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Marrying theories about the “authentic” from performance studies and 

critical race studies, Somers-Willett discusses how poetry slams are 

representational practices which help generate and authenticate marginal 

identities, and how the systems of reward established by slams embody complex 

systems of desire between authors and audiences.  Focusing on the relationship 

between African American poets and white middle-class audiences, she weighs 

the politics involved in awarding authenticity, ultimately looking to poetry 

slams as sites of social practice from which racial identity is performatively 
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cited, negotiated, and occasionally questioned. 

Chapter One, “Poetry and the People,” is a literary-cultural analysis of 

the narratives of blackness and nation employed by slam’s literary and 

performative precursors.  Somers-Willett investigates “renegade” American 

performance-poetry movements—including blackface minstrel performances 

dating back to the Antebellum period, the tours of poet Vachel Lindsay, poetry 

readings of the Beat era, and performances by Black Arts poets—which make an 

overt appeal to popular American audiences.   

Chapter Two, “Authenticating Voices,” considers the association of 

blackness with authenticity in slam poetry.  If it is true, as is often claimed, that 

audiences feel slam poets articulate a more “authentic” verse, then we must be 

compelled to ask not only how but also why African American performers have 

so often won the badge of authenticity through national slam titles.  Somers-

Willett’s response is an exploration of a predominantly white audience’s 

ambivalent celebration and objectification of black voices embodied in fetishism.   

The commercialization of slam and the fraught issues of representation 

this entails is the focus of the last chapter, “‘Representing’ Slam Poetry.”  In it, 

Somers-Willett considers the film Slam (d. Mark Levin, 1998), the HBO 

television series Russell Simmons Presents Def Poetry, and the Broadway 

performance of Russell Simmons’ Def Poetry Jam as examples of the mass 

media’s commodification of urban blackness at poetry slams.  In these cases, 
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citations of gender and class function to create a sense of racial authenticity 

based on the marketability of the black urban male to white bourgeois 

audiences, a phenomenon which resonates with other current research about 

image-making in black popular music and culture, particularly that of hip-hop. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
IN SEARCH OF THE GREAT AUDIENCE 
 
 
 

To have great poets, there must be great audiences, too. 

—Walt Whitman, “Ventures, on an Old Theme,” 1892  
 

It is time to experiment, time to leave the well-ordered 
but stuffy classroom, time to restore a vulgar vitality to 
poetry and unleash the energy now trapped in the 
subculture.  There is nothing to lose.  Society has already 
told us that poetry is dead.  Let’s build a funeral pyre out 
of the desiccated conventions piled around us and watch 
the ancient, spangle-feathered, unkillable phoenix rise 
from the ashes. 

—Dana Gioia, “Can Poetry Matter?” 1992 
 
 

On or about August 1988, American poetry changed.  The relations 

between poetry and its audience—between academics and their venerated 

tomes, M.F.A. students and their assigned readings, rappers and the rhymes 

they busted—shifted.   The catalyst for this shift was the claim that poetry and 

the intellectual culture it inspired was dead. 

In August 1988, Commentary magazine published Joseph Epstein’s 

editorial “Who Killed Poetry?”, which made the familiar claim that “however 

much contemporary poetry may be honored, it is, outside of a very small circle, 

scarcely read.  Contemporary poetry is no longer a part of the regular 
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intellectual diet” (15).  The cause for this “vacuum,” he posits, was the vast and 

growing number of academic creative writing programs in the U.S. and the 

poets firmly ensconced there as teachers (14).  The following year, the AWP 

Chronicle reprinted Epstein’s essay along with responses from one hundred and 

one writers over the span of three issues.  One of those writers was poet-critic 

Dana Gioia, who published an extended version of this response entitled “Can 

Poetry Matter?” in the April 1991 Atlantic Monthly.  He collected this and 

other essays about poetry in an eponymous book in 1992. 

In this title essay, Gioia furthered Epstein’s argument, claiming that 

Americans lived within a “divided literary culture,” one which had “the 

superabundance of poetry within a small class and the impoverishment outside 

it.  One might even say that outside the classroom—where society demands that 

the two groups interact—poets and the common reader are no longer on 

speaking terms” ("Can Poetry Matter?" 10).  Poetry, he argued, had lost its 

larger non-academic community which “cut across lines of race, class, age, and 

occupation” and which was “poetry’s bridge to the general culture” ("Can 

Poetry Matter?" 19).  Gioia placed the onus of poetry’s subcultural status on 

poets who “abandoned the working-class heterogeneity of Greenwich Village 

and North Beach for the professional homogeneity of academia” ("Can Poetry 

Matter?" 12).  The dire situation of verse was only to be remedied, it seemed, by 

seeking an audience outside of the academy. 
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The volume of responses to Gioia’s essay was overwhelming—the 

Atlantic received more letters about it than any other article in decades.  

Reactions were also severe—especially, as one might expect, from poets 

teaching in academic writing programs.  The essay’s popularity inspired a wave 

of criticism for those waging the debate as well.  Donald Hall’s 1989 essay 

“Death to the Death of Poetry” appearing in Harper’s magazine accused poets 

of navel-gazing:  “While most readers and poets agree that ‘nobody reads 

poetry’—and we warm ourselves by the gregarious fires of our solitary art—

maybe a multitude of nobodies assembles the great audience Whitman looked 

for.”  Richard Tillinghast speculated in the AWP Chronicle, “Perhaps the crisis 

of confidence among poets, the unseemly hand-wringing, reveals that many of 

us really are afflicted with Nielsen Ratings syndrome, that we are not writing 

for the work’s sake but from a desire to be noticed” (24). 

Which is quite right.  What these critics debated in essence was not the 

state or quality of poetry itself, but the wish for a popular audience for poetry.  

Without a relationship to popular audiences—or at the very least, a relationship 

with a small intellegencia outside of the academy—poetry, Gioia and others 

claimed, was doomed to a dinosaur’s fate.   The argument was a fresh iteration 

of what Whitman had been concerned with a century earlier: finding a great 

audience for poetry.   Part of this resurgence of interest in poetry’s popularity 

resulted in projects widely disseminating poetry collections and anthologies like 
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The Best American Poetry series, which was itself initiated in 1988.  The concern 

for poetry’s livelihood carried on through the nineties.  In 1996, The Academy 

of American Poets proclaimed April National Poetry Month; one of its first 

projects was to hand out thousands of copies of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land to 

those in line at the Houston post office on tax day (because April is the cruelest 

month).  For the first time in decades, revitalized interest bloomed not just in 

poetry, but in the audience for poetry.  Who was reading poetry?  For whom 

was it being written?  Had poetry’s spirit of necessity and urgency died—not for 

its practitioners, but for its readers?  At once, American poets began to 

investigate the relationships poetry had with the people.  In the late eighties and 

nineties, many were convinced that poetry needed to gain popularity not just to 

expand the genre, but to prevent its extinction. 

In the midst of these years of artistic anxiety, a Chicago construction 

worker-turned-poet tested a new venue for poetry which sought an audience 

outside of “the captive domain of the academic poetry world.”  Marc Smith had 

attended readings where performances consisted “mostly of poets reading to 

poets, and the poets had their attitudes and I got sick of it….If you ever wanted 

to read your poetry anywhere, almost always an academic set it up” (M. Smith, 

Interview).  Smith turned to the late-night performance venues of bars and 

lounges in Chicago’s Wicker Park.  He tried many modes of performance of his 

poetry, including vaudeville, ensemble work, and open mic readings, but none 
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of them quite won Smith the adulation from a live audience that he desired.  In 

1986 at the Get-Me-High Lounge, when he ran out of material to complete a 

set during an ensemble show, Smith stumbled upon a format that stuck.  He let 

the audience judge—at first with boos and applause, later with numeric scores—

poems performed on stage.  Amongst the clinking glasses of vodka tonics and 

wafts of cigarette smoke, the Uptown Poetry Slam was born. 

So, at the same time that Gioia and Hall were duking it out over poetry’s 

audience in the Atlantic Monthly and Harper’s, Smith found a non-traditional 

audience for poetry in Chicago’s barrooms.  The anxiety over poetry’s 

popularity helped to increase attendance at slams; perhaps this was the solution, 

some reasoned, to discover a poetry for and of “the people.”  Smith’s poetry 

slams soon gained a loyal following.  “I was creating a show,” he reflects, “but 

later, I understood that I was creating a community” (Interview).  The “rowdy, 

raucous, and riotous” fans of slam (as one critic characterizes them) soon spread 

the contest to other urban centers such as San Francisco and New York, 

meriting the first National Poetry Slam in 1990 with poets from each of these 

cities. 

The popularity of poetry slams seems to be based not on delivering a 

consistently good product, but on practicing certain concepts: the audience is 

not obligated to listen to the poet, the poet should compel the audience to listen 

to him or her, anyone may judge a competition, the competition should be open 
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to all people and all forms of poetry (M. Smith, Slam Philosophies).  It is poetry 

to which, at least theoretically, anyone can have access and whose worth anyone 

can determine.  This accessibility is facilitated through the medium of 

performance.  Veteran slam poet Taylor Mali remarks: 

What sets slam poetry most noticeably apart from 
(what must unfortunately be called) “regular” 
poetry is…its necessary accessibility.  If “modern 
poetry,” as Eliot said, “must be difficult,” then slam 
poetry must not be difficult.  How could it be?  The 
audience does not get the luxury of being able to 
linger New Critically over the printed word.  (Great 
Audience 4) 

Poetry slams, because of their dedication to accessibility, appeared a 

tailor-made solution to Epstein’s and Gioia’s trouble with contemporary poetry.  

This type of work deliberately took poetry outside of the academy and divested 

evaluative power away from the academics and gave it to popular audiences.  By 

the mid-nineties, poetry volumes were leaving bookseller’s shelves at much 

higher rates and regular poetry events (readings, signings, performances) 

popped up across the nation.  In the Tenth Anniversary edition of Can Poetry 

Matter? (2002), Gioia states that “American poetry has changed radically” 

because academic writing programs “have lost their monopoly on contemporary 

poetry [and] because the literary culture around them has experienced a vast 

renewal by reconnecting poetry with a broader audience.”  This “new populist 

revival” is made possible by literary festivals and fairs, bookstore readings, 
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poetry circles, the “electronic bohemia” of the Internet, and of course, poetry 

slams ("Introduction" xiv, xv). 

Today, slams are held not only in urban centers like New York, Chicago, 

and Los Angeles, but also in areas as distant as Sweden and the U.K. or as 

remote as Fargo, North Dakota.  They are held in bars, bookstores, 

coffeehouses, universities, and theaters.  With poetry slams surfacing in most 

U.S. states and slam poets performing their work in feature films, in 

documentaries, on cable television, and even on Broadway stages, slam is a 

phenomenon that appears to have captured our national imagination.  As 

competitions open to and judged by anyone who wishes to participate, slams 

open the door not only to the sociopolitical issue of who has access to poetry, 

but also to the critical question of what poetry is and how it should be 

evaluated.  

Because poetry slams have flourished nationally and internationally, rules 

of competition have emerged and a non-profit organization, Poetry Slam Inc. 

(headed by Marc Smith) has been established to administer them.  At slams 

qualified for national competition, poets perform their own work in time slots 

of three minutes and ten seconds, which is in turn judged by randomly-chosen 

members of the audience Olympic-style from zero to ten.  Although some slams 

have improvisational rounds and some slam poets freestyle on stage, most slam 

poets write, time, rehearse, and/or memorize their work before performing it.  
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After rounds of elimination, the poet with the highest score is declared the slam 

winner and is awarded a prize and/or title. Once a year, local poetry slam 

winners form four-person teams and traverse the country to compete at the 

National Poetry Slam (NPS), now in its fourteenth year.   In addition to 

featuring team bouts and titles, the annual competition also awards an 

individual title.  Both titles carry cash awards of up to $2,000 (NPS 2002 

Website).  The growth of the NPS has increased dramatically during its tenure, 

growing from a two-team competition with one individual slammer in 1990 

(Glazner, "Slam Timeline" 235) to a 56-team competition with 11 individual 

slammers in 2002 (NPS 2002 Website).   It is not unusual for poetry slams to be 

promoted using the hyperbolic language of sports; the most recent NPS was 

billed in promotional materials as “a poet-vs.-poet, high-noon, verb-slingin’ 

showdown” and as an “in-your-face, smack-talkin’ war of the words.”  Like 

sports, poetry slams are commonly cited as low-brow, popular entertainment. 

The growth of the slam phenomenon has allowed standards of writing, 

tone, subject matter, and performance style to emerge.  Such work can be 

recognized generally as “slam poetry”—poetry which is created for performance 

and with the slam audience in mind.   Almost all slam poetry is written in first 

person, is narrative, and, because it is delivered in a performative format, is 

fairly comprehensible upon a first listen.   Devices such as word play, repetition, 

singing, call and response, and rhyme are frequently used on the slam stage.  A 
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wealth of different modes of address are embraced by slam poets, but most of 

the work performed at slams falls under the categories of comedy, parody, or 

drama.  In terms of tone, protestive and passionate pieces are frequent, and 

most poets treat the slam stage a political soapbox at some point—some of them 

almost exclusively.   

Despite—or perhaps because of—the popularity of poetry slams, some 

critics have panned them altogether.  Harold Bloom, for example, remarked in 

a 2000 issue of The Paris Review: 

…of course, now it's all gone to hell. I can't bear 
these accounts I read in the Times and elsewhere of 
these poetry slams, in which various young men and 
women in various late-spots are declaiming rant and 
nonsense at each other. The whole thing is judged 
by an applause meter which is actually not there, 
but might as well be. This isn't even silly; it is the 
death of art. (379) 

“That slam poetry is easily understood,” says Mali, “should not be considered 

an indication of its lack of merit” (Great Audience 4).  Instead, its accessibility 

and popularity is an extension of its commitment to pleasing its audience.  

Bloom suggests in his statement that popularity and artistic merit are mutually 

exclusive—that what is deemed great by the invisible “applause meter” cannot 

be good poetry.  Gioia recognizes that “the quality of these new enterprises is 

very uneven,” but adds that this is true of academic poetry as well, and that the 

quality of such enterprises is less of an issue than the revitalization of public 
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discourse about poetry itself ("Introduction" xv).  Slam poets are quick to admit 

that a poem’s popularity does not insure its poetic merit; a common conciliatory 

saying amongst competitors is, “The best poem always loses.”  What slam 

audiences reward, then, are things in excess of the poem itself, and this excess is 

what launches my inquiry here.   

What Bloom argues about slam poetry as “the death of art” is debatable, 

especially as other critics and poets have characterized slam as the re-birth of 

art, the “phoenix rising from the ashes” for which Gioia calls.  But rather than 

debate slam poetry’s overall quality and future (although these are indeed 

worthy topics), I wish to discuss slam poetry as a cultural phenomenon, as a 

flashpoint which has in a few short years broadened the relationship between 

American poetry and its audience through performance.  More specifically, I am 

interested in what sort of work gains audience approval at poetry slams, and 

how the cultural politics of identity expressed by slam poets influence that 

approval.  

Slam’s emphases on diversity, inclusion, and democracy have resulted in 

a “pluralism” amongst its poets; on the national level, slammers hold a bevy of 

readings outside of the national competition celebrating marginalized racial, 

sexual, and gender identities.  Such pluralism, Tyler Hoffman remarks, “points 

to the fact that the spoken word in the U.S. in recent decades is tied up in 

powerful social movements that reframed—and validated—cultural identities of 
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minorities” (49).  Slam’s openness to all people and all types of poetry suggests 

a specific political inquiry in its practice, one which Gioia and Epstein had 

implied in their statements about academic poetry but had never made quite 

explicit.  This was the relative lack of racial and class (and many would say 

gender and sexual) diversity represented in academic poetry.  The poetry slam’s 

dedication to inclusion offered an opportunity for working-class poets (of which 

Smith was one) and poets of color to gain recognition.  The debate over 

poetry’s popularity was not only an issue of generic survival, but also of how 

poetry reflected cultural privilege and institutional power.  Gioia recognizes this 

in his Tenth Anniversary edition: 

Literary culture is essentially a conversation.  When 
a substantial number of new people enter the 
exchange—especially from segments of society not 
previously represented—they raise new questions 
that change the course of events….Once they 
started talking, there has been no shutting them up.  
Their arrival has made the poetry scene less orderly 
and well-mannered—occasionally even anarchic—
but it has also made it more democratic, diverse, 
vital.  ("Introduction" xiii) 

 Slam’s commitment to plurality and diversity has led slam poets to linger 

on personal and political themes, the most common of them being the 

expression of marginalized identity.  In fact, the vast majority of work 

performed at poetry slams is an expression of the poets’ identities—recent 

trends in slam poetry compelled one poet to call it an “art of self-proclamation” 
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(Van Cleve).  The poetry rewarded at slams has been praised as a more 

“authentic” variety of verse by many sources, including the poets themselves.  

“Vague as it may sound,” Maria Damon writes,  

the criterion for slam success seems to be some kind 
of “realness”—authenticity at the physical/sonic and 
metaphysical/emotional-intellectual-spiritual levels.  
This is why close listening is crucial; you’re not just 
listening for technique, or “original imagery,” or 
raw emotion, but for some transmission/recognition 
of resonant difference...a gestalt that effects a “felt 
change of consciousness” on the part of the listener. 
(329-30) 

Damon’s description suggests that the practice of rewarding performances for 

their “authenticity” or for the “transmission of resonant difference”  is a 

performative effect (as opposed to a textual effect).  If Damon is correct, then in 

the case of identity poems, reward stems not just from the expression of 

marginal identity but from the way that identity is performed on stage.  Thus, 

poems deemed the most authentic by slam audiences depend upon the dynamics 

between poets and audiences.  That is, the award of authenticity is a particularly 

performative phenomenon.  Considering that of the ten individual winners of 

the National Poetry Slam to date all but three have been African American, this 

practice also seems to pose specific questions about performance and black 

identity. 

The overarching questions compelling this project are those of how 

African American voices are deemed more authentic or real than other voices, 
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and of how “authentic” expressions of black identity work in tandem with 

constructions of gender and class to produce modes of desire between poets and 

audiences.  Much of the information about the national slam community in this 

project is provided by research I have conducted as a member of this 

community.  Like other critical race and gender scholars studying identity 

politics (Butler, Gilroy, Goffman, S. Hall), I assert that the identities expressed 

by slam poets are performative—that is, that they are performed consciously or 

unconsciously for audiences to certain ends.  For black slam poets, these ends 

include affirming their identities, arguing for political parity with whites, and 

perhaps the unintentional stereotyping of black identities.  Like the theorists of 

identity politics, I contend that what is authentic about identity is not the 

realness or truth it is often used to connote but the repetition and reception of 

certain behaviors and characteristics over time.  That is, what is authentic is 

actually a norm of tried identity behavior.  I ultimately view poetry slams as 

places for the authentication of identities—as cultural stages where poets 

perform identities and where their audiences confirm or deny them as 

“authentic” via scoring. 

This is not to say that authenticity does not exist, only to say that 

authenticity exists as a performative phenomenon.  It is when we forget that 

authenticity is such a phenomenon—when, in terms of slam poetry, authenticity 

and marginal identity are equated without keeping in mind the performative 
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dynamics of such an exchange—that can prove problematic.  This is most likely 

to occur in the commercial market of spoken word, where poets of color are 

marketed to white middle-class audiences, sometimes in ghettocentric ways. 

My research takes three different approaches to examine how black 

identity and slam poetry work together.  First, I conduct a literary-cultural 

history in which I discuss the audience for, critical reception of, and impact of 

performance poetry movements in the U.S. dating back to the Antebellum 

period.  Second, I employ critical race theory and performance theory to discuss 

how and why African American slam poets seem to be particularly rewarded in 

a genre that attracts a predominately white, bourgeois audience.  Using Homi 

Bhabha's ideas about fetishization, I propose that the success of these slam poets 

relies not only on excellent performances, but on specific ways of performing 

otherness and authenticity.  Third, I discuss the politics of slam poets’ 

commercial success in recent TV and film spoken word projects where black 

urbanity is marketed to and consumed by white middle-class audiences.  

Throughout, I treat poetry slams as cultural stages where the difficult politics of 

racial identity are played out, as sites where bids for cultural power are 

negotiated.1 

                                            
1 This is an idea I borrow from both Cultural Anthropology and Performance Studies, and it is 
indeed the place where both meet.  Thinking of an individual’s relationship to culture as an 
actor’s relationship to an audience was a staple of practice theory of mid-seventies 
Anthropology and Sociology and serves as the theoretical foundation for many Performance 
Studies scholars.  See Victor Turner, The Anthropology of Performance (New York: 
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Many scholars have discussed the oral and performative qualities of 

poetry in various eras (Bernstein; Engler, Poetry and Community; Nagy; Ong; 

Zumthor).  Others have traced slam back to ancient oral traditions—those of 

bards, griots, or the Homeric epic.  But to understand what contemporary 

audiences appreciate about slam poetry beyond the slam poems themselves, the 

need to understand slam poetry’s engagement with an oral tradition is much less 

important than the need to understand its performative tradition.  Taylor Mali 

remarks: 

I’d like to say (and have said in conversation) that 
slam poetry is a return to the oral tradition of 
poetry, that it is a coup by poets who want to regain 
the status they once had in preliterate societies.  But 
it isn’t really.  If slam poetry resembles the bygone 
days of what has become modern poetry, that 
resemblance is purely  incidental.  A real slam poet 
would not want anything to do with the history of 
contemporary poetry; he’s just performing for the 
crowd.  (Great Audience 4) 

If Mali is correct—that performance is what seems to drive poets to the slams in 

the first place—it is appropriate to discuss slam poetry within a performance 

poetry tradition, one which I outline in the first chapter. 

 In this initial chapter, “Poetry and the People,” I analyze the narratives 

of blackness and nation that are employed by slam’s literary and performative 

precursors in order to reach popular audiences.  Specifically, I investigate 

                                                                                                                             
Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1987) for an example. 
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“renegade” American performance-poetry movements—including blackface 

performances dating back to the Antebellum period, the tours of poet Vachel 

Lindsay, poetry readings of the Beat era, and performances by Black Arts 

poets—which make an overt appeal to popular American audiences.  The 

purpose of many of these performance poetry movements—which deliberately 

took poetry out of private intellectual spaces and into smoky coffeehouses, 

libraries, barns, gymnasiums, and urban community centers—was to bring 

poetry to a larger audience.  Whether via Vachel Lindsay’s reading tours in the 

early twentieth century or readings in which poets declared Black Arts a “mass 

art” or Beat poetry “public poetry” (Thomas 305-06), these artists dedicated 

themselves to expand poetry’s audience through performance.  Such movements 

were preoccupied not just with expanding what could fall under the rubric of 

poetry but with creating an enthusiastic audience for that poetry in non-

academic circles.   Slam is similarly considered a “mass art” (Blair) because it 

targets non-academic audiences, “bringing everyday workers, bus drivers, 

waitresses, and cops to a poetry reading and letting them cut loose” (Glazner, 

Poetry Slam 11).   

To win popular audiences, performance poets have attempted to distance 

themselves from a predominately white academy and the educated bourgeois 

audiences of poetry.  To create this distance, they have relied in different 

degrees on black performance traditions or performances of blackness itself 

 16 



(such as blackface minstrelsy and its derivative, vaudeville; call and response; 

and black popular music such as ragtime and jazz).  I contend that blackness was 

cited by these poets to construct renegade identities for their poetry (placing 

their work outside the realm of dominant culture).  This citation is also a trend 

we may observe in slam poetry.  The performance style of many prize-winning 

slam poets—black or otherwise—borrow speech, style, and gestures from 

artforms such as black popular music.   

Chapter Two, “Authenticating Voices,” considers the association of 

blackness with authenticity in slam poetry.  If it is true, as is often claimed, that 

audiences feel slam poets articulate a more “authentic” verse, then we must be 

compelled to ask not only how but also why African American performers have 

so often won the badge of authenticity through national slam titles.  My 

response is an exploration of a predominantly white audience’s ambivalent 

celebration and objectification of black voices—what Homi Bhabha calls “the 

articulation of multiple belief” embodied in fetishism.  I argue that the 

negotiations of identity voiced by black slam poets are rewarded as the most 

authentic and at the same time mark them as “Other” than their white 

audiences.  In this sense, the identities of black slammers are authenticated 

through the very process of the slam; that is, audiences actually construct the 

caveat of authenticity by marrying it with certain performances of blackness.  

Still, some poets consciously use the slam stage to create subaltern identities and 
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challenge the status quo through incisive parody or persona work.  In this 

respect, slam poetry explores the political possibilities of identity in 

performance and begs to be regarded not only as a performance poetry 

movement, but also—as Marc Smith suggests—a social movement ("Poetry in 

Motion: Slam Dunking"). 

In rewarding black performers, poetry slams can offer their audiences a 

political awareness of black identity while also denying its pluralities and 

contradictions, making it static, consumable, a base commodity.  Amiri Baraka 

has argued that poetry slams “make the poetry a carnival—the equivalent of a 

strong-man act.  They will do to the poetry movement what they did to rap: 

give it a quick shot in the butt and elevate it to commercial showiness, 

emphasizing the most backward elements” (Gates 40).  The commercialization 

of slam and the fraught issues of representation this entails is the focus of my 

last chapter, “‘Representing’ Slam Poetry.”  In it, I consider the film Slam (d. 

Mark Levin, 1998) and HBO’s current television series Russell Simmons 

Presents Def Poetry as examples of the mass media’s commodification of 

blackness at poetry slams.  In both cases, citations of gender and class function 

to create a sense of racial authenticity based on the marketability of the black 

urban male to white bourgeois audiences, a phenomenon which has its benefits 

but can also prove problematic.  The film Slam may bring awareness to the 

culture of imprisonment many urban black men face, but it also stands to 
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capitalize on the stereotype of black male criminality and its expression in 

poetry slams.  In the Russell Simmons Presents Def Poetry series, slam poetry, set 

amidst the backdrop of hip hop culture, is presented to white middle-class 

audiences as a “hipper” brand of poetry.  Although the Def Poets gain the 

mainstream’s ear, their work may be fetishized, ghettoized, and consumed in a 

way that does not question this audience’s position of power and privilege.  

Both cases resonate with other current research about image-making in black 

popular music and culture, particularly that of hip-hop.  Such projects can open 

doors for slam poets by promising mainstream success, but at the same time 

poets run the risk of being consumed according to the tastes of ghetto-chic.  The 

result is a set of ambivalent politics that neither poets nor their audiences seem 

happy to endorse. 

In its focus on issues of black identity and representation, this project 

contributes to critical understandings of race and its intersections with gender 

and class.  Much has been written about black performative signifiers, such as 

those of gesture, speech, and music, but no previous work has studied slam 

poetry’s intersections with these signifiers.  This project also furthers the 

critique of an essential black authenticity debated in the fields of Cultural 

Studies and African American Studies.  Acknowledging that what passes as 

authentic behavior is a performative symptom of larger systems of meaning and 

power, the identities performed at slams are not doomed to confirm the status 
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quo.  Rather, as places where identities are newly authenticated, slams are 

places of possibility, insight, and connection.  They are places where the 

performative possibilities of identity are explored, and their study contributes 

understandings about the complex modes of desire between poets and their 

audiences. 

As the first book-length academic exploration of the politics of identity 

in slam poetry, a genre which is itself just gaining scholarly attention, this 

project aims to be suggestive, not definitive.  It will take time to determine if 

slam poetry will render Whitman’s great audience, as it will take time for 

scholars to situate slam poetry into the literary and/or theatrical canons (if slam 

poetry is to be canonized at all).  It is quite possible that, like Beat and Black 

Arts poetry, slam poetry will be defined by the cultural-historical moment in 

which it was produced.  It is also quite possible that, like these movements, slam 

poetry will be subsumed into the academy, that institution to which it was at 

first built in opposition.  Which is to say that slam poetry might be, in the end, 

about building bridges between academy and community, not walls.  This 

project is one step in that direction. 
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CHAPTER 1  
 
POETRY AND THE PEOPLE: RACE, NATION, AND THE 
PERFORMANCE OF POPULAR VERSE 
 

 

When we speak of American poetry from “the street,” we mean the 

lyricism of rap, the nomadic and hip strain of the Beats and Kerouac’s On the 

Road, the black urban vernacular assumed by Black Arts poets, the hip-hop 

aesthetics of some slam poetry, even the jingles of radio stations and television 

commercials.  What all of these examples share is a concern with the popular or 

what Eric Lott calls “people’s culture”—the “reclamation of the ‘folk’” (7) 

undertaken by poets such as Walt Whitman and Vachel Lindsay—as well as with 

an everyday audience’s access to and consumption of poetry.  In these cases, 

street poetry is infused with a sense of historically-defined “low-browness” 

which, it is assumed, popular audiences can recognize, identify with, and 

appreciate.  It is considered popular verse steeped in the local, the vernacular, 

the marginal, the underdog.  In its time, popular verse is promoted as a 

representation of real people, and, more often than not, the term “real” signifies 

non-white or working-class people—“folk” infused by U.S. culture with a sense 

of truth, simplicity, and authenticity.  The rubric of popular verse, then, is often 

applied to poetry which crosses the racial and class boundaries assumed by the 

more high-brow literary canon of its era.   
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Stuart Hall, in his essay “Notes on Deconstructing the Popular,” argues 

that the dialectic between high- and low-brow culture helps to define the 

popular, and vice versa: 

what is essential to the definition of popular culture 
is the relations which define ‘popular culture’ in a 
continuing tension (relationship, influence, and 
antagonism) to the dominant culture.  It is a 
conception of culture which is polarised around this 
cultural dialectic. ("Deconstructing 'The Popular'" 
235) 

The tension between popular culture and dominant culture is 

constitutive and mutually-dependent.  An historically-specific definition and 

expression of the popular depends upon the negotiation of interests, identities, 

and values in relation to dominant culture.  To make the term more specific to 

describe people’s relationship with verse, “popular verse” is not bound to a 

particular style, but is poetry which performs an attitude of resistance to a 

literary elite.   I propose that this resistance is evident in U.S. performance 

poetry movements in two specific ways: first, by representing “the people” or 

“folk” in the poems themselves, and second, by attracting and entertaining 

popular audiences through the medium of performance.  Poets and supporters 

of these literary-performative movements often argue that voices 

underrepresented by the literary elite hold the same value than their 

institutional counterparts, if not more value.  Similarly, these poets attribute 

value to seeking non-academic audiences (i.e. seeking an audience “of the 
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people”).  For example, in the case of slam poetry, Jeffrey McDaniel writes, 

“the slam is in touch with the wild, irreverent spirit of poetry so often missing 

in university workshops, or stuffy more traditional readings….If there’s one 

lesson the academy might learn from the slam, it’s that the audience matters” 

(36).  It is important to note that popular verse’s quality of institutional 

resistance is more important than the size of its audience, although many 

popular poets have striven to reach large audiences (most recently through 

media such as film, video, television, and the Internet).  Some have criticized 

performance poetry movements for only reaching a relatively small amount of 

people in local readings; performance poets often make a similar allegation that 

academic poetry only reaches an elite group of people.  

