0.0) 38 (21.1)
Literary quality 31 (7.9) 8 (9.3) 13 (7.2)
Opportunism 16 (4.1) 1 (1.2) 13 (7.2)
Originality 32 (8.2) 2 (2.3) 22 (12.2)
Recognition 26 (6.6) 12 (14.0) 3 (1.7)
Space to reflect 43 (11.0) 11 (12.8) 24 (13.3)
Specificity 43 (11.0) 4 (4.7) 11 (6.1)
Universalism 21 (5.4) 1 (1.2) 15 (8.3)
Other 23 (5.9) 4 (4.7) 14 (7.8)
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The table leads to several observations regarding the patterns of argumentation of
poetry readers with a positive attitude toward corona poems (“positive respondents”)
and poetry readers with a negative attitude toward corona poems (“negative respon-
dents”). First, the answers of the positive respondents seem to be dominated by
different categories of argumentation than those of the negative respondents. Almost
half of the arguments put forward by the positive respondents can be sorted into the cat-
egories emotional charge, actuality, and recognition. In such cases, corona poetry is
appreciated because of its ability to touch the reader, to describe an actuality, or to call
or evoke recognition. With the negative respondents, the categories of escapism, space
to reflect, and originality prevail. Here too, taken together these categories make up
almost half of the argumentations. The most important reasons why the negative respon-
dents did not feel attracted to corona poetry, are that they had simply had enough of the
subject “corona”; corona poetry would not provide interesting viewpoints on the pan-
demic; and that corona poetry would be too much of a cliché.

Second, it becomes evident that typically heteronomous arguments are more popular
among the positive respondents than among the negative respondents. In terms of per-
centage, the categories emotional charge, recognition, comfort, and connection are men-
tioned more often by the positive respondents than by the negative respondents. An
important exception in this respect is the category of escapism, which tends not to be
mentioned by the positive respondents at all, while the negative respondents precisely
mention this category most frequently. Almost a quarter of the arguments put forward
by negative respondents reveal a desire to escape from the reality of corona, which is
so strong that the reader is not open to poetry concerning this topic. Whereas for a
large number of positive respondents, reading corona poems seems to be therapeutic,
for the negative respondents, it seems that precisely not reading corona poems has thera-
peutic merit.

Third, arguments with a more autonomous orientation occur relatively little in both the
positive and negative respondents alike. In addition, in both cases, the criterion “literary
quality” does not even constitute ten percent of the arguments. The other argumentation
category in which the autonomous aspect of poetry plays an important role is originality,
because it places the originality and creativity of language and form center stage. Among
the positive respondents, this argumentation category hardly occurs, whereas among the
negative respondents, it occurs significantly more often.

4.4. Ideas on good corona poetry (Sub-question 5)

Of the 290 poetry readers who participated in the research, 11 stated they had no idea
what conditions a good corona poem should meet. Of the remaining 279 respondents,
a total of 387 arguments were subjected to both open and axial coding. This led to a
coding scheme (Appendix 2) in which 19 argumentation categories are differentiated,
each represented at least 1% of the argumentations in the corpus. The application of
this scheme by two independent coders demonstrates that the reliability of the coding
scheme was good (k = 0,705).

Table 2 shows how often each argumentation category was put forward by the poetry
readers participating in the research. Again, a differentiation has been made between
positive and negative respondents.
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First, the table shows that the most frequently mentioned criterion for a good corona
poem is originality. A closer look at the coded argumentation demonstrates that this orig-
inality should primarily relate to the vision articulated in the poem: Corona poetry should
provide a surprising outlook on the corona crisis, or offer the reader a new insight. This
requirement for quality was mentioned relatively often by positive as well as negative
respondents. The other two criteria most frequently mentioned, abstraction and emotion-
ality, are valued differently by positive and negative respondents. Negative respondents
most frequently mentioned abstraction as a demand regarding quality –muchmore often
so than positive respondents. For many negative respondents, corona poetry should
abstract the crisis or the actuality, unfolding a more universal vision that is also of
value when considered separately from the societal situation. Conversely, positive respon-
dents consider it more important for a corona poem to articulate a feeling, or to be
moving.

