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Every issue of The Writer will help you become the writer 
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Rhythmic and rowdy (excerpt)
Courtney E. Martin
 
The rise of spoken-word poetry
 
It was Friday night at the Nuyorican Poets' Cafe in New York City. The audience was 
packed so tightly that personal space became a moot point. Emmanuel Xavier took to the 
tiny stage, just inches away from audience members seated on the floor in the front row. He 
began what would become a journey via everyone's favorite vehicle at the cafe--poetry. It 
was a 20-minute awakening to the poet's hard times and new hopes. 
 
Xavier recited poetry about his family, steeped in the brokenness that typifies many homes, 
dwelling in the ugly places of fathers who abuse and abandon and mothers who fail 
complacently. He read poetry about his heritage--the strange and beautiful mix of his Latino 
roots and his New York City experiences--and about his sexuality. 
 
He performed after Sept. 11, so his last piece--a comment on what it means to be 
American--was especially powerful. Before beginning his reading, he wrapped himself in an 
American flag. Nestled in the folds of the red, white and blue, he moved the audience with 
words about how complex and multi-dimensional American-ness is. He urged those around 
him--who by now were witnesses to his art and his life--to resist the narrow definition of 
what it means to belong here, in America. 
 
In many ways, his call to redefine American-ness mirrors the spoken-word poetry 
phenomenon, a call to redefine poetry. Spoken-word, or performed, poetry can be traced 
back to a number of cultural movements--the Beat Movement of the '40s and '50s, the 
Black Arts Movement of the '50s, and hip-hop music of the '80s and '90s.
 
This article is from the May  2002 issue of The Writer. To view the table of contents of this 
issue, click here.
 

 

 

 

 
Market of the day 

Find new markets for 
your writing, updated 
daily from our database 
of more than 3,000 
publishers and 
publications. More >> 

 
The Writer Books 

Browse our catalog of 
books on writing, 
featuring The Writer's 
Handbook 2005. More 
>>

 
Affiliate Program 

Join our affiliate 
program and earn 30% 
on every net sale 
generated from your 
Web site. More >>
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