Even though it is often characterized as such, the tension between 

popular verse and academic verse is not necessarily an antagonistic force.  

Instead, the tension differentiates poetry performed for popular audiences from 

its academic counterparts—so much so that popular verse often invokes, 

specter-like, the very canon from which it stands in relief.  Indeed, one cannot 

fully comprehend the popular appeal of performance poetry without having 

some sense of the exclusivity of academic poetry.  Veteran slammer Taylor Mali 

remarks: 

Although slam poetry is not yet the object of serious 
literary criticism, in a slam you nevertheless get the 
feeling that you are being judged.  Because you are, 
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openly:  from “1” to “10,” by a randomly selected 
group of judges who may or may not have taken a 
poetry workshop….I’ve been to…slams where the 
scores never went below and eight, and the judges 
resorted to as many as three decimal places to 
distinguish quality (Helen Vendlers, all of them).  
(Great Audience 2-3) 

Ron Silliman calls this specter manifesting at the contemporary poetry reading 

“ventriloquism of the canon” which “inhabit[s] the process of scoring, 

differentiating winners from losers, in a slam, even when the judges are 

consciously ‘antiacademic’” (375).  Even at poetry readings where the literary 

critic is apparently absent, the specter of her “critical discourse hovers ghostlike 

around, if not at, the occasion” (366).  In such cases, canonical verse and 

popular verse form a dialectic; one comes to influence the very definition and 

evaluation of the other. 

This dialectic is evident in slam poetry.  Reviews of two recent feature-

length films featuring slam poetry and of poetry slams in general express a novel 

interest in the genre, usually highlighting competition and contrasting the 

popular estimation of slam poetry to what they deem “stuffy” standards of 

literature.2   Slam poetry’s tension with more elite senses of poetry is also touted 

by some slam poets.  As one slam poet, Alix Olson, puts it,  

Slam poetry sticks out its tongue at the corporate 

                                            
2 These films include Slam (1998) and Slamnation (1998), both of which I discuss in Chapter 
Three.   
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monolith of rock ‘n’ roll-over.  Its work is not 
determined by literary critics but by the people who 
show up to hear it.  It’s a tongue-in-cheek 
competition, a method of enticing people to gather 
on a Monday night and watch poetry instead of Ally 
McBeal. ("Diary" 68)  

Olson’s comments exemplify the common tension between popular verse 

and institutional poetry.  Most important is her stance on slam as an anti-

literary critical practice.  This is not the same as an anti-critical practice; indeed, 

as competitions judged by audience members, slams rely on critical—some 

would even say canonical—practices to determine their outcomes.  The 

distinction between the two lies in the judgment of slam poetry by its public 

audience—“by the people who show up to hear it” as opposed to what is 

perceived as the more elite store of literary critics.  In fact, slam poets (and at 

times their audiences) often want to distinguish themselves from the literary 

academy while still touting the glories of poetry.  It is not that such popular 

verse lies so extremely on one end of the cultural spectrum that it denies the 

lofty privileges of art (as seen by Olson’s contrast between slam poetry and the 

popular Fox television program Ally McBeal); still, it wishes to remain “other” 

than academic poetry.  Exactly how slam poetry and other performance poetry 

movements in America have achieved that sense of removal from academic verse 

is what I wish to explore in this chapter. 

The antagonistic relationship between high and low culture in evaluating 

 25 



and finding an audience for poetry is far from new; in fact, rebelling against the 

literary elite has characterized the life of many strains of poetry.  Peter Burke 

ties the “discovery” of popular culture to the aesthetic “revolt against 

classicism” of the Romantic movement and the political legitimation of national 

cultures in the eighteenth century (216-17).   The question these movements 

ostensibly address is this: should poetry strive toward the Arnoldian ideals of 

“sweetness and light,” or should it represent people’s culture?  Many American 

performance poetry movements have affirmed the latter ideal.  But what does 

this affirmation of popular verse and the distinction from academic verse entail?  

In his monograph on the tension between intellectual and popular culture, 

Andrew Ross remarks that 

we ought to admit that there is no such thing as a 
history from above, of intellectuals, or a history 
from below, of popular culture, although many such 
histories of either kind, have been and will continue 
to be written.  On the contrary, it is increasingly 
important…to consider what is dialectical about the 
historically fractious relationship between 
individuals and popular culture….Only then can we 
see how categories of taste, which police the 
differentiated middle ground, are also categories of 
cultural power which play upon every suggestive 
trace of difference in order to tap the sources of 
indignity, on the one hand, and hauteur, on the 
other. (5) 

To understand the “cultural dialectic” between high and low culture, 

Stuart Hall proposes we must look to the “process by which these relations of 
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dominance and subordination are articulated” ("Deconstructing 'The Popular'" 

235).  That is, we must look to the contexts and contests of verse’s production 

and reception at any given time to understand what it signifies.  My exploration, 

then, is one which does not assume the “purity” or “authenticity” of popular 

verse which many of its movements cite (S. Hall, "Black Popular Culture?" 26; 

Burke 217-18).  It is my purpose here to flesh out how American performance 

poetry has, in different periods, attempted to engage non-academic audiences by 

proclaiming its difference from academic poetry, and how this proclamation of 

difference has been a specific negotiation of racial and national identities. 

As I will elaborate, many aspects of popular verse, although historically 

defined, share a common articulation of racial difference.  More specifically, 

representations of blackness by white authors and performers—whether in 

terms of gesture, language, cadence, or general performance style—have proven 

crucial in performance poetry’s claim to people’s culture in the last century-and-

a-half.  It has been assumed by most performance poetry movements that the 

producers of and the audience for high-brow poetry is predominately the white 

male elite of its era; consequently, we might also assume that popular verse may 

appeal to more racially diverse audiences.  Indeed, audiences of popular 

performance poetry movements have proven more diverse in terms of race and 

class, although they still remain predominately white (with the notable 

exception of the Black Arts movement).  The articulations of blackness in 
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performance poetry—especially when considering performance poetry’s 

consumption by predominately white audiences—have a unique history and, I 

believe, can shed light on claims that slam poetry is “poetry for the people.”   

Olson’s comment characterizing slam as a “tongue-in-cheek competition” 

which “sticks out its tongue at the corporate monolith” is also enlightening, 

revealing that slam poetry has overt political concerns and is not merely a spoof.  

In fact, the image of the liberal renegade is celebrated and promoted by slam 

poets; as the title of the documentary film Slamnation suggests through its play 

on words, slam poetry  is “damned,” cast outside the realm of legitimate poetry.  

“Slamnation” also intimates slam’s presence as a democratic forum, the 

solidarity of its members forming a nation, or its presence as an American 

phenomenon—a celebration of national popular culture.   

Taking a renegade attitude has been characteristic of many performance 

poetry movements pre-dating slam.  But we must not consider these movements 

de facto the voice of the people; instead, this renegade attitude helps construct 

and define the people’s culture it claims to celebrate, and the work of 

performance poets can signify the disruptions, discontinuities, and debates 

within American culture itself.  These performance poetry movements are not 

mere reflections of American popular culture, but are sites of cultural 

contestation which help articulate and generate the very culture they claim to 

represent.   
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A scholarly analysis which takes into consideration popular and national 

concerns over how to evaluate popular verse, the articulation of renegade 

identities necessitated by this process, and the desire to express and witness such 

identities is of acute critical interest. Perhaps even more interesting is how 

renegade tendencies and ideas of the American popular are expressed through 

or are associated with blackness.3  I contend that in the face of the perceived 

monolith of white male voices and standards in the academy, American 

performance poetry has, in different ways, taken up the shibboleth of blackness 

in order to access and represent “the people”—an articulation which has 

obvious nationalistic strains.    

As I will show, many American performance poetry movements pre-

dating slam have assumed the marginal marker of blackness as a way to claim a 

place in popular culture.  For some movements, representing African Americans 

is a primary concern; for others, African American culture provides a set of 

literary and performative aesthetics.  But for all the movements I discuss, 

blackness serves as an emblem for the movement’s marginality, for its 

distinction from dominant culture.  In this light, the circular nature of what 

qualifies as popular (the culture of the marginal or everyday) or dominant (the 

                                            
3 The etymology of the term “renegade” itself has associations with the denial–or rather, the 
betrayal—of white and national ideology.  According to the Oxford English Dictionary, 
“renegade” described, in its earliest usages in the sixteenth century, one who betrayed the 
Christian faith in favor of the Muslim Turks.  See Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd Edition, 
1989, Online Dictionary, Available: http://dictionary.oed.com/, Accessed 26 Nov 2001. 
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culture of the powerful) becomes clear.  Popular culture is “one of the sites 

where this struggle for and against a culture of the powerful is engaged: it is also 

the stake to be won or lost in that struggle” (S. Hall, "Deconstructing 'The 

Popular'" 239).  Popularity serves as a prize of a more valuable, authentic 

culture but which becomes authentic precisely because it is in tension with 

dominant culture.  We can look to these movements as places in which the 

popular is defined in both political and aesthetic terms, as sites where what 

Raymond Williams calls “structures of feeling” (134) are revealed, debated, re-

defined, and presented again to constitute the popular. 4 

Performance poetry has a long literary history which some would trace 

as far back as the Homeric epic (Nagy). 5  I conduct brief analyses of a series of 

American performance poetry movements and artists which have assumed a 

renegade status and have, as a part of assuming this status, cited blackness to 

achieve popular appeal.  Examples I consider include blackface minstrelsy of the 

                                            
4 “Structures of feeling” has come to connote, in Lott’s words, “the social and historical ‘lived’ 
quality of meanings and values” and their relationship to “more formally held beliefs or 
ideologies” (240).  In other words, “structures of feeling” are those aesthetic and political 
process which appear invisible until new meanings are teased out of them in material 
practice, making them visible.  See Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1977) for further discussion. 
 
5 Gregory Nagy’s Poetry as Performance: Homer and Beyond  discusses the importance of 
orality and public performance to ancient Greek poetry.  Although a historiography of 
performance poetry which stems back to the Greeks is beyond the scope of this project, it is 
interesting to note that Nagy discusses the role of mimesis in these performances such that 
“when the performer re-enacts an identity formerly enacted by previous performers, he or she 
is re-creating his or her own identity for the moment.  That is to say, a performer’s identity is 
recomposed in performance” (214).  I shall argue a variation of this in the next chapter: that a 
performer’s identity is created in performance. 
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Antebellum period, the performances of “people’s poet” Vachel Lindsey in the 

early twentieth century, the performances of the renegade hipster by Beat 

authors, the Black Arts movement’s call for a revolution of the masses, and 

finally, the current incarnation of popular verse in slam poetry.  Although these 

movements and artists cite one another in various respects, the histories of these 

movements are far from linear.  I sketch here a genealogy of performance 

poetry which reveals the underpinnings of race and nation in the call for 

“poetry for the people.”   

 

Performance, Poetry, and Blackface Minstrelsy 

The tradition of blackface performance—with its use of song, dance, 

rhythm, lyric, and rhyme—has much to offer in the way of understanding 

performance poetry’s appeal to popular audiences.  I begin with minstrelsy 

because of its explicit performances of blackness as an implicit way to reach 

popular audiences and because it has been hailed as “one of our [American] first 

popular institutions” (Lott 64).  It is of interest because it was one of the first 

American forums where black “folk”—the term for “common” African 

Americans but which more specifically referred to rural Southern blacks familiar 

with the plantation way of life—were represented on stage.6  It was also one of 

                                            
6 See W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, Dover Thrift Editions, unabridged ed. (New 
York: Dover, 1994) for further reading on the concept of “black folk.” 
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the first theatrical genres to cause a break between high-brow and low-brow 

audiences (64).  In truth, we might say that minstrelsy enacted an idea of 

blackness, one shaped by the relationships and exchanges between African 

American folk and the whites portraying them on stage.  Blackface 

performances included performances of plantation songs, dancing in the form 

of jigs and cake walks, orchestral selections, monologues, and the occasional 

recitation of verse (usually humorous verse).  Looking at blackface minstrelsy as 

a stage where lyrical presentation is made popular through performances of 

blackness and where high-brow and low-brow senses of poetry are negotiated 

can enhance our understanding of twentieth-century performance poetry.  

Future poet-performers come to reflect, however inadvertently or remotely, the 

matrix of race, class, and gender politics first engaged by blackface minstrelsy. 

Minstrel performance began in the early nineteenth century and persisted 

through the early twentieth century (minstrel shows were known to be 

performed through the 1920s, although they were few and far between by that 

time).  Individual performances of folk songs in blackface are reported to have 

taken place as early as 1799, but the minstrel tradition is generally 

acknowledged to have begun in 1843 (Rice 5, 11).  On February 6 of that year, 

the first blackface minstrel company, The Virginia Minstrels, performed at New 

York City’s Bowery Amphitheatre.  The four-person company—which included 

Billy Whitlock, Dick Pelham, Dan Emmett, and Frank Brower—set the standard 
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for costuming and instrumental arrangement of future minstrel companies 

(bones, tambourine, banjo, and squeezebox).7   These performers also set the 

standard for a particular vision of blackness on the minstrel stage—they did not 

want to appear “too black” so that they were mistaken for actual “Negroes,” 

but they still wished to appear black enough to be considered vessels of African 

American songs and performance traditions (see Figure 1).  In fact, because 

early audiences often mistook minstrel performers for blacks (Lott 20), it 

became standard practice in the blackface industry to feature images of 

performers in blackface next to images of them as “gentleman” (i.e., without 

makeup and in fancy dress; see Figure 2).  Some early companies even broke up 

their performances into programs in which company members performed 

patriotic or classic songs “as citizens” (as whites) and popular selections “as 

Ethiopians” (see Figure 3), although the former of these was eventually dropped 

as blackface performance proved a more popular attraction.  This tension 

between what is both “authentically” black and what is counterfeit surfaces in 

many subsequent performance poetry movements. 

Blackface minstrelsy has heretofore been considered a type of theater, 

                                            
7 Dan Emmett was, interestingly, the author and original performer of “Dixie’s Land,” the song 
which became an anthem of the Confederate forces during the U.S. Civil War.  Emmett, a 
native and lifetime resident of the North, wrote the song for the minstrel stage, and it is on the 
minstrel stage that the song (performed by others) rose to popularity in the South.  Thus, it 
was popular audiences who, in an interesting twist of fate, delivered Emmett’s song about a 
Northern African American reminiscing about Southern plantation life to the mouths of white 
Southerners on Confederate battlefields.   
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not a type of performance poetry.  However, the use of the term “minstrelsy” to 

connote blackface performance belies its ties to poetry and music.  According to 

the OED, medieval minstrels entertained their audiences with stories, singing, 

dancing, buffoonery and juggling.  When used by Romantic poets, the term 

denoted a call to elevated, courtly lyricism—the performance or recitation of 

heroic or lyric poetry accompanied by music—a meaning which still persists 

today.  When minstrelsy was used to describe American blackface performances 

in the 1840s, however, the term became associated with the buffoonery of black 

stereotypes such as the Uncle Tom, the plantation “darkey,” or the Northern 

dandy.  In this period, the etymology of “minstrelsy” bifurcated to connote two 

specific senses of the word: the implicitly white, high-brow minstrelsy of 

Europe’s Romantics and the black, low-brow minstrelsy of soon-to-be Jim Crow 

America.  Thus, with the rise of blackface and its use of the term “minstrelsy,” 

the concept of the popular minstrel poet-performer became racialized and class-

oriented.   

As one journalist of the period relates, blackface minstrel performers 

became, at least in a general sense, regarded as poets of the people who 

reflected and generated the low-brow aesthetics and poetics of blackness.  J.K. 

Kennard, a reporter for the Knickerbocker, reported in 1845 that “the Jim 

Crows, the Zip Coons, and the Dandy Jims, who have electrified the world, 

from them proceed our ONLY TRULY NATIONAL POETS” (332, as quoted 
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by Lott 99).  As a critic who disapproved of what he considered the baseness of 

minstrel performances, Kennard puts into sharp contrast the two racialized 

senses of the minstrel.  That blackness had not only entered white culture but 

had started to define popular American culture proved a source of anxiety for 

critics like Kennard.  He continues: 

Who are our true rulers?  The Negro poets, to be 
sure!  Do they not set the fashion, and give laws to 
the public taste?  Let one of them, in the swamps of 
Carolina, compose a new song, and it no sooner 
reaches the ear of a white amateur, than it is written 
down, amended, (that is, almost spoilt,) printed, 
and then put upon a course of rapid dissemination, 
to cease only with the utmost bounds of Anglo-
Saxondom, perhaps of the world. (340, as quoted in 
Lott 99) 

Kennard’s comments reveal much about Antebellum popular culture, its 

ties to blackness, a prevailing attitudes about race and class of the era.  The most 

obvious signifier of these is his concern regarding the encroachment of black 

culture upon white culture.  The classic tension between low American culture 

(the Southern “swamps”) and high culture (“the utmost bounds of Anglo-

Saxondom”) is evident, and the racial correlations of blackness and whiteness 

are clear.  Secondly, he attributes an authenticity and a purity to black culture 

that both Burke and Hall remark have been used to characterize the popular.  In 

his assumption that the dissemination and performance of black culture by 

whites has “spoilt” the true artifact of black culture, Kennard reveals his 
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association of black “folk” with the authentic.  Perhaps most interesting, as Lott 

notes, is the anxiety Kennard expresses about black culture coming to define a 

national culture.  His concern is that the low-brow marker of blackness will 

come to signify the whole of American expression.   

The minstrel stage was also a place in which distinctions between high-

brow (educated) and low-brow (popular) poetry were made.  In songs and end 

man sketches, minstrels claimed to be poets, comparing their verse skills or 

comically mis-citing canonical poets.  Take, for example, this sketch from The 

Boys of New York End Men’s Joke Book, a collection of minstrel material 

published in 1898: 

Poet. 

Johnson.—I believe you are a poet. 

Ned.—Yes, sir, I am, and to prove it, name some 
subject you would like to hear me make a rhyme on. 

John.—Well, the flowers of May. 

Ned.—The flowers of May, ain’t dey nice?  The 
Johnny-jump-ups, hollycocks, roses, and de big sun-
flowers.  You want me to give you some on the 
flowers of May, so here goes: 

 The flowers of May, 
 They look so gay, 
 Around them we love to play— 
 I golly, don’t we have lots of fun? 

John.—Why, sir, that is no poetry. 

Ned.—Well, I want you to give me a starter. 
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John.—Oh, I see.  You wish me to commence the 
first two or three lines, and you will then continue 
to build from the foundation. 

Ned.—Yes. 

John.—Well, sir, 

 Suppose I should walk out some fine day, 
 And by chance did meet you on the way, 
 I asked you for the loan of a dollar, 
 You did comply with this wish of I, 
 What then would follow? 

Ned.—I’d say good-bye, dollar; that is the last I will 
ever see of you. 

John.—Why, that is no poetry. 

Ned.—All right.  I know it’s more truth than 
poetry. 
    (Boys of New York, 41) 

The set-up for the joke is, of course, that even though Ned and Johnson are 

versifying, such low-brow language and subjects would never be considered 

poetry in the high-brow sense of the word.  Other minstrel joke and song books 

include sketches where minstrels try to emulate or claim knowledge of canonical 

verse taught in the academy (and they comically fail; see Figures 4 and 5).  Lott 

notes that such minstrel song books, joke books, and sheet music were mass-

produced and were popular in the “middle-class parlor” (171).  All of these 

facts indicate that as early as the Antebellum period, debate about what 

American poetry was and how it should be evaluated was taking place through 

performances of blackness and the commodification of those performances. 
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Kennard’s commentary and the jokester’s poetry reveal the specifically 

interracial contact, exchange, and debate involved in defining national popular 

expression.  In Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working 

Class, Eric Lott discusses blackface minstrelsy as such an interracial exchange, 

and his analysis lends an understanding of how blackness worked as a signifier 

for both white and black popular expression in Antebellum America.  Recent 

criticism on blackface performance, he argues, has for the most part been 

limited to two camps: those who see it somewhat positively as a resistant 

celebration of black folk culture under slavery and those who see it negatively as 

white performers’ appropriation of black culture.  Rather than align himself to 

either view, Lott acknowledges the contradictions and ambiguities of blackface 

performance, and looks to the systems of desire between its white working-class 

audiences and performers to understand the racial, gender, and class matrix of 

the 1830s and 1840s.  He argues that blackface performance was a place for 

working-class whites to cross the color line and express identification with the 

black American condition while at the same time making African Americans the 

subjects of ridicule.  This happened specifically through the representation of 

black male bodies on stage: 

The very form of blackface acts—an investiture in 
black bodies—seems a manifestation of the 
particular desire [of blackface performers] to try on 
the accents of “blackness” and demonstrates the 
permeability of the color line….It was cross-racial 
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desire that coupled a nearly insupportable 
fascination and a self-protective derision with 
respect to black people and their cultural practices, 
and that made blackface minstrelsy less a sign of 
absolute white power and control than of panic, 
anxiety, terror, pleasure. (6) 

Lott coins this ambivalent desire “love and theft”: a “mixed economy of 

celebration and exploitation” embodied in the performance of black bodies, 

speech, language, and poetics by whites (6). 8  This ambivalence also served to 

commodify black male bodies, black poetry, and black song “which troubled 

guilty whites all the more because they were so attracted to the culture they 

plundered” (8).  Thus, in making African Americans objects of ridicule and 

desire, blackface’s place amongst popular expression was not only a signifier for 

the break between high and low culture, but it was also was a signifier for the 

complexity of the cultural and political economy of America.  The creation of 

national popular culture through minstrel performances was not limited to 

caricatures of African Americans—William Mahar notes that minstrel acts also 

included impersonations and caricatures of women, Jews, Italians, and the Irish 

(Introduction).  Blackface minstrelsy only proved the most popular and 

pervasive acts of these. 

Finally, Lott notes that blackface minstrelsy was held up as an “emblem 

of popular resistance” (27), a characteristic similar to the renegade nature of 
                                            
8 Homi Bhabha initially articulates this ambivalence of desire in his article “The Other 
Question: The Stereotype and Colonial Discourse.”  In Chapter Two, I propose that it is 
precisely this ambivalent desire which influences discourses of authenticity in slams.  
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contemporary performance poetry.  Lott considers minstrelsy’s ties to literary 

bohemianism, whose American practitioners include Walt Whitman, Carl Van 

Vechten, and the Beats (50).  Originating in gypsy culture of mid-nineteenth-

century France, bohemianism was characterized by a (sometimes rather vague) 

rebellion against society and the upper-class.  The American branch of literary 

bohemianism, like today’s poetry slams, shifted the center of literary production 

from elite institutions to the streets of the common man and celebrated his 

virtues and vices in Greenwich Village pubs.  American bohemianism—whose 

history, according to Albert Parry, commences with the fascinating and morose 

legacy of Poe—promoted individualism and sustained a “tradition of literary 

hoaxes, of vitriolic criticism with a frankly personal tinge and twist, of making 

taverns into the rendezvous of arts” (Parry 7).  In its attitude of difference and 

marginality, bohemianism signaled an overt attempt to attract popular audiences 

to literary culture and debate. 

The new bohemian aesthetic, Lott argues, was facilitated by the “cross-

racial immersion” of blackface performance in which “a set of racial attitudes 

and cultural styles that in America go by the name of bohemianism first 

emerged” (51).  That is, performances of blackness and ethnicity helped to 

encode the sense of marginality claimed by American bohemians: 

Marginalized by temperament, by habit (often 
alcoholism), by ethnicity, even by sexual 
orientation, these artists immersed themselves in 
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“blackness” to indulge their felt sense of difference.  
It was an avenue that allowed them certain 
underground privileges (and accrued many 
demerits) which a more legitimate course would not 
have provided.  Indeed, if for men sexuality is 
where freedom and play meet, “blackness” was for 
antebellum bohemians its virtual condition—that 
fascinating imaginary space of fun and license 
outside (but structured by) Victorian bourgeois 
norms. (51) 

Even in the Antebellum period, appropriations of blackness were used to signal 

a variety of things with a common sense of marginality: the popular, the 

renegade, the working class, the American “ethnic.”  It is this marginality which, 

as Toni Morrison observes, has allowed U.S. authors to enact Lott’s “space of 

fun and license” shaped by white bourgeois culture: “Just as entertainers, 

through or by association with blackface, could render permissible topics that 

otherwise would have been taboo, so American writers were able to employ an 

imagined Africanist persona to articulate and imaginatively act out the 

forbidden in American culture” (66) 

The representation of “folk”—as defined more broadly to include those 

of the farming and working classes—would be taken up soon after the Civil 

War, and one performance poet, Vachel Lindsay, would bring the debates of 

popular verse into the twentieth century. 
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The Poet-Performer Movement and Vachel Lindsay’s “Higher Vaudeville” 
 
 

The people like poetry as well as the scholars, or better. 
—Vachel Lindsay, Diary Entry, March 24, 19059  
 
 

The “poet-performer movement” of 1870-1930 in the U.S. proved 

another popular verse movement to employ the rhetoric of race and nation.  Its 

practitioners included Will Carlton, the “Hoosier Poet” James Whitcomb Riley, 

and Vachel Lindsay among others.  Just as with all of the work discussed here, 

orality and performance played integral roles in defining this poetry.  Paul Gray 

remarks, “Success within the [poet-performer] movement depended as much on 

the poet’s ability to perform his work as to write it, and the poet’s publishing 

career often followed his fame on the reading platform” ("Poet as Entertainer" 

1).  These poets saw themselves as representatives of “the people” of America—

the rural “folk” in whose schools, gymnasiums, and barns they performed.  This 

poetry often employed dialect, common language and turns of speech, narrative 

rather than lyric modes of address, folk themes and subjects, and a general sense 

of “low-browness.”  The target audience for this work, according to Gray, was 

the petit bourgeoisie—“people who claimed they hated poetry but flocked by 

the thousands to hear these poets perform and then bought their books by the 

                                            
9 As quoted by Eleanor Ruggles in The West-Going Heart: A Life of Vachel Lindsay, New 
York: W.W. Norton, 1959, p. 97. 
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millions” ("Poet as Entertainer" 1). 

Of the tours this group of poets made, Lindsay’s cross-country walking 

poetry tours are the most famous and ambitious.  In 1912, for example, Lindsay 

made a cross-country tour on foot from his home town of Springfield, Illinois to 

New Mexico, passing out self-published books and performing his poetry for 

room and board (Van Wienen).  A pioneer of the college circuit (Gray, "Bardic 

Ambition" 216), Lindsay made three walking tours in all—the others spanned 

from Florida to Kentucky and from New York to Springfield—and all were 

financed by selling and performing his poetry.  His peripatetic tours proved 

“chances to meet and understand the American masses….Lindsay was 

incubating the sine qua non of the bardic poet, a national vision” (Gray, "Bardic 

Ambition" 218).  Lindsay coined this “utopian” national vision “The Gospel of 

Beauty,” which he self-published on a one-page pamphlet and distributed during 

his 1912 tour (Engler, "Vachel Lindsay and the Town of American Visions" 28).  

The tract emphasizes above all the importance of one’s community (which he 

terms “the New Localism”) and the artist’s “passion for a completely democratic 

art” (Lindsay, Adventures 17).  “Gospel” is also overtly spiritual, and in this 

respect Lindsay’s work is aligned by T.R. Hummer with the Gnostic tradition of 

Blake and Poe (67).   

The “folk” Lindsay met and entertained during his tours were largely 

working-class people or drifting laborers—Lindsay’s memoir of his 1912 tour, 
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Adventures While Preaching the Gospel of Beauty, recounts his experiences with 

immigrant farmers, migrant workers, hobos, and boarding-house owners.  His 

tours, as this population may suggest, allowed him the opportunity to meet 

people of many different races, and even take on a non-white identity himself.  

He reflects on an incident in Southern Colorado, two months into his tour: 

Around a cliff, with a boom, a rattle and a bang, 
appeared a gypsy wagon.  On the front seat was a 
Romany, himself dressed inconspicuously, but with 
a woman more bedecked than Carmen.  She wore 
the bangles and spangles of her Hindu 
progenitors…. And she asked me with a fraternal, 
confidential air, “What you sellin’, what you sellin’, 
boy?” 

If we had met on the first of June, when I had just 
started, she would have pretended to know all 
about me, she would have asked to tell my fortune.  
On the first of June I wore about the same costume 
I wear on the streets of Springfield.  I was white as a 
paper from two years of writing poetry indoors.  
Now, on the first of August I was sunburned a 
quarter of an inch deep.  My costume, once so 
respectable, I had gradually transformed till it 
looked like that of a showman.  I wore very yellow 
corduroys, a fancy sombrero and an oriflamme tie.  
So Mrs. Gypsy hailed me as a brother…. 

I hope my Gospel did them good. It’s essential 
principle is that one should not be a gypsy forever.  
He should return home. (Lindsay, Adventures 9-12) 

Although he had distant Spanish relatives (Ruggles 20), Lindsay was fair-

skinned and fair haired (45) and was always regarded as white.  His comments 

here suggest that his interactions with folk, as well as the physical demands of 
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walking across several states, afforded him a different racial hailing.  Thus, 

although he was recognized as white and middle-class in his home of Springfield 

at the beginning and end of his tour, Lindsay temporarily crossed over into the 

liminal space of the racial “Other” through the performance of his poetry on 

the road.  He was, in contemporary terms, slumming it. 

