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a reading space like he's just broken out of a straitjacket.”

Cafe Society

- The New, Guerrilla Poets Act Out
at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe.

It's Friday night, November .30, at the | everybody, cause it’s going to happen to
Nuyorican Poets Cafe and Mike Tyler is | everyone. *Eek, there’s women around!’
ving to read a new poem. He has sat
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Atrniigh.f I snuggle up close (o the warm

Street across from his apartment, which,
because “that was where the typewriter
was,” had become a gathering place for
writers. “*The cafe was an extension of my

bought the building for $10,000.

Then began the dark ages—the "80s. In
1981, HUD granted the cafe $350,000 for
renovations. Algarin made the fateful deci-
sion to alfow the city’s Department of Gen-
eral Services to administer the funds and
-supervise the work themselves. In the
spring of 1982, the cafe closed “temporar-
ily” for renovations. It was closed for al-
most six years, and the cafe’s directors
charge that as much destruction as con-
struction was done during that time.

~“When they gave me back the keys in Janu-

ary 1988, it was a shell,” Algarin recalls.
The meney had all been spent on securing
the foundation of the building. The heating
system and bathrooms that had been in-
stalled before the city took over had been
destroyed. “1 was stunned,” Algarin says. “I
didn’t know what to do.” )

The final blow came that June, when
Miky Pinero died.

Just once before I die

I'wanttoclimbupona

tenement sky

to dream my lungs out till

Icry

then scatter my ashes thru

the Lower East Side )

—excerptfrom “A Lower East Side
Poem,” Miguel Pifiero

On Halloween 1988, Pifiero’s friends scat-
tered his ashes in a ceremony outside the
cafe. At a party afterward at poet Roland
4 egiardiLaura’s apartmeny, Legiardi-Laura
and Bob Holman approached Algarin about
reopening the cafe. “Miguel had been so
depressed over what had happened to his
cafe,” Holman remembers. ““At this mo-
ment of incredible release, we began the
process of investigating what had gone on
during these vears of so-called renovation
and also energizing ourselves to get the
place reopened.” Miguel Pifiero’s picture
now stands in a shrine behind the cafe’s
bar. “The cafe came back to life over the
death of Miguel Pifiero,” Legiardi-Laura
says. “He really is a sort of guiding spirit
and major troublemaker in all of our
minds.”

The Nuyorican Poets Cafe reopened in
October 1989, with one bathroom, no heat,
and the antique bar that had been brought
over from East 6th Street on a garbage
truck. It was run by five directors: Algarin,
Holman, Legiardi-iaura, Correa, and writ-
er and longtime cafe patron Lois Griffith,
Theyhad ambitious plans for the building’s
five floors, incloding workshops, a media
center, and a poets’ hotel. “Here was a
whole building that we had that no one else
could take away from us and that we could
develop in any way we wanted—far, by,
and about poetry,” Legiardi-Laura says.
“It’s probably the only building on the
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It's Friday night, November .30, at the
Nuyorican Poets Cafe and Mike Tyler is
ying to read a new poem. He has sat

ey (“I couldn’t stand it; I'm an asshole™),
and watched three fledgling poets compete
in the poetry slam. But there’s a long list of
people ahead of him on the open room’s
sign-up sheet, and he can’t wait anymore.
So Tyler takes his poem outside to 3rd
. Street. With a few friends watching, *“the
Iggy Pop of poetry” uses the flatbed of a
“truck for a stage on which 1o pace and
prewl. Tyler doesn’t recite “V Is for Dot
‘Dot Dot,” he exorcises it like it was the
demon within. On the poem’s last lines—

- {-tright now/under hot/young American/

“hoping not/V is for Vietnam”—he springs
10.the top of a wire fence, then dives 10 the
- sidewalk, landing on his left arm. Which
| breaks at the elbow. .
" Welcome to the new poetry, so urgent in
its need to break from tradition and get the
words out that sometimes it tries to defy
gravity. -
Walk around the Lower East Side any
=night and chances are you'll find a poetry
‘feading. It may not look like one—the poet
ay be accompanying himself or herself on
Keyboard, or working the audience for
Taughs like a comedian. The new poets are
guerrilias, using whatever weapons are at
hand. “The world is changing and it’s hap-
pening first in the arts. It's certainly hap-