Second, it can be observed that positive respondents are once again more orientated
toward heteronomy than negative respondents. Overall, however, the quality criteria
comfort and connection, both of which have strong social charge, are represented very
little: Emphasis lies on the message itself, rather than on the effect that this message
could potentially have. For negative respondents, heteronomous argumentations
hardly seemed to play any role at all. Comments on the ideological orientation of
corona poetry, for example, were absent.

Third, it becomes evident that in practice, typically autonomous demands do not often
occur either. Very few respondents mention the literary form of language in corona poetry
in their answers, nor do they mention this in reflections on the criterion of originality.
However, the importance of abstraction does point toward this autonomous direction.
After all, the idea that corona poetry should abstract reality implies that poetry can rise
above social reality.

Table 2. Numbers per argumentation category in the answers to the question “What conditions
should a good corona poem meet in your opinion?” (n = 279 respondents).
Argumentation category
among

Total number of
items (%)

Number of items positive
respondents (%)

Number of items negative
respondents (%)

Abstraction 55 (14.2) 7 (7.5) 39 (23.6)
Accessibility 5 (1.3) 1 (1.1) 2 (1.2)
Actuality 8 (2.1) 4 (4.3) 1 (0.6)
Authenticity 16 (4.1) 2 (2.2) 7 (4.2)
Comfort 13 (3.6) 6 (6.5) 4 (2.4)
Connection 6 (1.6) 4 (4.3) 2 (1.2)
Denial 8 (2.0) 0 (0.0) 7 (4.2)
Emotionality 35 (9.0) 16 (17.2) 7 (4.2)
Form 23 (5.9) 6 (6.5) 6 (3.6)
Humor 18 (4.6) 3 (3.2) 4 (2.4)
No conditions 21 (5.4) 3 (3.2) 12 (7.3)
Originality 57 (14.7) 14 (15.1) 27 (16.4)
Poetics 24 (6.2) 2 (2.2) 9 (5.5)
Positivity 14 (3.6) 5 (5.4) 5 (3.0)
Realism 12 (3.1) 2 (2.2) 4 (2.4)
Recognition 17 (4.3) 6 (6.5) 4 (2.4)
Reflection 17 (4.4) 3 (3.2) 7 (4.2)
Viscerality 11 (2.8) 1 (1.1) 5 (3.0)
Other 27 (7.0) 8 (8.6) 13 (7.9)
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4.5. Poetry versus prose (Sub-question 6)

Of the 290 poetry readers participating in the research, 12 indicated they had no idea why
more poetry than prose was published about the corona crisis. Of the remaining 278
respondents, a total of 339 arguments were subjected to both open and axial coding.
This led to a coding scheme (Appendix 3) in which 13 argumentation categories were
differentiated. Each category represents at least 1% of all arguments in the corpus. The
application of this scheme by two independent coders demonstrated that the reliability
of the coding scheme was good (k = 0,601).

Table 3 shows how often each argumentation category was put forward by the poetry
readers participating in the research.

Here it is worth noting that the argumentation categories immediacy and shareability,
both of which are related to the production and distribution context of poetry compared
to prose, are still mentioned less often than emotionality, which encompasses almost one
third of all arguments. In short, in the comparison with prose, poetry readers have a strong
tendency to place poetry’s defining characteristic in the realm of articulating feelings and
emotions. Emotionality has more of a heteronomous than an autonomous connotation.
Other heteronomous argumentation categories also occur (actuality, ceremonial function,
comforting capacity) – albeit infrequently – while there are no argumentation categories
that are related to the more autonomous image of poetry at all.

5. Conclusion and discussion

The central question of this article was which attitude readers of poetry have toward
poetry written in the context of the corona pandemic. The results demonstrate that, at
least in the Dutch language area, this attitude is primarily negative. Corona poems
have relatively little attraction for readers of poetry. The number of respondents with a
very negative attitude toward corona poetry is much larger than the number of respon-
dents with an explicitly positive attitude.

