
In Defence of the German Poetry Slam 

  

I. Haven 

 

Poetry slam, more commonly known as slam poetry in the English-speaking word, has long 

been one of the most derided disciplines in the German literary landscape – so much even that its 

literary status is commonly under dispute. At the beginning of the last decade, just as the form had 

made the jump from a sub-cultural to a bona-fide mainstream phenomenon, literary critics chose to 

interpret this mainstream success as a populist appeal at odds with both subversive potential and 

artistic value. Poetry slam, as was the dominating view in those years, favours the event itself over 

the imprint of the individual performer, shallowness and frivolity over the aesthetic challenge, the 

transient over the lasting. Early studies of the phenomenon have argued that the high-octane but 

necessarily fleeting nature of each such event, with its fast succession of performers, the narrow 

time limits and the competitive structure, made poetry slam symptomatic of the state of literature in 

a world dominated by the just as fast-paced but shallow mass-media, demanding and facilitating a 

short attention span and a generally dispersed interest. The aged, perhaps out-of-touch cultural 

gatekeepers were not the only ones who took issue; young people, the aesthetically ironic but 

politically conscious, the digitally connected, the ones at the frontiers of countercultural discourses 

and alternative lifestyles were similarly fast to deny poetry slam any coolness. Such offhand 

derision has grown less frequent, and the topic itself perhaps less interesting, but still the hip and 

bohème, such as the taz.de columnist Hengameh Yaghoobifarah and the writers at Vice.de, insist 

that the very form itself is undeserving of respect or attention. The German poetry slam, they say, is 

merely a stiflingly white and middle-class derivative of the American slam poetry scene, itself a 

haven for People of Colour, LGBT people and otherwise marginalized groups, whereas the haven 

that German poetry slam offers is safe primarily for those who lack the charisma and talent for rap, 

for “real” acting, for “real” literature. When Julia Engelmann performed her viral hit poem “One 

Day (Reckoning Text)” on the talk show of Markus Lanz, moving the notoriously uncool host to 

tears, the unoriginal, the simplistic, and the sappy of the form seemed to have finally found a home 

within the German media landscape, having become a laughing stock whose very success was 

deemed to be an embarrassment. Poetry slam as literary Schlager. 

I remember the derision, the annoyance and the slight sting of shame from when that video of 

Julia Engelmann went viral back in 2014. I know it from firsthand experience. I was nineteen then, 

active in the poetry slam scene for about a year but yet foundering and unsure of myself, struggling 

to venture out of the small local scene of the northern German town that I live in and the even 

smaller towns around it. Some months before the Engelmann video became ubiquitous I had written 



and frequently performed a text that used the same line from a then-popular pop song, yet in a 

decidedly cynical, angry, perhaps overwrought manner. People in the audience then assumed this 

coincidence to be due to Engelmann’s direct influence, which I learned fast to laugh off, but I was 

uneasy. I was secretly indignant. I was quietly resentful of being associated with something so 

transparently trite, supposing my own work and the scene I was part of to be evidently more 

complex and worthy and profound. We all were. Some were perhaps nicer about it than me. The 

German poetry slam scene is a meticulously organized and staggeringly interconnected and 

communicative culture, and by far the most self-critical, at times self-conscious social environment 

I know. There are several highly active Facebook discussion groups for the whole of the German 

speaking scene as well as for each and every federal state, for performers as well as organizers 

backstage. Of course we are fast to share the superficial, inaccurate and badly written articles about 

us in those groups. The backstage talk more often than not revolved around ourselves, whether it 

was a particularly good or bad day, about texts heard that evening and general trends. I have often 

heard the performers talk about their own most successful texts with an air of mocking distance. We 

are sensitive, perhaps too much so, when defending our haven from outsiders who do not make the 

effort to understand it, we know our format, our scene, and each other. We help. We spread 

awareness. We keenly observe whenever we fall into the trap of reproducing oppressive power 

structures from mainstream society. We are continually trying to be better than we were the day 

before. 