{-pening in the poetry that I see,” Bob Hol-

1an, one of five codirectors of the
“Nuyorican Poets Cafe, says. “The fight is

:ally about gay and nonwhite artists taking
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through a play, walked out on Robert Cree- |

|- everybody, €aust: 1L5. golng - Hapiyrears. B

everyone. ‘Eek, there’s women around” "

At night I snuggle up close o the warm
biite glow of images provided for
everyone by a select few

Listen, they've packaged a shopping
mall so small you can only visit it
with a Video Walkperson, a cellular

_phone and a Visa card

The world is changing, but we're not

We're stuck in a commercial for Life

Trying to figure out who [o give the
money to

When, surprise! There is no money

I's 1990

& Nelson Mandela is free!

—excerpt from “1990,” Bob Holman

Two years ago, urban poets crawled out of
the hiding places they had dived into when
Ronald Reagan was elected president and
began a clandestine war of resistance. Re-
fusing to just say no, they fired words at the
soft underbelly of ;the bloated American
 beast that had tried;to smother them, giving
- voice to the homeless, the immigrants, the

minorities, the people with AIDS they

found half-buried around them. As the,

economy declined, they took vows of pov-
erty. And when the U.S. went to war 10
protect its consumptive lifestyle, poets real-
ized the stakes were that much higher and
pumped up the volume of their protest.

With its multicultural programs, ram-
bunctious poetry slams, and antiwar mara-
thon readings, the Nuyorican Poets Cafe
has been the guerrillas’ home base. Poet
and playwright Miguel Algarin founded the

ower. And that’s what scares the pants off

ca_fe in 1974 ir_l an old Irrish bar on East 6th
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because “that was where the typewriter
was.” had become a gathering place for
writers. “The cafe was an exlension of my
living room at first—my living room and
all the wondrous people that came into it
and made it a literary salon,” Algarin says.

Earlier that year. Algarin and Miguel Pi-
fiero had edited Nuyorican Poetry, an an-
thology of Puerto Rican poets. Nuyorican
was a word they had heard people calling
them when they landed in the airport on a
visit to Puerte Rico. “It's the islanders’
name for a New York Puerto Rican who
comes back speaking fluent English,” Al-
garin says. “It’s an islander putdown of the
main continent Puerto Rican. It was our
way of subverting intent.” In the wake of
the Young Lords and '70s nationalism, the
cafe offered Puerto Ricans a place to nur-
ture their culture. With the Broadway run
and film of his play Short Eves and his roles
in- several movies, Pifiero was the cafe’s
celebrity. He shared his success with the
neighborhood, casting Loisaida families in
his plays and generally spreading the
wealth. “When Miky had money, everyone

_had money,” cafe codirector Willie Correa

remembers.

As the cafe grew, so did the block. Soon
the Nuyoricans’ raucous readings and all-
night WBAI radio broadcasts were drawing
complaints from the neighbors. The cafe
had outgrown its space as well, which. was
becoming structurally unsound. In 1980 it
moved into a building on East 3rd Street
that Algarin thought belonged-to L.a Mama
director Ellen Stewart. When it turned out
the city had claimed it for back taxes, he

develop in any way we wanted—for, by,

_

and aboul poetry,” Legiardi-Laura says.
“[t's probably the only building on the
plane{ hiké that.,”

Holman and Legiardi-Laura were new
and creative forces for the cafe. Holman in
particular brought in programs like the po-
ets-in-concert series—three-night stands for
“famous” poets like Amiri Baraka and
Robert Creeley—and the poetry slam, a
contest where poets’ readings are scored by
audience judges (an idea Holman borrowed
from a Chicago space). With Holman as the
enthusiastic, sharp-witted MC, the slam
quickly began drawing crowds. More im-
portantly, it began unearthing new poets.