However, the most frequently mentioned reason why readers of poetry have a nega-
tive attitude toward corona poetry, seems to be independent from the poetry itself. That
is, the most frequently mentioned line of argumentation is escapist in nature: The desire

Table 3. Numbers per argumentation category for the answers to the question “Why do you think that
it is precisely poetry that is so prominent in literary reactions to the corona pandemic” (compared with
prose) (n = 278 respondents).
Argumentation category Total number of items (%)

Accessibility 4 (1.2)
Actuality 20 (5.9)
Ceremonial function 9 (2.7)
Comforting capacity 8 (2.4)
Denial 10 (2.9)
Efficacy 31 (9.1)
Emotionality 106 (31.2)
Immediacy 76 (22.4)
Inspiration 15 (4.4)
Opportunism 4 (1.2)
Shareability 28 (8.3)
Space for interpretation 5 (1.5)
Other 23 (6.8)
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to escape from reality – one currently dominated by corona – is so profound that readers
of poetry do not want to read poems on the topic. Another dominant pattern of argumen-
tation is concerned with the extent to which corona poetry successfully reflects on the
pandemic, and argues that poems written in response to the corona crisis are insuffi-
ciently excitative or do not manage to provide an original perspective on the topic.

Just how important readers of poetry consider this reflexive element also speaks of the
demands they place upon successful corona poetry. The criterion “originality” is most fre-
quently mentioned in this respect. This tends to be related more to the originality of the
articulated viewpoints on the pandemic, than to the originality of the poetic form or
language. In short, the overall negative attitude of poetry readers toward corona
poetry seems to stem from an understanding of literature that emphasizes abstraction,
depth, reflection, and the formation of new perspectives. In this respect, criteria that
are concerned with the poetic form initially seem less important than demands placed
on content. That is, such more formal criteria are articulated very little by the respondents.

While the average attitude of poetry readers toward corona poetry is largely negative, a
quarter of the respondents are positive toward the phenomenon. The research shows that
such readers draw upon very different types of argumentation than those respondents
with a negative attitude. Poetry readers who feel attracted to corona poetry value such
poems because of the emotions they articulate, because of their topical value, or
because of the feeling of recognition these evoke in them. For many such readers the
affective workings of corona poems are also an explicit demand upon their success.

What does all of this mean for the tension between autonomy on the one hand, and
heteronomy on the other? As mentioned previously, both elements characterize views on
poetry and this tension also resonates with the debate surrounding corona poetry in the
Dutch language area. While the autonomous position does resurface in the reflections
studied here, for example in the respondents who feel aversion toward occasional
poetry and think that corona poetry should be primarily abstract, a l’art pour l’art-argu-
ment is not at all common among poetry readers. Both in their evaluations of corona
poetry and in the demands they place upon the genre, typical literary criteria such as
the use of language, poetic form, and style registers are hardly represented. In addition,
explicitly heteronomous criteria such as comfort and connection do not occur that fre-
quently either in the reflections. Nevertheless, many readers participating in this research
have a greater tendency toward a view on poetry that is orientated toward the heter-
onomous position, in which the social or ideological character of the art of poetry prevails
over its aesthetic function. The focus of the majority of poetry readers in this research is
primarily on the content of the poems, the vision that unfolds within them, and the extent
to which the readers are touched by them. The real power of this affective dimension is
supported by the results to the last sub-question, in which poetry readers were asked to
differentiate poetry from prose. In answering this question, the readers primarily turned
toward the emotional charge of the genre. The prevalence of the romantic perspective
on literature, which has been noted in the Dutch language area before (Vaessens,
2006), is confirmed once again by this research.

Of course, whether these conclusions also imply that readers are generally more orien-
tated toward the heteronomous position when they relate to poetry, remains open to
question. An important reservation in this respect is the fact that the concept of
“corona poetry” in essence already calls forth a heteronomous orientation. The
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formulation “poetry that has been written specifically in reaction to the corona crisis” that
was used in the questionnaire, possibly already activates a way of thinking in the respon-
dents in which a relation between poetry and society is reflected. Apart from this, it is
unclear whether readers of poetry apply the same criteria toward corona poetry as
they do for regular poetry. Although approximately eight percent of the respondents indi-
cated that they placed the same demands upon a corona poem as they would any other
poem, it is impossible to determine whether this is also the case for the remainder of the
respondents.

What is clear, however, is that the average poetry reader started reading more poetry
during the corona crisis. It is worth investing further research into the role that the reading
of such poetry – which logically encompasses much more than the corona poems that
were placed center stage in this research – has played in the way people have dealt
with the pandemic. The questionnaire analyzed in this article demonstrates clearly that
there are people who use poetry to make sense of, or process, the crisis. It would be
worth charting this dynamic in further detail, for example via an interview-based research
or focus group. This will allow us to inform and enable poets and their readers alike during
the ongoing corona crisis.