Lindsay’s celebration of democracy and America’s national heroes served 

as the subject of many of his most famous poems, including “Abraham Lincoln 

Walks at Midnight” and “General William Booth Enters into Heaven,” the 

latter of which is sung to the tune of “The Blood of the Lamb” and which 

begins: 

 (Bass drum beaten loudly) 
Booth led boldly with his big bass drum— 
(Are you washed in the blood of the lamb?) 
The Saints smiled gravely and they said: “He’s come.” 
(Are you washed in the blood of the lamb?) 
 
•    •    •    • 
 
Loons with trumpets blowed a blare, blare, blare 
On, on upward thro’ the golden air! 
(Are you washed in the blood of the lamb?) 

(Lindsay, Collected 123-24) 
 

The anapestic feet and driving tetrameter of “General Booth” is 

characteristic of Lindsay’s voice, just as his celebration of democracy and 

saintliness is characteristic of his subject matter.  The national strain of his 

poetry was largely inspired by the work of Walt Whitman.  Lindsay and 
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Whitman shared an emphasis on democracy in art (and the belief that art was 

indeed the way to democracy), on the American land and people as subject for 

their work, on the use of American “plainspeak” or folk idiom, and on creating 

poetry for the people (Massa 243-4).  Lindsay, however, criticized Whitman for 

keeping his vision too abstract and even thought Whitman’s poetry too 

sophisticated for the masses.  In fact, Lindsay attacked Whitman because the 

former thought the latter’s work not entertaining enough to reach common 

folk.  Boasting of his vast audience which he estimates to number “half a million 

or a million,” Lindsay quips, 

Now Whitman in his wildest dreams was only a 
pretend troubadour.  He sat still in cafes—never 
such a troubadour for audiences such as Bryan or a 
thousand Chautauqua men.  He was an infinitely 
more skillful writer than any other American.  But I 
can beat him as a troubadour. (Lindsay, Letters 
298).   

In invoking the distinction between writer and troubadour, it becomes clear that 

Lindsay viewed the stage, not the page, as a superior means to reach the people.  

In order to become a “popular” poet, Lindsay felt the rhetoric of “democracy, 

originality, and Americanism” that he shared with Whitman had to be 

channeled through the common man’s medium of theatrical entertainment 

(Masters 226). 

As one might expect, Lindsay did not undertake this project of reaching 

the American people meekly.  His performance style incorporated “whoops, 
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yells, booms, cheers—all the exuberant noises and rhythms he found in 

American life” (Gray, "Bardic Ambition" 220).  His performances were not soon 

forgotten by those he visited: accounts of Lindsay’s readings were both positive 

and negative but were rarely ambivalent.  Take, for example, this description of 

Lindsay performing his most famous and controversial poem, “The Congo,” at a 

1914 banquet honoring William Butler Yeats, who in his keynote address 

praised young Lindsay’s poem “General William Booth Enters into Heaven” as 

an example of “earnest simplicity”: 

It was the end of an overlong program.  The weary 
listeners had had enough and some were on their 
feet ready to go home, but Lindsay’s beginning 
lines, droning and pulselike, arrested them: 

…Boom Boom BOOM! 

“That ‘Boom,” says an ear-witness, “shook the 
room, but Mr. Lindsay chanted on….” 

This was an audience of Lindsay’s peers, one 
prepared by Yeats’ tribute to receive the strangeness 
with the beauty.  It began to sway in sympathy as he 
chanted the next lines….  

[H]e rocked on the balls of his feet—his eyes 
blazing, his arms pumping like pistons…. [F]inally, 
with high and jubilant voice, which he dropped to a 
marveling whisper on the last line…: 

…“Mumbo…Jumbo…will…hoo-doo…you.” 

The audience burst into applause.  The Negro 
waiters against the wall applauded.  The guest of 
honor, jerked from the misty kingdom of his Celtic 
imaginings, must have felt like one who pats a kitten 
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and sees it turn into a lion…. (Ruggles 217-18) 

Lindsay’s showmanship in performance did not always receive applause, nor did 

his performances always achieve their desired effect of appealing to the masses.  

A public performance of the same poem in Springfield shortly before Yeats’ 

banquet saw quite a different reception: “a few people turned their heads to 

hide their embarrassment but many more let out snorts and giggles that swelled 

a rising wave of laughter” (Ruggles 215).   

Although Lindsay achieved some notability and popularity during his 

time—Harriet Monroe, editor of Chicago’s Poetry, named his “General Booth” 

and “The Chinese Nightingale” the journal’s poems of the year in 1914 and 

1915 respectively (Van Wienen)—he was also criticized by his contemporaries 

for his performance choices.  T.R. Hummer notes that American poet Amy 

Lowell characterized him as “a sublime egotist” and “a sort of mad xylophone, 

twinkling his bells before all the doors of the thirty-six Hells” (79).  Lindsay was 

also criticized by the vanguard of British high modernism—Virginia Woolf, for 

example, was unsure what to make of his work and appeared “not to care much 

for his poems” although she was “unwilling to say flatly that they [were] not 

good; he [was], after all, an American, and therefore just possibly 

incomprehensible” (79).  Ezra Pound, a poet known for his fickle literary tastes, 

was less kind; he published an excoriating forty-eight line parody of Lindsay’s 

“General Booth” in the 1918 Little Review: 
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Whoop-golly-ip Zopp, bob BIP!! 
I’m Mr. Lindsay with the new sheep-dip, 
I’m a loud-voiced yeller, I’m a prancing preacher, 
Gawd’s in his heaven!  I’m the real High Reacher.  

 (Carpenter 212) 
 
Despite Lindsay’s ridicule at the hand of Pound, Hummer argues that 

Lindsay’s work can still be considered modernist if one make the distinction 

between the high British modernism of Eliot, Pound, Stevens, and Stein and the 

“popular modernism” of American poets between 1910 and 1931.  He puts 

Lindsay in the company of other popular modernists Robert Frost, John Crowe 

Ransom, William Carlos Williams, Marianne Moore, Hart Crane, Countee 

Cullen, Edgar Lee Masters, Amy Lowell, Sara Teasdale (Lindsay’s first love), 

Edna St. Vincent Millay, Claude Mc Kay, Jean Toomer, Langston Hughes and 

many others (71, 88).  This brand of modernism “was more overtly local, more 

populist, less aesthetically radical.  This was the modernism of New England 

and the prairie, of Ohio and California” (71).  That is, amongst other things, 

popular modernism maintained the tension between the high-brow and low-

brow verse by taking local folk and their talk as its inspiration.  In Lindsay’s 

case, he also strove to entertain the folk about whom he wrote.   

The people’s appetite for entertainment intrigued Lindsay and sparked 

his interest in popular diversions such as vaudeville shows.  Vaudeville, a type of 

variety show which was prominent in America from 1875-1930, celebrated its 

height of popularity in 1914-15, the same time that Lindsay celebrated his 
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(Massa 231).  Ann Massa, one of Lindsay’s more recent biographers, remarks 

that Lindsay found in vaudeville a popular entertainment that could instruct as 

well as entertain (231-2) and which “attracted a cross section of the population” 

(231).  Still, though Lindsay took “folk” as his subject and as his audience, he 

didn’t necessarily wish his work itself to be thought of as low-brow.  The 

vaudeville of his day used clowning, slapstick humor, and sexual innuendo to 

attract a popular audience—hardly what Lindsay considered fit for the 

democratic art he upholds in his “Gospel of Beauty.”  “In order to make clear 

his performances were more serious than those of vaudeville,” remarks Massa, 

“Lindsay coined his performances examples of “Higher Vaudeville.”  He used 

the term to “describe the poems that he wrote in ‘a rag-time manner that 

deceives them [the American masses] into thinking they are at a vaudeville 

show’” while infusing his audience with the higher ideals of democracy, 

community, and beauty (Massa 232).  Higher Vaudeville, like tent Chautauqua, 

was thus a didactic endeavor; Lindsay often justified pandering to his audiences 

as a means to transform their ideas and communities.10  This performance style 

                                            
10 Tent Chautauqua was a rural institution based on the lyceum and rooted in the summer 
educational and religious programs offered on Lake Chautauqua in upstate New York.  
Described as a “high-minded vaudeville” by McNamara, tent Chautauquas traveled to small 
towns across America and featured speakers, poets, and performers offering spiritual and 
educational guidance through entertainment (16).  Probably the most famous Chautauqua 
performer is William Jennings Bryan, whom Lindsay greatly admired.  The lifespan of this 
practice ranged from the late 1890s to about 1930.  For more about the Chautauqua 
performances, see Brooks McNamara, ed., American Popular Entertainments (New York: 
Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1983). 
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may have backfired on him, though; he later reminisced that “by that very act 

[of Higher Vaudeville] I persuaded the tired businessman to listen at last.  But 

lo, my tiny reputation as a writer seems wiped out by my new reputation as an 

entertainer” (Massa 233).  Indeed, Lindsay’s reputation today is more as a 

performer of poetry, not as a literary mind. 

Furthermore, Lindsay’s poetry never widely influenced the group of 

people he set out to reach.  However idealistic Lindsay may appear to us about 

reaching mass audiences through performance-based entertainments such as 

vaudeville and walking tours, for the most part he gained attention from the 

“American bourgeoisie, not the American masses….[H]e hoped to influence 

American millions with whom he never came into contact.  The audience of 

three million readers he claimed in 1923 was stating his case optimistically” 

(Massa 237).  This optimism—what many would call naïveté—eventually 

marked Lindsay’s pursuits as poet, performer, and extoller of the utopian nation 

as failures (Gray, "Bardic Ambition" 217; Massa 238).  Furthermore, although 

he continued to believe in the potential of popular audiences and 

entertainments throughout his career, Lindsay sometimes felt his readings “were 

wasted on dilettante, pleasure-seeking audiences” and this frustration inspired 

him to occasionally turn to elite academic audiences to appreciate his craft 

                                                                                                                             
The method of “pandering to one’s audiences as a means to transform their ideas and 
communities” is also associated with poetry slams. 
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(Massa 338-9).  His unmasked contempt of popular audiences in his later career 

spawned a conflict with his sense of value for popular verse:  

[T]hough people call me a “poet” they have not the 
least notion that an imagination burnt out by too 
much reiteration is worse than physical sickness.  
People howl for me to recite Booth and the Congo 
till I am ready to vomit.  And they threaten me if I 
refuse, till I am ready to swear myself crazy. 
(Lindsay, Letters 267).  

Lindsay’s sense of failure in educating popular audiences was, no doubt, one of 

the catalysts of Lindsay’s depression towards the end of his life and, perhaps, his 

suicide on December 5, 1932 (Gray, "Bardic Ambition" 221). 

Vaudeville also was, notably, a direct descendant of minstrelsy; by 1900, 

only a few touring blackface companies still existed, as most of their material 

“had been absorbed into other kinds of popular entertainment such as 

vaudeville, burlesque, and the medicine show” (McNamara 15).  Lindsay was no 

doubt familiar with the minstrel tradition in this form.  In fact, after hearing 

Lindsay’s work, Yeats recommended that he see the Tambo and Mr. Bones 

minstrel acts then being displayed on the vaudeville stage (Massa 231).  

Minstrelsy’s incorporation into vaudeville is one way in which Lindsay’s 

performance style was influenced by popular performances of blackness, but it 

is not the most famous one. 

“The Congo” proved Lindsay’s most popular and remembered poem in 

performance and is, by contemporary standards, the most controversial.  
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Subtitled “A Study of the Negro Race,” the poem postulates African Americans’ 

“savage” and “primitive” beginnings in their native land, sketching a truly 

essentialist vision commonly held in the early 1900s, as shown in this excerpt: 

 

 CD TRACK 1 
I. THEIR BASIC SAVAGERY 
 
Fat black bucks in a wine-barrel room, 
Barrel-house kings, with feet unstable, 
Sagged and reeled and pounded on the table,    A deep rolling 
Pounded on the table.        bass. 
Beat an empty barrel with the handle of a broom, 
Hard as they were able, 
Boom, boom, BOOM, 
With a silk umbrella and the handle of a broom, 
Boomlay, boomlay, boomlay, BOOM. 
THEN I had religion, THEN I had a vision. 
I could not turn from their revel in derision. 
THEN I SAW THE CONGO, CREEPING THROUGH THE BLACK,    More deliberate,  
CUTTING THOUGH THE FOREST WITH A GOLDEN TRACK.    solemnly chanted. 
Then along that riverbank 
A thousand miles 
Tattooed cannibals danced in files; 
Then I heard the boom of the blood-lust song 
And a thigh-bone beating on the tin-pan gong….  
     (Lindsay, Collected 178-9) 

 
The poem is meant to be a celebration of black culture, religion, and 

“heritage,” although it is difficult by contemporary standards to hear or read it 

as such.  In his day, Lindsay was praised for his encouragement of emerging 

African American writers.  Still, some of his poetry managed to offend African 

American critics, including W.E.B. DuBois, for its limiting representation of 
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blacks.  In a 1916 letter published in The Crisis, Du Bois remarks of Lindsay’s 

“Booker Washington Trilogy:” “Lindsay knows two things, and two things 

only, about Negroes: The beautiful rhythm of their music and the ugly side of 

their drunkards and outcasts.  From this poverty of material he tries now and 

then to make a contribution to Negro literature.  It goes without saying that he 

only partly succeeds” ("Comment" 182).  DuBois’ comments are telling: 

Lindsay’s failure “to make a contribution to Negro Literature” implies not only 

that he is taking blackness as the subject of his poetry, but that Lindsay himself 

maybe trying to take on a black voice or perspective—the self-same paradigm of 

counterfeiting that white performers of blackface enacted on the stage.  He 

“only partly succeeds” in DuBois’ opinion because Lindsay contributes only an 

essentialist, savage stereotype of African Americans, not the civilized, educated 

image of African Americans DuBois sought to promote in contrast to this 

stereotype. 

 It is with “The Congo” that Lindsay’s performances of blackness as well 

as his ties to the blackface tradition are most clear.  Hummer asserts that “The 

Congo” is “poetry in blackface.  At the heart of  Higher Vaudeville one can 

discern the Romantic minstrel as a literary clone of Mr. Bones” (66).  Susan 

Gubar notes that the poem’s concern with the driving rhythm, rolling bass, and 

the “touch of Negro dialect” indicated in one of his annotations for 

performance suggests that Lindsay quite consciously “wrote as a white for 
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whites” (142).  Lindsay enacts specific performance tropes of blackness (such as 

loud, “primitive” rhythms; so-called “Negro dialect;” and the bass sounds 

common to ragtime, jazz, plantation songs, and other black popular music of 

the era) to perform an act of “racial ventriloquism” (139-40) and access the wild 

abandon he thinks endemic to African Americans.  It is interesting that Lindsay’s 

most famous poem entails a white performer interacting with, and sometimes 

even acting out, an imagined black primitivism; in this sense, Lindsay owes 

much to the minstrel tradition.  As Gubar puts it, accounts of Lindsay’s 

performances and his recordings “make him sound like a versifying Al Jolson” 

(141). 

“The Congo” also carries with it an “imperialist nostalgia” (Gubar 139) 

that is perhaps as much as a result of Lindsay’s nationalistic views as it is the 

way he portrays African Americans.  In this respect, Lindsay’s ideas of race and 

nation meet and inform one another.  The poem is ultimately about black 

religion, and the “redemption” of Africans from their native “Mumbo-Jumbo 

hoo-doo” religious practices by Anglo-European Christianity.   It is apparent 

from both the content of the poem and its performance annotations that the 

“hoo-doo” was meant to inspire a terror common to representations of the 

colonial “Other”: the final refrain is to be performed “[d]ying down into a 

penetrating, terrified whisper” (Lindsay, Collected 184). “‘The Congo,’” 

Hummer argues, “must ultimately be read not as about Africa but as a 
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projection of America…an effect of the arrogance of the American sovereign 

self, and Lindsay’s unquestioning championing thereof” (Hummer 67).  The 

Congo is imagined as a place of authenticity, of origin, of native terror and 

Christian redemption, a “Negro fairyland swung into view / A minstrel river / 

Where dreams come true” (Lindsay, Collected 180).  Those dreams seem a 

product of the white literary imagination—one which is, as Toni Morrison 

suggests, facilitated by the poem’s portrayal of specific ideas about blackness.11   

“The Congo” and its performances of blackness helped to define 

Lindsay’s entire career as a performance poet; indeed, one might say that his 

performance of this poem is what made him a popular poet.  “The Congo” 

proved a staple of his repertoire, however reluctant he was to perform it.  He 

also gained attention (both positive and negative) for other poems of his which 

engaged black topics.  Lindsay did not consider himself a racist; in fact he saw 

himself as a champion of African Americans and even took the opportunity to 

praise Langston Hughes in his early career (Hummer 65).12  Just like the 

                                            
11 See Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1992). 
 
12 What was initially characterized as Hughes’ “discovery” as a busboy-cum-poet by Vachel 
Lindsay in 1925 has now been more accurately described as a media opportunity.  According 
to Hughes’ biographer Arnold Rampersand, Hughes, who moonlighted as a busboy while 
reporting for the Washington Sentinel, slipped Lindsay a manuscript during a banquet.  When 
Lindsay got up to address the audience, he announced he had discovered a “bona fide poet, 
a Negro poet no less” in their midst and recited Hughes’ work aloud (117).  This uncannily 
resembles the “discovery” of Paul Laurence Dunbar by William Dean Howells in 1896—
Dunbar was a hotel elevator operator who was given his first reading after receiving praise 
from the eminent white poet.   
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Gnostic and democratic strains of his “Gospel of Beauty,” Lindsay’s 

performances of blackness appear key to his popularity with his bourgeois 

audiences, if not with the masses with whom he had such a tortured 

relationship.  The pursuit of popular audiences even compelled Lindsay to 

employ jazz and blues rhythms, even while he considered them base and had 

quite a low opinion of such music, so to “exploit and to disparage African 

American music, which he found simultaneously powerful and frightening” 

(96).  It appears Lindsay felt the tension between high-brow and low-brow 

culture even in this respect: 

Lindsay desired purity, a poetry of the inner voice, 
and the “gleam,” not poetry of the saxophone; but 
he was compelled by his relationship with his 
audience toward the impure “jazz” poetry of the 
ruler on the table.  Attempting to pursue both at 
once, he pressed the myth of the visionary poet 
surrounded by the leaden artifacts of a fallen world 
so far and so hard, made of it such a ritual of the 
“poetic,” that no one would take up that mantle 
again for twenty-five years. (Hummer 94) 

The mantle, of course, would be taken up by Beat poets. 

 

                                                                                                                             
 
Lindsay was chagrined to find out after the banquet that Hughes already had a book contract 
with Knopf and had topped Countee Cullen in a recent prestigious poetry competition.  Still, 
Hughes recognized Lindsay’s paternalistic praise at the banquet as a valuable media 
opportunity—he contacted a news agency to have his picture taken with Lindsay while he 
held a waiter’s tray at his side.  For more detail about the incident, see T.R. Hummer, 
"Laughed Off: Canon, Kharakter, and the Dismissal of Vachel Lindsay," Kenyon Review New 
Series 17.2 (Spring 1995), pp.65-66, and Arnold Rampersand, I, Too, Sing America: The Life 
of Langston Hughes, vol. I: 1902-1941 (New York: Oxford UP, 1986), pp. 116-119. 
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Bringing “The Cultural Dowry”: Beat Poetry’s Performance of Black Popular 
Culture 
 
 

Vachel, the stars are out  
dusk has fallen on the Colorado road  
a car crawls slowly across the plain  
in the dim light the radio blares its jazz  
the heartbroken salesman lights another cigarette  
In another city 27 years ago  
I see your shadow on the wall  
you’re sitting in your suspenders on the bed  
the shadow hand lifts up a Lysol bottle to your head  
your shade falls over on the floor 

—Allen Ginsberg (Kaddish 44) 
 
 

As artists we were oppressed and indeed people of the 
nation were oppressed….We saw that the art of poetry 
was essentially dead—killed by war, by academies, by 
neglect, by lack of love, and by disinterest.  We knew we 
could bring it back to life. 

—Michael McClure (as quoted by 
Charters xxvii) 

 

Postwar literature “for the people” in the late 1940s and 1950s took 

shape in Beat poetry and fiction.  In addition to Whitman and Blake, the Beats, 

as Allen Ginsberg’s tribute makes evident, were indebted to Lindsay’s 

performative and poetic legacy.  Hummer remarks that “the ‘spontaneous bop 

prosody’ of Kerouac, Ginsberg, and the Beats—their ‘primitive’ Roaring Boy 

anti-literature of jazz, Benzedrine, and neon signs—is a 1950s version of the 

Higher Vaudeville, and On the Road is at the very least the grand-nephew of 

Lindsay’s “on the road” books, A Handy Guide for Beggars and Adventures 
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While Preaching the Gospel of Beauty” (90).   

As in other performance-poetry movements, Beat poets resisted the 

status quo established by the academy and other institutions.  In a 1961 essay, 

Ginsberg called the academy both “enemy and Philistine host” and threatened, 

“[P]retty soon I’m going to stop even trying to communicate coherently to the 

majority of the academic, journalistic, mass media, and publishing trade and 

leave them to stew in their own juice of ridiculous messy ideas.  SQUARES 

SHUT UP and LEARN OR GO HOME” (Ginsberg, "Mode of Music" 248, 52).  

Steeped in drug culture and black popular artforms such as jazz, Beat poets 

sought to differentiate themselves from academic poets and ultimately from 

national dominant culture.  They achieved a sense of rebellion through many 

devices, one of the most prominent being the performance of their work at 

small venues, and later, at campus readings.   

The term “beat” as used to define this generation of writers had many 

meanings, so much so that it “itself became so encompassing as to lose all 

definitional power.  The word at once meant beatitude beaten, beatific, beatnik, 

bohemian, and jazzy” (Hudson 59).  The term originated in black jazz culture, 

meaning poor and exhausted, broke and broken.  This “hip language” filtered 

from jazz clubs to the heroin culture of the streets, and it was Herbert Hunke, a 

Times Square hustler and pusher, who introduced both the word and the drug 

to William Burroughs in 1944 (Charters xvii).  The term was soon taken up 
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within Burroughs’ circle of friends, which included Allen Ginsberg and Jack 

Kerouac.  John Clellon Holmes, a friend of Kerouac, canonized the term “beat 

generation” in his 1952 Sunday New York Times magazine article “This Is the 

Beat Generation” (Ginsberg, "Definition" 236; Charters xx), and by the late 

fifties the term was used to describe anyone leading a bohemian or rebellious 

lifestyle (Charters xxii). 

Beat poetry took on an overt performative dimension to distinguish itself 

from institutional work.  According to Hudson, “the Beats’s performance placed 

poetry in an oral dimension and reemphasized a performance-oriented poetics” 

(76).  In taking their poetry to the people, the Beats viewed performance as an 

integral, if not defining, part of their poetics. For many, performance 

determined the compositional processes, form, and content of their work.  

Performance also informed the socio-political aspect of Beat poetry.  Beat 

readings became both social and literary events, giving poets a stage from which 

to proclaim their political and aesthetic ideals (60). Furthermore, the oral 

dimension of Beat poetry enacted in performance became commensurate with 

“street” language; Lawrence Ferlinghetti equated the two in a call for poetry’s 

“resocialization” through this movement (61).  The Beats’ use of common 

speech and African American street lingo was, in this sense, an attempt not only 

to reach the people but to reach political and aesthetic goals. 

“Demonstrating that a significant number of readers were tired of 
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pseudo-Eliot poetry and encyclopedic verse,” remarks Hudson, “the members of 

the Beat movement took their poetry to the people in the bardic tradition of 

literary ancestry” (59). Holding readings in alternative venues proved one way 

Beats fulfilled this bardic ambition and distinguished their work from the 

academy;  Lorenzo Thomas notes that Beat authors “were interested in 

resurrecting the poetry reading as something other than a genteel diversion” 

(306).  The venues in which these readings were held—coffeehouses, bars, lofts, 

cellars—were distinctly and consciously separate from academic settings in 

order to encourage experimentation and to reach non-academic audiences.  

Open mic readings were instituted to allow new and young writers an 

opportunity to receive criticism in a welcoming atmosphere.  These readings 

also allowed more women (like Diane DiPrima) and people of color (like LeRoi 

Jones) significant stage time, although white men unquestionably dominated the 

Beat spotlight. 

What is regarded as the seminal Beat performance was not an open mic, 

but an invitational reading at which Ginsberg performed Howl for the first time 

and which featured Phillip Lamantia, Michael McClure, Gary Snyder, and 

Philip Whalen.  The Six Gallery Reading, as it is now known, was the birth of 

Beat performance and set an example for both future readers and audience 

members. Gregory Corso and Ginsberg recount: 

In the Fall of 1955 a group of six unknown poets in 
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San Francisco, in a moment of drunken enthusiasm, 
decided to defy the system of academic poetry, 
official reviews, New York publishing machinery, 
national sobriety and generally accepted standards 
to good taste, by giving a free reading of their 
poetry in a run down second rate experimental art 
gallery in the Negro section of San Francisco.  They 
sent out a hundred postcards, put up signs in North 
Beach (Latin Quarter) bars, bought a lot of wine to 
get the audience drunk, and invited the well-known 
Frisco Anarchist resident poet Kenneth Rexroth to 
act as Master of Ceremonies.  Their approach was 
purely amateur and goofy, but it should be noted 
that they represented a remarkable lineup of 
experience and character—it was an assemblage of 
really good poets who knew what they were writing 
and didn’t care about anything else.  They got 
drunk, the audience got drunk, all that was missing 
was the orgy.  This was no ordinary poetry reading.  
Indeed, it resembled anything but a poetry reading. 
(Ginsberg, "Six Gallery" 239-40) 

This defiance against academic poetry and its typically conservative readings 

would become characteristic of Beat writing and performance.  In fact, we 

might say that this attitude is something Beat authors would perform at their 

readings.  It is interesting, then, that in defying the academy, Corso and 

Ginsberg have made a point to note the Six Gallery was in “a Negro section of 

town” and the reading was advertised in North Beach.  The choice to do so 

reflects how the signifier of racial “otherness,” particularly blackness, was used 

by the Beats to distinguish their performances and aesthetics as separate from 

the academy.  The audience at this reading was also marked in this way through 

their jazz-culture responses; Corso and Ginsberg note that audience member 

 62 



Kerouac “shout[ed] encouragement or respond[ed] with spontaneous images—

jazz style—to the long zig-zag rhythms in Howl” (Ginsberg, "Definition" 241).  

In these ways, the reading which would become the blueprint for other Beat 

readings exhibits black aesthetics, at the same time painting academic readings 

as conspicuously white.13 

Beat performances—a.k.a. happenings, readings, shows, gigs—took on 

aspects of black performance.  Even in later years, when Beat readings 

eventually moved from hipster lofts to more traditional campus settings,  these 

performances did not, as Bruce Cook notes, adopt a “solemn-occasion-

sponsored-by-the-English-Department” tenor.  Instead, “[a]ll those present 

participated: applauding, answering back, shouting encouragement.” (Cook 223 

as quoted by Hudson 70).  As his comments suggest, the use of call and 

response, a tradition originating in African American oratory, is one device 

Beats used to rouse audiences.  Another critic described Beat audiences as “like 

Elvis Presley fans at a Rock and Roll binge, shouting stamping, whistling, doing 

snake dances in the aisles” (Lipton 93 as quoted by Hudson 70)—behavior 

inspired by black blues culture and the performances of artists like Presley who 

dared to cross the color line.14  Such descriptions are evidence that Beat 

                                            
13 Later in their writing careers, some Beats distinguished their work from white culture with 
non-Western signifiers; poets Phillip Whalen and Gary Snyder now both explore Zen 
Buddism and Eastern philosophy in their poetry. 
14 For more about the popularity of R&B and its crossover to white audiences, see Andrew 
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performance reflects a cultural dialectic between black and white artists and 

their audiences. 

Beat performances such as the Six Gallery event were the beginning of a 

poetry inhabiting a more public, popular space both physically and in the minds 

of Americans psyche.  Lee Hudson notes that the Beat focus on orality spawned 

a new genre of “public poetry”—poetry which performed well and which 

elicited positive responses from its audience (72).  Beat poets “infused an 

excitement and informality into the performance situation….Poetry became an 

accessible instrument of human oral expression, an experience of sensual and 

intellectual stimulation, the object of group response, and a refreshing splash of 

honesty and directness that awakened a surge of writing previously unequaled” 

(74).  The late 1940s and 1950s proved a time of discontent for self-proclaimed 

subterranean artists who deemed themselves “hipsters,” and their discontent 

stemmed from the perception of national public “crises” of consumerism, war, 

apathy, and general squareness.  Beat hipsters performed this resistance to 

mainstream culture through projections of both race and class. 

Beat writers sought to access the social alienation of black males by 

taking on signifiers of jazz and drug cultures.  Stephen Henderson, writing 

about the Black Arts movement in 1973 remarks, “in effect, the Beats were 

                                                                                                                             
Ross, No Respect: Intellectuals & Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 1989) pp. 92-97 
and Greil Marcus, Mystery Train: Images of America in Rock 'N' Roll Music (New York: 
Dutton, 1970). 
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approaching through empathy with the Black Experience some of the very same 

considerations—technical and thematic—that…the present generation of Black 

poets have approached from the inside, so to speak” ("Introduction" 30).  This 

alienation, as Werner Sollors notes, proved “a characteristically 

Bohemian…negation of bourgeois attitudes” (24).  Thus, the image of the white 

Bohemian taking on signifiers of black culture—the image of the hipster—

alienated him not only from mainstream politics and literature but also from 

American class norms of the 1950s and 1960s.   

Still, the image of the black male adopted by Beat culture (and it was 

almost exclusively the black male whose image and language was appropriated) 

proved somewhat misguided.  For example, Beats often argued for racial 

integration through black males’ sexual domination over white women—an 

inversion of plantation-style miscegeny which Kenneth Rexroth coined “Crow-

Jimism” (Sollors 24-5).  Other aspects of Beat authors’ appropriations of 

blackness were similarly stereotypical: “Whether imagined as a noble savage, 

exotic primitive, or a violent psychopath, the Beats’ “Negro” remained a 

projection, an inversion of earlier square, racist versions of the brute Negro…. 

For the sake of convenience, the Bohemian might call “Negro” everything he 

thought white America unjustly repressed” (Sollors 26, 27).  In other words, 

blackness became an emblem of liminal culture, and Beat authors often used 

blackness not for what it was, but for what it was not.  In this way, the 
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performance of black signifiers became, in Beat circles, a way to negate and 

distance oneself from white dominant culture. 