“] felt our audience was basically going
10 be people in their thirties or foriies who
would remember the poetry of the old cafe
and of the Beats and who would want to
come by and hear these masters in a nice
sctting with music around,” Holman says.
“Only to discover that while I'd been out
on the road, the crossover that I'd dreamed
about of black, Latino, Asian, and white
young poets infused by rap, full of perfor-
mance, and with a politics that was from
the heart of their hearts, had been gathering
at some poetry spots around town and
wouldn’t  mind moving mto the Poets
Cafe.” ‘

In the complete breakdown af

evervthing :
the guy that promtises you nothing -
is a good guy ) L
in the complete breakdown of evei
- the guy that pronises young i,
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Founding father: Miguel Algarin

and gives you less
is a hero

in the complete breakdown of everylhmg
the guy that promises you nothing

.and gives you less
and kicks your teethout . - ... .. . w4
is a saint
—excerpt from “The Complete
Breakdown of Everything,”
Mike Tyler

To most Americans, the idea of poetry as a
revolutionary standard-bearer probably
seems odd; in the popular imagination, po-
etry equals boring. It hasn’t always been
this way. In ancient Greece, poets were
philosophers and historians. In Latin
America and Eastern Europe, they are re-
vered leaders and statespeople. Poetry, be-
cause it depends on language and nothing
but, is a primary, universal art form: Wher-
ever people write or talk, there is poetry.
Except, it seemed, in Reagan's America.
The poet’s role in this country has always
been uncertain: they have been visionaries
{(Whitman, Williams), dissidents (Pound,
Ginsberg), and popular heroes (Frost, cum-
mings, - Sexton). In the 1950s, the Beats
mads posiry hip, even if their smug other-
ness was half rebellion and half snobbery.

Weakened bv its inzularitv. noetrv frae.

PIPERIRI P PRI IS0,
went to t lS private place which is a piece
of paper,” Bonati says. “It’s a little thmg

| Tt’s got depth, it's got four corners, it’s a |
composition. [ can make an enormous |

structure on something this big, with a pen-
cil and a piece of paper. And no one’s going
to tell me how to-doit. I'm not going to get
graded on it, I'm not going to get produced
or not produced, I don’t have to audition
for it. That might' be partially why this

_[poetry] thing has taken off, because it’s

representative of freedom., It's personal
freedom. It’s a placé where Yyou can go and
explode based on what you've written on
this little piece of paper, your own personal
stage/world.”

- Here I was dancing while the young
dark one in the wheelchair
loomed from under his post brain
- aperation
helmet.

The dikeness of a football hero
but for the stillness.

Then I crept away to
steal his image for my song.
—~untitled, Gina Bonati

Galb Schilke is a visual artist who moved to

New York the year Reagan was clected be-
cause “it made me feel nervous and I felt
powerless in Maine.” She spent the decade
w;thdrawn and, increasingly, wntmg |
WAS Very “isolated” duiing the *80s “cause
there was so much crap going on that was
scary to watch: the rampant consumerism,
the whole yuppie thing--all of that was just
so out of control—and at the same time the
other side of it, watching what was happen-
ing with crack, with the homeless situation.
You just wanted to stay in, you didn’t want
to go out and look at this because it was
really horrifying.”

After eight years, Gail Schilke felt she
had to share the tense, sexual poems she
had been writing. She began reading her
work at Matthew Courtney’s Sunday open
mike at ABC No Rio; around this time, she
met people like Mike Tyler, Gina Bonati,
the young poets of the Dark Star Crew, and
Paul Skiff, an artist who runs the Knot
Room series with Bonati. The second phase
of the development of a poetry scene began
at ABC, where writers gathered 1o test out
their work It was a place where artisis who
didn’t belong anywhere else could develop
a sense of community. “For a lot of these

neanle nastry wae tha anly swne shoc ceeald
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made poaxtry hip, even if their smug other-
ness was half rebellion and haif snobbery.
Weakened by its insularity, poetry frag-
mented inta diffarent cchosls in tha '40s,
Increasingly divided in the conlemporary
spinout of American culture {Tyler: “Post-

~modernism: that's another piece of conser-

vatism hiding as an exciting idea”), the
poetry scene had completely fallen apart by
the "80s. Demoralized poets tucked them-
selves away in graduale writing programs
and literary journals, far from the public
eye (and ear)—abandoning the public fo-
rum to the Great. Communicator, -

“I want to communicate a different idea
now,” Tyler says.

