
 

 
 

The Shithouse Poets Strike Again! 
An Introduction to Slam 

 

 
By 

Johnny MacRae 
 

 

A partial essay submitted in fulfillment of 

the requirements for the degree of 

Bachelor of Arts (Honours) 

in the 

Department of English 

 

We accept this essay as non-conforming 

to the required standard 



  1 

 

 

Disambiguations 
 

 

AC – “ANSWERING CAROL” 
AM – The Artful Mind 
BI – “The Bartender Issue” 
BGE – Beyond Good and Evil 
CTR – Canadian Theatre Review 
EBD – Everywhere Being is Dancing 
IW – Interfaces of the Word 
LR – The Learning Revolution 
NPU – “Notes from the Poetry Underground” 
SSK – A Story as Sharp as a Knife 
TM – The Tree of Meaning 
TSZ – Thus Spoke Zarathustra 



  2 

Performance poets and spoken-word artists attribute… critical 
silence to the bias of commentators and academics toward the 
written word rather than the oral.  It is also evident, however, that the 
practice of this new form resists the elaboration and the application 
of a systemic critical discourse. (Anderson, CTR, 43) 

…it is clear to me that the best poets on the page are 
no more or less powerful than the best onstage.  
What’s changed is the toolset.  Paper is instant 
memory and instant reference as well.  Its use kills the 
requirement for mnemonic devices such as rhyme, 
rhythm and repetition in poetry.  It kills the 
requirement for musical accompaniment and sung 
lines.  Poetry’s reliance on the printed word, on paper, 
has allowed us to forget—or discard—a set of tools 
that are absolutely critical to performed literature. 
(Ferrier, CTR, 36) 

Unfortunately, most poetry reviewers have no 
acting training, know nothing of the oral tradition, 
and often read spoken-word poetry as page poetry 
or lyric poetry.  These forms of poetry cannot be 
compared.  They all exist and hold lessons, 
visions, ideas, and beauty, but they cannot be 
compared. (Wilson, CTR, 27) 

The present essay is more about Spoken 
Word and open mikes in general than about 
poetry slams, but slam will come up a lot, 
because slam is an extreme, and attitudes are 
most clearly visible when observed under 
extreme conditions; and also because almost 
every slam poem begins its public life as a 
Spoken Word piece being read from a page 
at an open mike. (Jack McCarthy, AC) 
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HOLY CRAP!      

 

 
so many assholes have been here 

leaving their mark1 
 

                                                             

1 All title sections from “Stall Scrawl,” by the 2010 Van Slam team: RC Weslowski, Nora 
Smithhisler, Chris Gilpin, Johnny MacRae. 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“Poetry that doesn’t suck, unless you say it does.” 

 Graham Olds, co-founder, Vancouver Poetry Slam 

* 

 I say slam is the shithouse of poetry, and its critics might be overjoyed to hear me 

say this.  Yes! they might say, the poetry slam is full of shit.  Oh yes! they might cry, the 

poetry slam consists of untalents idly scratching their thoughts onto the walls of 

consciousness.  Yes, yes, oh yes! they might shudder, let us paint over these walls, move 

on from this fad, this abomination, this gassy waste product of populist fancy!  Or at least 

they would, if somewhat more robotically, agree with me.  But while I mightn’t disagree 

that most of the writing on the walls of the shithouse is idle, pointless, even thoughtless, I 

do not meaning to be critical of slam. 

Anyone may use the slam to share work.  But—as in any shithouse—among all 

the work that goes on stage that may not be judged great, or even good, or even passable 

as poetry, there are occasional works of genius.  And let’s face it: the same might be said 

of any space in which poetry is presented—including English syllabi.  So we can move 

on already. 

Of importance, to me, is that the slam is a space that is largely deregulated, one 

that casts out most formal rules about what is considered proper to poetry, allowing 

anyone present to share their work—and anyone present to determine whether that work 

qualifies as worth sharing.  In this selection process, I see no great difference between the 

slam and any bathroom stall, or any respectable juried publication or festival, for that 

matter, except that, perhaps, slams select poets and juries from a larger base, and have, in 

turn, a larger base from which to select them—requiring, as is the case, that neither poets 
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nor judges have any special “expertise” in “the field.”  While this allowance may lead to 

a large number of works that may not be worth returning to, this openness also gives a 

greater number of voices the opportunity to be heard, increasing the probability of 

something good emerging, and making the slam, in my mind, a fertile ground for the 

creative growth of thought, and poetic form. 

* 

Poetry slam, practically described, is simply a format for a performance poetry 
event, an ostensibly competitive format in which five audience members, who are 
selected as judges, rate each performance and eventually choose a winner.  The 
slam rules are more detailed—there is a three-minute time limit, after which artists 
are penalized, and no props or costumes are allowed [and no nudity: boo this 
rule!]—but the point ratings and competition are what make it unique as a format.  
The competition creates tension and provokes strong reactions from audience 
members, who are welcome to be very vocal in response to both the performances 
and the scores.” (Matthews, CTR, 43) 

* 

Having proposed my thesis in the form of the question, "What is slam?" I'm now 

inclined to believe that this is not the question I am interested in.  Rather, I am more 

interested in asking, "What does slam mean?"  What does slam mean for an 

understanding of language?  What does slam mean in academia?  How does it affect the 

classroom?  How does an understanding of slam affect an understanding of the work 

scholars do with language and literature, philosophy and history, or ecology, economics, 

medicine, law?  What are the political ramifications of slam?  What does the word slam 

even mean?  Yet my intention is not to answer these questions.  Rather, this paper will be 

a brief excursion into the slam, an attempt to introduce a little understood literary space to 

academics, an attempt to open those minds that are closed to it—as many are—and 

interest those that are ignorant of it, forcefully or otherwise.  And perhaps, along the way, 

I may be able to encourage some readers to consider new directions in which poetry, 
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language, and academics might move.  An understanding of slam—or any oral poetics—

already requires a different understanding of poetry than that with which, in most literary 

studies, we are used to functioning. 

As for what I will write—ostensibly in answer to the question “What is slam?”—I 

find it sensible to follow in the footsteps of Kevin Matthews, and "discuss the slam not as 

an event but as a performance space, literally a demarcated and dedicated chunk of 

space/time," as a means of giving my readers access to that space.  The question might be 

phrased more accurately as “Where is slam?” 

Print is far too limited a medium to adequately describe 
these remarkable performances, and I can only 
encourage readers to seek them out and witness the 
possibilities available to poets who choose to use sound 
effects in order to forge an experiential and embodied 
connection with a listening audience. (Hussain, CTR, 25) 

If you wish to understand slam, I can only encourage you to go to a slam yourself, 

more than once, and to participate to the best of your abilities—judge if you are asked, 

make noise when you feel the need, and participate in the rituals of the show.  If you 

desire to share your work with the people assembled, sign up for the open mic.  If you're 

taken with the loving-competitive spirit, and want to challenge yourself further, sign up 

for the slam.  Listen to the hubbub banter of the people there; see who is brought 

together, and how; drink some beer, or wine, or whiskey, or water, or what-have-you; 

feel the poets work moving the audience—or not moving them as the case may be.  

Speak with the poets, with the people there, and share your feelings on what you have 

experienced.  You will find no shortage of good questions or critical thinking. 
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Barring that, however, I can make it my aim to craft this paper, as much as 

possible, as a portal into the slam space, as an embodiment of the voice of slam—which I 

liken to the voice of the bathroom stall.  I can explain how I see it, how it has affected 

me—I can tell the stories of my almost two-year involvement with slam, speaking as a 

poet who has gone, in a short time, from a lit student only vaguely aware of the poetry 

slam to the Vancouver Grand Slam champion and the cofounder of Slam UBC, now 

entering its second year.  In that time, I have met or seen perform many who are 

considered, within the Slam Family, the best wordsmiths, and I have had the opportunity 

to work with some of these people, to share my thoughts and feelings about poetry and 

learn from theirs.  And in that time, my view of what I study, and how I study it, and how 

I present my study for appraisal, has undergone a transformation.  I have grown resistant 

to selecting a thesis, a theoretical perspective, and setting out to satisfy myself that I can 

prove my points.  I have become more interested in flinging theses to see how they 

sound—making arguments through storytelling and metaphor, rather than fact-finding 

and disembodied analysis. 

* 

To draw from experimental physics, if poetry’s meaning is the wave-form, my 

consciousness is focused on the particle-form: the quantum of poetic space that is the 

slam.  Thus if I fail to take the measure of its energy in motion, I blame Heisenberg.  That 

is to say, if I measure its position within the realm of thought and poetry with any degree 

of precision, I cannot be certain—to any precise degree—of how or where it will move 

from there.  This is not to say I will make no attempts to gauge the meaning of slam—but 

such a measurement is not the focus of my current—experiment.   
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* 

Poetry will weigh you too, I guess, if you give yourself to 
poetry.  But taking the measure of the self is not the same as 
self expression.  The reason for writing poetry is that poetry 
knows more than any of us who write it. (Bringhurst, TM, 145) 

 My attention has been drawn to the fact that some of the writers whose works I 

cite in this paper may, themselves, be inclined to be critical of the slam as a popular form, 

such as Robert Bringhurst, whose work I have found particularly valuable.  Were 

Bringhurst, for example, made aware that someone such as myself had applied his works 

on oral poetry to slam, he might find this disagreeable.  From what I have been told, he 

would seem inclined to find  “institutional or habitual form… not the wary step that 

gauges every syllable, or the distance runner’s meditative pace, subtly changing with the 

changing ground” (EBD, 29) in the poetry at slams—poetry exemplifying “rote 

memorization” and not “oral culture” (TM, 175).  It may be that he didn’t intend for his 

work to mean what I will take, or have taken, it to mean.  But what should that matter to 

me?  I make no case that slam is anything other than a literacy-based form of orality, or 

secondary orality, and thus only superficially similar to the oral cultures of which he 

primarily speaks.  I will not claim that “three-minute” poets are anything approaching the 

mythtellers of whom Bringhurst speaks with such respect.  Or that he agrees with my 

points—his points, however, agree with me, though perhaps I have not digested them in 

exactly the manner he would desire. 