Norman Mailer’s infamous 1959 essay “The White Negro” is the most 

outstanding example explaining how Beat hipsters took on performative 

signifiers of blackness in order to rebel against society.  Despite its sexist and 

racist premises, the essay lends insight into how Beats viewed African American 

culture’s relationship with Beat art, language, and philosophy.  The hipster, 

Mailer argues, is “a psychic outlaw” who lives in the existentialist shadow of the 

Cold War (602).  He uses the “new popular language” of the street (599)—

lingo such as “cool,” “with it,” “crazy,” “dig,” and “square”—that had trickled 

down from jazz culture (595).   In fact, Mailer dubs the black jazzman “the 

cultural mentor” of hipsters (594): 

[T]his particular part of a generation was attracted 
to what the Negro had to offer.  In such places as 
Greenwich Village, a ménage-a-trois was 
completed—the bohemian and the juvenile 
delinquent came face-to-face with the Negro, and 
the hipster was a fact of American life.  If marijuana 
was the wedding ring, the child was the language of 
Hip for its argot gave expression to abstract states 
of feeling which all could share, at least all who 
were Hip.  And in this wedding of the white and 
black it was the Negro who brought the cultural 
dowry. (586) 

This cultural dowry, he continues, includes the “Negro’s” sense of oppression, 

his survival despite the constant threat of violence, his connection to bodily 
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pleasure and sexuality, his musicality, his psychopathology, and his seemingly 

innate connection to “the primitive.”  Mailer’s view of African American 

experience is unsurprisingly reductive but still telling.  His essay posits that the 

Beat hipster adopts symbols of blackness and “absorb[s] the existentialist 

synapses of the Negro, and for practical purposes could be considered a white 

Negro” (587).  Mailer makes it clear that blackness and black culture (or at least 

what he envisions blackness and black culture the be) provide the illegitimately-

acquired knowledge which comprises hip (Ross 81).  His views suggest that it is 

black culture which fuels Beat poetry’s sense of resistance to the academy and 

the bourgeoisie, black language which bestows Beat literature the rubric of the 

street, and the idea of blackness itself which lends Beat poetry its illegitimacy 

and hence its claim to the popular. 

With the image of “the white Negro” specifically in mind, many have 

criticized Beat hipsters for appropriating black culture for their own purposes.  

In On the Road, Kerouac writes of “wishing I were a Negro, feeling that the best 

the white world had offered me was not enough ecstasy for me, not enough life, 

joy, kicks, darkness, music, not enough night” (148).  Such a fetishization of 

black culture for its exoticized otherness raises suspicions about the sincerity of 

Beat authors and culture.  But rather than dismiss such behavior as theft of black 

culture and nothing more, I believe we can see it as evidence of the cultural 

dialectic between and across white and black cultures.  That is, the Beats’ 
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performance of and desire to inhabit blackness is a sign of the material and 

psychic exchange across and between racial lines.  These are the transactions 

which, as Andrew Ross notes, “terms like ‘imitation’ are often read directly as 

‘theft’ and ‘appropriation’” and which mistakenly pair white-defined 

“authenticity” with black essentialisms such as “roots” and “soul” (68).  

Crossing the color line usually is a controversial act, but such exchanges 

between white and black culture are not necessarily politically detrimental 

(except in the eyes of cultural purists).  Indeed, these exchanges can often be 

productive in encouraging poets and their audiences to cross the color line 

themselves. 

In a discussion of popular music of the Beat era, Andrew Ross theorizes 

that pop music renders visible and disseminates black meanings through white 

production and consumption (71).  The image of the white hipster in the 

1950s—which was as important to popular music as it was to Beat poetry—

became 

such a conventional encounter, between black 
performance and white appreciation, had, in part, 
governed social and cultural relations in the world 
of musical entertainment ever since the first 
minstrel shows over a century before.  
Consequently, questions about imitation, and (the 
romanticizing of) authenticity…are also part and 
parcel of the long transactional history of white 
responses to black culture, of black counter-
responses, and of further countless and often 
traceless negotiations, tradings, raids, compromises. 
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(67) 

These negotiations between white and black culture are, I believe, are what the 

Beats undertook in order to create an affiliation with people’s culture. 

White hipsters aspired to interacting with the “truth” of people’s culture 

not only through negotiations of blackness but also those of class (Ross 84).  

Allen Ginsberg asserted that “the essence of the phrase ‘beat generation’ can be 

found in On the Road in another celebrated phrase, ‘Everything belongs to me 

because I am poor’” ("Definition" 239).  Most Beat hipsters were from the 

middle-class, although they generally ascribed to a “voluntary poverty” which 

today one would call slumming.  This poverty was worn as “a response to a 

perceived middle class ‘poverty of spirit’” and its “sinful consumerism;” the 

hipster projected an identification with the working class to convey a “fantasy 

of transcendence” (Ross 86). 

By the 1960s, perhaps because of the burgeoning radicalism in the 

politics and culture of that era, the Beatnik mentality had become a part of 

dominant culture.  Other artists took up performance poetry in new ways to 

institute more radical countercultural goals.  One of these artists, LeRoi Jones, 

sought a more direct and militant association between performance poetry and 

black culture.  He eventually left the Beat movement over its appropriation of 

black culture and relative lack of political action, fathering a direct response to 

the Beats: the Black Arts movement.  Assuming the name Amiri Baraka, Jones 
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helped performance poetry gain popularity not only amongst black authors, but 

amongst black audiences. 

 

“Working Juju with the Word”: Performance and the Black Arts Movement 
 
 

James Brown is the best poet we got, baby. 

—Larry Neal ("Black Writers Speak" 83-84) 

 

The Black Arts movement, which lasted in the U.S. from the mid-sixties 

to early seventies, was specifically geared towards reaching black communities 

and attracting black audiences.  In April of 5, Amiri Baraka and several other 

black artists opened The Black Arts Repertory Theatre/School (BART/S) in 

Harlem and laid the groundwork for the movement.  Its goals were to address 

black audiences, celebrate the African American cultural tradition (what many 

called the “black aesthetic”), and to take poetry, drama, music, and visual art to 

the streets (Hiltz and Sell).  The artistic complement to the Black Power 

movement, the Black Arts were decidedly anti-academic and anti-bourgeois.  

Artists empowered their communities by addressing what Black Arts scholar 

Harold Cruse coined the “triple front” of culture, economic matters, and 

politics of black America.  The overt politicization of Black Arts literature often 

lent it a didactic and militant tone which was enacted through performance.  
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Indeed, in a time of such political upheaval in the U.S., Black Arts audiences 

were accustomed to and even demanded such a tone (Henderson, "Worrying the 

Line" 63; Thomas 314).  Many Black Arts poets—including Amiri Baraka, Sonia 

Sanchez,  Nikki Giovanni, and Haki Madhubuti (Don L. Lee)—considered (and 

still consider) performance an integral part of their work.  Like other 

performance poetry movements, specific notions about blackness, class, and 

nationhood were used to access and address “the people.” 

Because the Black Arts movement was based in New York City from its 

beginnings, one of the topics upon which these artists focused was black urban 

experience.  Re-appropriating the notion of “the street” from white Beat poets, 

black artists such as Baraka fled Greenwich Village for Harlem and sought to 

represent black urban culture from their own perspectives (Thomas 311).  For 

the Black Arts movement, association with the “street” was a strategic political 

gesture giving African Americans room to explore their own vernacular and 

aesthetics.  The street also served as the physical space for some Black Arts 

performances.  Baraka recalls his activities in Harlem during the summer of 

1965: “each night our five units would go out into playgrounds, street corners, 

vacant lots, play streets, parks, bringing Black Art directly to the people” 

(Baraka as quoted by Thomas 312). 

The audience such Black Arts projects sought to reach was distinguished 

not only by race but also by class.  As a self-proclaimed “mass art” (Baraka as 
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quoted by Thomas 305), Black Arts literature and performance was decidedly 

anti-bourgeois.  In fact, the signifier of whiteness in Black Arts literature was 

often synonymous with the middle class; Black Arts critic Stephen Henderson 

classified the literature of the era as a “rejection of white middle-class values” 

and an “affirmation of black selfhood” (Henderson, "Survival Motion" 72).15  

Black artists argued that African American writers of previous eras, particularly 

those of the Harlem Renaissance, were unduly influenced by white bourgeois 

standards and patrons (Lee 223; Thomas 311; Stewart 7).  In essence, the Black 

Arts movement linked race and class such that the black middle class (and 

literature produced by the black bourgeoisie) was effectively not black.  Larry 

Neal argues that, for this group, “literature was just an afterthought, the step 

taken by the Negro bourgeoisie who desired acceptance on the white man’s 

terms.  And that is precisely why the literature has failed.  It was the case of an 

elite addressing another elite” (Neal, "Shine" 654).  Therefore, for an artist to 

truly identify as black and to reflect black aesthetics, one had to identify as 

urban and working-class as well and reflect such experiences.  This notion is still 

very alive and well today in many artistic circles. 

                                            
15 For a prominent example of the black middle class’ synonymy with whiteness during this 
period, see Edward Franklin Frazier, Black Bourgeoisie (New York: Collier, 1962).  Frazier’s 
condemnation of this group is based on the argument that it gained economic security by 
conforming to white standards and sacrificing black identity. 

 72 



As one might imagine, literary institutions and the academy were main 

targets of the Black Arts movement.  Baraka, for example, established the 

BART/S with other artists so that students could learn the arts from a black, 

rather than an Anglo-European, point-of-view.  Even in his Beat days, Baraka 

claimed to present a voice which was “commercial and popular against the 

academies” (Sollors 39) and which mocked the “simplemindedness &/or 

immaturity of the official literary hierarchy” (Baraka as quoted by Sollors 29-

30).  There were, however, a handful of traditionally-trained black scholars 

operating within the academy who adopted black aesthetics during the sixties.  

These scholars—including Addison Gayle, Arna Bontemps, Stephen E. 

Henderson, and George Kent—were often the first to give serious critical 

attention to Black Artists. 

What Black Arts practitioners hoped to gain by their polemical stance 

against the literary elite was not only autonomy in the face of white institutions, 

but also autonomy in the face of Anglo-European aesthetics and power.  James 

Stewart comments, “we are misfits, estranged from the white cultural 

present….[The Black Artist] cannot be ‘successful’ in any sense that has meaning 

in white critical evaluations.  Nor can his work ever be called ‘good’ in any 

context or meaning that could make sense to that traditional critique” (Stewart 

6).  The polemical “rejection of white values and standards” (Henderson, 

"Survival Motion" 75), then, was an extension of the rejection of whiteness 
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itself.  Black Artists instead turned to their own communities and experiences to 

evaluate their work, requiring a commitment to “the people” (Henderson, 

"Worrying the Line" 61-2; Karenga, "Black Cultural Nationalism" 35-6).   

The Black Arts movement signaled a shift in focus for poets such as 

Baraka; by the mid-sixties, the aesthetic protest of Beat bohemianism paled in 

comparison to the political protest this literature enacted (Sollors 66).  Black 

artists took on political topics that directly affected black audiences and 

conveyed it to them in idiomatic language.  “We need a new language,” Ron 

Karenga extolled, “to break the linguistic straight jacket [sic] of our masters” 

(On Black Art).   This “blazingly simple language” (Gates and McKay 1797) was 

the street idiom of black neighborhoods that the Beats had appropriated to 

define their hipster.  This argot quite consciously played black vernacular off of 

high diction (Sollors 37), and this formal resistance was reflected not only in 

speech but in print.  Take for example these portions of Baraka’s 1969 poem 

“Black Art,” which is widely agreed to be one of the most defining pieces of 

poetry for the movement: 

Poems are bullshit unless they are 
teeth or trees of lemons piled 
on a step.  Or black ladies dying 
of men leaving nickel hearts 
beating them down.  Fuck poems 
and they are useful, wd they shoot 
come at you, love what you are, 
breathe like wrestlers, or shudder 
strangely after pissing.  We want live 
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words of the hip world live flesh & 
coursing blood.  Heart Brains 
Souls splintering fire.  We want poems 
like fists beating niggers out of Jocks 
or dagger poems in the slimy bellies 
of the owner-jews.  Black poems to  
smear on girdlemamma mulatto bitches 
whose brains are red jelly stuck 
between ’lizabeth taylor’s toes.  Stinking 
Whores!  We want “poems that kill.’ 
Assassin poems, Poems that shoot 
guns.  Poems that wrestle cops into alleys 
and take their weapons leaving them dead 
with tongues pulled out and sent to Ireland.  Knockoff 
poems for dope selling wops or slick halfwhite 
politicians Airplane poems, rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr 
rrrrrrrrrrrrrrr … tuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuh 
… rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr…Setting fire and death to 
whities ass.  Look at the Liberal 
Spokesman for the jews clutch his throat 
& puke himself into eternity…rrrrrrrr 
There’s a negroleader pinned to  
a bar stool in Sardi’s eyeballs melting 
in hot flame Another negroleader 
on the steps of the white house one  
kneeling between the sheriff’s thighs 
negotiating cooly for his people. 
 
•    •    •    • 
 
We want a black poem.  And a 
Black World. 
Let the world be a Black Poem 
And Let All Black People Speak This Poem 
Silently  
or LOUD 
   (Baraka 219) 
 
Baraka’s poem—or performative “score,” as Henderson would call it 

("Introduction" 60-1)—owes much to the influence of white writers, in 
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particular William Carlos Williams and Charles Olson, whose forays into 

projective verse Baraka came to appreciate in Beat circles (Henderson, 

"Introduction" 29; Sollors 36; Thomas 308).  Many of Baraka’s poems 

borrowed an avant-garde orthography and typography from these authors (such 

as capitalization or lack of capitalization of certain words; abbreviations for 

common words such as would, could, though, and your; ampersands; spacing 

within and between lines), conventions which several Black Arts subsequently 

practiced.  But what becomes apparent from the poem’s language is that it is 

written idiomatically and that it is meant to be spoken aloud for an audience.  

Like a radio play, Baraka’s poem is alive with textual cues (“girdlemamma, ” 

“rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr,” “LOUD”) that indicate how the poem might be performed 

aloud.  In this way, Baraka’s text shares the script-like quality of work by 

Ginsberg and Lindsay. 

While “Black Art” epitomizes the militant attitude of Black Arts poet-

performers and their commitment to political activism, it also epitomizes the 

movement’s prejudices.  As Black Arts served to make black poet-performers 

more visible and recognized, it was often achieved at the expense of women, 

gays, and jews.  The blatant misogyny, homophobia, and anti-Semitism that 

surfaces in Black Arts literature is indicative of the era and the influence of the 

Black Power movement, which often equated masculinity and heterosexuality as 

symbols of cultural freedom.  The theme of homosexuality is a consistent theme 
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in Baraka’s poetry and plays; however negatively he portrays gays, his audiences 

certainly feel compelled to discuss the topic.  Similarly, many female poets such 

as Mari Evans, Sonia Sanchez, and Nikki Giovanni gained praise despite the 

“paramilitary, social-realist bravado of male leaders in the Black Arts” (Gates 

and McKay 1805).  The Black Arts’ anti-Semitism stems from the long-standing 

animosity between Jewish shop owners who profited off of African Americans 

in black urban communities; it also is common in the rhetoric of the Nation of 

Islam, which was quickly gaining followers in the sixties as Malcolm X came to 

notoriety.  The stereotype of the Jew became a symbol of the economic 

disparities between whites and blacks, and so it was reviled (Gates and McKay 

1805). Still, none of these reasons excuse the biases the Black Arts movement 

exercised in the name of racial advancement.  Misogyny, homophobia, and anti-

Semitism were all unfortunate bedfellows with the Black Arts’ militant stance. 

Thinking of a poem as a script for performance instead of merely a 

textual entity is also a tenet of the Black Arts movement; in fact, many Black 

Arts scholars argue that black poetry of the sixties falls under or is an extension 

of the performative genre of music.  Larry Neal argues how utterly unimportant 

textuality is to black poetry in his 1968 Afterword for Black Fire, which is, 

ironically, the first collected Black Arts text: 

The dead forms taught most writers in white man’s 
schools will have to be destroyed, or at best, 
radically altered.  We can learn more about what 
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poetry  is by listening to the cadences in Malcolm’s 
speeches, than from most of Western poetics.  
Listen to James Brown scream.  Ask yourself, then; 
Have you ever heard a Negro poet sing like that? Of 
course not, because we have been tied to the texts, 
like most white poets.  The text could be destroyed 
and no one would be hurt in the least by it.  (Neal, 
"Shine" 653) 

What Neal calls the “destruction of the text” is, according to Henderson, 

a rejection of the Western/classical emphasis on permanence of the ideal form 

("Introduction" 61).  Instead, Black Art was performed, ephemeral, dialectic.  

Black Arts practitioners called this a “non-objective” stance: that art is defined 

by its process, not its final object or artifact (Sollors 32; Hiltz and Sell).  By this 

definition, Black Arts poetry exists not in textual form but in the dialectic 

between author and audience that happens in performance (Stewart 4-5).  A 

single Black Arts poem varies each time it is performed not only because of 

performative improvisation, but also because of the transformations 

experienced by its audience. 

Through the medium of performance, Black Arts poets hoped to attract 

common black audiences.  Don L. Lee (Haki R. Madhubuti) argued that the 

textual emphasis white institutions gave poetry estranged the art from black 

communities and lives: “the poetry on the page very seldom found its way into 

the home or neighborhood of the common black man, i.e., poetry in my home 

was as strange as money” (223).  Black Arts writers sought not only to bring 
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poetry into working-class black homes but to change the definition of poetry so 

that it would reflect and attract working-class black audiences.  Stephen 

Henderson’s 1969 essay “Survival Motion” makes this goal evident: 

Black writers do not write for white people and 
refuse to be judged by them.  They write for black 
people and they write about their blackness, and out 
of their blackness, rejecting anyone and anything 
that stands in the way of self-knowledge and self-
celebration.  They know that to assert blackness in 
America is to be “militant,” to be dangerous, to be 
subversive, to be revolutionary, and they know this 
in a way that even the Harlem Renaissance did not.  
The poets and the playwrights are especially 
articulate and especially relevant and speak directly 
to the people.  ("Survival Motion" 65) 

In essence, rather than seek legitimacy from white intellectual audiences like so 

many other black writers, Black Arts writers sought to create and celebrate a 

“black mass audience” by “self-consciously put[ting] a ‘ceiling’ on its 

intelligence” (Gates and McKay 1803).  The focus was not on “dumbing down” 

their literature but on developing a black literary vernacular, aesthetics, and 

performance style that these “masses” could relate to and appreciate.  To do so, 

Black Arts poets performed their work in places that black working-class 

audiences could easily encounter them—community centers, bars, black 

churches, playgrounds, and of course on the streets of black neighborhoods 

(Thomas 309). 

Black Arts scholars articulated the fundamental notion that performance, 
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as a dialectical art, has the potential to be transformative and create political 

change.  Their performances wrested the poetry reading “from an event suited 

to a genteel parlor or even a rowdy bohemian artists’ and models’ night out” 

and treated it as an overtly political event (Thomas 311).  In fact, Black Arts 

poets such as Amiri Baraka turned to drama and performance as a means to 

address the gap between literature and life; in performance, aesthetic protest 

and political protest could meet in a way accessible to African Americans 

(Sollors 94).  Early efforts of the Black Arts intellectuals in the mid-sixties such 

as those of the Umbra Poetry Group and the Black Arts Repertory 

Theater/School recognized performance as a means to connect with the people.  

Larry Neal insists that 

the poet must become a performer, the way James 
Brown is a performer—loud, gaudy and racy.  He 
must take his work where his people are: Harlem, 
Watts, Philadelphia, Chicago and the rural South.  
He must learn to embellish the context in which the 
work is executed; and, where possible, link the 
work to all usable aspects of music.  For the context 
of the work is as important as the work itself.  Poets 
must learn to sing, dance and chant their works, 
tearing into the substance of their individual and 
collective experiences.  We must make literature 
move people to a deeper understanding of what this 
thing is about, be a kind of priest, a black magician, 
working juju with the word on the world. ("Shine" 
655) 

Cultivating a set of black aesthetics often meant cultivating a black 

performance style for poetry, one that married the performative traditions of 
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the black church with more current urban realism.  Black Arts poets combined 

street argot, Western African vocabulary, percussive sounds and rhythms, call-

and response, singing, scat, first-person address, rapid diction and repetition, 

allusions to African spirituality, and the black preacher’s aura to get their 

politics across and influence the direction of black popular expression 

(Henderson, "Worrying the Line" 72; Thomas 309-10, 17).  Indeed, the work of 

Gil-Scott Heron and The Last Poets, which teetered on the poetry/music 

borderline, set the stage for the performance styles of rap (Henderson, 

"Worrying the Line" 77).  Furthermore, as exemplified by the sound of Baraka’s 

airplane in “Black Art”, Black Arts poets came to use “sound as sound, sound 

used for its own sake, not as a verbal component, nor as tone, but as building 

material” (Henderson, "Worrying the Line" 78).  The kinship Black Arts 

performance poetry has with music is characteristic of the black aesthetic itself; 

many critics refused to draw a clear line between poetry and music and indeed 

argued that they were one in the same (Henderson, "Introduction" 61; Fabre 

66).  In this sense, just as we would say music is a performative genre, Black 

Arts practitioners treated poetry as a performative genre. 

Finally, the Black Arts movement also asserted a distinct sense of black 

nationhood, one which, much like the Beat movement, critiqued American 

dominant culture.  Again, racial expression set the parameters of nationhood 

and took a combative stance.  With roots in both Marcus Garvey’s “back to 
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Africa” movement of the 1920s and the separatist notions of Malcolm X under 

the Nation of Islam, Black Arts practitioners rejected integration and believed 

“that black people, however dispersed, constitute[d] a nation within the belly of 

white America” (Neal, "Black Arts" 78).  Some Black Arts practitioners assumed 

Western African religion, vocabulary, or dress; others simply immersed 

themselves in African American-only communities and culture.  Such separatist 

impulses were coined “black cultural nationalism” by Ron Karenga and were 

viewed as revolutionary by Black Arts writers and their audiences ("Black 

Cultural Nationalism").  Immersion in African and African American national 

culture, they argued, was the key to self-definition and the practice of the black 

aesthetic. Addison Gayle remarks in a 1970 essay “The Function of Literature at 

the Present Time,” “[T]he idea of an egalitarian America belongs in the trash 

basket of history, and that concept of an American melting pot is one to which 

sane men no longer adhere.  In the light of such realities, the literature of 

assimilationism belongs to the period of the dinosaur and mastodon” (393). 

The practice of black cultural nationalism produced a new kind of black 

poetry—it was overtly political, used black language, used sound and 

performance in new ways, addressed both personal and current events, and 

dealt with the inequities many African Americans faced in the Civil Rights era.  

In short, it was avant-garde literature with racial and national foci.  Strangely 

enough, it was an avant-gardism that was also populist in nature; the poetry, 
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while experimental in form and style, was generally well-received by working-

class black audiences (Thomas 312; Gates and McKay 1797).  “Our contention 

is that if art is from the people, and for the people,” Karenga writes, “there is 

no question of raising people to art or lowering art to the people, for they are 

one and the same thing” ("Black Cultural Nationalism" 34).  In this regard, the 

Black Arts movement was more successful than other performance poetry 

movements before it.  However exaggerated the reach of the Black Arts 

movement has become and how educated its artists were, it did reach popular, 

working-class audiences (Thomas 320).  Although the movement proper was 

short-lived due to ideological and personal differences between artists, the Black 

Arts movement was legitimated by “the people” and its influence over today’s 

performance poetry lingers. 

 

Slam Poetry and the “Democratization of Verse” 

 
You will not hear highbrow poetic structure over here 
I do not proscribe to nor do I give a fuck about iambic pentameter 
I laugh at the alphabetical order of the Shakespearean sonnet 
A sestina? 
Is a bitch I used to date 
I write what I feel and I spit what I know 
I am the rose bloomed fresh in the midst of ghetto confusion 
I am ghetto angst personified 
I am a street poet 

—from “Street Poet” by GNO, a slam poet from 
Dallas, TX 
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Like the Beats, the slammers have provided a necessary 
breath of fresh air….Every poet, regardless of how 
abstract or esoteric, should have at least one poem he or 
she can read to a group of strangers on the subway. 

—Jeffrey McDaniel (36) 
 

Today, slam poetry has taken on the mantle of popular verse in the U.S. 

and has taken up the familiar counter-cultural, counter-institutional tone 

endemic to the other performance poetry movements discussed here.  Slam’s 

“anti-intellectual, populist approach” (McDaniel 36) has challenged academic 

ideas of what poetry is, how it is evaluated, and for whom it is written and 

performed.  Some critics have, in response, taken on the fraught task of 

evaluating slam poetry as a genre.  Harold Bloom’s indictment of slam as “rant 

and nonsense” and “the death of art” (379, see Introduction) may or may not 

ring true amongst critics.  But it is the phenomenon of poetry slams, not the 

quality of slam poetry as a whole, which interests me here; whether one thinks 

they embody “the death of art” is, within the scope of this project, secondary to 

the fact that slam poetry has captured our national imagination. 

Slam poets share much with the performance poets before them: they use 

live performance, gather at non-traditional venues, adopt poetics which stress 

orality and narrative, express attitudes of political resistance, claim a low-brow 

status, and proclaim marginality from the mainstream.  Slam’s difference from 

academic verse is not based on its competitive aspect; indeed, competition 
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between poets is not unfamiliar in the worlds of academic poetry and 

publishing.  Instead, slam’s key distinction from academic verse is its overt 

emphasis on pleasing and entertaining a popular audience.    

It should be noted that not all slam poets share an anti-academic attitude; 

McDaniel highlights the recent “crossover” between the two communities.  

Indeed, some slammers are students in M.F.A. programs, faculty at colleges, or 

published writers esteemed by the academy (including Yale Younger Poet Craig 

Arnold and Pulitzer Prize-winner Henry Taylor).  “It would be highly 

paradoxical,” McDaniel notes, “if slammers were eventually absorbed into 

academia” (McDaniel 37).  Perhaps; but if the previous examples of the Beat 

and Black Arts movements are any indication, such absorption might be 

inevitable. 

Still, slam poetry as a whole is generally accepted as “other than” than 

academic verse, and one way in which this distinction is formed is through its 

reception by popular, public audiences.  Maria Damon remarks that poetry 

slams “offer an important venue for grassroots poetic activity that rewrites the 

privatistic lyric scene into a site for public discourse” (Damon 326).  

Experiencing poetry through slams, then, becomes not about the private, 

author-to-audience act of reading print, but about a public, dialogic 

communication between author and audience.  Slam poetry embodies a real-

time discursive critical act.  Through the process of scoring poems, private 
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individuals may come together to publicly create and apply alternative standards 

for poetry compared to those of literary authorities.  Slams can also be a site of 

political congress.  Poetry slams are places where, as poet Ron Silliman argues, 

“simple everyday stylizations of the word take on new qualities of social 

resistance” (362). 

Charles Bernstein notes in Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed 

Word, “[T]he (cultural) invisibility of the poetry reading is what makes its 

audibility so audacious.  Its relative absence as an institution makes the poetry 

reading the ideal site for the presence of language—for listening and being 

heard, for hearing and being listened to” (23).  As such a performance of 

institutional resistance, slam poetry is often characterized by a tone of political 

protest or comedic social commentary.  Set against a backdrop of competition 

and often noisy or inattentive audiences, slam poets must convince their 

audiences they have something important to say.  Taylor Mali partially 

attributes slam’s popularity to this aspect of self-conviction and passion: “People 

love to see anyone who believes strongly in something, perhaps because so few 

people do these days” (Mali, Interview). 

 The antagonistic nature of many slam poems further work to define the 

performer (and the genre by extension) as counter-cultural, counter-

institutional, and sometimes radically political.  The “ranting” which often takes 

place at slams has been criticized by literary authorities for celebrating a culture 
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of complaint (as Bloom does). Still, slam poets’ propensity to “rant” is without a 

doubt one of the things that attracts audiences to slam poetry.  Its antagonism 

invites the audience’s engagement and participation, not only through scores 

but with booing, hissing, applause, shouts, and other types of verbal 

persuasion.16  In this way, poetry slams serve as soapboxes not only for poets 

but also for their audiences. 

Slams question too the limits of “acceptable” tone and language in the 

academic poetic tradition (as have some of the more famous literary aesthetic 

movements like the Dadaism, Imagism, Surrealism, as well as the Beat and Black 

Arts movements).  This can manifest in a definitional debate over what poetry 

itself is and does; as slammer Alix Olson writes in her poem “Don’t Think I’m 

Not a Nice Girl”: 

Yeah, sometimes anger's subtle, less rage than sad 
Leaking slow through spigots you didn't know you had 
But sometimes it's just 
Fuck you, Fuck you  
You see, and to me 
That's poetry too. 

("Diary" 69) 
 

At the heart of Bloom’s adverse reaction to slam poetry is precisely what 

                                            
16  Incidents of physical violence, verbal abuse, and sexual harassment at poetry slams are 
extremely rare but not unheard of.  When they do occur, they usually take place between 
competing poets or teams.  Concern for both the safety of audience members and of the 
poets themselves spurred Poetry Slam Incorporated’s Executive Council to institute a “Code 
of Conduct” in 1999 by which every poet must abide or risk expulsion from the national 
competition.  Slamsisters, an organization addressing women’s issues in the national slam 
community, has also sponsored workshops to raise awareness about sexual harassment in 
that community. 

 87 



distinguishes slam poetry from other types of poetry, performed or otherwise.  