Note

1. All Dutch quotations are translated by a professional translation company.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).
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Appendix 1. Coding scheme “Attitudes toward corona poetry”.

Argumentation
Category

Content of Argumentation
(P = positive, N = negative) Example from the corpus

1 Actuality P: Corona poems are interesting/important,
because they give expression to the current
situation / have social relevance.
N: Poetry is a genre that should rise above
actuality.

“There is a direct connection with social actuality,
it is a way to put the situation into words”.
“Poetry that takes the news or other news-
worthy happenings as its topic seldom attracts
me”.

2 Comfort P: Poems about the corona crisis have a
comforting function and offer hope.
N: The negative tone of poems about corona
makes one feel depressed.

“Among others, poetry can offer comfort in
difficult situations such as these”.
“The poems are often negative”.

3 Connection P: The poems bring people together by
relating to a collective experience.
N: Poetry that is intended to connect people,
quickly becomes a simple rhyme for a
funeral.

“Everyone is in the same situation, it connects”.
“Poetry is not being read, hardly shared, until it
suddenly has to make an appearance as the
great comforter or master of ceremonies at
commemorations”.

4 Emotional
charge

P: These poems touch you, because they
articulate the deep and authentic feelings of
the poet.
N: These poems are pathetic/sentimental in
their aim to touch you.

“In these bizarre times I tend to be a little more
emotional, and I would like to know what
others are feeling, what goes on in their heads”.
“It tends to be quite sentimental and quite
gooey”.

5 Escapism P: These poems enable one to escape to a
reality that is not about corona, offering a
moment of relaxation.
N: The world is dominated by corona to such
an extent that you do not want to read
about it.

“It helps me to relativize and distracts me from
reality for a moment”.
“I am so sick of the corona crisis that even
reading poetry about it is too much for me”.

6 Literary quality P: The poems have quality because of their use
of metaphors, play on language, intonation,
form, or other literary procedures.
N: The poems are either kitsch or amateur-
like; there is insufficient literary quality.

“The poems I have read, I considered to be
interesting linguistic games”.
“All of a sudden amateur are forcing their
rhymes upon you”.

7 Opportunism P: Poems about corona are an important
medium via which poets can offer support in
times of crisis.
N: It is opportunistic or even takes
advantage of the situation to write about
corona in these times of crisis.

“It proves that poetry is alive, that people see
poetry as a way to give momentum to the
moment”.
“It feels fake, like poets play disaster tourists in a
situation that is still in the process of
developing”.

8 Originality P: The poems are remarkable because of their
originality or creativity.
N: Corona poetry is often cliché; many
poems are characterized by sameness.

“I find it an original way to deal with this crazy
period and precisely to create something
beautiful out of these strange feelings”.
“Generally speaking, these poems make a very
cliché impression on me”.

9 Recognition P: Corona poetry is worth considering, because
it evokes recognizable imagery or articulates
what the reader is experiencing.
N: Corona poems are not successful enough
in their ability to call forth a sense of
recognition.

“Recognition is definitely a decisive element”.
“No recognition”.

10 Space for
reflection

P: Poems about corona help us to reflect upon
the corona crisis, offering interesting
viewpoints on the crisis.
N: There is either still too little distance in
order to reflect upon corona in poetry, or
there is an absence of interesting
viewpoints.

“It gives fuel to thought, broadens, offers new
perspectives”.
“I know that perhaps I am generalizing a little,
but I have yet to read an interesting viewpoint
on the corona crisis”.

(Continued )
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Continued.
Argumentation
Category

Content of Argumentation
(P = positive, N = negative) Example from the corpus

11 Specificity P: Corona poetry is interesting as a cultural-
historical or literary phenomenon, or as an
object of study.
N: The label “corona poetry” is too specific or
too guiding: Respondents feel attracted to
poetry in general, rather than to “corona
poetry” in particular.

“As a poet, I am interested in what other poets are
doing with this phenomenon”.
“I like poetry anyway. For me, poetry does not
necessarily have to be about corona”.

12 Universalism P: It is worth reading poems about the essence
of life, or about universal dilemmas.
N: The poems are too particular, do not rise
above individualistic occasional poetry.