The first phase of the new poetry oc-
curred unseen. Even before the NEA began
politicizing s screening of grants, the '80s
were 2 hostile time for antists—especially
young artists—to develop. their work. The
conservative atmosphere squelched notions
of idealism, bohemianism, and creativity;
those whose art reacted against that atmo-
sphere often found themselves rejected
even by arts organizations. Driven inside,
and unknown to each other, artists began to
write.

“I found it rather painful not to be ac-
cepted by people in the arts community,”
Gina' Bonati says. Bonati is a dancer who
writes delicate lyric poetry and runs the
reading series at the Knitiing Factory’s
Knot Room. “I've often felt like I would

-teally love to be accepted. I've tried. And it

was this huge sort of painful release to
come to a place where I give up. I'm tired
of trying to be in your living room and eat
your Ritz crackers. You don’t want me here
so I'm not going to be here. I'll just do this
on this little piece of paper here in my
corner.”

Artists seem to have started writing in a
fit of desperation—Ilike cornered animals
resorting to primal protective behavior. <]

heir work. Tt 'was a'place Where artists who
didn’t belong anywhere else could develop
a sense of community. “For a ioi of these
people, poetry was the only way they could
tell the truth, becguse sverything slse wos -
killed,” Tyler says. “It was like going to
church every Sunday, with a bunch of other
believers,” Schilke recalls.

Schilke and her ilk weren't simply look-
ing for support, however; they wanted to
cemmunicate ideas that they thought had
been repressed for too long, “It was reaily a
rage at wanting to point out what { saw
were some truths,” she remembers. *] think
that's the role of the poet—to be a truth
telier.” Few of these new poets have cre-
ative writing MFAs, so they had no loyalty
1o any poetry school. Rather, they were
frustrated artists who had turned fo lan-
guage as a vehicle of expression and who
wanted to get their message across any way
possible, without regard for the rules, eti-
quette, or purity of verse. They went so far
as to call themselves the St. Clark’s Anti-
Poetry Project, a poetry collective dedicat-
ed 10 supporting nontraditional voices, be-
cause, as founder Schilke says, “I went to
one too many boring poctry readings at St.
Mark’s.”

For 25 years, the Poetry Project at St.
Mark’s Church has been a premier source
of and forum for poets. Yet inevitably, in
the eyes of some, it has also become an
institution. “The wonderful optimism of
the Nuyoricans is, change comes from the
streets,” Paul Skiff, who was once booted
out of an open reading at St. Mark’s, says.
“The whole society is constantly mutating;
it’s breaking down, decaying, and building
at the same time. In order to respond to
that and be in that and be a part of that and
contribute to it, you can’t be in an institu-
tion. That’s another way of being isolated.
That’s in a sense more isolated from the
actual conditions than going in your corner
and living on your own private piece of




o Th I t space: a poetry reading in progress at the Nuyorican

paper.”
In 1964, Amiri Baraka dropped out of

the Village poetry scene because he felt that -

it was speaking to an exclusive, and primar-
ily white, audience. Today's poets think he
was right. “The idea of St. Clark’s was to
offer voices that are dynamic but disenfran-
chised, and to particularly reach out—be-
cause so much of this stuff is being run by
straight white men—to writers who don’t
fall in that category,” Schilke says. When
Schilke, who now books the Wednesday
night program at the Nuyorican, ran the
reading series at the Knitting Factory from

- August of 1989 10 June 1390, she says, “1

would only have a certain number of white
boys read, regardless of how good their
work was, because it's been heard cnough,
that same voice over and over again.”