Whether slam poetry is generally “good” or “bad” poetry in any one person’s 

opinion is hardly my point.  What is significant is that in rewarding certain 

poets with points and prizes, poetry slams attempt to divest literary power from 

authors and the literary establishment to live public audiences.  The ultimate 

power of quality control rests not on what poets or poetic tradition deems 

“good,” but on what a public audience thinks is the best poem or performance 

on any given evening.  Because their audiences score and rank poets, poetry 

slams challenge institutional evaluative standards more systematically and 

overtly than other poetry readings or aesthetic movements because they publicly 

proclaim their own “stars.”  Thus, although slammers are often quick to cite the 

mantra of their own Allan Wolf, “the points are not the point; the point is 

poetry” (Glazner 11), evaluating literature publicly may indeed be the point for 

many audience members and can help explain slam’s popularity.  Ironically, in 

resisting institutional standards of poetry, poetry slams have institutionalized 

their own evaluative standards, and slam poets may be tempted to use topics or 

techniques that prove consistently successful with audiences in order to do well 

in competition.17 

                                            
17 Topics of note include political themes, the promotion of marginalized identities and 
experiences, pop culture references, sexual narratives and bawdy commentary, or the parody 
of these themes.  Popular techniques include call and response, repetition and refrain, 
exposition, the first-person mode of address, epideictic proclamations, and loud or rhythmical 
utterance.  Some slammers even ascribe to various formulas to win slams, and the self-
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As an open forum in which anyone may perform or judge, slam is also 

characterized as a democratic political forum.  Poets in the film Slamnation 

describe slam poetry as “a representative democracy,” a “level playing field” in 

which equal access is granted to those denied more traditional poetic 

recognition such as publication and participation in academic writing 

communities.  The idea of democracy is crucial to slam and guides every aspect 

of its conceptualization and administration.  For example, every year at the 

National Poetry Slam, all poets of the slam community are invited to a “Slam 

Family Meeting” where they discuss and vote on policies governing 

competition.  On a broader scale, co-founder of the Nuyorican Poets Café 

Miguel Algarín calls performance-oriented poetry “The Democratization of 

Verse” (14) whose “aim is to dissolve the social, cultural, and political 

boundaries that generalize human experience and make it meaningless” (9).   

An important part of slam’s democratic identity is its accessibility and 

resulting diversity as compared to academic poetry.  McDaniel comments, “You 

don’t need a degree or a letter of recommendation, which is why the slam 

community is far more multicultural than the academy, which is starving for 

diversity” (36).  Indeed, the national slam community has overtly striven to 

diversify its ranks in terms of “race, gender, income, nationality, differing 

                                                                                                                             
proclaimed “greatest slam strategist of all time,” Taylor Mali, has published a guide to such 
strategies. 
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accessibility needs, religion, [and] sexual orientation” (Friedrich).  In this 

context, the marginality often claimed by slam poets in relationship to 

mainstream culture also implies their overall diversity as a group.  This is 

especially true in terms of racial diversity.  Poets and audiences of some of the 

most famous venues like the Nuyorican Poets Café are predominately non-

white.  On a national level, slam poets are similarly racially diverse, but slam 

audiences are not.  At most National Poetry Slams, audience members are 

predominately white and middle-class (although they admittedly are more 

racially diverse than most academic readings). 

Another way in which slam poetry’s popularity is evident is its presence 

in several different media: slam poetry has surfaced in theater, television, film, 

CDs and MP3s, and streaming video on the Internet not to mention print 

media.  Poetry slams have been featured in, if not have been the focus of, 

several feature-length movies (Love Jones, Slam, Slamnation).  On television, 

slammers have been featured on a short-lived MTV series, and the pilot for a 

slam-style spoken word game show, Word, was pitched to major television 

networks in the late nineties.  While these TV projects failed, HBO’s Russell 

Simmons Presents Def Poetry series has recently found success in delivering slam 

poetry to mainstream audiences under the rubric of spoken word.  Not 

coincidentally, the program mostly features African American performers and 

mostly attracts white, bourgeois audiences.  I discuss the ramifications of this 
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phenomenon in-depth in my final chapter. 

Like Beat and Black Arts poetry, slam poetry is critical of American 

dominant culture in general, and the white middle-class majority specifically.  

Often this surfaces in a critique of national capitalism, as in Alix Olson’s 

“America’s on Sale!”: 

ATTENTION SHOPPERS!!! 
attention 9 to 5 folk, cell-phone masses,  
the “up and coming” classes, 
attention sports-utility, 
plastic-surgery suburbanites, 
viagra-popping, Gucci-shopping urbanites 
attention george-clooney loonies, 
promise-keeper sheep, 
stockbroker sleep-walkers, 
big investment talkers, 
ricki lake watchers, 
attention walmart congregation, 
shop til you drop generation, 
ATTENTION NATION! 
AMERICA’S ON SALE! 
 
we’ve unstocked the welfare pantry 
to restock the wall street gentry 
it’s economically elementary,  
because values don’t pay, 
yes, american dreams are on permanent layaway, 
(there was limited availability anyway) 
so the statue of liberty’s being dismantled, 
$10 a piece to sit on your mantle or hang on your wall 
by the somalian child 
you bought from sally struthers 
sisters and brothers, it’s now or never, 
these deals won’t last forever— 
AMERICA’S ON SALE! 
(restrictions may apply if you’re black, gay, or female)….  
      ("America" 57) 
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Olson’s poem is an example of the kind of cultural and national critique 

that often happens at poetry slams, whether those critiques be based on race, 

class, sexuality, or gender.  It is the exercise of national political ideals such as 

equality and democracy which slam seeks to proclaim and reinforce. 

 

•    •    • 

 

For each of the performance poetry movements pre-dating slam, using 

popular visions of blackness and nation have helped their poets reach popular 

audiences.  Since the Beat movement, this has been a particularly urban, 

working-class blackness.  These movements’ reliance on the “realities of the 

street” not only resisted the dominant literary aesthetics of their times, but also 

helped create audiences that would not otherwise listen to poetry by any 

definition.  This association with the street has also become a synonym for a 

more authentic voice than what literary standards allowed.  For poet-

performers like James Whitcomb Riley or Paul Laurence Dunbar, this meant 

writing and performing in the dialect of Midwesterners and blacks (Gray, "Poet 

as Entertainer" 10).  For Beats, their poetry was one of “directness, surface 

feeling, truth, and simplicity….[P]oets tried to avoid the stylized phony 

techniques frequently demonstrated by actors and the mumbling uninvolved 
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deathbed tones associated with a poet reading his own works” (Hudson 72-3, 

my emphases). Poets of the Black Arts movement were specifically interested in 

“finding and legitimizing an authentic African American vernacular speech” 

(Thomas 310) as well as negotiating “authentic” expressions of African 

American identity.  Together, these details suggest a pattern of expression and 

reception in performance poetry.   

The use of blackness as an emblem of marginality, as well as the 

negotiation of what black identity is and how it should be represented, present 

today’s slam poets with complex political questions about racial identity.  To 

reflect this complexity, I have dedicated the rest of this project to the issue.  The 

compelling connections between authenticity, performance, and black identity 

that occur at poetry slams are the topic of my next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
AUTHENTICATING VOICES: SLAM POETRY, POLITICS, AND 
PERFORMANCES OF BLACK IDENTITY 

 

One of the things that struck me when I came out of the 
construction worker mode into the poetry scene was the 
falseness of a lot of the work because it had nothing to 
do with what everyday people do.   

— Marc Smith, originator of the poetry slam (as 
quoted in Slamnation) 

 
 

In the “spiel” read before every bout at the National Poetry Slam, judges 

and audience members are advised to give poems scores based on both text and 

performance (The Rules).  However, the subjective process of judging often is 

guided by a more specific imperative.  “Vague as it may sound,” Maria Damon 

writes, “the criterion for slam success seems to be some kind of ‘realness’–

authenticity...that effects a ‘felt change of consciousness’ on the part of the 

listener” (329-30).  This “felt change in consciousness” is indeed a powerful 

element in any kind of poetry, textual or performed.  Ron Silliman notes that a 

reader/listener’s sense of realization “occurs throughout all forms of literature,” 

but that it is most amplified 

through the poem as confession of lived experience, 
the (mostly) free verse presentation of sincerity and 
authenticity that for several decades has been a 
staple of most of the creative writing programs in 
the United States.  Nowhere is this more evident 
than when this mask appears not in print but in 
person, at dozens of open-mike or poetry slam 
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events that occur around the United States every 
day of the week….In such circumstances, a text as 
text is reduced to its most basic features: perceptible 
surface characteristics, narrative or expository 
thread[s] and a sense of ‘personality’ that is 
inseparable from the presentation of the reader him- 
or herself. (362) 

Silliman outlines several crucial elements of the work performed at 

poetry slams.  First is the use of live performance to maximize the “authenticity 

and sincerity” of the first-person voice, the most popular form of address used 

by slam poets.  Second is the poem’s “sense of ‘personality’” which he claims is 

taken as a reflection of poet-performer him/herself.  Marrying these two ideas, I 

suggest that the authenticity that slam audiences reward is at least in part 

contingent upon the performance of the self that takes place on slam stages.  If 

poetry slams are events where audiences often take a poet’s words at face value, 

and the identities poets express in performance are taken as the performer’s 

identity in life, then many audience members are evaluating not only one’s 

writing and performance of a poem, but also the scripting and performance of 

one’s identity.  If authenticity is, as Damon argues, the criterion of slam success, 

then convincing audience members of the authenticity of one’s identity is a 

major component determining a poet’s success in the slam. 

In this chapter, I will address the central questions I posed in the 

introduction: what sort of work gains audience approval at poetry slams, and 

how might the cultural politics of identity expressed by many slam poets 
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influence that approval?  May we think of slam poets’ performances—and their 

approval or disapproval by audiences—not only as poetic expressions, but as a 

way of expressing the self in culture?  What desires might a slam audience’s 

praise of so-called authentic identities reveal?  I address these questions by first 

discussing how the perceived authenticity of certain performances of identity 

figures as a criterion of slam success.  Second, I explore the political 

ramifications and possibilities of this phenomenon when it occurs between 

African American slam poets and predominately white, middle-class audiences. 

When used to describe identity, the term “authenticity” is often meant to 

suggest the place where subjectivity and identity are generated beyond or 

without cultural constraints.  That is, one’s “authentic self” is original, unique, 

true, existing before and outside of discourse.  For a performance of an identity 

poem to be deemed authentic is to assume there is an original or essential self 

which one perfectly emulates in performance.18  I believe this is a criterion at 

work when slam judges score poems, and indeed might be the primary criterion 

slam poets have in mind when they write slam poems—to impart some truth 

about their subjective experiences which reveals an authentic self.19   

                                            
18 With the notable exception of the persona piece, which I discuss at the end of this chapter. 
 
19 The idea that poetry is the search for the authentic and the true has a longer history than I 
can discuss here, but it is a recurring theme for poets and performers alike.  For example, the 
anthology Poetry Slam: The Competitive Art of Performance Poetry takes as its epigraph a 
quotation from Percy Shelley: “A poem is the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth” 
(Glazner 9).  Such an allusion brings into focus slam’s engagements with literary forbearers 
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Challenging this concept of the authentic self, theorists have recently 

argued for understanding the self as a social and cultural construction, i.e., as 

the product of discourse.  For all intents and purposes, identity in this 

framework is best thought of as a fluid product of both conscious and 

unconscious performances.  Performance Studies scholars Erving Goffman and 

Judith Butler both refer to the presentation of self to others—the expression of 

identity—as a performative act.  Goffman, in his 1959 monograph The 

Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, clearly addresses this issue of self-as-

performative character in his concluding comments. 

A correctly staged and performed scene leads the 
audience to impute a self to a performed character, 
but this imputation—this self—is a product of a 
scene that comes off, and is not the cause of it.  The 
self, then, as performed character, is not an organic 
thing that has a specific location…; it is a dramatic 
effect arising diffusely from a scene that is 
presented, and the characteristic issue, the crucial 
concern, is whether it will be credited or 
discredited. (253) 

The act of crediting or discrediting identities is precisely what I believe occurs at 

many poetry slams. 

Butler’s work confirms Goffman’s view, suggesting that “subjectivity is 

itself constituted through compulsory performances of social norms” which she 

calls “performative” acts (McKenzie 221).   The term “performative” was 

                                                                                                                             
as well as the attempt to “truly” or “authentically” represent subjective experience. 
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coined by linguist J.L Austin in How to Do Things with Words (1962) to 

describe words that actually do what they say—speech acts such as the vow “I 

do” uttered at marriage ceremonies.  Of late, however, the term “performative” 

has taken on varied definitions which have earned critical purchase in many 

disciplines.  Generally, most scholars agree that we may think of performance as 

a real-time theatrical act which reifies or challenges identity and performativity 

as the discursive process of how that identity came to be.  Judith Butler’s 

scholarship on performativity using frameworks of phenomenology and 

Lacanian psychoanalysis “has enabled a powerful appreciation of the ways that 

identities are constructed iteratively through complex citational processes” 

(Parker and Sedgwick 2).  In Butler’s own words, 

Performativity is…not a singular “act,” for it is 
always a reiteration of a norm or set of norms, and 
to the extent that it acquires an act-like status in the 
present, it conceals or dissimulates the conventions 
of which it is a repetition.  Moreover, this act is not 
primarily theatrical; indeed, its apparent 
theatricality is produced to the extent that its 
historicity remains dissimulated (and conversely, its 
theatricality gains a certain inevitability given the 
impossibility of a full disclosure of its historicity).  
(Butler 12-13) 

When thinking of the performativity of identity in the Butlerian sense, 

we must consider the invisible history, repetition, and normative value of any 

given identifying behavior.  In comparison to Richard Schechner’s definition of 

performance as “twice-behaved behavior” (Turner, Ritual to Theatre 105), 

 98 



Butler uses the term “performativity” to suggest a behavior’s infinitely repeated 

and concealed history (as with her main example of gender).  Jon McKenzie 

sums up this distinction by saying performativity “refers to a discursive 

compulsion to repeat norms of gender, sexuality, and race, while performance 

refers to an embodied theatricality that conceals its citational aspect under a 

dissimulating presence” (227).  Performance, then, is an instance of identity’s 

performativity, a live embodiment and enactment of an identity in a particular 

space and time.  As discursive practice, performativity is both prior to and is a 

result of any embodied performance: performativity is that normative behavior 

to which a performance alludes to or parodies, and it is also a performance’s 

effect in that the normative behavior reflected in a performance is disseminated 

and eventually incorporated into that behavior’s performative history.  In short, 

performativity is comprised of the discursive elements that inform and that are 

produced by the act of performance. 

In light of these theories, I take as my premise that the self is the result of 

performance, that subjectivities as they are expressed both in the world and on 

stage (i.e., as performed identities) come into being though social practice.  

With this view in mind, we must treat the authentic also as a social practice, as 

something which has no original beyond its own repetition and acceptance over 

time.  A performer’s autonomy is not negated by this framework; indeed, s/he 

can decide when, where, and how to enact (perform) certain identities.  
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However, those identities do have cultural and social histories (i.e., they are 

performative), and so it is often the negotiation of a performer’s free will and 

the history of an identity which influences how a performance of identity is 

received by its audience. 

This framework has much to offer my discussion of identity poems 

performed at slams.  Audiences cannot deem slam poems about identity 

“authentic” or “inauthentic” without having something to which they can 

compare that identity.  If a slam poet performs, for example, a poem about 

being a black male, those who judge that poem on the criterion of authenticity 

must compare that identity with other expressions of black masculinity.  If slam 

judges reward poets who are authentic in their performance of an identity—and 

if we can agree that what is deemed authentic is actually constructed through 

this process of reward—we may think of the slam itself as a representational 

practice which authenticates certain voices and identities.  In short, poetry slams 

can generate the very identities which poets and audiences expect to hear.  As an 

authenticating practice, the systems of reward established by slams embody 

complex systems of desire and power.  Poetry slams are themselves generative 

sites of social practice from which these identities are performatively cited, 

recapitulated, and questioned.  They prove sites of negotiation between poet 

and audience where the performance of an identity is judged for its success or 

failure (its authenticity or inauthenticity) in the world. 
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But exactly which identities are generally authenticated by slam 

audiences and why?  To answer this question, I must consider individual 

performances of identity exhibited by successful slam poets as well as the 

composition of their audiences.  Due to the proliferation of poetry slams across 

the country and the variety of work performed in local slam venues, I will limit 

my analysis of slam poetry to what has been performed at the national level of 

competition. 

Although certainly not all works performed at poetry slams are identity 

poems—poems which directly or indirectly proclaim the performer’s “self”—

the performance of such poems have become increasingly common to the 

National Poetry Slam (NPS) stage.  Indeed, the prevalence of identity poems 

performed at recent National Poetry Slams caused one veteran of the scene to 

note the progression of slam “from a lyrical collaborative art to that of an art of 

self-proclamation” (Van Cleve).  A great deal of the work appearing in recent 

slam and spoken word anthologies and films confirms the trend of proclaiming 

one’s identity for an audience.20  If the precedents set by NPS individual winners 

and the attitudes of slam poets are any indication, the performance of certain 

                                            
20 Recent slam and spoken word anthologies include Miguel Algarín and Bob Holman, eds., 
Aloud: Voices from the Nuyorican Poets Cafe (New York: Owl Books/Holt and Co., 1994); 
Gary Mex Glazner, ed., Poetry Slam: The Competitive Art of Performance Poetry (San 
Francisco: Manic D Press, 2000); Zoë Anglesey, ed., Listen Up!: Spoken Word Poetry (New 
York: One World/Ballantine, 1999); and most recently a book which proclaims to be anti-
slam: Tony Medina and Louis Reyes Rivera, eds., Bum Rush the Page: A Def Poetry Jam 
(New York: Three Rivers Press, 2001).  Many identity poems included in these anthologies, 
particularly Listen Up! and Bum Rush, are focused on proclaiming non-white identities. 
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identities are more successful than the performance others.  Slammer Big Poppa 

E comments, “I love that…someone, anyone can get up on a stage and share 

their [sic] experiences of being gay or straight or black or white or Filipino or 

Latino or Vietnamese or transgendered or wussy boy or whatever, and folks will 

just leap to their feet in applause” (Ashe).21   His comments suggest that what is 

successful at slams (i.e., what wins an audience’s approval) is the expression of 

marginalized racial, ethnic, gender, or sexual identities.  His comments also 

signal that slam poets and their audiences have, consciously or unconsciously, 

come to rely on particular identities as authentic narratives in and of themselves.  

That is, a poet performing a poem about a marginalized identity may gain the 

reward of authenticity from a slam audience not only for his/her writing and 

performance, but for the well-executed performance of a marginal identity 

itself.  Of course, the reward of authenticity is not automatic to the performance 

of marginal identities; not everyone can write and perform an identity poem 

well.  But for those slam poets who can, the affirmation of marginal identities 

along with the sense of political protest that accompanies their performances 

may be what it takes to put them in the winner’s circle.   

The most commonly rewarded of these identities at poetry slams, at least 

                                            
21 A “Wussy Boy” is Big Poppa E’s self-crafted and self-proclaimed slam identity and is a 
masculinity defined by a heightened sensitivity to women’s issues and his own gender role as 
a white male.  A “Wussy Boy” might, by traditional gender norms, be considered “sensitive” or 
“effeminate” for his behaviors. 
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on a national level, is black identity.22  Much of the popular attention 

surrounding slam has gone to African American performers.  In fact, the 

mainstream media has often focused solely on the genre’s ties to the 

traditionally black artforms of rap and hip-hop.  Other recent media projects, 

such as the feature-length film Slam and the current HBO series Russell 

Simmons Presents Def Poetry, have presented slam poets to mainstream 

audiences alongside hip-hop artists and against the backdrop of black urban 

culture.  Poetry Slam, Inc.—the national body governing the NPS—has resisted 

keeping track of its members’ ethnicities because its membership is largely (and 

proudly) liberal, under 35, outspoken, and very politically sensitive.  However, 

it is a safe to say that the poetry slam community not only attracts more non-

whites than the academic poetry community, but that these poets are relatively 

more likely to find success and recognition on the slam scene.  A canvas of one 

New York City slam venue over nine months revealed about 65% non-white 

participation; as the field narrowed to the venue’s slam-off to determine a local 

team, almost 84% of the finalists were non-white (Gonzalez).  Although these 

percentages are particular to a specific urban region and venue, poets’ 

participation and success on a national level confirms this trend.  Of the ten 

                                            
22 In the last few years, performances of Asian American and Latino/a identity poems have 
also gained acclaim on the NPS stage—including those of Beau Sia of San Francisco, Thien-
bao Thuc Phi of Minneapolis, and 2002 Individual Champion Mayada Del Valle of New York 
City.  These slam performances offer compelling narratives about racial identity and deserve 
further investigation. 
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individual champions of the National Poetry Slam to date, all but three have 

been African American ("Poetry Slam" 235-37).  Similarly, almost all of the four-

person championship teams have included at least one African American 

member. 

Still, the audience for slam poetry on a national level has been and 

continues to be predominately white, middle-class, and under 40.23  In an 

informal survey I conducted of slam poets and organizers across the U.S., many 

reported that this group comprised the majority of their audiences on both local 

and national levels with few exceptions.  Michael Brown, Slammaster of the 

Cantab Lounge in Boston, posits that the audiences of the National Poetry Slam 

are predominately white because of the location of the competitions24 and the 

“greater appeal of slam to white folks.” (M. Brown).  The appeal of slam to this 

                                            
23 The interest of younger poets in slam has been overwhelming.  In fact, because the 
National Poetry Slam often holds preliminary bouts in bars, host cities have had trouble 
accommodating teams with poets under the age of eighteen or not of legal drinking age.  To 
avoid handicapping teams with minors, legislation was proposed at the 2002 slam family 
meeting that required all competing poets be over eighteen.  Although it did not pass, it was 
determined that NPS host cities can choose not to admit teams with minors on an annual 
basis, to be determined by the requirements of NPS performance venues.  The youngest 
competing NPS poet to date was fourteen years old. 
 
Recognizing the interest of poets under eighteen in poetry slam, some poets banded together 
to produce the National Youth Poetry Slam (NYPS).  Now in its fifth year, the NYPS includes 
over 200 competing poets and 500-1000 local high school students participating in the Brave 
New Voices National Youth Poetry Festival.  Many of teams competing at the NPS have 
corresponding youth teams. 
 
24 Recent National Poetry Slams have been held in Minneapolis, MN (2002); Seattle, WA 
(2001); Providence, RI (2000); Chicago, IL (1999); Austin, TX (1998); and Middletown, CT 
(1997).  Many of the slammers surveyed agreed that the 1999 Chicago competition had the 
most racially “mixed” audience, but they also agreed that in general, the NPS audience is 
overwhelmingly white. 
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audience probably has several causes, including a greater access to/familiarity 

with the arts for whites and those who can afford higher education, the location 

of many slam venues in coffeehouses and bars in white middle-class 

neighborhoods, and—considering that most slams asses a cover charge to help 

pay their winners—the economic freedom to pay to see poetry readings.  

Finally, the rebellious tone that many slam performances take also may appeal 

more to teens and younger adults; consistently, slams are billed as counter-

cultural performances or as literary sporting events.  Some poetry slams take on 

the aesthetics of hip-hop, music traditionally targeted to audiences in their 

teens, twenties, and thirties.  Furthermore, media featuring slam poets often 

specifically targets young audiences; for example, Bruce George, an Executive 

Co-Producer of the HBO series Russell Simmons Presents Def Poetry, reports 

that the series not only targets a youth market but that it also has sponsored 

spoken word poetry tours across the nation at college campuses (George).  

Thus, although poetry slams have always been open to anyone, in practice, 

slams have cultivated this more specific audience. 

The appeal of slam poetry to a white bourgeois audience, as well as its 

appeal to younger audiences, may help to explain the visibility and relative 

success of African American poets on the slam scene, especially if the 

phenomenon of authentic identity is a criterion for success.  Just as we have 

seen in crossover markets for black popular music—particularly in hip-hop 
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where the call to “keep it real” has become virtually cliché—this sense of 

authentic racial expression has proven popular amongst a young white middle-

class audience at poetry slams.  This audience may be equating performances of 

black identity with the authentic—that is, what is different or “other” than 

white middle-class existence is cool, desirable, more real or genuine.  

Furthermore, if audiences have come to hear poetry which is more “hip” than 

academic verse, they (perhaps unknowingly) seek an aesthetic which has roots in 

black music and culture.25  Finally, the counter-cultural tone adopted by most 

slam performances encourages political complaint and protest; indeed, many of 

the poems featured at recent national slams are invectives against social 

inequities.  One of the most common of these narratives is the invective against 

racial inequity.  As popular attention has started to focus in recent decades on 

issues of racial diversity and race relations, and as black-white relations are 

often the most “visible” of these in white communities, the slam may serve as a 

rare opportunity for white middle-class audiences to legitimately support black 

poets critiquing their very own positions of privilege.26  Rewarding African 

                                            
25  The obvious example here is of Norman Mailer’s hipster, who—as discussed in Chapter 
One—took his mantle from 1940’s black jazz culture and whom Mailer characterized in a 
1957 article “The White Negro.”  For a compelling history of hip and its ties to black music, 
see Ross, No Respect: Intellectuals & Popular Culture  
 
26  By “more visible,” I mean that black-white race relations are more commonly discussed by 
both the media and by many blacks and whites themselves.  I do not mean to suggest that 
this visibility should render relations between people of all colors invisible, only that race 
relations are often thought of in this way by many. Recent high-profile cases such as the 
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American slam poets may be a way of showing support for anti-racist attitudes, 

confirming a white audience’s own positions as liberal, rebellious, against the 

status quo.  At best, this process of reward opens doors for interracial dialogues; 

at worst, it may be a method of assuaging “white liberal guilt.”  Both of these, 

along with judges’ preferences in writing and performance style, may play a part 

in determining a slam poet’s score. 

As an example of an African American identity poem employing protest, 

consider National Individual Slam Champion Roger Bonair-Agard’s “How Do 

We Spell Freedom,” one of the poems he performed to win his 1999 title.  The 

poem is of special interest because it is both a literal performance of black 

identity and a reflection on performances of African American identity in the 

1970s and 1980s: 

 VIDEO CLIP 1 
I 
In 1970 I learned my alphabet 
  for the very first time 
- knew it by heart in 1971 
A is for Africa 
B is for Black 
C is for culture and that’s where it’s at 
my mother taught me that from the Weusi Alphabeti 
 at a time when A was for apples in a country that  

grew mangoes 
and X for xylophone when I was learning 
how to play the steel pan 

                                                                                                                             
beating of Rodney King, the O.J. Simpson trial, the incarceration of Mumia Abu-Jamal, and 
the shooting of Amadou Diallo have, I believe, helped this duality to proliferate.  They are also 
frequently cited by slam poets, as my examples will illustrate. 
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black wasn’t popular 
or even accepted then 
 but I wore dashikis sent me from Nigeria 
  super-fly suits; sky blue with the elbow patches 
sent me from america 
and sandals made by original rastafari before weed &  
revolution needed fertilizer to grow 
  my mother rocked bright saffron saris 
were phat 20 years too early and a thousand miles 
removed 
my mother preached hard work 
knowledge and how not to take shit 
D is for Defense 
E is for Economics 
 
II 
I wrote my first protest letter at the age of 3 
to my grandfather 
for calling me in out the front yard 
spelling fuck you with an 
 f – o – r – k – U 
put it under his pillow in the hope 
  it would blow up and burn his ear off at night 
 wanted to get started on this revolution thing 
F is for Freedom 
 
III 
G is for Guns – we gotta get some 
  Weusi said 
 
evolved into 1979 and a revolution with a changing face 
 * bang bang boogie to the boogie 
 say up jump the boogie – let’s rock – yuh don’t stop 
black folk and brand names became entwined 
we re-invented dance and made wheels roll 
with a limp 
Cuba had just told America he was Africa in Angola 
K is for Kings 
L is for Land – we gotta get it back 
 
  so we lost Jamaica to the IMF 
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  Grenada to the marines 
  and Panama to Nancy Reagan 
jherri curls became high top fades, became gumbies,  
became caesars 
as Michael Jackson moonwalked his way into a lighter  
shade of pale 
  my mother sent me to america – she said 
“Go fix that!” 
 
IV 
K is for Kidnap 
S is for Slavery  - Weusi explained 
 
cool became   buttah became   phat 
 we lost our focus and our way 
just about the time 
black folk outside the nation 
discovered the dangers of pork 
 so fat back became phat blacks 
 pigtails became dredlocks 
and fades faded to bald 
as Michael Jordan discovered the magic of a fadeaway 
jumper 
 and endorsements 
 
X is for the niggah who’s blind, deaf and dumb 
 X him out – Weusi said 
my mother told me I should re-write that 
that X is for the nigga who needs to be re-educated 
that a corporate job does not spell freedom 
marry white doesn’t mean racist flight 
a democratic vote is not a revolutionary act 
 and as long as there’s a sweatshop in Jakarta 
there is no difference 
between Patrick Ewing and OJ Simpson 
 
V 
God Gave Noah the rainbow sign 
- said no more water; the fire next time 
J is for James Baldwin – next time is now 
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H is for Huey 
N is for Nat Turner 
T is for Tubman 
M is for Malcolm, Mandela, Marley & Martin got shot 
two weeks after he told black folk to boycott Coca-Cola 
Jesse Jackson still scared of niggaz with a purpose 
 
- and someone must learn to read the signs with me. 
       (Bonair-Agard 39-43) 
 
 

Performed in Bonair-Agard’s thick Trinidadian accent, the poem takes on 

a unique cadence and assonance.  For a white middle-class audience, his speech 

may act as a performative cue for the “exoticness” of his Trinidadian upbringing 

and his experience as a black man.  Furthermore, it can cause the slam audience 

to conflate his national/cultural identity with the topic of his poem, racial 

identity.  His accent and his subject matter, in this regard, may be the ultimate 

signifier of an authentic blackness—something which a white audience can 

locate as “other” than itself. 

When I speak of the exchanges between a black slam poet and his/her 

predominately white audience such as the one Bonair-Agard initiates here, I do 

not mean to advocate the idea of whiteness as the opposite of blackness, 

although this concept may consciously function in the minds of some slam 

audience members.  For many race scholars such as myself, the concept of 

blackness as the opposite of whiteness is a troubling construction, one which 

can occlude the perspectives of other people of color and which falsely places 
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each concept at opposite ends of the spectrum.  Still the contrast between 

concepts of whiteness and blackness as played out between slam poets and their 

audiences is a compelling one.  If white bourgeois audiences are judging the 

performative authenticity of a marginal identity in addition to composition and 

performance, then the strong advocacy of black identity may be one of the 

factors that they further reward precisely because black identity is so often 

portrayed as the marginal identity compared to a central white identity. 

“How Do We Spell Freedom” is a quintessential identity poem.  