“I think poetry is a good way to articulate
something universal like the corona confusion”.
“Ego documents, personal diary poetry: often
less interesting”.

13 Other “We live in extraordinary times; I think it is
beautiful to make that tangible. For example,
via a corona poem on a birthday card for
someone”.

Appendix 2. Coding scheme “Demands for good corona poetry”.

Argumentation
category

Content of the argumentation: A good
poem should…

Example

1 Abstraction … rise above the moment / encompass
more than corona alone.

“It should be general enough, so that it will still
continue to have meaning after the corona crisis”.

2 Accessibility … be accessible / understandable. “Understandable, not too much surrealism or
‘abracadabra’”.

3 Actuality … act upon the current situation / be
about the here and now.

“Actualities surrounding corona should be reflected
in the poem”.

4 Authenticity … be sincere and personal. “Authenticity, I want to have the feeling that I am
experiencing what the writer experiences”.

5 Comfort … comfort / give readers a “shot in the
arm”.

“If at all, it should provide hope. A ‘shot in the arm’”.

6 Connection … connect people / articulate a feeling of
togetherness.

“Articulate the sense of community”.

7 Denial … not exist: It is not possible to write
good corona poetry.

“It should not be allowed to be written”.

8 Emotionality … articulate a feeling / be moving. “When a poem touches the reader, it is good”.
9 Form … utilize interesting poetic means / be

accomplished in its use of language.
“Make optimal use of the power of language and the
words”.

10 Humor … be humorous. “Humor for relativizing!”
11 No demands … not meet any specific demands. “There is no univocal recipe for this”.
12 Originality … articulate an original viewpoint upon

the crisis / avoid clichés.
“Offer a new insight”.

13 Poetics …meet the same criteria as a non-corona
poem.

“To the same criteria as every other good poem”.

14 Positivity … have a positive message. “Not too negative, but with a positive outlook in the
future”.

15 Realism … characterize the period in which we
live.

“It should portray the atmosphere, the limitations,
the concerns, or the fears of this period”.

16 Recognition … be recognizable / palpable. “It should sketch a recognizable situation”.
17 Reflection … provide fuel for thought. “Prove an incentive for thought and/or self-

reflection”.
18 Viscerality … be raw / unsentimental. “Not too limp. It can be spicy or a little cheeky”.
19 Other “It should relate the mysterious and ominous nature

of this virus”.
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Appendix 3. Coding scheme “Poetry versus prose”.

Argumentation
category

Content of the argumentation: The reason
an abundancy of poetry is being written, is

because… Example
1 Accessibility … poems are more accessible than stories. “I think poems are more accessible in these

times, both to read and to write”.
2 Actuality … poets are more likely than prose writers to

react to actuality.
“I think poetry lends itself more easily to
actuality”.

3 Capacity to
comfort

… poetry has a higher capacity to comfort
people than prose.

“Human beings want comfort, hope, support,
and poetry can offer this”.

4 Ceremonial
function

… poetry has a stronger ceremonial function
than prose / is a genre for the short term.

“Because poetry has a much higher capacity
than prose to also be ornamental, in
addition to being art”.

5 Denial Conversely, the respondent indicates they have
written/seen much prose about the corona
crisis.

“I experience this precisely the other way
around, having seen multiple stories!”

6 Efficiency … you can get more quickly to the point in a
poem than you can in a story.

“Poetry is compact and has a large impact”.

7 Emotionality … poems are about feelings and emotions to a
higher extent than stories.

“Because poems are often more expressive;
you can put more of your feelings into
poems than in stories”.

8 Immediacy … a poem can be written more quickly than a
story.

“It takes a little longer to write a story”.

9 Inspiration … the crisis, precisely because of the miserable
situations, offers poetic inspiration.

“Perhaps being in quarantine speaks to the
romantic imagination”.

10 Opportunism … poets feel the need to get into the limelight
more strongly than writers of prose.

“In poetry, there is a reservoir of amateurs who
sense an opportunity”.

11 Shareability … poems are easier to disseminate than stories
via (social) media.

“They are short and thus easier to share”.

12 Space for
interpretation

… you have more space for your own
imagination in poems, and that befits the
current circumstances of social isolation.

“I think poems offer much more space for
one’s own interpretation. (…) A story often
tends to be more filled in”.

13 Other “Because they think into time while rhyming”.
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