L [N SR -

people come bring themselves to your
words in a way they haven’t been asked to
do before—whatever rhetorical attitude
you're using, whether you're commanding
them or seducing them or fooling them into
it—there doesn’t seem to be much purpose
to offering what you have to say.”

The readings at the Nuyorican Poets
Cafe don’t always look like poetry. Jennifer
Blowdryer, smut goddess of the Lower East
Side, frequently performs with rock musi-
cians. Miguel Algarin, the handsome, gray-
haired, barrel-chested Nuyorican original,
declaims his poems in 2 booming, com-
manding voice, often breaking into song.
The Poets 4 have a jazz pianist. And Mike
Tyler hurtles into a reading space like he’s
just broken out of a straiyjacket but is still
Eocked in a loony b:n jumpmg onto chairs,
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| AveLAR B0 10 June 17U, she says, U1 ]

would only have a certain number of white
boys read, regardiess of how good their
work was, because it's been heard enough,
that same voice over and over again.”

Yet in 15 emphasis on readings, the cur-
rent scene does owe a debt to St. Mark's:
The new poetry flows more out of an oral
tradition than a wrilten one. But its imme-
diate antecedents are rap and performance
art, not language poets or imagists. Poets
like Paul Beatty, the 1990 winner of the
Nuyorican poetry stam, whose first book is
the debut publication of the Nuyorican Po-
ets Cafe Press, and Bob Hoiman, a/k/a the
Plain White Rapper,.are explicitly inspired
by the wordplay, language, and rhythms of
rap. Holman remembers the night in 1980
when he was dancing at the cafe and some-
one put on Kurtis Blow’s “The Breaks™: “1
stopped in my tracks on the dancefloor.
This was an apocalyptic moment for me,
hearing a poem that people were dancing
t0.” ‘
Although litzines like Tyler's 4merican
Idealism Rag and the New York-based Big
Cigars publish many of the new poets, so
far the work has mainly developed around
readings. In part, this 15 because poets are
trying to reach a nonliterate society. “The
role of the artist is to aggravate and agi-
tate,” Schilke says. “But if you’re saying or
pointing out really disturbing things, then
you also have to find a2 way to make that
palatable so people can hear it. I don’t
mean to say that people should just be
entertained, but I think-it’s extremely im-
portant that entertainment is part of the
delivery of the message.”

“1 look at doing a reading as a civil
disturbance,” Skiff says. “If you can’t make

manding voice, often breaking into song.
The Poets 4 have a jazz pianist. And Mike
Tyler hurtles into a reading space like he’s
Jjust broken out of a straitjacket but is still
locked in a loony bin, jumping onto chairs,
running intc walls, dropping his pants.
“I'm trying to re-create the poetic mo-
ment,” Tyler explains. “If I can make it as
it happens be like I'm writing it—that same
instance/thing that's flying through me—
then it’s going to be exciting.”

Tyler and Blowdryer are sometimes
called performance poets; some purists
cven say their work isn’t poetry. Cover pub-
lisher Jeff Wright gave Tyler a zero at a
slam because he said he couldn’t hear the
poem through Tyler’s antics. (Tyler re-
sponds to such critics 'in his poem “Sugges-
tion Box™: * ‘If you didn’t move around so
much/I could listen to your poetry/If |
didn’t move around 50 much/you wouldn’t
even bother with/you couldn’t listen to my
poetry/you just wouldn’t listen/to my poet-
1y.”) Holman and Schilke think of perfor-
mance artists as the first guerrilla poets. ©“I
think poetry has not been generous and
therefore has lost some of the people who
could have been declared poets,” Holman
says. “It’s spawned a whole new art, perfor-
mance art, because of its feelings of
exclusivity,” '

“Poetry is just 2 word for me for the | |-
actively engaged use of words,” Legiardi-