Underscoring this is the refrain that Bonair-Agard usually adds at the end of his 

performance:  “A is for Africa / B is for Black / C is for Culture / and that’s 

where I’m at.”  Thus, although the poem is truly about negotiating the 

expression of black identity at different periods in time and in different nations, 

there is also no doubt amongst Bonair-Agard’s audience that he is anything but 

authentically black as a result of the poem’s assertion of a black self and his 

confident, assured performance.  To underscore this even further, the refrain 

emphasizes his location firmly inside an authentic blackness by essentializing 

Africa as the center of black culture and identity.  In addition, the poem seems 

to imply that although representations of blackness and racial protest are fluid, 

African Americans who had been commodified—“phat blacks,” “Michael 

Jordan,” “Michael Jackson,” and “black folk” in “brand names”—pale in 

comparison to the authenticity of his own racial identity.  Bonair-Agard offers a 

 111 



definition of blackness which is militant, pro-active, revolutionary, and which 

can transcend commodification—in short, what a white liberal, middle-class 

audience might readily recognize as “authentic” characteristics of black protest.  

Completing this image of blackness is Bonair-Agard’s live presence: he is a tall, 

muscular male who at the time wore shoulder-length dreadlocks.  All of these 

elements combined with a stellar memorized performance of a well-written 

poem serve to make the authenticity of Bonair-Agard’s identity virtually 

unassailable. 

To reward such writing and performance has benefits for a white liberal 

audience: it displaces them from being the target of the black poet’s protest.  

That is, in appreciating the work of African American poets who proclaim racial 

identity, they might assuage the “white guilt” associated with such an 

expression.  This is not to say that black slam poets are rewarded solely to 

assuage white guilt, but that such art may in part be appreciated and rewarded 

for the cultural positions of power that it confirms and denies.  Rewarding these 

poets also helps proclaim this audience’s liberal political identity: to support 

black voices and black identities is to in turn try to distance oneself, effectually 

or ineffectually, from other whites who hold racist attitudes.  In the case of 

“How Do We Spell Freedom,” the performance of Pan African blackness may 

be particularly successful with white audiences because it is expressed through a 

critique of black culture instead of an attack on white culture.  Bonair-Agard’s 
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“revolution thing” is not threatening to the slam audience; rather, it invites 

them to support the “revolution” without implying a need for their own action.  

White audiences, in this case, can reward a construction of marginal identity 

without having to recognize their own complicity in that construction.  Such a 

dynamic confirms that constructions of whiteness/blackness, urban/suburban 

culture, and ghetto/bourgeois culture are much more intertwined and complex 

than they are represented to be in popular culture.  This dynamic in slam 

performance and reception is reflective, I believe, of the U.S. white bourgeoisie’s 

general fascination with black popular culture, as we often see in the cases of 

rap, blues, jazz, hip-hop, and R&B music.  This is a fascination with the 

“Other.”   

“Otherness”—a term used to conceptualize difference across the fields of 

linguistics, anthropology, cultural studies, and psychology and which has found 

a home in post-colonial studies—has usually been viewed by critics through a 

clear-cut binary framework of difference (S. Hall, "Spectacle of the Other" 229, 

43).  Yet the signification of otherness is not as clearly defined.  I contend its 

meanings and effects are ultimately ambivalent; otherness can have positive or 

negative uses and effects.  Speaking of otherness and gender, Stuart Hall 

recognizes difference “is both necessary for the productions of meaning, the 

formation of language and culture, for social identities and a subjective sense of 

the self as sexed subject—and at the same time, it is threatening, a site of 
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danger, of negative feelings, of splitting, hostility and aggression towards the 

‘Other’” ("Spectacle of the Other" 238).  We can apply this ambivalence 

similarly to the expression of racial difference in slam poetry. 

One way to understand the dynamics of authenticating marginal identity 

at slams is what Homi Bhabha calls “the articulation of multiple belief” via 

fetishism.  Fetishism, according to Bhabha, “is a non-repressive form of 

knowledge that allows the possibility of simultaneously embracing two 

contradictory beliefs, one the official and one secret, one archaic and one 

progressive, one that allows the myth of origins, the other that articulates 

difference and division” (377).  This concept of ambivalence or “in-between-

ness” for which Bhabha is known offers an alternative to the either-or thinking 

about the complex desires white audiences fulfill by rewarding performers of 

color.  Fetishism “affirms difference while at the same time denying it” (S. Hall, 

"Spectacle of the Other" 276), occupying both (and sometimes multiple) desires 

simultaneously.  For example, in an analysis of Mapplethorpe’s portraits of 

black men, Kobena Mercer concludes that the portraits’ fetishistic white gaze 

can be a source of ambivalent possibility in which “blacks are looked down 

upon and desired as worthless, ugly and ultimately inhuman.  But in the blink of 

an eye, whites look up to and revere black bodies, lost in awe and envy as the 

black subject is idealized as the embodiment of its aesthetic ideal” (201).  In this 

case, the fetishization of the Other can hold sway as “a deconstructive strategy, 
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which begins to lay bare the psychic and social relations of ambivalence at play 

in cultural representations” (Mercer 199). 

The spectacle of poetry slams often exhibits this fetishization of 

otherness and the ambivalence in meaning that it conjures.  The National Poetry 

Slam community is overtly concerned with the expression of racial, gender, and 

sexual difference in its ranks.  In fact, the increased presence of organizations 

(such as Slamsisters, a group dedicated to women’s interests in National and 

local communities) and performance poetry troupes fostered in and around the 

slam scene (such as Born with Two Tongues, a Pan Asian poetry group) confirm 

that identity will continue to influence the life of performance poetry.  At the 

most recent NPS, there were, in addition to the regular bouts and special 

readings by those in anthologies, readings specifically showcasing Asian 

Americans, African Americans, Native Americans, Latinos, women, and gays 

and lesbians.  These were the most well-attended events outside of the 

competition itself, indicating that marginalized identities (specifically ones of 

race, gender, and sexuality) are an important aspect of slam and help to define 

the slam’s identity as a popular phenomenon.  The liberal and well-meaning 

political concern with difference represented by these readings unconsciously 

reifies the positions of whiteness, straightness, and maleness as the norm—as 

not worthy of attention, investigation, or showcase beyond usual competition.  

These readings could very well be read as the deployment of “strategic 
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essentialism” (what Gayatri Spivak has outlined as the intentional use of 

essentialist identities to deconstruct existing systems of power), but the use of 

this strategy should not preclude its investigation.  This strategic essentialism, if 

that is indeed what it is, shows signs of ambivalence: it is an opportunity for 

positive political organization while, on the other hand, casting a tokenizing or 

fetishizing effect upon marginal voices.  Like Mapplethorpe’s photographs, 

these featured readings mark these “othered” voices as fetishes, and they 

embody the fetish’s ambivalent political meaning because they are at once 

deemed outside of the normative realm and valorized as ideal.  For most slam 

poets and audiences as it is in culture, the benefits of political organization and 

affirmation outweigh the potential dangers of fetishism and marginality. 

Although most identity poems performed at slams seek to confirm the 

slam poet’s identity in sometimes narrow ways, some tap the potential to 

critically investigate the performance of identity on the slam stage.  Bonair-

Agard’s poem does this partially by questioning the fads that defined blackness 

in certain eras; others have chosen to parody the rhetoric of conviction that 

often accompanies identity poems, such as in this piece: 

 CD TRACK 2 
How to Write a Political Poem 
by Taylor “Mumia” Mali 
 

for my soon-to-be-former friends at Bar 13 
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However it begins, it’s gotta be loud 
and then it’s gotta get a little bit louder. 
Because this is how you write a political poem 
and how you deliver it with power. 
  
Mix current events with platitudes of empowerment. 
Wrap up in rhyme or r-r-r-r-rhyme it up in rap until it sounds 

true. 
 
Glare until it sinks in. 
 
Because somewhere in Florida, votes are still being counted. 
I said somewhere in Florida, votes are still being counted! 
 
See, that’s the Hook, and you gotta have a Hook. 
More than the look, it’s the hook that is the most important part. 
The hook has to hit and the hook’s gotta fit. 
Hook’s gotta hit hard in the heart. 
 
Because somewhere in Florida, votes are still being counted. 
 
And Dick Cheney is peeing all over himself in spasmodic glee. 
See what I did? Make fun of politicians, it’s easy,  
especially with Republicans 
like Rudy Giuliani, Colin Powell, and . . . Al Gore. 
Oooh—see what I did?  I called Al Gore a Republican! 
That must mean that my political sensibilities  
are much more finely calibrated than yours. 
Create fatuous juxtapositions of personalities and political 

philosophies 
as if communism were the opposite of democracy, 
as if we needed Darth Vader, not Ralph Nader. 
 
Peep this: When I say “Call,” 
you all say, “Response.” 
  
Call! Response! Call! Response! Call! 
 
Amazing Grace, how sweet the— 
 
Stop in the middle of a song that everyone knows and loves. 
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This will give your poem a sense of urgency. 
Because there is always a sense of urgency in a political poem. 
There is no time to waste! 
Corruption doesn’t have a curfew, 
greed doesn’t care what color you are 
and the New York City Police Department 
is filled with police officers!  Who carry guns on their hips 
and metal badges pinned over their hearts. 
Injustice isn’t injustice it’s just in us as we are just in ice.  Yeah! 
That’s the only alienation of this alien nation 
in which you either fight for freedom 
or else you are free and dumb!  Yeah! 
 
And even as I say this somewhere in Florida, votes are still being 

counted. 
 
And it makes me wanna…[beat boxing] 
 
Because I have seen the disintegration of gentrification 
and can speak with great articulation 
about cosmic constellations, and atomic radiation. 
I’ve seen D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation 
but preferred 101 Dalmations. 
Like a cross examination, I will give you the explanation 
of why Slamnation is the ultimate manifestation 
of poetic masturbation and egotistical ejaculation. 
 
And maybe they are still counting votes somewhere in Florida, 
but by the time you get to the end of the poem it won’t matter 

anymore. 
 
Because all you have to do to end a political poem 
is to get real quiet, close your eyes, 
lower your voice, and end by saying: 
 
the same line three times, 
the same line three times, 
the same line three times.   
 
   (Mali, Political Poet, www.taylormali.com) 
  

 118 



 
Mali makes apparent many of the usual rhetorical techniques slammers 

use to gain legitimacy and authenticity on stage—including call and response, 

repetition, sampling, rapping, beat boxing, and effusive rhyme—all of which 

one can recognize from black popular music.  At first glance, the poem may 

seem cruel or jaded especially coming from the mouth of a white, upper-middle-

class poet; however, when it is performed after an evening of slam poetry 

proclaiming the very same “platitudes of empowerment” this poem parodies, it 

is almost always welcomed with laughter and high scores.   Such parodies can be 

enlightening by revealing the rhetorical ways identity and political stances are 

constructed on the slam stage.  Still, few poets make use of this deconstructive 

potential; examples such as Mali’s poem are rare.  Most performers rely on the 

politics of marginal identity and resistance to the status quo in order to further 

authenticate, not explode, these identities. 

Another mode of exploring identity on the slam stage is through the 

persona poem.  By taking on the voice of another on stage, a slam poet must 

focus much more on consciously performing a different identity than his/her 

own.  If the audience is not aware of the persona as distinct from the slam poet, 

then, as Ron Silliman notes, “the ‘I’ of the text and the ‘I’ of the person standing 

in front of the audience are peculiarly wedded….there is a claim for the 

equivalence of the two” (362-63).  The slam poet in this case comes to embody 

 119 



the narrative “I” of the poem and inhabit the persona’s identity.  However, if 

the audience is aware of the persona, they also may become aware of the 

construction of identity undergirding the slam performance.  Four-time 

Individual Slam Champion Patricia Smith has performed several persona poems, 

the most daring of which is “Skinhead,” in which she takes on the voice of a 

white supremacist: 

 VIDEO CLIP 2 
 
…I sit here and watch niggers take over my TV set, 
walking like kings up and down the sidewalks in my head, 
walking like their fat black mamas named them freedom. 
My shoulders tell me that ain’t right. 
So I move out into the sun where my beauty makes them lower 

their heads, 
or into the night 
with a lead pipe up my sleeve, a razor tucked in my boot. 
I was born to make things right. 

    (Big Towns 67-68)27 
 

Smith reflects on this piece, “I wanted to understand a man who 

unconditionally hated what I was…. [W]hen I perform the poem, audiences are 

jolted by his voice coming from the mouth of a black woman” ("Persona" 73).  

Indeed, the obvious contrast between this persona and the slam poet’s identity 

can be shocking, but I would also argue that this difference opens up a space for 

dialogue about identity.  That is, the seemingly competing identities and 

                                            
27  An audio version of Patricia Smith performing this piece can be accessed on the Internet 
at The E-Poet Network’s Book of Voices: <http://voices.e-poets.net/SmithP/>. 
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interests of the persona and the performer creates a space for the critique of 

identity in general.  Of course, crossing from a black female identity to a white 

male skinhead’s is a unique transmutation; in fact, this exchange would be 

inappropriate for most others to perform.  As such, Smith’s performance of 

“Skinhead” becomes just as much a display and negotiation of her own identity 

as a black woman as it is the display and negotiation of a white supremacist’s 

identity.  This poem’s difference from many other identity pieces is that it 

makes the slam poet’s negotiation of identity visible.  The end of the poem 

makes this purpose abundantly clear by asking audience members to consider 

the nation’s support—and perhaps their own implicit support—of the 

skinhead’s views on race: 

I’m riding the top rung of the perfect race, 
my face scraped pink and brilliant. 
I’m your baby, America, your boy, 
drunk on my own spit, I am goddamned fuckin’ beautiful. 
 
And I was born 
 
and raised 
 
right here. 

(Big Towns 69) 
 

 
•    •    •    •    

 
 

As individual political statements, identity poems can often be brave, 

enlightening, and inspiring.  But in a genre where the most “authentic” 
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identities are rewarded, some poets may seek to write and perform poems that 

display their identities in ways that have proven successful (i.e., as marginal).  

The overall critique I mean to make here is neither of any one slam poet’s 

expression of politics or lived experience, nor the quality of either.  My critique 

is of a cultural dynamic between white audiences and black performers that 

rewards the performance of black identities as more authentic than others based 

solely on its citation of blackness, as well as the fetishistic desires that this 

dynamic can embody.  The aspect of authenticity with which these audiences 

reward slam performers seems to stand in for the real issue at hand: the 

dynamics of power between poet and audience in the real world.  Still, the 

complexity of the poet-audience relationship precludes the dynamics between 

poet and audience from being any one thing—fetishistic, revolutionary, 

essentialist, liberating, entertaining.  Instead, the performance of slam poetry is 

usually a host of these forces working together at a particular moment in history 

to authenticate one’s identity. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
“REPRESENTING” SLAM POETRY: THE RACIAL POLITICS OF GOING 
MAINSTREAM 
 
 

It [spoken word] is evolving to where it is very 
commercial.  So it’s just the natural growth of the 
movement that merited a vehicle. 

— Russell Simmons (Ferguson) 
 

Television despite its natural appearance on the screen is 
a highly controlled, restricted, regulated, authoritarian, 
and artificial medium. The clock rules it. The producer 
regulates it. Technology enables it. And the bottom line 
dictates its content….It seems so wonderfully democratic 
to the insiders. 

— Marc Smith, founder of the poetry slam 
(Performing Arts) 

 
 

Every artform goes through a bastardization process 
when it goes from the sidestream to the mainstream…. 
In terms of poetry going mainstream, it’s not unique.  
It’s going to go through the same bastardization process 
as other artforms. 

— Bruce George, poet and Co-Executive 
Producer of Russell Simmons Presents Def 
Poetry 

 

 Although the slam proper began over 15 years ago at a grassroots level, 

national attention to slam poetry as an artform has only surfaced in the mid-

1990s, most notably in mainstream media sources such as the New York Times, 

CNN, Ms. and The New Yorker.  Most recently, slam poetry has been the focus 
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of two feature-length films: Slam (1998), an experiment in drama vérité (a 

combination of scripted dialogue with documentary-inspired footage and poetic 

improvisation by its stars), and Slamnation (1998), a documentary which 

chronicles the 1996 National Poetry Slam competition.  Several slam performers 

have also been featured on the HBO television series Russell Simmons Presents 

Def Poetry, currently in its third season, and in its theatrical incarnation, Def 

Poetry Jam, performed at San Francisco’s Theater on the Square in 2002 and, as 

of this writing, at Broadway’s Longacre Theater.  A distinct focus of these 

projects is on black performers and the ties of slam poetry to African American 

popular music, particularly rap.  Given the connections between performance 

poetry, blackness, and the commercial genre of hip-hop circulating in 

mainstream culture, it is appropriate to ask how contemporary performance 

poetry is being marketed, reviewed, and consumed.  How are black poets taken 

to represent themselves and/or their communities through spoken word, and 

what are the politics of such representations?  How are these representations 

complicated by the commercial interests of production companies, marketers, 

recording labels, and the artists themselves?  In short, what are the racial politics 

of slam poetry going mainstream? 

The problem of representation is acute for African American slam poets, 

as it is for most black artists in general.  Mercer notes that because of the 

political nature of reclaiming blackness from the ashes of racism, black artists 
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are “burdened with a whole range of extra-artistic concerns precisely 

because…they are seen as ‘representatives’ who speak on behalf of, and are thus 

accountable to, their communities” (240).  Like hip-hop artists who are 

frequently called to “represent” a neighborhood or African Americans in general 

through their music, performances by black spoken word poets can similarly be 

called upon to acknowledge otherness (as in the NPS-sponsored readings).  As 

“representatives,” African American poets may be and often are received as 

embodying the illusion of racial essence or authenticity surrounding black 

speech, gestures, situations, or themes which can be ultimately limiting for 

African Americans and slam poetry itself.  For example, GNO’s “Street Poet” 

(see Chapter One) is a declaration of the authenticity of the slam genre and the 

poet himself.  However, considering the language and attitude expressed in this 

poem, we see too how this sense of authenticity corresponds to an image of 

black urban masculinity—of “ghetto angst personified.” 

Poetry and hip-hop are most often brought together in the commercial 

genre of spoken word poetry, and not coincidentally, it is under this rubric 

which some slam poets are discovering commercial success.  I use the term 

spoken word poetry here to denote the commercial manifestation of slam 

poetry (and other types of contemporary performance poetry) through audio 

and visual media.  The recording industry’s definition of spoken word is 

actually more broad.  The category came about in the early twentieth century as 
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a way to refer to the recorded, performed text of broadcast radio as opposed to 

written journalism and radio plays.  When The National Academy of Recording 

Arts and Sciences established the Grammy Awards in 1958 for excellence in 

recording, they recognized this category officially by creating a Best 

Documentary or Spoken Word Performance award (which excluded comedy 

recordings).  Over the years, the types of recordings recognized have included 

radio plays (including those by Orson Wells), speeches (such as those of Dr. 

Martin Luther King, John F. Kennedy, and Hilary Rodham Clinton), 

journalistic essays (like those of Edward R. Murrow), and more recently 

audiobooks (including readings of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series and The 

Autobiography of Quincy Jones).  In the 1990s, this roster was rounded out by 

performances of poetry; Maya Angelou has been recognized twice for 

recordings of her poetry (1993 and 1995) and rocker/spoken word artist Henry 

Rollins was recognized in 1994 for his recording of Get in the Van: On the 

Road With Black Flag  (Grammy Awards). 28  Today, popular understandings of 

the spoken word are leaning increasingly towards the crossover between poetry 

and rap.  As I talk about it here, spoken word refers specifically to the category 

under which poetry is recorded, disseminated by popular media, and consumed.  

                                            
28 It should be noted, however, that these recordings were respectively released by Random 
House and Time Warner audiobook divisions.  Most recently, spoken word poetry has shown 
the most commercial potential as an imprint of hip-hop labels.  I discuss the prospects of 
such an imprint in the second section of this chapter. 
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Spoken word poetry is poetry seeking a mainstream commercial audience, and it 

is the genre through which many poets successful on the national slam stage 

choose to direct their burgeoning careers. 

As a commercial forbearer, black popular music can serve as a model for 

how spoken word poetry might be consumed as a mainstream commodity.  S. 

Craig Watkins notes that “historically, black music genres that perform well on 

the pop music charts achieve greater market credibility and wider circulation 

because of the potentially lucrative sums of money white patronage can 

generate” (Watkins 179).  Thus, for a black recording artist to become 

mainstream almost always entails gaining a white audience.  In music, this has 

meant appealing directly to white youth markets, which in turn “provided the 

shaping context for greater social intercourse between black and white youth” 

(178).  It also has led to accusations of the theft of black culture for the benefit 

of white audiences, accusations which are very acute today. 

The wave of media interest in spoken word poetry during the late 1990s 

and the present seems linked to the success of hip-hop and gangsta rap with 

young white suburban audiences of the early 1990s.  “For years now,” Farai 

Chideya writes, “the largest volume of hip-hop albums has been sold to white 

suburban kids....The suburban rebellion—its record-buying tastes, its voyeurism 

of what too often it views as ‘authentic black culture’—has contributed to the 

primacy of the gangsta-rap genre” (24, 47).  The mass popularity of the gangsta 
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image, Watkins postulates,  

reveal[ed] significant shifts: specifically, young 
white males were emerging as major consumers of 
black popular cultural products.  It was this 
reconfigured popular culture marketplace that the 
film industry inevitably noticed…. [F]ilm industry 
executives embraced film projects that could be 
directly marketed to a cross section of youth by 
appropriating the language, style, and sensibilities of 
hip hop culture, and especially the allure of hard-
core [gangsta culture]. (187) 

This newfound commercial success led to the production (and then the 

overproduction) of action movies dealing with black ghetto culture such as Boyz 

N the Hood (1991), New Jack City (1991), Straight Out of Brooklyn (1991), 

and Menace II Society (1993), many of which featured popular rap artists on 

their soundtracks and/or in starring roles.  Such films proved a way for the film 

industry to “exploit the growing vitality of rap music” (193) by seeking hip-

hop’s young white middle-class audiences.  Such films, Watkins argues, 

broadened the prospects of African American film production in the nineties 

while at the same time limiting such film production to specific representations 

of “authentic” urban black culture (232).  “Is there any life in black popular 

culture after ghettocentricity?” he asks. “In other words, as the gangsta motif 

loses its commercial viability, what is on the immediate horizon for black 

cultural and representational politics?” (237).   

A new crossover image has surfaced in mainstream U.S. media, one with 
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its own pros and cons: the black spoken word poet.  The popularity of this 

image owes a debt to the gangsta of the nineties, although it is distinct from and 

often challenges the rapper’s lifestyle and attitudes.  The African American 

rapper and his popularity with white audiences helped create a market for the 

African American spoken word poet, and the film, stage, and television 

industries have often used the discourses of black authenticity common to rap to 

make today’s spoken word poet commercially viable in mainstream markets.  I 

discuss two examples of this: Marc Levin’s feature film about prison and black 

ghetto culture, Slam, and Russell Simmons’ Def Poetry projects on cable 

television and on Broadway. 

Recognizing that black identity, like all identities, is both performed and 

performative in nature (as discussed in Chapter Two), it is ultimately fluid.  

Performances of black identity by poets can take on multiple meanings and, as 

such, the page, stage, and screen are all spaces of performative possibility.  Still, 

as I will show, it seems that representations of low-income, urban African 

Americans in spoken word are usually unquestionably received by mainstream 

audiences as authentic.  On this issue, Wahneema Lubiano suggests that “the 

idea of authenticity—a notion that implies essence—can derive from the idea 

that a particular group and individual entities of the group can be recognized by 

the ways in which they are shown with some measure of the ‘real’ or authentic 

or essential qualities of that group” (Lubiano 186).  The ghettocentricity of 
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many spoken word projects shows how class and urbanity can easily become 

characteristic components of so-called authentic black culture. 

Gender can also serve as such a characteristic component.  Many 

reviewers of Slam suggest that black ghetto masculinity is what is recognizable, 

essential, real, or authentic about black identity, and this assumption is 

compelling.  Although they focus on representing a more broad racial spectrum, 

Russell Simmons’ Def Poetry projects are also stages where black urban 

masculinity is negotiated.  Roughly two-thirds of the performers appearing on 

the HBO series are male, and of the African American performers, three-

quarters are male.  Poets who take up the negotiation of black male identity on 

the show commonly do so in poems about rappers, most of whom critique the 

commercial rapper’s braggadocio in favor of the “truth” of the street poet MC.  

The recurring elision of urban black culture and authenticity—an elision made 

by performers, filmmakers, film reviewers, and mainstream audiences alike—is 

what I refer to here as the illusion of black authenticity.   

In unpacking the politics of authenticity in black music, Paul Gilroy 

asserts that the “dynamics of performance” are especially significant to black 

cultural artforms because they invoke an illusory racial essence and sense of the 

racialized self (75).  For Gilroy, the “intimate interaction between performer 

and crowd,” even when separated by location and time, can produce the illusion 

of racial essence through “identification and recognition” (102).  He suggests 
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that we must look toward audience reception as the constituting element of this 

illusion of racial essence.  To clarify, Gilroy does not advocate racial essence; his 

point is that black performers can be received as if they represent racial essence.  

His analysis of black trans-Atlantic cultural artforms asks us to consider the 

ways in which black artforms are received as representing black essence. 

When considering processes of “identification and recognition,” 

however, we should avoid a model of performance that takes clear-cut 

identification or non-identification as its primary mode of assigning meaning.  

Indeed, we can think of several examples where an audience member 

experiences both feelings of identification and non-identification at once, such 

as when a straight woman attends a gay male striptease, an adult acquires a 

passion for cartoon characters targeted towards children, or when a white 

suburban youth takes on the slang of a black gangsta rapper.  My examples here 

are random, but my critique of the identificatory dyad is not.  Thinking about 

representation as a dyad can be reductive, and does not acknowledge “issues of 

voyeurism, objectification, and fetishization” which Kobena Mercer suggests 

extend “a seductive invitation into the messy spaces in-between the binary 

oppositions that ordinarily dominate representations of difference” (209).  The 

reception of black performers by their audiences is more complex than the dyad 

of “that’s me” or “that’s not me” on stage.  Instead, we must adopt a more 

nuanced model of reception which acknowledges the spaces in-between binary 
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representation. 

In the case of black performers, white bourgeois audiences may reflect 

the illusion of black urban essence and authenticity by rewarding and 

consuming black performers’ common use of certain gestures, sounds, language 

patterns, rhythms, and topics, thereby reflecting a racialized desire.  The 

fetishization in the slam community of marginality in general and blackness in 

particular is one such example of this desire, whether it is in the general sense of 

labeling slam poetry as “other” than a predominately white academy, or in the 

more specific sense of white audiences rewarding the “authentic” voices and 

identities of African American slam poets.   

This authenticity ascribed to black voices and narratives can signal not 

only fetishization on behalf of white bourgeois audiences, but also 

commodification.  Amy Robinson notes, “exchanged…between proprietors and 

possessors of any and every ilk, marginal peoples take on the characteristics of 

commodity whose value is only relative to that of another” (251).  While on a 

year-long poetry tour, slammer and anti-corporate advocate Alix Olson 

encountered a telling experience: 

What is the current lifetime of a grassroots art 
form?  The seconds before a corporate executive 
hears about it.  I receive an invitation to appear on 
an MTV slam poetry show pilot.  I don’t do the 
show, but attend the studio taping with a few other 
poets.  As we enter, the bouncer scolds us, “Are you 
on the preferred list?”  Apparently, we are not.  
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Finally, we’re escorted to “standing-room,” our 
heads bumping lighting equipment as we crane our 
necks to scan the seated crowd.  Although the four 
performers are our peers, representing an 
assortment of ethnicities, races, and sexualities, the 
audience is a monolith of white, heterosexual 
couples.  We learn later that models were invited to 
play audience members.  “People at home want to 
relate to the audience,” I am told. ("Diary" 69) 

Olson’s experience puts into relief acute troubles surrounding the 

popular media’s reproduction, commodification, and consumption of slam 

poetry as it relates to a white mainstream American audience.  Gareth Griffiths 

argues, “authentic speech, where it is conceived not as political strategy but as a 

fetishized cultural commodity, may be employed…to enact a discourse of 

‘liberal violence’, re-enacting its own oppressions on the subjects it purports to 

represent and defend” (241).  Olson’s MTV audience seems to exhibit this type 

of “liberal violence,” and it is not the only instance to display the ambivalence 

of fetishization.  African American slam poet Gerry Quickly was approached by 

Nike to compose a poem for a television commercial.29  Recognizing what rap 

did for Tommy Hilfiger products, Perry Ellis International presented black 

poets appearing in the movie Slam “Breakthrough Awards” in the hope of 

making a marketing link between their products and slam (J. Brown). Surveying 

the range of spoken word poetry video and audio recordings which are not self-

                                            
29 Nike’s sole requirement for Quickly’s poem was that it include the word “Nike.”  He 
responded by writing a poem about the company’s unpopular use of sweatshops—a poem 
for which he was paid, but which of course never aired. 
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produced and which strive to find mainstream audiences, one will find that 

most performers represented are of color and that the majority are African 

American.  This trend seems to indicate that, like some brands of rap and hip-

hop, commercial interests in slam poetry are not wholly invested in promoting 

poetry itself but are instead invested, at least in part, in capitalizing upon the 

black identities of its most successful poets and marketing them to white 

audiences. 

In both poetry slams and their representation in mainstream media, the 

illusion of black authenticity can be performed on several levels—from the 

scripting of a poem about black identity, to its performance, to its 

representation on screen, to its reception by film reviewers and moviegoers.  

The source of the marriage between blackness and authenticity (if there is 

indeed any one source) is complex and elusive, and although it is perhaps too 

large to conclusively address, I make some attempts at teasing out the illusion of 

black authenticity as it operates in the commercial genre of spoken word poetry.  

In the first two sections of this chapter, I discuss the reception of Slam and 

Russell Simmons Presents Def Poetry as stages upon which the illusion of black 

essence is produced, consumed, and negotiated.  In the HBO Def Poetry series, 

which owes its name to the Simmons recording label Def Jam Records and the 

popular series Def Comedy Jam, poets are contextualized within black popular 

culture as they appear alongside Black Arts icons, black recording stars, and 
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black comedians.  The black poet in Slam is set amongst the urban ghetto and 

black prison culture.  Both examples bring forward questions about the political 

effects of the illusion of black authenticity as it operates for the predominately 

white bourgeois audiences of television, stage, and cinema.   