Of course, my respect for an author does not determine that I will use their work 

only in a manner of which he would approve, no more than respect for a professor 

determines that I will only write an essay with which she would agree.  And while slams 
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may feature a lot of rote memorization, while the poetic culture surrounding them may be 

superficially oral, I feel, at their best, slams “embody an oral culture” as “a working part 

of a place, a part of the soil in which stories live their lives”—and that, further, coming 

from the mouths of poets that are in tune with their environment, no matter how well-

rehearsed their work, “no two performances will ever be the same” (TM, 175). 

 All this is to say, I hope Bringhurst would come to see how I might interpret his 

words to apply to this orally-focused community of poets and storytellers in which I have 

become embedded, whether or not he intended to include us in his “theories.”  In 

something approaching his own “terms,” I hope he would recognize that poetry cares 

little for the individual stylistic biases that divide him and I—it drew me to him as a 

source of wisdom, just as surely as it drew me to the slam as a space in which to begin 

doing my work as a poet, as a thinker, and as a member of the human community.  But if 

he couldn’t understand this, well—I don’t really care.  I will still have the utmost respect 

for him, but I am more concerned with answering to poetry than answering to egos and 

what they want to mean.  As we say in the slam, “The point is not the points, the point is 

the poetry.”  And what certainty can we have of what poetry intends? 

* 

The truth is that many things on which your future health and prosperity 
depend are in dire jeopardy… 

It is worth noting that this is not the work of ignorant people.  It is, rather, 
largely the result of work by people with BAs, BSs, LLBs, MBAs, and 
PhDs.  Elie Wiesel made a similar point… when he said that the designers 
and perpetrators of the Holocaust were the heirs of Kant and Goethe.  In 
most respects the Germans were the best educated people on Earth, but their 
education did not serve as an adequate barrier to barbarity.  What was wrong 
with their education?  In Wiesel’s words: “It emphasized theories instead of 
values, concepts rather than human beings, abstraction rather than 



  10 

consciousness, answers instead of questions, ideology and efficiency rather 
than conscience. (Orr, LR, 52) 

 If I say one of the intentions of my work here is to slam academia, and I do, I 

mean the inverse of what I would if I said my intention was to academicize slam.  As 

such, I write more as an embedded poet than as an observant scholar—more with an eye 

to recreate than to analyze.  My aim in this recreation is thus to be a slam academic, to 

model a slam-influenced attitude in approaching the academic space.  I am not intending, 

however, to simply attack academia or academics for no reason.  I believe that most 

students do not value their education, most professors are not adequate or interested 

teachers, and most of the knowledge contained in the university has become inaccessible 

beyond those specially trained in its handling.  So in slamming academia, I do not wish to 

exorcise the frustration accumulated over six years of undergraduate experience—though 

this may be a pleasant side effect—I wish to challenge the way I do what I have been 

taught to do—to embody a slam approach—to be the change I wish to see.  To inform 

this change, I might propose something like the following rules for any slam academic 

work: 

1. Original work: sampling is allowed, but the ideas must be your own, 
and not simply “what the prof wants to hear,” unless it’s what you want 
to hear.  Creative approaches—or not regurgitating conventional 
models—are encouraged. 
2. No costumes: words cannot be dressed in intellectual-sounding 
nonsense (most jargon).  Whenever possible, speak plainly, as you might 
speak to your mother. 
3. No props: citations should not be used, as my mother would say, like 
“hot sauce in a bland meal” to prop up flagging intellectual confidence 
by association. 
4. Nudity:  encouraged. 

Going to slams, finding a space in which to share my voice and find myself appreciated 

for doing so, I found myself refreshed, after four years of university left me drained and 
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cynical.  I felt there was so much potential value to my education, value that was wasted.  

But at slams, I felt as though I could directly, and positively, affect the people around me 

with the knowledge and experience I gained at school.  I feel this imperative is alive in 

the slam, I feel people at slam events are often awake to the need for change in our world, 

and for all the ego involved, share their stories to affect or facilitate this change.  Many 

are teachers, both onstage and off. 

 So when I say I wish to slam academia, I do so because I think that academics can 

be a leading force in meaningful and effective change, politically, environmentally, 

spiritually, and, altogether, culturally.  I slam academia not because I wish to be hurtful, 

but because I wish to be healing: healing to the rift between the oral and the literate mind; 

between the stage and the page poet—most of all I wish to heal the apathy, 

disenchantment, and nihilism I find everywhere in my peers.  In slamming academia, “I 

would like to propose that you engage in a campus-wide dialogue about the way you 

conduct your business as educators” (Orr, LR, 57). 

* 

I think a theory worth its salt is likely not to be the 
blueprint for a dream house but closer to a proverb: the 
oatcake of experience that common sense is spread on, for 
the good and modest purpose of living through the day.  
This is… not a book of literary theory except in the simple 
and threadbare sense of the word. (Bringhurst EBD, 10) 

 
“The effort of formal logic to make thought entirely 
explicit, while an admirable and in many ways 
indispensable and fantastically productive effort, is 
ultimately doomed to failure and entails deep psychological 
strain because of its unreality.  Thought can only be made 
more and more explicit, never totally so. (Ong IW, 45) 
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My brief formal introduction to cognitive linguistics and the philosophy of 

aesthetics, as well as my reading of Nietzsche, Ong, and Bringhurst, have formed the 

basis of my theory in approaching this work as an academic.  I have made no attempt to 

abstract the theory from its embodied form: this paper.  This theory, this skeletal 

framework upon which I desire to flesh out my ideas, has hardly taken form, yet I am 

tempted to call it slam, my intention being to embody the “chunk of space/time" that is 

slam as a way of thinking and being.  Through this embodiment, I desire that my readers 

will come to a better understanding of slam that may provide a starting point for speaking 

about its meaning. 

And I mean “speaking.”  I believe that a written work of this nature should be 

cause for meditation on the complexities of the subject, and a seed that will grow into 

physically connected, verbal discourse.  Spoken word as a form reflects this need for a 

holistic approach of understanding, or coming to grips (or grocking as the nerds would 

have it), rather than an analytical approach to knowing: the poetry lies as much in the 

embodiment of the poem in a particular moment—in the complex interactions of things 

verbal and non-verbal—as it does in the words themselves.  Matthews points out that, in 

spoken word, performance is the real moment of creation, for “[t]he actual artwork comes 

into being in the moment of performance” (CTR, 50). 

With this in mind, Bringhurst’s understanding that  

knowing freed from the agenda of possession and control—knowing in the 
sense of stepping in tune with being, hearing and echoing the music and 
heartbeat of being—is what we mean by poetry (Bringhurst, EBD, 15) 

resonates with me—and I think it would resonate with many other poets in the slam.    In 

this way, the poem is understood to be not only the “made form” of the words, but that 
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which fills the space between body and voice and language, some feeling anyone can 

know—something that resonates in the environment of its creation.  The poem is 

something of its own that exists in the interplay between different ways of making 

meaning, something that comes into being at the moment of this interaction. 

* 

I cannot claim anything I say is a fact of slam.  Slam is too nebulous for me to do 

so, and my experience is too limited.  For the most part, my only in-depth experience of 

slam has come through the weekly Vancouver Poetry Slam at Café Deux Soleils on 

Commercial Drive.  Other than that, in my two years of making spoken word, I have 

participated in slams around the Northwest; I have competed in the National Poetry 

Slams of 2009 (West Palm Beach) and 2010 (St. Paul), as well as the 2009 Canadian 

Festival of Spoken Word (Victoria); I volunteered at the 2009 Individual World Poetry 

Slam (Berkeley); and I attended a two-week spoken word residency at the Banff Centre, 

under the guidance of Sheri-D Wilson, Regie Cabico, Bob Holman, Louise Skydancer 

Halve, evelyn parry, and Stephen Ross Smith.   

With the aim of drawing you into the space of slam as an embodied theoretical 

framework, I’d like to draw you into the space of slam in general—yet ask you to bear in 

mind that, in all likelihood, I may only succeed in drawing you into the space of Van 

Slam.  And even so, I’m afraid I only speak for myself.  Nothing I say will necessarily 

hold true for other poets’ experiences or opinions of slam, or even Van Slam.  My voice 

is but one that makes up that space. 

“What is a polyphonic poem?... It is a cohabitation 
of voices.  It is a poem that (to borrow two good 
verbs from Dennis Lee) enacts and embodies 
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plurality and space as well as timelessness and 
unity.  A poem in which what-is cannot forget its 
multiplicity.” (Bringhurst, EBD, 36) 

 Now might be a good time to mention that when I speak of the slam space I don’t 

mean the actual venue itself, but rather the space that exists in the interplay of many 

single voices—the space that exists between the individuals who gather together to share 

in poetry.  A slam, that is, is not the physical space in which people gather; a slam is what 

that space becomes when those people come together for the purpose of a particular form 

of poetry performance—a slam might be defined as a space consisting of people who 

hear, people who speak, people who direct the voices, and people who determine which 

speakers will continue to be heard. 

For example, although the Van Slam is intimately tied to Café Deux Soleils, the 

slam is what happens as a result of the efforts and presence of particular individuals 

sharing their voices together.  The slam may be bound to a theme (Queer Slam, Haiku 

Death Match, Nerd Slam), but inevitably it involves a group of individual poets with their 

own voices sharing the stories they have with whoever is assembled in that moment.  As 

such, I consider the slam to be a polyphonic space—or, as I prefer to translate it for those 

who speak neither music nor Greek, a many-voiced space—and one that allows for the 

growth of many-voiced poetry and many-voiced mind states.  This last point might be 

more simply put, however—as a many-voiced space, the slam is a space in which people 

gather to feed on experience and become more open-minded, and maybe even to lose 

their minds on occasion. 