Laura says. “Finding ways to make words
real, to make them part of your life, and to
make war with them. One great thing about
the cafe and poetry itself is it’s a great way
in our society to make trouble, 1o distort, to
shake. We tend to bury our writers in a
cacophony, this tremendous din of media
and noise and sex and the oppression of the
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markel, Yhars sl struggle. here, therstrug-|

‘gle to find yourself, find,a way out of-that
muck. And drag a few people with you.”
Mike Tyler has a vision of poetry as pop
culture. “I want to be the first poet to play
Madison Squaré¢ Garden,” he says. “When
I tell people who have no interest in poetry

. what it is, I say, look, have you ever closed

.| the door of your bathroom, turned off the
lights, the towels are kind of wet; there’s a-

musty smell, you start jacking off, and sud-

denly you feet aware of yourself? That’s a |

poetic moment. I think poetry of all the arnt
forts can match that moment more purely
than any other.” - o S

Listen, 1 know how to make pretty
You boys are easier than you think
But Fdon't want it that way

1 want to shove it in your Jace
Wake you up then get you lost
I'want to part you fike ariver

And spread my words

Inside of you

—from *“Los Bravos™ by Gail Schilke

side schedule of readings, has been receiv-
ing record numbers of listings. And the
readings are not confined to Lower East
- Side spaces; they're popping up all across
town, and Chicago, San Francisco, and Los
Angeles have recently had poetry booms as
well. Still, the most radically new poetry is
probably coming from Loisaida. “The only
way to keep this place or this world from
being owned is to try and understand as
many differences as possible,” Skiff says,
“That’s what's unique about this area: It's a
place to come and disagree, a place to come
~and assert your differences. There’s a de-
gree of toleration and that’s a form of
appreciation.”

The Nuyorican Pocts Cafe is the only
space dedicated primarily 10 words; be-
cause it is owned by a poet, there is a sense

the literary community, and its base in
multicultural tradition, also make the cafe
the perfect home of the new poetry. “The

[ Ttve tesurigence Bl podity 56 A RaBE

; : i'ihtin.spirit is v Ppus,”
| The Poetry Calendar, New “York's broad:" f a %'gm,

that it belongs to poets. Its historic ties to-

sa
- giardi-Laura, who ma Azul, "@bou
the honored role of the poet in Nicaraguan
culture. “The Nuyorican Cafe is based in
Puerto Rican culture but the deeper spirit
is an openness and a generosity and accep-
tance of all the poetries that are out there.
It's the kind of place where any wandering
bard and bardette and person who needs to
say something can get up and say it. It’s

also a place where poetry is not sacred. |

don’t want to sound too noble or heroic or
epic here. It's really a place where you can
have a lot of fun and get nauseous and
throw .up on stage.”

“Nuyorican poetry has a vitality, a mus-
cularity, drive, and performance orienta-
tion that is still there,” Algarin says. “The
slams go along with the performance value
that we put on poetry from the get, from
Lucky CienFuegos, Miguel Pifiero, and my-
self standing on street corners with conga
players, declaiming poetry. Nuyorican
meant poetry for the people, by the people,
and that’s still what we’ve got. We’re still a

"economic hard times. Bug somehow, the

wowwnh York Puerto
Ricd" name &d a’ or poetry that goes
across the ethnic boundaries,”

. The question now is, can the cafe and its
poets survive and prosper? Poetry, after all,
is no way to make a living. Although Al-
garin owns the building, the Nuyorican has
worked up a sizable debt from renovations,
Its programming includes not merely read-
ings, but publishing, theater productions,
jazz performances, and wonderful meals
prepared by bartender Cleoh, Future plans
include a media center and a poets’ hotel.
Such ambitions may not be in step with the

cafe keeps fighting
“ecstatic struggle.”

**The basic guerritla doctrine is as long as
you exist you've won,” Paul Skiff says. “As.
long as you maintain your -voice, that's a
victory. It’s like Mike Tyler in his wonder-
fully puerile way saying, ‘I always win.’
Underneath that is, because I can think this
way. You can’t daminate my mind. There
are no illegal thoughts here.” [ |
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