In the final part of this chapter, I consider what the marriage of blackness 

and authenticity in mainstream commercial culture can politically signify.  The 

discourses of black authenticity constructed in these media may in fact serve to 

generate and affirm black identity as “other” to white bourgeois audiences.  And 

yet, this Other’s “authenticity” is politically ambivalent: it may have both 

politically positive and negatively essentializing effects.  White bourgeois 

audiences may consciously or unconsciously mark black performers as “other” 

through the same process, rewarding the black performer by fetishizing his/her 

“authenticity” and “realness.”  And yet, the commercial product also provides a 

way for poets to get paid (sometimes handsomely) for performing politically 

subversive work.  Still more, audiences and performers of any color may 

oscillate between these positions, or hold multiple perspectives at once.  Thus 

the political meaning of these representations are difficult to interpret 

conclusively.  Instead of trying to predict precise, individual interpretations of 

black performativity, I conclude that this “othered” space the black spoken 

word poet can occupy for white audiences is politically ambivalent.   

With Gilroy’s, Olsen’s, and Mercer’s comments in mind, issues of 
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audience, perceptions of racial authenticity, and the politics of consumption 

come into relief.  In what ways are popular TV and film representing slam 

poetry and black poets?  Is spoken word, particularly the poetry of the black 

slam poet and the communities s/he may come to represent in mainstream 

culture, being received according to the tastes of ghetto-chic—the consumption 

of the urban, “criminal” black male by white bourgeois audiences?  If so, what 

are the political consequences of such representations?  

 
Authenticity and Ghettocentricity in Slam 

 
The stock-in-trade right now is truth, not the 
braggadocio, keepin’-it-real sort of truth that has found 
its way, artificially, into much of current hip-hop, but 
the all-alone-with-your-feelings kind of truth found in 
poetry and in the a capella works of rappers. 

— Pat Craig, Contra Costa Times  
 

 
In Slam, director Marc Levin depicts slam poetry as an extension of an 

urban African American poetry community and seems to offer it as an 

alternative to black criminality.  Throughout the film, there are several places 

where the freedom represented by slam is offered as an alternative to the 

physical and mental imprisonment of African American males. The two main 

characters of the film, Ray Joshua and Lauren Bell, are played by slam poets 

Saul Williams and Sonja Sohn. The issue of racial authenticity is crucial when 
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considering the movie Slam and how it represents the participation of African 

Americans in slam poetry.  The movie’s protagonist, Ray, is a loner who peddles 

out poetic bits of wisdom as he conducts small marijuana sales in a D.C. ghetto 

nicknamed “Dodge City.”  Ray is apprehended while fleeing the scene of a 

drive-by shooting and is incarcerated for narcotics possession.  While inside, he 

turns his talent for crafting rap-like, spiritually-conscious poetry into a response 

to prison violence.  He comes to the attention of Lauren, an idealistic and 

outspoken young black woman who teaches a poetry class in the prison and 

whose brother died as a result of ghetto violence.  When Ray makes bail and 

ponders the possible 2-10 year prison sentence that awaits him on his possession 

charge, Lauren invites him to a poetry reading and a romance ensues.  After an 

explosive argument in which Ray reveals he is thinking about skipping bail, Ray 

meets Lauren at a poetry slam.  She invites him on stage to read, and his poem 

about prison as the cultural memory of enslavement electrifies the audience.  At 

the end, we are still uninformed about his decision regarding his plea to the 

charge.  Instead, we are presented with a final high-angle nighttime shot of Ray 

at the base of the ominous and brightly-lit Washington Monument. 

The makers of the film Slam focus on representing the realities of the 

black urban male experience through slam poetry, in particular through the 

main character’s poetic representation of (and ambivalence with) gangsta-style 

crime and imprisonment.  Perhaps because of Slam’s painstaking efforts to 
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represent a “real” black urban experience through the genre of drama vérité (a 

film style which is a combination of scripted performance and improvisation), 

reviews of the film seem driven to compare the film with the “reality” and 

“authenticity” of black culture, in particular with the scripts of black masculinity 

and criminality.  For whom are these images of the black slam poet being 

constructed, and to whom are the film’s reviewers writing?  Precise 

demographics of Slam’s audience are difficult to calculate, but I contend that 

the discourses of authenticity and realism used by reviewers suggest that the 

image of the black slam poet is geared towards white middle-class audiences.  A 

secondary audience is also a black audience for whom black identity, social 

justice, and rap music are of interest, helping to lend Slam an ambivalent 

political nature.   

Mired in the experience of prison, crime, and violence faced by many 

African American males in urban centers, Ray’s role seems crafted by the 

filmmakers to “represent” a version of the “authentic” urban black experience.  

One parent of this “authenticity” is the style of the film itself: the newly 

emergent mode of drama vérité.  Like the French cinema vérité movement of 

the 1960's, drama vérité incorporates everyday people, situations, and dialogue 

into its film text at the discretion of the director.  Levin, discovering that much 

of his documentary shooting techniques were being picked up by “a lot of gritty 

fiction work, such as HBO’s prison series Oz” (Rudolph 116), collaborated with 
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cinematographer Mark Benjamin to mix the possibilities of drama and 

documentary in Slam.  Their efforts resulted in drama vérité: a style which 

incorporates a loose script with improvised dialogue by its actors and real-life 

subjects. Stylistically, Slam reveals its documentary origins through the use of 

documentary techniques, such as shooting with a hand-held camera or using Hi-

8 film (which adds a grainy, video-like texture to its subject).   Drama vérité’s 

“authenticity” also extends to its cast—although poet-actors were chosen for the 

lead roles, other slam poets act in secondary roles (such as Bonz Malone as the 

inmate Hopha and Beau Sia as the trust-fund kid Jimmy Huang), and several 

characters or extras are acted by prison inmates or ex-gang members.  Finally, 

drama vérité also borrows the concept of real place from documentaries.  As 

Second Assistant Cameraman John Kirby remarks, Slam is shot in the “nonset of 

the ghetto and the prison—genuine life locations as opposed to prefabricated 

sets” (145, my emphasis). 

In describing how realism functions in British working-class “Kitchen 

Sink” films of the late 1950s, Andrew Higson proposes films invested in realism 

of a particular class are deeply invested in the exchange between surface 

realism—the sincerity of the characters or landscape portrayed—and moral 

realism—a “moral commitment to a particular set of social problems and 

solutions” around which a filmmaker organizes the film’s style, narrative, and 

aesthetics and which are authentically displayed (136).  We can think of surface 
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realism as the physical accuracies of the landscape, acting, and mise-en-scène of 

the film and moral realism as the set of political interests a filmmaker conveys 

from the film’s point-of-view.  Transplanting these terms—surface and moral 

realism—to bear on the movie Slam can be helpful in understanding how a 

version of black authenticity is constructed, as well as how that authenticity 

comes to represent slam itself in the film. 

Although the narrative of Ray Joshua and Lauren Bell is fictional, filmic 

elements of Slam such as real place and untrained actors mingle to give the film 

a heightened surface realism.  In fact, the style of drama vérité is directly 

invested in and constructs this realism, and like the genre of slam, it is not 

without its moral-political assertions about authenticity.  “Drama vérité is the 

cinema of freedom; it is the filmed voice of real people,” remarks Kirby (145).  

He continues: “because of its populist method, [it] automatically stands opposed 

to hierarchy and rails against structures of class, race, and gender” (146).  Like 

slam poetry, the surface realism of the film text complements its moral realism 

and vice versa.  Its “gritty” style is indicative of a set of political values meant to 

challenge, provoke, and argue that the African American male is in a modern 

state of slavery.  In his production journal, Levin asserts that his mission is to 

“tell stories that reveal the truth of our time.  It isn’t about movies, it’s about 

life” (46).  He also wonders if Williams, who received his M.F.A. in drama from 

NYU’s prestigious Tisch School of the Arts, can “be hard enough to pull off the 
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street realism” (28).  The anxiety Levin expresses about Williams’s performance 

is telling.  If we give credence to Gilroy’s thesis that black authenticity is actually 

an essentializing, performative construction of a culture’s vision of what is 

black, we can view the surface and moral realisms of Slam as a particular version 

of “real” urban blackness—that of the director, cinematographer, and crew who 

have put together the film.  The anxiety Levin feels is a signal that the standards 

of black street realism are themselves constructions, behaviors which are 

repeated and perpetuated through performance as “real.” 

 The exchange of surface and moral realism in Slam projects an overall 

sense of authenticity onto the physical landscapes of the D.C. ghetto and prison, 

which is juxtaposed to the towering white structure of the Washington 

Monument (which by no stretch of the imagination comes to symbolize an 

oppressive white male government).  Aside from this monument, the usual 

landmarks one associates with Washington D.C. are notably absent; Ray and 

Lauren’s story unfolds for the most part against the backdrop of grey prison 

walls and the brick enclosures of the inner city.  In doing so, the film creates a 

sense of black authenticity about these areas, as if it were, with the aid of its 

realist techniques, arguing, “this is where real black people live, work, and serve 

their time.”  The physical similarities between the D.C. prison and the Dodge 

City ghetto are not lost on the audience; it becomes clear that these are related 

landscapes which incarcerate their protagonists, if they are indeed not one in 
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the same.  Furthermore, the “black authenticity” of this landscape comes to 

reflect on slam poetry itself.  Saul Williams’ poetry is carefully and painstakingly 

placed within the “authentically black” context of bullets, the black ghetto, and 

hard time, and within the symbology of the film, it comes to represent the voice 

of the disenfranchised African American male in these landscapes.  Thus, “slam” 

becomes a referent to slam poetry and the slam of prison bars on African 

American males.   

Although intimately soulful, textured, and mature, Williams’ poetry in 

the context of the film serves primarily as an extension of this authentic 

experience for the character of Ray and is the keystone for the controlling 

metaphor of slam as a physical and mental lockdown on urban black youth.  “i 

am that nigga,”  Ray proclaims in his final poem at the film’s poetry slam; “my 

niggas are dying before their time / my niggas are serving unjust time / my 

niggas are dying because of time” (261, 62).  His statement “i am that nigga” is, 

to borrow J.L. Austin’s term, performative in nature; it not only describes his 

identity but it creates his identity—as black, urban, masculine, and self-defined 

in reclaiming and signifying upon racist vocabulary.  Through his proclamation, 

Ray becomes for his slam audience within the film—and perhaps for the 

audience of the film itself—the urban black male which the film has made its 

focus.  This performance of identity, as shown by the uproarious standing 

ovation his slam audience gives him, is deemed the most authentic by the film.  
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In this way, the literary genre of slam represented in the film mingles with the 

ethnic, gender, and class signifiers of the film’s setting.  That is, slam as it is 

represented here authenticates and is authenticated by the “criminal” black 

masculinity represented through the real place of the D.C. prison.   

For an independent film on a low budget ($1 million) and done on spec, 

Slam has earned immense critical attention and praise.30  Reviews of the film 

imply an audience of white liberal moviegoers who have an interest in 

independent cinema.  In 1998, the film won both the Grand Jury Prize at the 

Sundance Film Festival and the award for Best Debut Film at the Cannes Film 

Festival.  In review after review, Slam is praised for its insistent, authentic 

portrayal of the difficult choices presented to urban African American males by 

an antagonistic legal system and which a liberal bourgeois white audience may 

appreciate.  My point here is not whether or not Slam bears false witness to the 

situation (if there is indeed any one situation) of urban black males, but that 

reviewers assign “realism” and “authenticity” to the film merely because it takes 

this situation as its subject.  “The grit feels like real grit, not movie grit,” 

remarks Houston Chronicle reviewer Jeff Millar, “and it’s abrasive and nagging 

as grit is intended to be” (6).  To whom would this subject feel “gritty?”  

Millar’s language seems to imply that his audience would feel guilt (“nagging”) 

                                            
30 “On spec” means that the production of Slam was not guaranteed release or distribution by 
a movie studio.  Slam gained distribution only after winning praise at the Sundance and 
Cannes Film Festivals. 
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and find the film’s realism “abrasive”—i.e., antagonistically “other” than its 

own position.  This, again, indicates a white liberal audience who is sympathetic 

to the concerns of African Americans, but who also belong to the white middle 

class.   

Furthermore, the film is also criticized for moments where the realism 

falters–that is, where the film text doesn’t fit with the “authentic” script of black 

urban masculinity when viewed by a white bourgeois audience. For example, 

one reviewer disparagingly remarks that the “paramount fake moment” of the 

film is when Sonja Sohn wears a tank top while teaching her prison poetry class 

(Tate et al. 152), implying that the costuming disrupts the audience’s 

expectations of the real (read sexually threatening) black male prisoner.  Roger 

Ebert’s lukewarm review of Slam remarks the scenes shot in the ghetto and 

prison “were all filmed with realism,” but that the romance between Ray and 

Lauren as well as the final poetry slam “seem out of another movie” (3).  These 

comments suggest that an audience may agree the narrative of the “authentic” 

black male is contained and should remain within the boundaries of the ghetto 

and prison; when it escapes these settings, the traditional narrative of black 

urban masculinity cannot survive and ceases to be “real.” 

 Is, then, this movie’s success contingent upon its representation of a 

criminal or threatening black male essence geared toward a white bourgeois 

audience?  Further examples seems to suggest so.  In Slamnation, the 
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documentary film chronicling the 1996 National Poetry Slam, Saul Williams 

and his poetry are featured prominently.  In fact, in Slamnation, we see two of 

the same poems featured in Slam—“Amethyst Rocks” and “Sha Clack Clack”—

yet they are placed within the context of the National Poetry Slam and 

Williams’ own life, not a gritty black D.C. ghetto.  Although Slamnation could 

most certainly be deemed to have more surface realism than Slam by virtue of 

its documentary footage (although we must recognize that a documentary is a 

constructed narrative as well), Slamnation’s distribution was limited to a small 

number of film festival circuits and cable channel showings, never gaining wide 

theatrical release.  In contrast, Slam has been globally released, showing in 15 

countries in addition to its mainstream release in the U.S. (Release Dates).  This 

suggests that mere surface realism is not the key to predominately white 

bourgeois consumption.  Rather, the release of these films seem on some level 

calibrated by whether or not they focus on an “essence” of urban black 

masculinity which white bourgeois viewers can consume as “other.”  An 

example of this is the caption printed on Slam’s promotional materials and 

video boxes next to a high-contrast photo of Saul Williams’ face: “All in line for 

a slice of devil pie.”  The line appears nowhere in the film’s music, poetry, or 

script—it appears only in the promotional material.  For audiences not in the 

know, the curious caption may be interpreted as vilifying the film’s protagonist 

and his situation, making them “evil” or “other.” 
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 But the caption reveals, too, the film’s search for another demographic: 

audiences of hip-hop and rap.  The caption is not from the film, but is a song 

lyric by black rapper and R&B artist D’Angelo entitled “Devil’s Pie,” which 

critiques both the U.S. justice system and the gangsta lifestyle: 

Fuck the slice we want the pie 
Why ask why, till we fry 
Watch us all, stand in line 
For a slice of the devil's pie 
Drugs and thugs, women wine 
Three or four, at a time 
Watch them all, stand in line 
For a slice of the devil's pie 
 
Who am I, to justify 
All the evil in our eye 
When I myself, feel the high 
From all that I despise 
Behind the jail or in the grave 
I have to lay, in this bed I made 

 (Belly Original Soundtrack) 
 

The lyric may be displayed on the video boxes of Slam because of the obvious 

overlap in subject matter and because Saul Williams and D’Angelo have 

collaborated in the past (Williams completed the liner notes of D’Angelo’s 2000 

Album Voodoo, which features the song “Devil’s Pie”).  But the promotional 

trail leads further.  “Devil’s Pie” was featured in Belly (Belly, 1998), a film 

directed by African American video auteur Hype Williams which was released 

concurrently with Slam.  Belly is a film targeted at particularly black audiences 

and, secondarily, young white consumers of hip-hop.  Billed as an “urban crime 
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drama,” Belly stars hip-hop artists in a black gangsta-style crime scenario.  Its 

reviewers note a weak plot, but they also note the similarity of Hype Williams’ 

film style to that featured in his popular music videos.  What all of this indicates 

is that the promoters of Slam were perhaps trying to attract a cross-over 

audience from Belly—specifically, consumers of hip-hop.  This audience is more 

racially diverse than Slam’s predominately white independent film audience and 

indicates a market-based link between black popular music, the authenticity and 

realness espoused by this music (i.e., “keepin’ it real”), and black identity in 

Slam.  That is, to make Slam more marketable and expand its audience, its 

promoters may have relied upon the image of the black gangsta rapper and the 

“authenticity” of his music and lifestyle.  On the other hand, the use of the line 

from “Devil’s Pie,” given the thrust of the song, may also be a critique of the 

gangsta’s authenticity.  In any event, the use of the caption serves to further 

complicate the representation of the black poet in Slam. 

 Finally, we must also consider the merits of Slam’s moral realism in 

addressing the condition of black urban males, prison inmates, and their 

communities.  Although the film’s makers and reviewers engage in the 

discourses of realism and black authenticity to describe the film, Slam does 

make a powerful statement about the position of black males in prison society 

and the few options available to them.  What would a film that attempts to 

accurately represent imprisoned urban black males look like?  Probably much 
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like one with the moral realism of Slam.  One scene which puts this moral 

realism into relief is when a prison guard (who is played by C.O. Lucas, an 

actual guard in the D.C. prison) gives Ray his numbers: 

You know what that number represents, son?  
276,000.  Now listen carefully to me and you’ll 
understand a little bit about what makes me so 
angry.  We only have less than 500,000 people in 
the District of Columbia, son.  And only 70 percent 
of them are black.  Now what’s 70 percent of 
500,000?  Do the math!  We got about 350,000 
black people in DC.  Of the 350,000, half of them 
are female, aren’t they?  Well, what’s that?  Do the 
math, son, the math!  Less than 175,000 people are 
males like yourself….We are moving on down the 
line, son; by the time we cross 300,000, we’ll be 
down to 16- and 17-year-olds.  We’re wiping out 
our race here in Washington, D.C., and here you 
are in here playing your silly little games.  Well, we 
got something for you, son!  Welcome to the D.C. 
Jail.  You might make it out of here, you might not. 
(Levin et al. 197; Slam) 

The high rate of imprisonment for urban black males presented in this way may 

provoke audiences of any color to reflect upon and take action regarding the 

lack of options these men have.  The poetry performed by Saul Williams is 

similarly provocative, and may cause audience members to make more nuanced 

judgments about black urban men instead of relying upon the stereotype of 

black criminality.   This exemplifies the political ambivalence of fetishism: 

audiences may marginalize the main characters or may valorize them, but they 

most likely occupy several of positions of desire at once.  Furthermore, audience 
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members may indeed feel Slam is an accurate representation of a black D.C. 

ghetto and black viewers may identify with Ray’s situation and his critique of 

the black criminal lifestyle.  However, accuracy and the discourse of black 

authenticity, as I have tried to show with my discussion of surface and moral 

realism, are ultimately two different things and are not mutually exclusive. 

Ultimately, we must consider both the benefits and critiques of the discourse of 

“black authenticity” if we are to understand Slam’s appeal to multi-racial 

audiences. 

 In Outlaw Culture, bell hooks asks us to critique “a cultural marketplace 

wherein blackness is commodified in such a way that fictive accounts of 

underclass black life in whatever setting may be more lauded, more marketable, 

than other visions because mainstream conservative audiences desire these 

images” (152). Drama vérité and the genre of slam poetry, in their engagements 

with performativity, realism, and the illusion of black authenticity, continue to 

trouble and be troubled by the question of how to represent African Americans 

without encountering the dangers hooks suggests.  Although African American 

slam poets continue to challenge the ethnic, class, and textual biases of academic 

audiences by representing their communities, the politics of authenticity 

surrounding their reception can end up fetishizing or commodifying African 

Americans as “others.”  By the same token, these politics can also bring 

attention to black voices and lend a complexity to black identity not often 
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encountered in popular culture. 

 

“Dropping Truth”: Def Poetry’s Marketing of Spoken Word to the Mainstream 
 
 
 

It’s imperative that these spoken word artists be 
catapulted to the mainstream and be recognized.  Finally 
the marriage between (Hip Hop/Rap) and spoken word 
can begin the arduous task of reconciliation. 

— Bruce George, Executive Producer 
Def Poetry Jam (DPJ Roots) 
 
 

Rap has been raped by marketing.  Spoken word is still 
pure.  It is up to the poets to keep it that way. 

— Flowmentalz, poet featured on Russell 
Simmons Presents Def Poetry (Ferguson) 

 
 
 

In 2001, cable television audiences got another chance to experience 

slam poetry on-screen, this time under the brand of spoken word in HBO’s 

series Russell Simmons Presents Def Poetry.  Soon after the series debuted, poets 

from the show appeared at U.S. colleges and universities as part of a Def Poetry 

tour, reading their work in live performances with celebrity MCs such as Chuck 

D from the rap group Public Enemy.  At the same time, other poets performed 

in a stage version of Def Poetry in San Francisco, a show which eventually made 

 150 



its way to New York City’s Broadway circuit in November of 2002.31   The 

cable series, which has aired a total of eleven half-hour episodes in its two 

seasons, was recently renewed for a third season on HBO.  The popularity of 

Def Poetry on stage and screen would suggest that its poets—many of whom 

have performed and won titles at National Poetry Slams—have gained a 

mainstream following.  This popularity also suggests that for poets, managers, 

and broadcast executives, there is money to be made off of spoken word poetry. 

There are obvious connections between rap and spoken word as genres—

they are similar lyrical artforms with musical and literary histories, respectively.  

In the recording industry, however, they have vastly different commercial 

histories.  Hip-hop is a lucrative multi-billion dollar industry and has reached 

every aspect of the popular media (audio, video, film), while spoken word 

poetry (the commercial moniker, as I outlined earlier, for slam and performance 

poetry) still struggles to find a wider audience on independent recording labels 

and only occasionally finds its way to the bargain bins of record stores.  The 

now-defunct Mouth Almighty records, founded by Bob Holman (creator of the 

PBS series The United States of Poetry), was one such spoken word poetry 

recording venture that showed signs of promise in the mid-nineties, but it failed 

to find a large market share and eventually went under.  Only in the last few 

                                            
31 As of March 2003, the Def Poetry on Broadway is still averaging eight shows weekly, most 
of which are sold out. 
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years have we seen the beginnings of commercial popularity for spoken word 

poetry.  This popularity has surfaced in the generic crossover between hip-hop 

and spoken word, a crossover promoted by hip-hop recording executives who 

stand to benefit by signing up-and-coming spoken word artists.  It is as if the 

recording industry has lent hip-hop’s commercial viability to the spoken word—

a commercial crossover which promises that artists who reflect hip-hop 

aesthetics will be the first to be shunted into the limelight.32  Russell Simmons 

Presents Def Poetry is the first example of the widespread commercial success of 

spoken word poetry. 

Such an outgrowth of commercial interest may be inevitable for any 

grassroots artform like slam that seeks a mainstream audience, to which the 

history of black popular music will attest.  For African American artists, “selling 

out” usually entails the additional complexities of racial politics; as discussed 

earlier, going mainstream means gaining a predominately white following.  The 

common critique of these artists is that they have abandoned their black 

communities in favor of white audiences and patrons.  Despite the validity of 

such critiques, “selling out” can also be a means to disseminate subversive 

messages and an opportunity to negotiate meanings of blackness on a national, 

                                            
32 The success of the star of Slam, Saul Williams, is exemplary of the market crossover 
between poetry and hip-hop.  Williams released a spoken word album, Amethyst Rock Star, 
with American Recordings in 2001.  The album features his poetry, including one poem 
performed in Slam, with hip-hop beats and music behind it.  The album is, interestingly, 
manufactured and marketed by the Island Def Jam Music Group. 
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if not global, stage.  The racial politics of spoken word poetry’s introduction to 

mainstream commercial culture is my main focus here.  What are the 

implications of black poets “selling out” to white middle-class audiences?33  

What sacrifices and possibilities lie there? 

Russell Simmons, figurehead of the Def Poetry productions, is a hip-hop 

recording mogul whose roster of accomplishments includes managing the rap 

group Run-DMC in the early 1980s, co-founding the Def Jam recording label in 

1984, producing the HBO series Def Comedy Jam in 1991, and founding the 

Phat Farm hip-hop clothing line in 1992.  These projects are all reflective of 

“his desire for the ‘hip-hopification’ of American media” ("Who's Who").  

Simmons’ projects are known not only for promoting black artists to black 

audiences, but also for attracting “cross-over” white audiences; Run-DMC, for 

example, is generally recognized as the first rap group to attract such an 

audience and the first to be featured by mainstream media sources such as 

Rolling Stone Magazine and MTV (Watkins 179, 272).  Similarly, Def Comedy 

Jam introduced a new cadre of black comedians including Bernie Mac, Cedric 

the Entertainer, Martin Lawrence, Steve Harvey, Chris Tucker, Jamie Foxx, and 

Chris Rock to white middle-class audiences.  For these artists, as it has been for 

                                            
33 By “selling out,” I mean to conjure both the idea of selling out performance venues and the 
common accusation that mainstream artists have to sell out their political interests to the 
music industry to achieve commercial success. 
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many black performers, going mainstream and earning a commercial presence 

has usually meant gaining an audience amongst white suburban youth. 

Def Poetry has won this market share by contextualizing spoken word 

poetry within black hip-hop culture.  The majority of the cable series’ featured 

artists are African American, and many of its artists reflect hip-hop aesthetics in 

their work by employing rhythmically rhymed language, urban subject matter, 

and hip-hop slang.  The show takes much of its flavor on screen from its MC 

Mos Def, a famous Brooklyn-based rapper and recording star.  Between acts, an 

MC spins hip-hop tracks, and Mos Def sometimes performs a call-and-response 

ritual at the beginning of the show (“Where Harlem at? Where Queens at? 

Brooklyn, stand up!”).  The choice to have a hip-hop artist host the show is a 

deliberate gesture toward bringing hip-hop audiences to spoken word poetry, 

and Mos Def’s freestyle rapping before or after each episode further emphasizes 

a connection between the two.  Simmons’ perfunctory appearance at the end of 

each episode seals the connection between rap and poetry worlds and helps to 

lend the show commercial legitimacy.  All of these elements work to target the 

mainstream audience for hip-hop albums—mostly white middle-class suburban 

youth—as the audience for spoken word poetry.   

To compound the show’s crossover appeal, the HBO series features 

famous recording stars (such as Jewel, Erykah Badu, Oscar Brown, Jr., and the 

Last Poets), “icon” poets of literary note (including Black Arts legends Sonia 
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Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni, Amiri Baraka, Sekou Sundiata, Haki Madhubuti; 

Native American Poet Joy Harjo; and Jamaican-British Dub poet Linton Kwesi 

Johnson), and celebrities (such as Malcolm Jamal Warner, Caroline Kennedy 

Schlossberg, and Benjamin Bratt) alongside the poets.  As on the National 

Poetry Slam stage, many of the poets featured are politically outspoken and 

perform work about their identities.  Most of the poets featured are also from 

large urban areas such as New York, Atlanta, Chicago, and Los Angeles, and the 

subjects of poverty, crime, imprisonment, racism, and violence are common.  

From the Twin Poets’ recitation of their work “Dreams Are Illegal in the 

Ghetto” to Keith Murray’s poem in which he recounts being raised by a convict 

father, “Manchild,” these artists cover the trials of black urban experience 

common to hip-hop music and culture. 

 SEE VIDEO CLIP 3 for a sample Def Poetry episode 

 
The series has also featured comedians from the Def Comedy Jam stage, 

including Jamie Foxx and Cedric the Entertainer, performing routines which 

both congratulate and parody spoken word poetry.  For example, Jamie Foxx 

appeared on the show in Afrocentric garb while comically waving a stick of 

incense.  He performed a poem entitled “Off the Hizzle for Shizzle” (Off the 

Hook for Sure), in which he has a one-night stand with a woman who takes his 

money and gives him a venereal disease (see Video Clip 4).  The performance is 

a parody of two common images of the spoken word artist in black culture: the 

 155 



Afrocentric poet and the hip-hop artist bragging about his latest sexual 

conquest.  His dress and wild gesticulations with the incense reflect his critique 

of the former; his abundant use of “izzle” pig Latin to rhyme reflects his parody 

of the latter.34  Cedric the Entertainer’s performance is similarly critical of the 

Afrocentric poet’s image: 

 VIDEO CLIPS 4 and 5 

 

So I’m inside this coffeehouse, ’coz I want one of 
those caramel frappachino things, when I was 
informed that it’s poetry night.  Lights dim, candles 
are burning, African drums beat [laughter] … It’s 
just about that time that I start to think to myself, 
even pray, “Oh Lord, please don’t let this be 
another cliché” [laughter].  You know—the 
dreadlock hair and Erykah Badu music, soulchild, 
headwrap-wearing brother that talks like this 
[laughter as he gives an exaggerated emphasis to his 
words] and gonna tell me way too much about his 
childhood, or how the white man keep keepin’ tha 
brotha down [laughter], or use the word molasses in 
so many forms that I don’t even wanna put syrup on 
my damn pancakes [intense laughter].  I’m just 
sayin’, you see, sometimes for the layman—and in 
this case I claim to be—spoken word, or poetry as 
it’s known in this more pop cultural form, can be 

                                            
34 Common examples include replacing the word “nizzle” for “nigger,” “scrizzle” for “scrilla” 
(cash), and “shizzle” for “shit.”  The first use of this pig Latin appears to be Frankie Smith’s 
1981 song “Double Dutch Bus” (Dizzuble Dizzutch), and it has been picked up by prominent 
rappers like Jay-Z and Snoop Dogg.  In a culture where there is a premium on “flow” (smooth 
transition from one lyric to another through improvisational rhyming), today’s hip-hop artists 
no doubt have used this language to increase their improvisational vocabulary.  The growing 
popularity of “izzle” pig Latin also is an inventive way for hip-hop artists to make their songs 
“clean” for the radio, music videos, and to circumnavigate mandatory parental advisory 
warnings.  In this respect, the use of “izzle” is strategic and profound; rappers have effectively 
reinvented their language so to create a community of listeners in the know and subvert 
recording industry standards.   
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just one meteoric metaphor too much [laughter], 
two dangling participles too long [laughter], and 
just flat-out too damn deep [intense laughter]. 
(Russell Simmons Presents) 

He contrasts this “clichéd” work to that of the spoken word artists appearing on 

Def Poetry, poets who “send you on cerebral vacations and mind excavations” 

and demonstrate that “words are often the tools that separate us from the 

fools.”  He concludes by endorsing the poetry as it appears on the Def Poetry 

series: “To the spoken word artist, I give you your props, your kudos, and your 

standing Os.  ’Coz not only are you the hot butter with the toast, but you now 

have your own jam.” 