…when two voices intertwine, the space they occupy gets 
larger, and the mind gets larger with it.  It’s a lot like making 
love. (Bringhurst, EBD, 202) 
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 When I look around at the world I am growing into today, and the people who 

inhabit it, I feel the urgent need for greater open-mindedness.  With environmental 

catasrophes looming—whether human-caused or not seems irrelevant to me, it’s hard to 

deny that modern, technologized lifestyles are unsustainable for the planet, and ocean 

acidification is happening—with violent civil and cultural conflicts around the world, not 

to mention the underlying resource-grab wars (intimately connected to climate change), 

and with ever-increasing global interaction, I don’t know how there can be a way for 

humans to live together if we cannot listen to each other’s stories.  I hold, with 

Bringhurst, that 

We need them because stories are maps of the world; they are 
concentrated summaries of reality. People who have no stories to tell, 
like stories that have no people to tell them, don’t survive. (EBD, 237) 

For this reason, I consider the slam as a many-voiced space to be important.  In theory, 

those voices represent the broadest spectrum of people.  In reality, those voices consist, 

almost always, of people who need to tell stories of trouble and trauma, who need a place 

where people will listen to them and reserve judgment (except for those five assholes 

with numbers in their hands), who value open minds, because the world they live in has, 

by and large, denied the validity of their stories.  As such, the slam is typically an 

underground space and, like other underground spaces, often consists of voices that are 

under-represented in the mainstream. 

 During the Van Slam, for example, Café Deux Soleils is a “trans-friendly” venue.  

At the beginning of the show this is announced, and the audience told, “So if you see 

someone in the bathroom you don’t think belongs there, just let them do their thing.  The 

only rule is: don’t shit in the sink!”  To qualify for the Women of the World Poetry Slam 
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play-offs in Vancouver—intended to select our representative for WOWPS—one needn’t 

be biologically female.  Rather, according to the Vancouver Poetry House, which 

organizes the slam, “The  basic  guidelines  for  participation  in  WOWps  Vancouver 

play‐offs is that if you live your life as a woman, and you consider yourself a woman 

then you are eligible.”  While the populist narrative of the media and governmental 

policy  either  ignores  or  hesitates  to  acknowledge  trans‐people,  many  slam 

communities go straight ahead and say, “You are a human being.   We want to hear 

what you have to say.” 

  So  though  I  maintain  the  slam  consists  of  many  voices—and  the  space 

between  them—I  need  to  acknowledge  that  those  voices  tend  to  follow  certain 

patterns.   Much  like  the voices on bathroom stall walls.   And just like the voices in 

bathroom stalls, while the things people write are consistent from stall to stall, each stall 

will be coloured somewhat differently—sometimes radically differently—based on its 

location and the people who use it.  Thus while the slam has a particular structural 

similarity from place to place, its embodied form changes with the people, and the voices, 

of which it consists—and any voice can join the fray, any given night, regardless of 

experience or education. 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We’re ALL Bathroom Stall 

Philosophers 
 

It’s the Tower of BaeL rebuilt 

A punk rock palace of prodigious sacrilege 

Trumpeting the banshee scrawl 
Of 10,000 f r a  g m  e n   t e d v o  i c  e   s    
reunited 

In JUBILATION of desecration 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

But what are you most afraid of? 
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If there’s something inside that you wanna say 
Say it out loud, it’ll be okay 
I will be your light, I will be your light, 
I will be your light, I will be your light 

   The Beta Band “Dry the Rain” 

*  

What strikes me about most bathroom stall scribbling is that, for the most part, 

everyone wants to talk shit.  Some of that is positive, friendly, even, at times, hilarious—

funny shit, cool shit, hot shit.  Most of the writing on the walls is negative, aggressive, 

and deliberately insulting—stupid shit, nasty shit, fucked up shit.  Either way, the voices 

are not delicate: frequently straight-forward, crude, shocking, careless, and seeming to 

take joy from making a mockery of the “lines” of propriety.  Therein exists a basic 

correlation between the voices in the slam and the voices in the stall.  Yet, at the same 

time, they may well be seen as dialectical opposites: where bathroom stalls are often a 

forum for racist, sexist, or homophobic slurs, slams are usually a forum for the voices 

attacking racism, sexism, or homophobia.  Where the voices in stalls are frequently 

misanthropic, the voices in slams are frequently philanthropic—in the sense of human-

loving.  But the fact remains: many poets who slam share the negative, aggressive aspects 

of human experience, failing to bring us any positive vision of ourselves.  Not that this is 

always necessary, it may just be what-is, but as my friend Joyce Lee says—There’s a lot 

of poets selling broken.  And I always want to know—How are you healing?  If the 

process of making a poem and sharing a story is healing for the poet—and I believe it 

almost always is—I ask whether they share that healing power with the audience or not.  

After two years, I realize how many poets “sell broken”—that is, put forth their pain on 

stage as though it were raw, because that scores well. 
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 Still, it may be worth considering why, when given a safe space in which to share 

their stories, so many people feel the need to share anger, hurt, fear, and depression.  If 

this is what the underground sounds like, what does that say about the surface? 

* 

The first time anyone ever interviewed me about poetry I said, 
‘American Poetry is like some ritzy academic town, like maybe 
Hanover, New Hampshire; the kind of town where if you work there, 
you can’t afford to live there.  The Spoken Word Movement is a 
carnival that sets up shop on the outskirts of that town.  The poetry 
slam is the freak show in that carnival, where people pay to stare at 
mutants.  But evolution happens by mutation.’ (McCarthy, AC) 

 I have heard slam described as the punk rock of poetry.  This may not be the best 

description if one has a mind to secure friends among those who seem uncomfortable 

with what they perceive as the ill-trained, brash, uncouth poetics of the slam.  But the 

critics to whose opinion I offer my work are the audiences to whom I speak.  My poems 

are made for eyes and ears, and could not audience be said in English as “they-who-

hear”?    As such, I feel happy to view slam as the punk rock of poetry, though perhaps 

not for the supposed reasons. 

 I would not call slam “punk” because it is loud, or aggressive, raw, in-your-face, 

down and dirty, nor because it is whimsical, or outspoken.  It can be all these things.  But 

I would call slam “punk” because underlying any slam event, since the beginning, is a 

counter-cultural DIY ethic.  Do it yourself. Define it yourself. Die! intellectual yawning. 

Poetry slam was founded in the ‘80s by a Chicago construction worker named 

Marc Smith (SO WHAT!?) as a response to what he saw as the growing elitism of poets 

at the time.  Today, as far as I know (without looking very hard), Australia and Germany 
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have popular national slam events, and England has a scene unto itself.  This past year, 

74 American teams competed at the National Poetry Slam in St. Paul (plus two Canadian 

teams), and this upcoming year, 18 anglophone and 6 francophone teams will compete in 

the Canadian Festival of Spoken Word.  France also has a national event, and hosts the 

annual World Poetry Championships. 

…even in the “castles of slam,” competition is first 
come, first served. (McCarthy, AC) 

All of this has come as a result of the DIY ethic underlying slam at its inception: 

anyone can perform, anyone can judge, anyone can win.  Home-grown poets are coming 

out of the closet and finding audiences, readers, and themselves on stages around the 

world.  In the United States, there is an annual youth competition, and Vancouver 

annually forms a youth team, based on the monthly Youth Slam held at Café Deux 

Soleils.  I have known high school students come down to Commercial Drive on a 

Monday night, from as far as Surrey or Delta, in order to share their poetry with an 

audience.  They find validation and support, as well as gain the opportunity to meet and 

work with older, more experienced poets in the community.  As with any other form of 

poetry, or any other art, most of the poets are of a middling sort, many are decent, and 

some few rise above all others—and at all levels this holds, whether it be the Youth Slam 

or the National Poetry Slam. 

The most brilliant poet I know 
is a fucking taxi dispatcher.2 

                                                             

2 All the italicized sections through here are from “Academia Mortalis,” a poem 
principally written by Alex Ruiz of Orlando, Florida, which I saw him perform with team‐
mate Curtis Meyer last year in West Palm Beach. 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 Of importance here, however, is the reality that slams encourage people to make 

poetry, and take the craft seriously, who otherwise might be barred from the realm of 

poetry.  Slam allows people to find and explore poetic expression of or for their 

experiences, people who may not know much about poetry’s technical details and 

debates, but who feel it in their bodies, and in their arms and hands.  Many are people 

who came to the slam, because the slam was the first venue in which they were exposed 

to poetry in a way that made them consider it worthwhile or important.  But what is 

important for the form, what brings us all together, is that we don’t need no education—

we can do it ourselves. 

Anyone in this room could be poet laureate. 
The difference between us and them 
is the difference between the NBA and 
street-ball: 
Anyone can be average with endorsements, 
or in your case, writer’s grants… 

* 

So what a Slam poet is going for is a gut reaction from a 
bunch of suckers of no probable expertise. (McCarthy, NPU) 

 Critics of the slam seem to focus on the use and selection of judges as one 

example of the form lacking artistic integrity.  We sacrifice our artistry to please the 

self-chosen enthusiasts who happen to be there.  To my mind, most poets don’t do this—

or believe they don’t do this.  As an ideal, the competition is not our priority as artists—

amply demonstrated in the rituals and rules that promote irreverence for the competition.  

