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Young poets beautifully honest on stage

Team chosen for national poetry slam contest in New York
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Alone on the stage with a notebook and microphone, Amber Shelly told her audience what poetry is not to
her. It's not, she said, reaching into her wounded soul, making sure the creative writing classes are paying
off; it's not "emo-girl" with hair-in-her-face kind of poetry.

Instead, the pregnant 18-year-old compared her poetry to epileptic seizures, words exploding out of bile, the
muscles of her tongue locking.

When the poets started performing at the Ypsilanti Area Youth Poetry Slam it was clear these were not the
poets of yore, pining longingly with flowery words beneath their berets. Sure, they talked about broken hearts
and endless beauty. But it was delivered in cadenced rhythms, like gunfire from the stage, honest and
sometimes ugly.

Beauty in forgotten corners, loss of innocence, drugs, pregnancies, commercial gangster rappers,
unbreakable strength and everything else imaginable tied into metaphors that showed both the youth and the
maturity of the 15- to 19-year-old performers. The competition was sponsored by Ozone House, and staged
Jan. 19 at the Morris Lawrence Building on the Washtenaw Community College Campus.

"Poetry gives them an opportunity to express creatively and certainly an opportunity to interact with the
community in a positive way - something that's not always present," said Rodney Fryar, the outreach and
education coordinator for Ozone House. "l think sometimes it can be surprising for adults in the community to
realize that this talent and desire to contribute is out there."

Fryar said hearing the poets can often be enlightening because of the subject matter.

"Some people may not know that this is what these kids - kids in their neighborhoods - are facing," Fryar
said.

Five judges were chosen at random from the audience. Each assigned the poets' performances scores from
1 to 10. The highest and lowest scores were dropped. The top six poets at the slam earned a spot on the
team that will represent Ypsilanti at the Brave New Voices National Slam competition in New York City from
April 25 to 30.

It takes more than well-placed words to be a winning poet, said Colleen O'Brien, director of youth
development at Ozone House.

"l think content is always huge," O'Brien said. "Stage presence is also really important. When we go into a
competition, it's usually style, swagger, that sets them apart. It's somewhat of a theatrical display. It's how
you choose to really make the audience feel what you're saying.