Cedric and Foxx’s performances illustrate that even though the HBO 

series places spoken word poetry within a highly commodified vision of black 

urban culture, Def Poetry performances such as these can be, like hip-hop, “a 

public and highly accessible place, where black meanings and perspectives—

even as they are manipulated by corporate concerns—can be shared and 

validated among black people” (Rose 17).  These meanings are, I would add, 

intimately connected with the intercultural and multiracial exchanges that take 

place in mainstream arenas such as the Def Poetry series.  In the limelight of 

popular culture, the meaning of blackness itself is negotiated and exchanged 

between and across ethnic and class spectrums; indeed, perhaps it is the best 

place to conduct such negotiations for this very reason. 
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 VIDEO CLIPS 6 and 7 

 
Poets have used the Def Poetry stage to critique hip-hop culture itself.  

For example, in one episode, 2002 National Poetry Slam Individual Champion 

Sekou tha Misfit performs a parody of the now hackneyed rapper’s braggadocio 

(see Video Clip 6).  In the voice of a hardcore thug rapper, he details the 

wealth, frequent sexual conquests, and the adulating company that his fame 

affords him while revealing the emptiness of each aspect of this lifestyle.  In all, 

Sekou critiques the commercial artificiality of the rapper: “The MC [the spoken 

word artist] is the one that will whisper the truth, and the rapper, that’s the one 

that will holler the lies.”  Jessica Care Moore, a member of the 1996 Nuyorican 

team featured in the film Slamnation, performs a poem entitled “Hip-Hop 

Cheerleader” in which she critiques the misogyny of hip-hop music while 

cheering on its celebration of black culture (see Video Clip 7).  Both poems are 

examples of the critique and re-negotiation of the representation of blackness in 

mainstream American culture and media, pointing to the political possibilities of 

commercial projects like Def Poetry.   

Still, one must also not ignore the commercial interests of the series—

those of the Def Jam recording label, the talent agents involved in the feature of 

these artists, and HBO.  Even the title of the HBO series reflects commercial 

branding.  The initial conceptual person on the project, self-described grassroots 

poet and Co-Executive Producer of Def Poetry Bruce George, revealed in an 
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interview that he wanted to call the program “Def Poetry Jam” from the start, 

but at the time had yet to get permission from Simmons to use the Def Jam 

brand.  He also considered the title “Def Poetry Slam,” but he ran into a 

“quagmire” with Poetry Slam, Inc., the non-profit organization which stages the 

annual National Poetry Slam (its constituents had concerns about the 

commercial nature of the program).  George admits that he  

wanted to go with ‘jam’ to keep the branding that 
Def Comedy Jam had.  I wanted to establish a feed 
off of that branding.  And that’s one of the reasons 
why Def Poetry is doing so well, is because of the 
fact that it’s feeding off the branding of Def 
Comedy Jam, it’s feeding off the branding of the 
record label Def Jam. 

George compares the mainstream commercialization of poetry to that of 

rap.  Rap music, in its shift from an artform of unity to that of gangsta-ism, 

“went from consciousness to consumption.”  Spoken word, he predicts, will 

probably experience the same growing pains during its period of 

“bastardization” into mainstream culture:   

Since poetry is moving from the sidestream to the 
mainstream, there are a lot of people in the music 
industry that want to jump on the band wagon and 
follow Russell’s lead…So the big picture is gaining 
penetration in the record industry,…in VHS and 
DVD markets,…more national tours, more national 
competitions, major sponsors like Verizon and 
AT&T….The big picture is it being a lot more 
commercial.   

This commercial focus is apparent in the HBO series.  Some of the poets 
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on the series wear Phat Farm fashions (which are given to them gratis), and both 

Mos Def and Russell Simmons always appear in Phat Farm gear; the series is, 

after all, free advertising for the clothing line.  In a performance tradition where 

truth, authenticity, and realness are at a premium (as Sekou tha Misfit’s poem 

underscores), it is easy to forget the commercial forces behind how poets appear 

on the program as well as who is selected to perform.  The program uses 

celebrity performers to attract popular audiences and well-established poets 

from the Black Arts tradition to give spoken word a history.  The future of the 

medium seems to be in displaying hip-hop aesthetics and a claim to marginal 

identity developed in slam poetry—a future conveniently presented to 

mainstream audiences under the auspices of Def Jam Records.  An indication of 

the company’s investment in developing spoken word poetry as a commercially 

viable medium is its new imprint, Def Jam Verbal, which recently signed poet 

Black Ice to a one-album contract (George). Currently, the logos for Def Jam 

Records, Def Comedy Jam, and Def Poetry (sometimes referred to as the Def 

Poetry Jam) share the same design. 

Yet another example of Def Jam’s marketing of the spoken word to 

mainstream audiences is Def Poetry Jam on Broadway, the stage show now 

entering its third month on the Great White Way.  Produced by Russell 

Simmons and directed by Stan Lathan (who also counts the HBO Def Poetry 

series, The Bernie Mac Show, Moesha, Martin, and Cedric “The Entertainer” 
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Presents amongst his directing credits), the two-hour show features nine poets, 

the majority of whom have experience on the National Poetry Slam stage. 

Advertised as “Voices of the Next America” (see Figure 6), the cast’s 

racial and ethnic diversity and urban backgrounds are consistently noted by 

both the promoters and theater reviewers.  The poets include Beau Sia, a 

Chinese American raised in Oklahoma and a resident of New York City; Black 

Ice (née Lamar Manson), an African American poet from North Philadelphia; 

Staceyann Chin, a queer Jamaican national from New York City; Steve Colman, 

a Caucasian from New York City; Mayada del Valle, a Boriqua poet raised on 

Chicago’s South Side; Georgia Me (née Tamika Harper), an African American 

woman from Atlanta; Suheir Hammad, a Brooklyn-born Palestinian American 

woman; Lemon, a Brooklyn male of Puerto Rican descent; and Poetri, an 

African American male from L.A.  Sia, Chin, Colman, del Valle, and Poetri all 

have experience as National Poetry Slam champions of some sort.  Rounding 

out the cast is DJ Tendaji Lathan, who gets the audience pumped up by 

scratching tunes from his DJ table before the show and spinning music as poets 

take and leave the stage ("Who's Who").   

The urban emphasis of the show is reflected by its set, designed by Bruce 

Ryan.  The stage is relatively bare, with seven doorframes and steps set at canted 

angles and painted in muted colors—together, they suggest Brownstone stoops.  

There is a table for the DJ, who is on stage for the entire performance, to one 
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side of the stage.  Behind the doorframes, instead of a velvet curtain or 

backdrop, the brick wall of the Longacre Theater looms.  The set reflects an 

urban chic, not one that screams “ghetto” but which has some obvious street-

sense.  This street sense is also reflected by the cast’s costuming, designed by 

Paul Tazewell; with the exception a few women, most of the poets take the 

stage in hip-hop jerseys, tank tops, baseball caps, baggy jeans, tennis shoes, and 

thrift store finds.35 

The show itself features forty-one poems of about two to five minutes in 

length, with a few ensemble pieces.  Just as in slam, these poems are original 

compositions performed by their authors.  The one exception is a recitation by 

Lemon, who performs Etheridge Knight’s “I Sing of Shine,” a poem based on 

the African American parable about a black servant who refuses to help his 

drowning white compatriots during the Titanic shipwreck.  The entire program 

is roughly organized by themes of identity and culture, heroes and heroines, 

love, and reflections on nationality.  The final poem, “I Write America,” is 

performed by the entire cast and is an opportunity for the poets to reflect on 

what America means to them.  Both critical and optimistic, they deliver varied 

visions in this final piece, a diversity they emphasize by talking over each other 

at the close of the show to create a verbal dissonance.   

                                            
35 These observations are drawn from a Def Poetry Jam on Broadway performance that I 
attended on January 3, 2003. 
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Despite Simmons’ assertion that the diversity of the lineup was 

“accidental, a matter of choosing the best performers for the show,”  his 

marketing team and his director seem to have played up the urban and multi-

cultural identities of the cast.  This vision of the “next America”—the cultural 

hybridity and dissonance that can occur in urban centers such as New York—is 

perhaps the most prominent theme tying the show together.  The poets’ racial, 

ethnic, and sexual diversity as well as their critique of the “melting pot” 

ideology are also the most common elements reviewers note.  Phillip Hopkins 

writes, “Not only is this incredibly diverse group just as American as the whiter-

toned casts more familiar to Broadway audiences, the impression is that they 

have thought deeply about what the ideas of America means because their own 

experiences are so often at odds with this country’s promises.”  For other 

reviewers, this theme rang false.  “In general,” Martin Denton notes,  

none of us would dispute the show’s main themes—
poverty does beget violence; powerful institutions 
do ignore the problems of the underprivileged; 
minority groups are discriminated against in 
America.  But neither would any of us be startled by 
any of these ideas—there’s very little original or 
interesting thinking in evidence here. (Denton) 

It seems that for better or worse, the Def Poetry Jam hopes to promote 

and capitalize upon the “hipness” of the voices of people of color.  The 

discourses of marginality abundantly present in the show are discourses that 

both hip-hop and slam poetry share.  The three also share claims to authenticity, 
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truth, and realness; for example, The San Francisco Chronicle printed a review 

of the stage show entitled, “Uplifting Hip-Hop Show Really Tells It Like It Is: 

Well-Versed Poets are Funny and Earthy in ‘Def Poetry Jam’” (Sullivan).  This 

patina of authenticity does not exist solely in the opinion of the reviewers; just 

as in slam poetry, performers and organizers promote the Def Poetry Jam as 

“the real deal.”  Director Stan Lathan remarks, “There are so many shows I’ve 

seen, not just in theater but even more in television, that start out with the hook 

‘This is telling it like it is…. But in the translation from the original concept to 

the stage or screen it gets diluted.  With the poets, my philosophy is, ‘Let’s put 

it up there, let’s find the best people to perform it and let’s get out of their 

way’” (Pareles).  Lathan's comments suggest that this hands-off approach is 

taken so to allow the poets to “tell it like it is,” or at least tell it like they see it.  

Def Poet Black Ice says with an almost religious fervor that he prefers the non-

competitive format of Def Poetry Jam to the openly competitive environment of 

the slam because “my mission in this lifetime is to spread the truth.  And when 

we have a competition of truth, it makes no sense that my truth is truer than 

yours.  Truth can’t be conquered, it can only be built upon.  And we’re 

dropping truth” (Pareles).36 

Despite these claims to “realness,” audiences and reviewers of the Def 

                                            
36 Many poetry slammers also lament the competitive aspect of the slam, even as they 
participate in them.  In the documentary Slamnation, Saul Williams coined a phrase now 
familiar to slam poets: “You can’t give a four to truth…[if] you give it a four, you will die.” 
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Poetry projects have not altogether ignored the artificialities and superficialities 

of its commercialism.  Denton remarks of the Broadway show: 

Thumbing through the program, I see several cast 
members working steadily on HBO and another 
with a commercial deal with Nike; I see the 
wardrobe provided by Barneys, Saks Fifth Avenue, 
and Bloomingdales; I see support staff that includes 
an accounting firm, a law firm, an advertising 
agency, a bank (Chase Manhattan), an insurance 
company, and a travel agency.  These Def Poetry 
people are the establishment, folks; and no matter 
how worthy or righteous some of what they have to 
tell us may be, their integrity strikes me as severely 
compromised. (Denton) 

Poet and Director of the African American Resource Center at Howard 

University E. Ethelbert Miller says of the Def Poetry projects: “It’s going to be 

critical for poets to participate in the distribution of their work.  You enter into 

a market economy, you’re going to be packaged” (Betts).   

Since the first whispers about the Def Poetry projects, poets in the slam 

community have negotiated the benefits of reaching a larger mainstream 

audience with the general perception of going commercial; but for the majority 

of these poets, the former outweighs the latter.  Colman and del Valle, for 

instance, “are happy to see their brand of spoken word performance in its 

‘commercial infancy,’ despite the fact that some might consider them sellouts.  

(The artform is similar to rap in its early days, they say)” (Katz).  Simmons 

makes no apologies for his tastes or his commercial intentions.  “I am very 
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mainstream….It’s not edgy, fringe or even new.  It’s very mainstream; all stuff I 

get involved with is….I don’t think of commercial art in a negative way.  I think 

of commercial art as art that speaks to a lot of people” (Craig).   

The politics of authenticity and commodification of the Def Poetry 

television series and the Def Poetry Jam stage show depend very much on the 

audiences consuming it and the reasons for its popularity.  Both are admittedly 

targeted toward young audiences (George), especially the hip-hop generation of 

20- and 30-somethings that comprise their casts.  The HBO series is more likely 

to be watched by white middle-class viewers who subscribe to the channel, 

although the series’ studio audiences are always quite racially diverse.  At the 

performance of Def Poetry Jam on Broadway that I attended, the audience 

appeared similarly diverse; roughly half of the audience was of color, which is 

certainly much more diverse than the average Broadway audience.  It was also 

remarkably young; the vast majority of the audience appeared to be under 30, 

another rarity for a Broadway audience.  Such observations indicate that the live 

performance, being performed in an epicenter of cultural diversity such as New 

York City, has the potential to attract a more diverse audience than the HBO 

show does in people’s living rooms.  The price of a ticket may also be a deciding 

factor in attracting an audience of varying incomes; tickets range anywhere 

from $25-$65, quite reasonable prices for a Broadway show.  Those in the 

cheaper mezzanine seats were notably younger than those seated on the 
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orchestra level—yet another indication that Simmons’ marketing team is making 

significant headway in targeting a youth market.  The youth of the Def Poetry 

Jam audience is probably a reflection of the market crossover of hip-hop and 

spoken word, as hip-hop appeals to younger audiences.  It is also a reflection of 

the types and tone of the performances on stage.  An enchanted New York 

Times reviewer notes,  

For all the didacticism in “Def Poetry,” there’s a 
thrill in seeing young people actually work up steam 
about the sorry state of the world…. What you’re 
hearing is a noise that seldom echoes through the 
dusty corridors of Broadway anymore.  It’s the 
sound of youth expressing itself, at its most intense 
and anxious and self-conscious and self-delighted.  
Older folks may find it all a bit intimidating and 
even irritating.  But how nice to smell springtime in 
the land of mothballs.  (Brantley) 

 

The Politics of Selling Out:  Some Pros and Cons 

The politics of the Def Poetry projects are nuanced and complex as they 

engage serious issues about race, reception, and representation in mainstream 

American culture.  Just as with other performance poetry movements or with 

black popular musical genres that went mainstream, there are benefits and 

disadvantages of a poet’s entry into the commercial genre of spoken word.  The 

most obvious advantages are the profits and exposure that poets stand to receive 

by entering the mainstream arena.  As a result of the Broadway show and the 
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HBO series, it is more possible than ever for performance poets to make a living 

by performing and recording their work full-time.  Furthermore, the widespread 

dissemination of their work gets their messages out to a larger audience.  Still, 

poets must participate in a commercial system which may undermine those 

messages.  This dilemma is similar to the one rap artists faced in the 1990s.  As 

Rose reminds us: 

To refuse to participate in the manipulative process 
of gaining access to video, recording materials, and 
performing venues is to almost guarantee a 
negligible audience and marginal cultural impact.  
To participate in and try to manipulate the terms of 
mass-mediated culture is a double-edged sword that 
cuts both ways—it provides communication 
channels within and among largely disparate groups 
and requires compromise that often affirms the very 
structures much of rap’s philosophy seems 
determined to undermine. (Rose 17) 

For African American poets, the Def Poetry projects provide a forum for a new 

generation of empowering black meanings and black aesthetics.  Still, when 

spoken word is characterized or perceived as wholly representative of a 

marginal culture, particularly by white audiences, the possibilities of 

tokenization and fetishization arise. 

The commercial and political success of projects like the Def Poetry Jam 

and the film Slam greatly rely on the tension between dominant and marginal 

culture—on the intersections and the competing interests of the two.  What 

makes spoken word such a phenomenon is that it is commercially oriented yet 
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politically subversive; that while it may at times reflect corporate interests it also 

usually entails spreading a political message.  In addition, its language is 

sometimes homogeneous in style, yet when is it perceived to be so it is parodied 

and sometimes radically re-invented.  Thus, the commercial entity of spoken 

word poetry is representative of neither mainstream nor marginal culture, but is 

dependent on the oscillation between the two.  Like rap, it is a genre in which 

“is at once part of the dominant text and, yet, always on the margins of this 

text; relying on and commenting on the text’s center and always aware of its 

proximity to the border” (Rose 19).  Spoken word stands to be a genre in which 

black poets are commodified, but in which an awareness of that 

commodification is reflected and sometimes challenged. 

As the Def Poetry projects clearly privilege black artists and hip-hop 

aesthetics, what should we make of white poets in this arena?  One reviewer 

states the case more pointedly of the Broadway show’s “lone white performer:” 

“Colman seems so blissfully unaware that, in appropriating the hip-hop 

vernacular and form from its originators, he is as much an exploitative white 

colonialist as the powerful people that he says he despises” (Denton).  In a 

market where white rappers like Eminem have recently proven commercially 

successful, many artists and critics are rightly sensitive about this issue.  Still, the 

performances of many white poets who take on black aesthetics seem too 

nuanced to write off as simply appropriative—if they were merely that, their 
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audiences would run them out on a rail.  Instead, these performances seem 

more a testament to the kind of intercultural and interracial exchange that 

youth culture has always embraced.  Just as soul, gospel, and rock attracted 

crossover audiences and led to the social and cultural hybridity of black and 

white youth, spoken word poetry’s crossover into the mainstream may serve as 

a new site for interracial exchange and possibility.  As one critic take notes: 

In the past, rap music has been something that has 
brought young people together, at least around a 
common style, and may eventually lead to a greater 
good.  Nobody will be particularly convinced that a 
group of Beverly Hills kids adopting the gangsta 
lifestyle in terms of talk and dress will be anything 
but an unwitting parody.  Yet, if the kids are 
looking at the same issues, they may eventually 
gather some empathy with those who are living the 
style for real….And [Def] poetry has simply taken 
the movement a few steps further.  (Craig) 

One danger, however, of the mass consumption of spoken word as a 

predominately black artform by white middle-class audiences is a much more 

subtle concern: if black poets are consumed as representing an authentic black 

experience, or are deemed “hip” simply because of their marginal statuses, then 

the commercialization of performance poetry stands to further separate poets 

from their audiences, not bring them together.  It is the unthinking consumer, 

paired with a potentially uncaring corporate entity, who troubles me here.  As 

in Slam, poets’ discourses of marginality, of the “street,” of race and class 

oppression might very well be the hottest thing because of their difference from 
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the center, from the suburb, from race and class privilege.  Because of the 

ambivalent politics involved in this dynamic and because of the invisibility of 

these politics to the unthinking consumer, this fetishistic pattern of 

consumption affords marginal people a mainstream audience while 

simultaneously marginalizing them further. 

In the end, the issue raised by performances of blackness in commercial 

arenas are not unlike those of over 150 years ago, although the patronage of 

spoken word and of blackface minstrelsy have obvious political differences.  In 

discussing the commodification of black expression, Eric Lott emphasizes that 

performances of blackness are performative: they are “a cultural invention, not 

some precious essence installed in black bodies” (39).  The songs, dances, 

characters, and poetics of blackface performance, he notes, were often created 

by both black folk and whites together with the white spectator in mind.   Thus, 

the issue of authenticity is directly implicated in minstrelsy’s commodification 

(60); whites paid to see a blackness that was simultaneously lauded for its 

authentic representation of slave folk and critiqued for its counterfeit nature as 

performances of blackness enacted through the burnt cork mask.  Lott’s 

articulation of minstrelsy’s ambivalent desire for what is authentically black and 

at the same time counterfeit is, I believe, a contribution to our understandings 

of black performance in general.  As in blackface minstrelsy, mainstream 

popular audiences exercise the conflicting and complex dynamics of desire for 
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racial authenticity through their consumption of the spoken word.  Perhaps this 

is the final appeal of spoken word poetry today—through poets’ performances 

of identity, audiences are given the ultimate power to decide which are 

authentic and which are counterfeit.  In this sense, the desire exercised between 

poets and audiences in the commercial arena is a play for cultural power and 

meaning, one which will continue to influence the racial landscape of both U.S. 

poetry and U.S. culture. 
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EPILOGUE 
 
“DESIGNS FOR LIVING”: NOTES ABOUT THE FUTURE OF SLAM 
POETRY 
 
 

Because I am and always will be 
that nigga 

 
i am that nigga 

 
i am that timeless nigga 

that swings on pendulums like vines 
through mines of booby-trapped minds 

that are enslaved by time 
I am the life that supercedes lifetimes 

i am 
 

—Saul Williams, “Sha Clack Clack” (1998) 

 VIDEO CLIP 8 
 
 

Because I am that nerd 
I am that nerd 
I am the eternal nerd of spoken word 
 
•   •   •    
 
I’m comin’ at you in 3-D 
I’m keepin’ it reel with two EEs you see 
Because I am the master of all that I view 
Because I am so much smarter and nerdier than you 

 
—Shappy Seasholtz, “I Am That Nerd” (2003) 

 CD TRACK 3 

 

Slam poets’ obsession with self-proclamation could be considered a 

defining aspect of the slam genre.  As Williams’ poem and Seasholtz’s parody of 

it five years later exemplify, the identity poem is alive and well in slam.  Many 
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identity poems use anger and pedanticism to facilitate self-proclamation, and 

although in certain contexts such poems may appear self-righteous, they have 

proven highly successful with national slam audiences in the past.  Perhaps 

because of this success, many slam poets have copied this mode of address at 

local and national slam competitions—so much so that the identifying rant has 

become almost cliché. 

But there also seems to be a recent shift in taste within the slam 

community against such cliché.  It appears that slam poets and audiences may be 

tiring of the same old reiterations of self-proclamation.  In the future, slam 

poets’ claims to marginal identity will certainly continue to be accepted and 

rewarded, but I also believe that such work will more frequently be interrogated 

by audiences for substance.  As a performative genre which favors the first-

person voice, slam poetry seems forever wed to a sense of self-proclamation, yet 

the style and tenor of such proclamations promise—because of slam poetry’s 

dedication to pleasing audiences—to continually bloom anew.  And I believe it 

is in the regeneration of the identity poem where we can find the performative 

regeneration, if not the re-invention, of identity itself. 

 As this project reflects, I view slam poetry as work which can change 

culture.  Slams are not merely literary exercises or entertaining performances, 

but are events in which individuals have the potential to influence and 

transform audiences.  They are what anthropologist Martin Singer would call 
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“cultural performances”—performances which reflect cultural values and 

expressions of the self in society.  Performance Studies scholar Victor Turner 

adds that 

cultural performances are not simple reflectors or 
expressions of culture or even of changing culture 
but may themselves be active agencies of change, 
representing the eye by which culture sees itself and 
the drawing board on which creative actors sketch 
out what they believe to be more apt or interesting 
“designs for living.” (Anthropology of Performance 
24) 

As cultural performances where status and identity can be expressed, debated, 

evaluated, and re-configured, slams can be (and sometimes are) culturally 

transformative events for both poets and audiences.  In performing their own 

“designs for living,” slam poets may, in whatever small way, change the way 

audiences view and experience identity politics. 

In focusing on the reception of African American slam poets and the 

ideas of blackness and authenticity that circulate in slam poetry, I do not intend 

to frame slam as an entirely black phenomenon, nor do I mean to give undue 

stress to racial difference in slam poetry.  Rather, I mean to reflect the attention 

that racial difference and marginal identity are given in slam circles.  Although 

slam poetry is open to and includes people of all cultural orientations and 

persuasions, the focus is often on poets of color, working-class poets, women, 

and other marginalized peoples.  In addition to the issues of fetishization, 
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commodification, and intercultural exchange that I have addressed in this 

project, this focus might also reflect a trend in the poetry world to feature 

traditionally marginalized authors in an effort to promote diversity (in some 

places almost exclusively).   I will let others argue whether this trend signals 

fetishism or a sincere wish for inclusion; I believe that both desires operate and 

are important to making intercultural exchange work.  The fact remains that, 

for better or worse, audiences of poetry are being exposed to many more non-

white, non-traditional voices than they ever have before, and at poetry slams, 

that difference is celebrated. 

This project belies my intense personal interest in slam poetry as 

someone who has, for the last seven years, competed and participated in the 

National Poetry Slam community.  I see myself neither as a champion of the 

slam genre nor a detractor of it, but as a poet who is interested in how the 

performative medium can improve her work and a critic interested in how 

poetry slams can broaden our relationship with poetry.  My subjective 

experiences in the national slam community have no doubt influenced my 

analysis here, as have my own poetic and performative sensibilities.  As someone 

who identifies as a slam poet, an academic poet, and a scholar, I hope that my 

experiences prove enlightening, not limiting. 

I am also acutely conscious of my position as a white woman writing 

about black performers and performance traditions, and the sort of gaps in 
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understanding and politics that this racial difference can create.  While 

acknowledging this, I believe that studying cultures and people other than one’s 

own can be an enlightening process and can contribute new understandings to 

all parties involved.  Like slam poetry and the other performance poetry 

movements I have discussed, this project itself aims towards intercultural 

exchange and understanding. 

The National Poetry Slam community is at a crucial juncture at this time, 

as its artists and organizers decide individually and collectively how to negotiate 

mainstream interest in the genre.  For some poets, touring on the college circuit, 

recording spoken word albums, and making mainstream media appearances are 

ultimate career goals.  Others are content with performing at and organizing 

poetry slams in their local communities.  I’m sure that all of these poets would 

agree that slam poetry should persist and grow, but many are divided about 

how to negotiate the commercial interests that come with such growth.  

Currently, Poetry Slam Incorporated has discouraged widespread corporate 

involvement with the National Poetry Slam, and commercial ventures have 

begun to flourish outside of the NPS community.  Enterprising poet-performers, 

however, are starting to move between competitive (slam) and commercial 

(spoken word) arenas.  Needless to say, poetry and commercialism make strange 

bedfellows, and one should pay close attention to how they work together in 

the future. 
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Amongst slam poets, it is generally agreed that one’s involvement with 

the competitive aspect of poetry slams has a shelf-life.  Although some veteran 

poets have competed in the NPS over several years, most poets tend to move 

away from the competition after a few years.  However, most also remain in the 

poetry community generally.  For many, poetry slams serve as an entry point for 

a long-term relationship with writing creatively or performing.  Some slam 

poets move on to become hip-hop artists or actors (or in Saul Williams’ case, 

both); others enroll in college writing programs or, like this author, undertake 

scholarship in English or Theater.  Some go on to publish their poetry with 

reputable journals and presses; some go on to work in the publishing or music 

industries.  Still others go on to teach literature or performance in public 

schools.  Participating in the slam community usually indicates one will have an 

ongoing relationship with both the written and spoken word.  In this sense, 

poetry slams have been successful in encouraging a non-academic audience for 

poetry to flourish.  This may not be Whitman’s “great audience,” but it certainly 

is a community with great transformative potential. 
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Figure 1.  The Virginia Minstrels woodcuts.  Such a representation shows how 
blackface performers were, from the start of the minstrel tradition, concerned 
with promoting a certain vision of blackness, one that wasn’t “too black” and 
that slightly belied the white performers under the burnt cork masks.  The 
second image also shows the standard costuming and basic instrumentation of a 
minstrel ensemble.  Scrapbook image courtesy of The University of Texas at 
Austin Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center Minstrel Show Collection 
(Series III: Scrapbooks, ofc 1.84  Disbound scrapbook 1848-1927, 1 of 4). 
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Figure 2.  Promotional material for Simmons & Sloans minstrel company, date 
unknown.  The feature of key performers both in blackface and as “gentleman” 
(as whites) was common to minstrel company advertisements.  Image courtesy 
of The University of Texas at Austin Harry Ransom Humanities Research 
Center Minstrel Show Collection (Series III: Scrapbooks, ofc 1.86  Disbound 
scrapbook 1848-1927, 3 of 4). 
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Figure 3.  Dick Sliter’s Empire Minstrels program ca. 1850-1855, reprint.  The 
program shows some selections performed “As Citizens” (as whites) and others 
“As Dandy Negroes.”  Image courtesy of The University of Texas at Austin 
Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center Minstrel Show Collection (Series 
III: Scrapbooks, ofc 1.87  Disbound scrapbook 1848-1927, 4 of 4). 
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Figure 4.  “Wake Up Mose!”  Leaf of minstrel song book, date unknown.  
References to African American poets and poetry were often juxtaposed to 
poetry of colleges, as in these lyrics.  The humor of the song is meant to be 
amplified by its illustration of Mose as a “Northern Dandy”—an African 
American who aspired towards the middle-class.  This song was originally 
performed between 1846 and 1854, when White’s company was featured at the 
Melodeon Theater (Rice 35).  Image courtesy of The University of Texas at 
Austin Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center Minstrel Show Collection 
(Series V: Songsters & Jokesters, Subseries A: Songsters, fc 5.11  Mounted 
leaves of Songsters, 2 of 5). 
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Figure 5.  “Lord Byron” sketch from Charley White's New Book of Black Wit, 
New York: Dick and Fitzgerald, 1898, pp. 15-16.  Another example of black, 
low-brow understandings of poetry juxtaposed to high-brow, academic 
understandings of poetry for the sake of humor.  Re-printed courtesy of The 
University of Texas at Austin Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center 
Minstrel Show Collection (Series V: Songsters & Jokesters, Subseries B: 
Jokesters, ob 17  Titles A-Z).
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If Broadway is a Party, 
The Life of the Party 

Just Showed Up. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.  “Voices of the Next America.” A Def Poetry Jam on Broadway 
Advertisement appearing in The Village Voice online theater section, 2002-3.  
Pictured clockwise from top left: Mayada del Valle, Poetri, Suheir Hammad, 
Lemon, Georgia Me, Steve Colman, Black Ice, Staceyann Chin, and Beau Sia 
(center). ("Voices of the Next America") 
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