“The best poet never wins,” we say—“The point is not the points, the point is the 

poetry,” we remind ourselves—“Clap for the poet, not the scores,” we are told.  Slam 

may be a competition, but the people involved do everything possible to undermine the 

competition’s importance.  The point is the poetry. 
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I am not for a minute arguing that poetry has to be accessible, or 
that, God forbid, the Bartender should be the ultimate judge.  I think 
it is entirely healthy that every polarity be respected and evaluated 
on its own terms.  Every critic is free to say, ‘This is not to my 
taste.’ (McCarthy, BI) 

Judges in the audience hold the poets accountable to the people for whom they perform 

(supposedly, though my favorite RC Weslowski-ism is “If they don’t get it, fuck ‘em,” 

because you still gotta do what feels good).  That they are chosen from the people who 

happen to be assembled for the show ensures that performers in the competition will 

make the effort to be accessible to any person who hears them.  And random judges, as 

opposed to expert judges, work against the integrity of the competition—not the form.  

Which is precisely the point.  The competition threatens the integrity of the poetry, so it 

can’t be given to much weight. 

 All the same, encouraging many poets to bring their best work to the stage, 

competition doubly benefits the community, creating opportunities for poets to share 

work in front of an active, interested audience, while providing the public with a night of 

higher quality spoken word than might be evidenced in a more relaxed setting—like an 

open mic.  Cash prizes, bragging rights, and opportunities to perform on bigger stages 

motivate poets to win, and thus to bring their most well-made works.  Randomly 

selecting judges serves to remind people that sharing is more important than scoring, 

ensuring a lack of consistency and a commitment to subjectivity: the scores will differ 

night-to-night, place-to-place, as will successful styles, or subjects.  Effectively, the 

purpose of the judging is to allow the audience to determine which poets they would like 

to hear read more than once that night.  It also serves to remind performers that the 
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audience is an integral part of anything they make, and must be included in their 

performance. 

Most important, a Slam poem is a communal 
experience.  There is an audience involved…. Slam 
poets… seem to think that poetry should be 
accessible, written to be heard, in discursive 
language, its meaning—at least at one level—
unmistakable, and that it’s the poet’s responsibility to 
hold the listener. (McCarthy, NPU) 

I have heard talk, from time to time, about the wisdom of having randomly 

selected judges for more important events—like the National Poetry Slam.  In St. Paul 

this year, for example, three of the five judges on the finals night were slam virgins.  That 

is to say, on the most important night of the competition in what is likely the world’s 

largest poetry slam tournament, three of the judges had never been to a slam before.  But 

the competition is, as I have said, a vehicle for the form.  And while the community of 

whom the slam consists might get into the competition, many aspects of the slam serve to 

undercut its importance. 

Hosts, in explaining the scoring process, regularly use irony and humor to call the 

practice of selecting judges into question.  One of my favorites, something of a stock 

phrase many slam emcees draw upon, is the ironic explanation that “Poets will bare their 

souls onstage, and our judges will assign their souls a number!”  Judges are expected to 

stick to their opinions, and be consistent in the scores they give, but the fact that there are 

inconsistencies is something poets know—for example, when scores rise as the night 

goes on we call it “score creep” (in Vancouver this has also become the unofficial name 

of the scorekeeper).  Score creep is the same reason the first slot in the first round is 

known as the bullet—this poet will likely get a lower score than they would have were 
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they to go later in the round, so in the game of poetry roulette, they drew the bullet.  They 

may be the best poet (who never wins), but having been drawn first, they have to work 

harder for their audience (and scores) than the twelfth.  While the judges are told to 

remain unswayed by the audience and consistent in their judgment, the audience is 

advised to try and sway the judges, vocalizing their positive or negative responses to the 

scores.  

 Most importantly, in a competition in which the people who are qualified to be 

poets are random members of the audience, who better to assign as judges than their 

peers—random members of the audience?  Certainly there is more consistency to poets 

than judges—the same people come out week after week, and at a higher level 

participation in a slam requires some competitive qualification—but the fact remains that 

anyone can be a poet any given night.  And so anyone can be a judge.  Thus while the use 

of random judges, “a bunch of suckers of no probable expertise,” might encourage poets, 

“a bunch of suckers of no probable expertise,” to “dumb down” their work to ensure 

more consistent success in the slam, I don’t feel this is what happens.  Rather, I believe 

this process of judge selection encourages poets to downplay the importance of the 

competition, reminding them that the real reason we get together is to create a space for 

each other’s voices.  We are reminded that the integrity of the form always takes pre-

eminence over the competition. 

For this reason, the judges are also celebrated.  Before the show, they are usually 

introduced by name—individual or team—and the audience is told “Why they will be a 

good judge.”  In that moment, the audience is told to cheer for the judges, because, 

without them, the slam would not happen, and “you probably won’t be cheering for them 
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later.”  The judges are recognized for the sacrifice they are making: the poet’s are not the 

only people putting their feelings on display for the public.  And judges are more often 

booed than cheered. 

 While, as a result of this system, the best poet may never win, in truth, the better 

poets consistently do well.  Audiences, and therein judges, tend to recognize good poets 

when they see them.  Slam might limit the degree to which poets can express their 

creativity, but it rewards, more often than not, those whose work is technically sound, 

those whose words are most carefully crafted, those whose performances are most 

confidently grounded, and those who best weave the two together.  Beyond that, slam 

allows that a poem needn’t follow any preconceived set of patterns—if you feel it’s a 

poem, it’s a poem, if not, it’s not. 

* 

My vision of the future of American poetry is already coming to pass.  
Spoken Word poets, dear APE [American Poetry Establishment], are 
coming to your colleges, routinely being paid $1500-2500 by your Student 
Affairs Committee for a one-hour show, and departing the same night for 
the next stop on their tours…. 
 Meanwhile, graduates of your MFA programs are submitting their 
poems to little magazines published by other graduates of your MFA 
programs, magazines where, if they ever do get published, those poems 
might be read by fifteen or twenty people tops, while I’m writing a new 
poem in the morning and sometimes reading it the same night to—well, to 
more people than that…. 
 I believe that the Spoken Word movement is going to bring about a 
new Golden Age of American Poetry.  It will happen with you or without 
you.  It will be better for everyone if it happens with your active 
assistance. (McCarthy, AC) 

 

* 
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The Death of Art? 
More like the birth of community. 

 I like to think of the competition as a ruse.  A trick.  A means of fooling an 

audience into attending a spoken word show.  In this sense, the competition is itself a 

performance—a ritual allowing the audience to participate in finding meaning and 

making art.  For my part, I often remind my fellow poets that, though we are competing 

against one another, we are working together—the poets, emcees, volunteers, judges, 

audience, bartenders—to produce one amazing shared experience.  In this sense, you 

want your competitors to be the best, to bring their best, and to raise the level of 

performance. 

 So the competition may be a trick to give spoken word poets an audience.  If so, it 

is working.  More than that, however, the slam is a means for building and strengthening 

the community of poets.  We come together for these events, and come away with friends 

from diverse places.  If I were to travel through Canada and the United States, I could be 

certain to find people to be with or a place to stay almost anywhere people come together 

to slam.  As a result of my attendance at the National Poetry Slam ad other festivals, I 

have made strong connections with poets from around North America.  Upon the strength 

of the slam community, poets are able to reach larger audiences and begin their lives as 

“professional” poets (as opposed to confessional poets).  Slam communities provide 

venues for poets to feature, and when a poet comes through town, the local poets can, and 

often will, help them minimize expenses, and find further venues for performance. 

 As a result of the slam community, spoken word poets are being fast-tracked into 

their lives as artists.  Out of the slam have emerged more opportunities for touring, 
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publishing, and a resurgence of poetry as a popular form.  The slam may be a 

competition, but more importantly for the poets involved, it’s a support network.  

Nothing demonstrates this to me more than the existence of Write Bloody Publishing, 

founded in 2004 by Derrick Brown, a touring poet with strong ties to the slam. 

We are a small press with a snappy look dedicated to quality literature.  We 
are not a printer, we are a sweet publishing house…. We are proud of our 
unique style… We are grass roots, DIY, boot strap believers.  Our employees 
are authors and artists so we call ourselves a family.... 

Write Bloody Publish was started in 2004 by traveling poet and former 
paratrooper Derrick Brown…. 

Brown was seeing young, smart, page savvy poets, prose writers and poetry 
performers sell out shows, with only self-published, junky looking books 
available for sale.  It seemed ridiculous and fateful that publishing houses—
both mainstream or independent—hadn’t signed on some of the best known 
& hardest working touring authors on the scene today…. 

This has been the guiding philosophy of Write Bloody: 

Let the poets and authors who tour be the marketing; let this publishing house 
be the source for a movement…. 

Write Bloody authors are out there—in small record shops and large colleges, 
in strange theatres and swampy bars—doing readings all across Europe and 
the United States [and Canada].  Going to a reading will be as common as 
going to the movies or to see a band and Write Bloody is currently paving the 
way. (http://writebloody.com/?page_id=53) 

 The great strength of this community is that, more than being self-chosen 

enthusiasts of the form, we are a family.  We need each other, and we strive to 

love each other, and support each other. 

This is not a scene. 
This is my family. 

 Slam Family is an official term, so to speak.  Instead of AGMs, we have Family 

Meetings.  And we are not being ironic.  We take care of our own, as any family would, 

supporting each other as best we can.  We acknowledge that two things bring us 
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together—love of our art, and love of each other—and so we work together to make a 

space for our poetry.  These two loves are what the competition threatens, and hence why 

the competition is set up to undermine its own integrity.  Slam, more than anything, is a 

space in which we can share this love—with each other, and with an audience.  We 

support each other in the face of a society that values poetry little, and a poetry 

establishment that insults our efforts.  As the freaks on the fringe, if nothing else, all we 

have are the people around us.  And we try not to hate each other.  Because, as my 

mother always told me, “You LOVE your family!” 

I major in people, 
experience, 
humanity, 
life; 
In beauty, in love. 
I don’t expect you to 
understand. 
After this bout, I’m going to get 
drunk with my friends, 
play some poetry tag, 
maybe even write a poem. 
I don’t know what it is, but for 
some reason 
it just makes me feel 
alive. 

* 

  There are no apologies in slam.  A poet doesn’t read politely.  A poet takes 

the stage. 

* 

 If numbers and those who quantify the aesthetic are treated with derision in the 

slam, time and its keepers receive an equally rough treatment.  Time serves as a 

mechanism to equal the playing field, ensuring every poet has the same space in which to 



  29 

reach the audience.  It also serves to regulate the show.  But, again, as a means of 

quantifying the correct amount of poem, and the consequent penalties for taking more 

space than is allowed, time is treated with the same derision as judgment. 

 In any slam, when a time penalty is announced, the audience is encouraged to boo 

the announcement.  In many places, they are encouraged to yell things like, “Fuck the 

time penalty!” or “Fuck linear time!”  In Vancouver, a collective chant has taken root: 

“You rat bastard! You’re ruining it for everyone—but it was well worth it.”  Usually, our 

emcees direct everyone to yell this at the timekeeper—our Rat Bastard—or at 

themselves, to save the poet some dignity.  Really, the phrase does point at the poet, but it 

reveals the same irreverent attitude towards the integrity of the competition as the attitude 

towards scores reveals.  The phrase celebrates the poet’s work—“it was well worth it”—

while expressing an ironic derision for the practice of timing poems.  Calling the poet a 

“rat bastard” for going over time, elongating the show, and thus “ruining it for everyone” 

brings to mind the reasons for the time restrictions, and the supposed hurt to the 

community done by the individual who has broken those restrictions.  But, assuredly, just 

as we cheer for the poet and not for the points, we don’t really care about the time 

restriction—the poem is worth listening to, regardless, and the show is worth elongating 

if the reason is more poetry—or more cowbell. 

 As always, at its heart, slam celebrates the form.  The competition is just the 

excuse to get together, make space in our lives for poetry, and celebrate the individual 

efforts of the community’s members.  Although one person, or one team, takes top 

honors, everyone—audience, judges, volunteers, staff, poets—is celebrated, and given an 
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opportunity to take the stage and share.  This like-a-dog-in-shit attitude underlies the t-

shirts and hoodies printed for the Vancouver Poetry Slam, which read 

VAN SLAM 
“ruining it for everyone” 

since 1996 

* 

It appears to me that what wild actually means is the 
opposite of undisciplined and crude.  It means extremely 
sophisticated.  It means capable of living under the most 
demanding conditions with minimal tools and housing 
and clothing.  It means self-sufficient in a high degree, 
and yet part of the fabric a full working member of the 
ecology.  Could language live up that standard?  Survive 
at that level?  If so, what kind of language would it be?  
Poetry, maybe?  I don’t mean polite Neoclassical verse, 
or florid Romantic verse either, but how about poetry? 
(Bringhurst, TM, 262-3) 

He drew us into our imaginations, 
creating an acoustic space that was as divine as any 
cathedral 
filled with the magic and the madness of the spectacle that 
surrounds us. (RC Weslowski, “Floyd Jones”) 

 RC’s “Floyd Jones” poem exemplifies wild poetry for me.   From the first line, 

RC shocks us into wakefulness: “Floyd Jones is a Jesus cocksucker, with a mouth as hot 

as Mary’s cunt on a campfire, telling us whore-bastard tales of his fucking mining days in 

the mountains of the Okanagan-Similkameen.” 

Working with memories of stories told by his friend’s father, the real Floyd Jones, 

RC reconstructs his voice telling one of his tales—about a “young nutsack, the slut-

fucking nephew of our cockfaced foreman,” “a cock who went to college” but wasn’t 

“the smartest turd in the manure pit.”  Due to his family ties, “naturally, the little cum 

shot got the dog-fucker special—driving trucks all day up and down that Jesus-whore of a 
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mountain.”  Being a  driver meant “you could spend your whole fucking day with you 

dick up your own ass and no one would know any better,” because only "one fucking 

truck” could drive the road at a tie, “shit for tits” took a nap, only to awake with a “train 

barrelling down those tracks like some cuntlicker on fire.”  He stalled the truck, and “that 

slut of a train smashed it like a fuckin piñata.”  “It sounded like Thor smacking his dick 

on the mountain.”  All in all, Floyd and his crew “had five fucking days of Jesus-fuck 

downtime cleaning up that cuntfucker’s mess.”  As I have heard from those with 

experience in heavy industry, RC’s narrative echoes miners’ talk exactly. 

 Ending as he began, RC frames the narrative with blasphemy, describing Floyd 

sitting “back in his EZ chair like a pope on his throne, smiling, like Magdalene smiles 

when she knows she gets to blow Jesus in the morning.”  He begins, now, to show how 

Floyd Jones’ story is important to understand, launching into his own poetic language: 

There is something glorious about swearing, 
it’s a form of chanting as primitive as stone smashing stone, 
calling  the gods down to get on their hands and knees in the 
mud with us. 

To RC, Floyd’s words are “like honeybees, swift round the flower, rancid in their 

beauty, all the while making a Windows spell-checker blush.”  In other words, Floyd’s 

language, his swearing particularly, is fertile and reproductive, natural, beautiful, but 

devious, sexual, rough, and well-used—while beyond the bounds of “civilized” propriety.  

Much of his language, as much poetic language, might cause the Windows spellchecker 

to blush—to underline his words in red, denying them validity as proper language.  

Cursory as he is, Floyd Jones creatively and actively captures the space of his narrative, 

drawing us in with the colours of his language, and for those who can bear to listen, 
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succinctly and powerfully expressing his meaning.  I have tree-planted in the mountains 

of the Similkameen.  I have driven up those roads.  When Floyd says only one truck can 

drive them at a time, because they are “as narrow as a cunt-hair, and as straight as a piss-

trail,” he’s speaking very accurately.  Crude as they might seem, his similes are vivid 

depictions, more true to me than simply describing the roads as narrow and twisted.  

More importantly, his language comes from his everyday world: his adaptation to the 

rough labour of mining is reflected in his rough language, a language that is hard, but 

musical and rhythmic in its own way.   

To RC, “compared to the profanities of commerce, and the blasphemies of human 

self-righteousness, Floyd was a sufi, caught up in dervish, mystically singing his songs.”  

What RC is driving at, the acoustic space as divine as any cathedral, is the full-voiced 

being of Floyd Jones—and swearing a mnemonic device of an expert oral storyteller.  For 

this reason, Floyd’s “biases and prejudices were irrelevant”—he rises to the level of poet, 

or storyteller, as holy mans, as an energy healer trafficking in sound. 

RC speaks in a parallel yet opposite form during the second half of the poem, 

jamming together unlikely metaphors with praise and exhortation, binding all together 

with an energized and captivating sound that reflects the environment and poetics of the 

slam.  The acoustic quality of his language snaps us into awareness, bringing us into a 

communal focus on the storyteller and his story—much like the focus on the spiritual 

leader in religious rituals.  This is the cathedral, this space between people filled with the 

colours and movements of a vibrant orality.  Here, in this sacred space of sound, RC 

performs his inverted eucharist and transubstantiation, a swear of his own making, 

exhorting us to transform our shame and baseness into something higher, to join him and 
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“drop a little tab of acid on the bloodhungry tongues of the sunrise, so we might reveal 

ourselves as the fragile, vulnerable, and exposed mutants of stars that we are.”  No matter 

how we share our voices, we are together in our aloneness, speaking stardust, 

descendants of the matter that makes up the cosmos. 

Most of RC’s poems insist on our participation in this space, against a world in 

which “so much language is used as a disguise,” expressing “the magic and the madness 

of the spectacle that surrounds us”—what Bringhurst might call “what-is”—using the 

language of word and voice and body to gesticulate wildly, “This, this, this, being here, 

being here, you, me, us.”  At its best, the slam embodies this space—an acoustic space 

composed of energized bodies coming together to make spoken word, becoming lost in 

the moment’s wonder and finding themselves together, celebrating language and the 

bridges it builds between us. 

* 

My greatest fear is that I am delusional about all this, that I am projecting my desires for 

community and some lost spirituality into this space, that I am a lonely sophist, gesturing meaninglessly, 

and everything about slam that I love—the people, the poems, their power—is a lie, all its strengths, 

weaknesses, all my strengths, weaknesses, my pride, baseless arrogance—my greatest fear is that I am 

talking all the time and saying  nothing.  I can’t stop laughing and smiling, and sometimes that frightens 

me, because a lot of other people seem to see things as grim.  And I used to be a lot more nihilistic, I think, 

and I don’t know what happened with that.  I stopped going to most classes, for one thing.  Often I 

feel directionless, not knowing where I am, where I’m going, what I want to do, or whether I can do 

anything at all.  The honesty demanded of me as someone engaged in the craft of spoken word—or should I 

say, as a human being?—requires me to expose my vulnerable to the audience.  Even when I am 

performing “in character,” I am always making eye contact with my audience, seeing them sensing me—or 
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not sensing me.   I am afraid the horseshoe will fall out of my ass someday soon, and I will be brought 

down to the reality of being a self-deluding, talentless, arrogant, mildly alcoholic pothead muttering to 

himself nothing of any real importance and interest.  I fear that audiences will see through my comfort on 

stage as a trained performer and discover that my poetry is only somewhat cleverly veiled nothing.  I’m 

afraid that I’m incapable of ever not lying to myself.  I’m afraid I’m always repeating myself, that I am 

talking all the time and saying nothing.  I can’t stop laughing and smiling, and sometimes that frightens me, 

because a lot of other people seem to see things as grim.  And I used to be a lot more nihilistic, I think, and 

I don’t know what happened with that.  I started going to slams, for one thing. 

* 

No bathroom stall is entirely full of meaningless shit-talk.  With rogue pens, any 

person can leave their mark on the walls, without requiring anyone to validate their right 

to write, and someone always has something interesting to say.  The mouth is the anus to 

the brain.3  Voices appear, stronger voices block them out—the self-editing voice of the 

people, the rise-ups and the shout-outs and the slow calm-downs.   Usually, at some 

point, the walls are blanketed with fresh paint, or smashed apart with sledgehammers so 

something else may be built in their place, but in blank stalls, new voices inevitably 

appear, decorating the shithouse with their colours, shapes, and volumes, weaving an 

intricate dance set against the space between words and letters—sound set against 

silence, separate voices coming together.  And while we may not—often—be a feces-

flinging ape, bathroom stalls show how, when given space to do so, we love to fling our 

theses at each other. 

                                                             

3 From “Stall Scrawl.” 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There’s an unmitigated din in the ether 
Attempting to diminish the song 

Of the Rabelais choir that gathers 

To do battle for our witness 
With misanthropic chalk and churlish markers 

BERATING OUR EXISTENCE alongside 
Dick jokes and b-boy tagging 

On an ever shrinking                                            canvas 

Is it any surprise, then, to see graffiti 
adorning box-cars, back alleys, store 
fronts and the front lawn of the White 
House when even the places where we 
shit are being gentrified?  
 

 

 

But maybe these scribble-scratch etchings 
Of our hearts longing                                                                   are meant to be 

ephemera 

 
           Buddhist sand paintings             fashioned to be 
flushed 

 

In time’s sewer of endless anonymity 
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Some come here to shit and stink, some come here to sit and 
think, 
I come here to scratch my balls, and read the shit that’s on the 
walls. 

     Bathroom stall proverb 

* 

It is curious that universities have undertaken to 
model themselves increasingly on the marketplace at 
the very moment when the marketplace has changed 
from a colourful public square, which sells primarily 
food, into a strobe-lit global shopping mall selling as 
little food as possible, because of course the profit is 
greater in drugs. Bringhurst (TM, 61) 

Seeing Mark Johnson speak on aesthetics at UBC in January was a powerful 

experience.  I came away excited, having heard things I never thought to hear from an 

academic. 

Immediately upon leaving the lecture, in one of the IK Barber’s halls, I found my 

way to a computer to do the usual computer business.  Next to me sat another young man, 

studying for a biology exam, reading slide after slide of bullet points: images, names, and 

facts to be memorized.  Something I see every day at the library.  But at that moment, 

fresh from hearing Johnson speak, I found myself chuckling at the strangeness of how he 

was being taught his subject.  An almost entirely silent enterprise.  I knew that the same 

slides he was reading were those upon which the lectures he presumably attended were 

based.  I knew he likely spent lectures writing, or maybe typing, notes, surrounded by 

other silent students either doing the same, or being lost in thought, or surfing the 

internet.  sitting in class i watch the boy in front of me tending his facebook profile like a 
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small flower garden.4  I knew if he was interested in his subject, and lucky enough to 

have a teacher both engaging and knowledgeable, those slides might be the seeds for him 

to reconstruct an elaborate chain of recall—of real understanding embedded in his body.  

I knew, in all likelihood, that he was not expected to do so, and the slides were, for all 

intents and purposes, to be memorized by rote for regurgitation upon his being correctly 

stimulated.  For some time, I had felt distanced from most of the people around me in my 

views of education—most students around me seem to accept that education is about 

receiving the best grades, and the certification that you are worth more money than 

otherwise.  I tend to believe that, “Much as one would use a hammer and chisel to carve a 

block of marble, one uses ideas and knowledge to forge one’s own personhood” (Orr, 

WEF, 5).  After Johnson’s talk, I felt more confident than ever persisting in this belief, 

leaving my companion to what I considered his hapless pursuit. 

 Whereas Johnson had, as I recall, repeated several times that he was not entirely 

certain of the implications of what he said for the university, I did not find myself 

similarly troubled.  To me, the implications were clear.  As I see it, a healthy academia 

requires more embodied learning, less emphasis on publishing, and more emphasis on the 

classroom and the teacher-student relationship—the university should exist to create 

space for students and teachers first, and then books and buildings.  If our meaning 

making relates directly to how we feel within our bodies, then our learning will mean 

more if we can engage in it using our kinesthetic energy.  Think in motion. 

                                                             

4 From “Herpes,” Lucia Misch. 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The voice has an anatomy, like the arm, the heart, the foot.  The voice is 
made of breath.  A sentence of a paragraph that pays no attention to the 
reach and rhythm of the voice is uncomfortable or painful, like a shoe 
that doesn’t fit the human foot or a glove on the wrong hand.  But a 
sentence that does fit the anatomy of voice and breath will touch, 
through them, some other rhythms of the body: those of the heart and 
hands and feet, and of the memory and mind. (Bringhurst, TM, 47) 

I might say the implication of his talk was that the entirety of our pursuit of 

knowledge amounts to nothing more than talking about our feelings.  I say nothing more, 

but I do not mean to denigrate talking about our feelings.  To acknowledge the 

importance of the body in understanding how humans learn, to me, is to acknowledge the 

value of learning styles that are more felt than those currently being practiced—those 

thatt teach to the body.  From this view, an aesthetic, or embodied presentation of 

knowledge teaches more than something that attempts to be disembodied—that is, a lived 

experience teaches more than a voiceless, bodiless presentation, such as a slide, or a 

paper, or a book.  Especially one written in a lifeless tongue—or should I say, a 

devitalized linguistic verbalization. 

This is an ideal, of course.  To be true, it would require that all teachers were 

skilled, in some significant degree, in the performance of their knowledge.  And there are 

also those who write in voices strong enough that the embodied form of their text comes 

to us in the reading. 

There are some very real and significant differences between 
oral and written literature, but I believe that all good writing 
has an oral root.  All writing that is good to read sounds good 
when read aloud, because its goodness lies in part in its 
humanity.  The humanity of a piece of writing is partly 
intellectual, of course, but it is also partly physical, like the 
humanity of a shoe or a shirt or a shovel.  It fits the human 
body.  A good shovel fits the hand and foot, and a good 
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sentence fits the voice, because that is the part of the body we 
normally use to handle sentences. (Bringhurst, TM, 47) 

 

* 

How lovely it is that there are words and 
sounds! Are not words and sounds rainbows and 
illusive bridges between things which are 
eternally apart? (Nietzsche, TSZ, 217) 

 Slam communities are communities of oral poets, albeit literate oral poets.  While, 

superficially, secondarily oral communities such as the slam and “primary,” non-literate 

oral communities are similar, slam communities are still, at root, literate.  Most of us 

speak off the page, but work from it, visually apprehending our poems to recreate with 

our bodies in sound and movement, needing to write our poems out of ourselves, before 

digesting them for oral delivery.  Yet as a result of writing with a consciousness of the 

audience, and the performance, our poetry exhibits characteristics of oral poetry: use of 

common formulae and stories; repetition of sounds and sentences for emphasis; 

philosophy in story and song. 

The novelty esteemed in such cultures is the novelty of 
supreme skill with the known, virtuosity in handling the 
familiar, the ability to excel in a situation where all the 
factors are in hand, are the same for all, and hence challenge 
all equally, as in an athletic contest. (Ong, IW, 225) 

…the audience is implicated in the social 
construction of meaning: rather than gazing at the 
painting, we are witnesses to and conspirators in its 
creation. (Hussain, CTR, 21) 

 Within the slam community, I have found that teachings are mostly oral.  Poets 

may write poems, but critical thoughts are typically spoken.  Little has been written of the 

slam, and I hope it will stay that way.  Yet already anxiety over losing knowledge of our 
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formal genealogy has grown.  Letting go of the dependence on the written word is not 

easily done, and I do not say we must.  But I feel a shift towards even greater orality will 

strengthen not only the poetry found in slam communities, but in the societies in which 

they occur.  The current print-based technologies encourage loss of individual identity, 

leaving us in a confused state, with an increase in the distance and blank space between 

individuals.  We are connected in our minds, yet bodily kept apart, separated cleanly into 

our profile pages, writing ourselves in the same, generic typeset.  Facebook, give me my 

face back.5  Oral communities close that distance, speaking together without losing 

individual voices. 

The great danger is single-mindedness: reducing 
things to one perspective, one idea, one overriding 
rule. (Bringhurst, TM, 41) 

 I recall reading in Walter Ong’s Orality and Literacy that, for a literate, learning 

how the oral mind thinks will not enable them to think orally, though it may open the 

door to such an understanding.  Similarly, I hold that while slam communities are only 

superficially oral, and still dependent upon literacy, they open the door to a more orally-

based way of knowing the world—something that brings us into an integrated whole, 

while remaining open-ended. 

orality… is in some ways conspicuously integrative.  The 
psyche in a culture innocent of writing knows by a kind of 
empathetic identification of knower and known, in which 
the object of knowledge and the total being of the knower 
enter into a kind of fusion, in a way which literate cultures 
would typically find unsatisfyingly vague and garbled and 
somehow too intense and participatory. (Ong, IW, 18) 

                                                             

5 From “Facebook,” Relevant. 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* 

Before leaving the library, I caught up with some friends of mine who had also 

attended Johnson’s talk.  My friend Ana asked me what I had thought of his work.  “It’s 

not quite philosophy with a hammer,” I replied, “but it’s getting there.” 

A great Slam poem can set off a sort of electrical 
reaction that, while generally short of orgasm, is 
absolutely physical.  Maybe it makes you laugh, maybe 
cry, or maybe it makes you want to march out and carry 
a picket-sign and get arrested in some noble cause.  
Whatever the particular note that’s being struck, that 
note is being amplified and mediated by everybody else 
in the room. (McCarthy, NPU) 

 It felt to me as though Johnson’s talk had fired the room.  I remember one person, 

in particular, who heatedly argued for his understanding of the implications of aesthetics.  

He spoke about biology and science, though I can’t say I remember much of what he 

said.  I remember that he was very excited, and insistent, and only stopped talking when 

he was on the verge of being forced to stop.  I felt a turmoil of energy in the room.  A 

bubbling madness.  People were excited and confused all at once. 

 I did agree, at the time, with one question raised, critical of Johnson’s 

presentation.  He was asked why, based on what he had said about the importance of 

aesthetics, he had, to such a large degree, maintained the “scientist” rhetoric that 

dominates discourse today.  There was some waffling in response, which is all I can 

recall.  But upon further reflection, I felt the question assumed his talk had not been 

aesthetic, and the implied criticism thus misplaced. 

Johnson was comfortable in front of the audience, and confident in what he said.  

He personalized his subject, telling stories to illustrate his points, in particular using 
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“Somewhere Over the Rainbow” to demonstrate the meaning-making operations of 

aesthetics, telling us he loves the song—and the Wizard of Oz—being native to Kansas.  

He had the audience laughing at times.  At the same time, he used the dominant rhetoric 

to introduce radical ideas that undermine its use—using a comfortable form to take us 

into uncomfortable territory.  And he was not, altogether, indirect: he did say that our 

entire philosophical tradition has been off-track for centuries, as it is based on the 

supposition that the mind is not only separate from the body, but that thought cannot, or 

should not, be influenced by feeling.  To simplify, we have been seeking to make the 

body feel how we think, or think without feeling, rather than thinking how our bodies 

feel. 

 Thinking how our bodies feel is something poets do all the time.  I feel this is 

expressed in Bringhurst, when he says, “Part of my hope when I work as a poet is to 

make a text that sounds the way it thinks” (TM, 47).  For me, that sound is the feeling of 

the thought.  I want the thought underlying my poem to be sensed.  I want the felt impact 

of my work to give the sense of how the thought structure can be reconstructed and 

understood.  Thought, in this understanding, is the endoskeleton—felt in the presence of 

the poem, yet remaining almost always unseen. 

…the story was told as a living whole, whose hard, 
articulating skeleton of thought lies usefully enmeshed and 
properly concealed in the muscles of the voice, beneath 
the seamless skin of words. (Bringhurst, SSK, 374) 

* 

Literature… is absolutely mute…. I say it speaks 
but doesn’t talk.  It is the gestural, or musical, not 
verbal, use of words. (Bringhurst, EBD, 39) 
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 At its best, the structure of slam dissolves and we are left with the poems and the 

people.  Individual poets are celebrated, poetry is celebrated—the embodiment of poetry 

is celebrated.  Criticisms that the poetry at the slam suffers from inattention to the words 

and the technical details attendant upon them are not unfounded—but, in the case of the 

best performers, this overlooks or demonstrates ignorance of one of oral poetry’s most 

fundamental qualities: that it is a poetry shaping its space with sound and movement—

with words, voice, and body.  I hold that the poem is not in the words alone—as seems to 

be the general belief today—but exists in the interaction of words, voice, and body, each 

adding its own layers to the meaning being made.  How a poem looks on paper is, to me, 

only relevant insofar as it guides us to recall how it feels in the body, in the way we 

breathe it.  When it comes to the stage, to the moment of final creation, the moment of 

speaking the poem, we ask ourselves to step out of our present selves, and to step into the 

space of the poem.  This is why, in many slams, members of the audience—often other 

poets—call to performers to “Go in!” 

 When I work on poems with the team, developing them for performance, I find 

myself discussing them, often as not, as though I were discussing a theatre piece.  We 

talk a lot about the mind underlying the embodiment of our poems, how we reconstruct 

the feelings with which we first constructed the poem—how we go into what we knew in 

that moment.  Perhaps educators, and their students, would benefit from a greater 

commitment to “going in” when they step in front of the class. 

* 

Artists are cognitive researchers in the wild. (Per Aage Brandt, AM, 183-4) 



  44 

language is a substance… Complex though it is, it is still 
homogeneous enough in density and texture so that forms 
seen in the mind can be answered with forms that are spoken 
by the voice—and vice versa. (Bringhurst, SSK, 160) 

 In my brief experience with cognitive studies and the philosophy of aesthetics—a 

Mark Johnson lecture, a Mark Turner lecture, Barbara Dancygier’s cognitive linguistics 

seminar—I’ve found the closest thing to a theoretical understanding of how my mind 

works in poetry since coming to UBC, even if I’ve found the terminology somewhat off-

putting.  Through aesthetics, through showing salted with telling, poets seek to engage 

audiences in unfamiliar yet dynamic mental spaces—blending spaces together in a 

manner similar to that in which the BFG blends dreams together.  For example, in my 

poem “I Bike Fish,” I attempt to undermine the logic of the saying, “A woman needs a 

man like a fish needs a bicycle,” by showing that fish do need bikes, a foreign thought to 

almost everyone I’ve met—yet one they understand at poem’s end. 

 Slam poets are actively attempting to open minds, using aesthetics to break 

through rational barriers—“disbelief”—so we might all be of one mind about something, 

in that moment.  To do so requires I trust my intuitive instincts when constructing a 

piece—what feels right ultimately trumps what I know to be technically correct—because 

if we feel it in our body, we must trust we can transmit that feeling to others.  And we can 

only test our hypotheses—for example, whether a line is funny or not—against a live, 

interactive audience, discover from them what they think, and then leave the stage and go 

back to the writing desk.  What’s more, in slam, we are affixed to a time limit.  

Attempting to discuss complex subjects in a thorough manner in three minutes presents 

an intense cognitive challenge, and a grasp of the layers of association that exist in 

people’s minds already, and how those associations may be mixed together. 
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Speaking very subjectively, I have found that three 
minutes is almost exactly the right amount of time 
for taking an audience on a little trip with you, 
giving them a glimpse of something they never 
considered before—or better yet, something they 
knew, but didn’t know they knew—and dropping 
them off edified, satisfied, and nodding their heads 
in agreement—saying Yes to something—right 
where you picked them up.  When it works, it’s 
magic. (McCarthy, NPU) 

* 

…words are never fully determined in their 
abstract signification but have meaning only with 
relation to man’s body and to its interaction with 
its surroundings. (Ong, IW, 56) 

Linguistic rhythms are rooted in physiological rhythms—
in muscle, blood, and breath—which are rooted in the air 
and in the ground. (Bringhurst, EBD, 28) 

 When I was in Banff, perhaps the most mind-expanding experience I had 

happened on the fourth day of the program, Thursday, when Stephen Ross Smith led our 

group of sixteen through a workshop on sound poetry.  We all came away thoroughly 

impressed, with a new-found appreciation for the purpose and skills of his form.  We also 

came away more closely bonded than before.  After listening to some recordings of sound 

poems, and learning how to read one on the page, Stephen guided us through some 

exercises.  In one of the first ones, we explored the range of sounds we could make, and 

sensed where in our bodies that sound felt most intense.  We began allowing sound to 

guide how we moved our body parts, and those movements in turn to guide what sounds 

we made, and how we made them. 

The spoken word… is of its very nature a sound, 
tied to the movement of life itself in the flow of 
time. (Ong, IW, 20) 
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That workshop made me, more than ever before, aware of the importance of body and 

voice in making a poem.  In years as an improviser, both performer and coach, I had done 

many similar exercises.  But as an improviser, words—sadly—often take a distant third 

to body and voice in terms of importance.  Working with Stephen gave me a new 

appreciation for embodying the poem. 

 I had first discovered this “Going in” the previous year during the semi-finals in 

Vancouver.  I knew I would perform what, at the time, was my most popular poem: “I 

Love My Vagina.”  In the poem, I talk about how I love my vagina, “even though others 

often laugh at it” for being mal-formed.  Midway through the poem, I switch into an 

attack on those who do not love my vagina—“just because it looks different, they call it a 

dick!”  For me, the intent behind the poem is to draw the audience into an appreciation of 

the common origins of all genitals, no matter how they take form.  As happens with 

genitals, parts of the poem are sexualized.  “With its puckered lips kissing, dizzy from the 

blood rush, my clit, my cunt, other cunts would touch.” 

 Making eye contact with the audience while reading this poem had been making 

me nervous for some time—anxious that members of the audience might mistake my eye 

contact and acknowledgement for an attempt at seduction.  When I realized that, 

according to the poem, I might be suggesting my sexuality to all members of the 

audience, not simply—as I had concerned myself in my hetero-focused fashion—the 

women, my anxiety increased.  Then, the day of semi-finals, I settled with myself.  The 

poem wants to seduce the audience, and, in the anatomy of the poem, a vagina is a vagina 

no matter how penis.  Armed with this understanding, I resolved to “go in” with the 

poem—to allow myself to embody the ambiguity and sexuality of the poem, and accept 
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that if anyone “took it personally,” that was their problem.  That night I found my body 

and voice liberated in the poem—I sang, I danced, I gave everyone the eye.  Since then I 

have added new lines to the poem, to make the message more pointed.  When I fully go 

in with the poem, I feel energy surging through my body, building up through excitement 

in my belly and tension in my arms.  When I reach the climactic “message” moment, the 

lines “Before we were born… we embodied one love” and clasp my hands together, I feel 

energy explode through my arms, my head starts buzzing, and my vision becomes blurry.  

This doesn’t happen every time, but I strive to let myself go there—and under certain 

circumstances, usually outside of competition, it happens.  Most recently I reached that 

point while performing naked in Victoria, during the Poetry in the Raw fundraiser for 

their slam team, and it may have been the most powerful such experience I have had—

certainly with that poem.  I had never been so open, and I found myself physically 

shaken.  But feeling amazing—and, if the comments I received from the other poets and 

some audience members were any indication, I managed to transmit that to others. 

* 

I’m more interested in form as a kind of catapult: an articulating 
skeleton that allows meaning to leap or dance or glide amazing 
distances, taking us along. (Bringhurst, TM, 208) 

Spoken word poets, in theory, are all concerned with how the aesthetic force of 

their presentation affects an understanding with the audience.  In writing for the slam, this 

concern becomes heightened, because poets have little time and fewer means to make an 

impression—thus few poets banter, and high intensity, rapid-fire forms are more 

common.  But, contrary to the wisdom of some elders mine, the slam does not consist 

entirely of “people declaiming rant and nonsense.”  There’s certainly rant, and certainly 
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nonsense, but I have also found fully embodied thinking about the nature of humanity, 

and the world—or what I consider philosophy with a hammer. 

Maybe it’s about time we all dropped a little tab of 
acid on the bloodhungry tongues of the sunrise 
to reveal ourselves as the fragile, vulnerable, and 
exposed mutants of stars that we are. 

When I first encountered Nietzsche’s “philosophy with a hammer” in Twilight of the 

Idols, or How One Philosophizes with a Hammer, I interpreted him to mean a 

philosophy that smashes and destroys, clearing space for creation of new values perhaps.  

But as I began considering philosophy with a hammer in relation to slam, I began to see 

further meanings. 

 The head of a hammer condenses the kinetic energy available in the swing of an 

arm to enhance the delivery of force to a targeted point.  Poets and storytellers routinely 

condense as many layers of meaning as possible into one form to increases the 

significance of their work.  The greater the condensation of meaning, the greater the 

force of impact—the aim being to say the most with the least.  Oral language always 

functions on such economy of form.  Yet there are many forms of hammer, intended for 

many different functions. 

 For example, there are your framing hammers and claw hammers—what might be 

considered the prototypical variety—used for precision blows, typically driving nails 

into wood. 

Sometimes, 
no matter how it’s described, 
the act of making love can be closest 
to the image of hope the world holds 
its breath for, 
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and even a one-night stand’s passion 
can surpass a bedroom’s walls. 

  Sasha Langford 

But right now 
North America’s just a fucked up 
fancy restaurant 
and I’m looking forward to the day 
when I can’t get a reservation. 

  Zaccheus Jackson 

Then you have your sledgehammers, heavy and blunt, distributing force over a wide 

area. 

for that mess, that slick, that blood and cum 
and song of what the body wants is the very 
thing that made us, 
so how dare we, how dare I, call what 
bellows in my body anything 
but God 

   Tara Hardy 

Do not let a moment go by that doesn’t remind you 
that your heart beats 900 times a day 
that there are enough gallons of blood to make you 
an ocean— 
do not settle for letting these waves settle, 
and for the dust to collect in your veins. 

     Anis Mojgani 

There are also rock hammers, used typically by rock enthusiasts (geologists) and fossil 

hunters, in order to break away the surfaces to see what might lie beneath. 

There must be something wonderful in this here world 
But sometimes hope feels like balancing dust particles on a beam 
of light 
So on a bad day, I opened my encyclopedia to look up the Seven 
Wonders of the World. 
What I found were lists that disputed lists: 
there are wonders of the ancient world, 
wonders of the modern world, 
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there are seven wonders of the underwater world— 
apparently the wonders of this world are without end. 
And so, taking a pencil from behind my ear, and licking the tip, I 
added my own twenty-years of research to the list. 
In the margin of the V through W volume I wrote: 
 The Seven Wonders of This Here World 
 Compiled by Lucia Misch 

Of course, as everywhere, there are gavels, and no shortages of judges imbued with the 

authority to wield them. 

And they will take one look at me, and agree 
that they should run away 
until I and all other men learn to pull our heads out of 
the sand 
and our other head out of the ostrich’s ass 

   RC Weslowski 

And, mortal foes of the law-keepers, we find doctors wielding reflex 

mallets. 

This is a story about a boy. 
A little gay, retarded boy. 

   RC Weslowski 

That’s right, I said it: 
a fuckin jerk in a wheelchair. 

     Zaccheus Jackson  

The thing about heartbreak is 
it’s not unlike shoving a bag of rocks shoved up 
your ass 

   Tara Hardy  

To pay our respects, where respects are due, we should recall the ancestor of all 

hammers—a sharpened stone, likely used to split bones to suck the marrow from them. 

I want to fuck you, 
like the rich fuck the poor: 
at an institutional level, with 
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no inhibitions, with 
no regrets. 

 Sasha Langford 

God I love JAA-AZZ music!... 
Makes me wanna 
stroke my soul patch, 
light a cigarello, 
snap my fingers on the offbeat 
and wag my head back and forth at varying speeds until the song 
ends— 
23 minutes later. 

 Chris Masson  

But I couldn’t get far in my hammering without recourse to my favorite hammer of all—a 

small bronze mallet that hangs in my family home between two bronze chimes, for the 

purpose of ringing said chimes to call the family to dinner.  The dinner bell hammer, I 

call it. 

Dear Sasquatch, 
I have no address for you so I’m reading this open letter at 
open mics and poetry slams— 
I know it will reach you eventually. 
You’re the kind of creature who comes to events like these 
and sits in the corner, writing confessional poetry. 
Sasquatch, if you’re here, please, stand up, 
and tell us your story. 

    Chris Gilpin 

And these are just a few.  The hammer is one of the most common and widely used tools.  

Poems and stories, similarly, are found everywhere there are humans to tell each other 

about the world.  Just like hammers, they drive home the nails that hold together the 

structure of our world—our stories—or smash through detritus to clear space for new 

growth, or, sometimes, call us together for our daily bread.  
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 Still, a more serious or analytical person might question why hammers are so 

important, and what value philosophy with a hammer has.  What are, after all, the 

implications of philosophizing with a hammer?  Why not philosophize with a blanket? 

(as appears to be the popular method today).  The answer, perhaps, might be obvious to 

anyone who has chewed through any amount of the jargon that currently stratifies 

academia, keeping each field contained from each other within separate little linguistic 

bubbles.  We are killing a lot of trees wasting space on nonsense words.  Where two 

pages of poetry would do, scholars are substituting twenty pages of mumbo-jumbo.  

Where a single subjective story might provide the bridge connecting disparate meanings, 

knowledge is being drawn and quartered for the sake of “objectivity.”  People are 

dispersed, disconnected, and, for the most part, disillusioned.  No one seems to 

understand how to apply knowledge to the betterment of our immediate communities, 

largely because few are now taught how to express what has been learned to others who 

have not learned how to speak as they do.  Even when those others are fellow academics.  

Worst of all, Western academia persists in a Greco-Latin economy of thought in a time 

when education in Greek or Latin has all but ceased, in a time when the spoken word, and 

the ability to speak plainly, are rising to prominence. 

In the modern curriculum we have fragmented the world 
into bits and pieces called disciplines and subdisciplines.  
As a result, after 12 or 16 or 20 years of education, most 
students graduate without any broad integrated sense of the 
unity of things. (Orr, LR, 54) 

 But a slam approach to language, an approach that values the embodied form of a 

thought as much as the content of the thought therein, and that values accessibility, 

allows us to cross linguistic and conceptual boundaries, collapsing multiple mental spaces 
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into one—hammering home our meaning in condensed points.  Speaking integrates, 

stories integrate, metaphor integrates.  “The fact is we live in a disintegrating culture” 

(Orr, LR, 55), one that pushes us apart from one another while whitewashing all of us.  At 

their best, in slams, and through slam poetics, people come together, integrating with one 

another into a community, while maintaining the integrity of the individual voice.  As 

philosophers of the hammer, we are active thinkers-in-the-body, participants in the world 

around us, not lying beneath blankets before the fire, sleepy, dreamlike, peaceful—fading 

from consciousness of this world. 

Things that we know to be different, and might suppose to 
have nothing in common, are vividly linked by the simplest 
possible trick: by matching and mirroring colors or shapes.  
The mechanics of metaphor are excruciatingly simple, like 
binary math, and can nevertheless give wonderfully subtle 
and complex results. (Bringhurst, TM, 117) 

* 

 Bathroom stalls are always first come, first serve, so naturally the stall wall forms 

a competitive environment, in which many voices strive to make their presence felt—

anarchist symbols, crude jokes, graff tags, political commentary, shit witticisms, public 

shamings of individuals—some riding over each other, scrambling for prominence.  

Some stalls are more competitive than others, just as some are more given to intense 

angry or hateful messages, while others are filled with attempts at humor.  And almost 

anywhere writing is on the wall, there can be found critical commentary at its side, 

faithful as ever.  Our noise against the silence of whitewashed walls brings us together, 

supports us when we’re feeling mired in a shithole world.  We tell our stories, we share 

our knowings, we fling our theses like wet spaghetti.  See if they’ll stick to the walls.  But 

even when they do, our writing is never permanent.  It comes in and out of existence—
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painted or written over, scratched out, or demolished—kept alive only in the memories of 

others, to be written, once more, on another canvas. 

 Sound exists only in the moment of its utterance, felt even as it goes out of 

existence.  We embody our truths on stage, attempting to draw others into the moment of 

our poems, to transmit how we feel the world.  Truths that the human body feels will 

always be heard in some form.  Our part is but to keep them alive.  In this way, the slam, 

like any oral community, speaks as a voice that is many individual voices joined together 

to create space for words to be heard. 

…poetry began as an oral art and that is still its natural home….  Better 
just to say we’ve been away a long time, we’re sincerely grateful to those 
who kept the game going in our absence, and now we’re back to reclaim 
our rightful place at the table. (Jack McCarthy, NPU) 
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They paint these walls 

to stop our pens, 
 

 

 

 

 

But the shithouse poets 
 

 

 

 

 

have struck again! 



  56 

Making the Love-Thing with the Source-Place 
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