 

II. Belonging 

 

In retrospect, I cannot say what back in 2013 drove me to first enter a poetry slam stage. It 

was, by all means, a counterintuitive move: me, grave gaze, round shoulders and a thick Russian 

accent, still deep in the throes of tortured adolescent awkwardness and very much aware of it, sure 

that I’d never become as effortlessly likable and appealing as my already blooming and self-assured 

peers, trying to worm my way into inoffensiveness and invisibility. I hated the way I looked, my 

accent and the sound of my voice. I was writing a lot back then, short stories and a first longer 

manuscript, arcane, experimental, thorny things. I knew that I was at least able to wring an uneasy 

sort of respect from the people around me with my writing. What propelled me into that fearful 

domain of embodiment and exposure and flippant, unsympathetic judgement I to this day cannot 

quite fathom. My first stage was a very small and provisory one in the safe and low-stakes 

environment of a youth community and literature centre. I drew dark lines around my eyes, came on 

stage clad in black and thin and pale as a ghost and recited-screamed-whispered a sort of 

contemporary reworking of Georg Büchner’s Woyzeck. The audience was expectably repelled, out 



of all the competing poets my rating was by far the lowest. What I did not expect was for the host of 

my hometown’s great, supra-regional bi-monthly slam event to approach me and to invite me to sit 

at the big guys’ table. My next performance was in the decidedly un-safe and high-stakes 

environment of a crowded movie theatre in a line-up of successful semi-professionals. I failed 

again, I made the other poets and some few people from the audience remember me, and for the 

following years this was what I have mainly been doing. 

What did the people see when they saw me on stage? When I came upon recordings of my 

performances from about the first two years of my activity, I cringed at seeing haughty ambition 

collapsing upon the frail fundament of my abilities. I still hated my voice and my accent. I had yet 

to grow into the outlines of the person, the persona, that I have drawn out for myself prior to my 

first outing. That was the first crucial thing that happened to me when I decided to take part in 

poetry slams: suddenly I saw a possibility for myself to be something other than invisible. I could 

cultivate, even aestheticize the fear, sadness, anger and alienation that made me feel an intruder in 

reality. I could turn the inward, amorphous darkness into a figure that was charismatic and beautiful 

and would be able to articulate things that some people in the audience never thought of themselves 

but longed to hear. In the space of my five to six minutes on stage I could make some people less 

lonely, few, but still. Disturb the comforted, comfort the disturbed. If I sometimes despaired of the 

lack of validation and acknowledgement and, more than that, of my persistent awkwardness, this 

belief that I could create from the raw material of inner debris something that other people as well 

as me would find worthy and special was what kept me going. 

Another, just as crucial thing that happened to me came right after that first performance. The 

Woyzeck re-work was an experimental piece of chaotic line breaks and changes in perspective that 

looked better than it sounded. After an admitted first failure I first realized the importance of 

incorporating that hitherto ignored elements into my writing: sound, rhythm, voice. I would bend 

my voice to my will someday, meanwhile the words bent almost instantaneously. My writing was 

transformed by the experience of hearing my own words out loud on a stage, all while attempting to 

endow them with an expressive performative aspect. I had stumbled over long words and a 

convoluted syntax, I could not make out a distinct presence in my text that I could try to embody, I 

crucially had no fun performing a piece that I was at first reasonably proud of. After that, every 

single one of my pieces has been developed by a distinct voice in my head, choosing words and 

syntax according to a deep beating pulse that could be panicked and frantic or patient and cold-

blooded. If there is a maxim to creative writing that I would urge every aspiring author to follow, it 

is the all-importance of embodiment: be wary of abstraction, reduce it, look keenly for the body 

breathing behind the confining lines, listen for sighs, gasps, grinding teeth. See if you can dissolve 



the unwieldy blocks of prose into the soughing flow of poetry. Find out how to write sensually 

without ever mentioning touch. Make people understand by feeling. 

Thinking of people, writing for an audience is an unappealing notion, I have found out, for the 

young and unjustly arrogant; it certainly was for me at first. Perhaps the most important lesson 

poetry slam has taught me as a writer was humility. Not too few of my peers with any literary 

ambitions were as derisive of poetry slam as were the scholars and critics mentioned at the 

beginning of my essay, and it was before those peers that I have most fervently defended poetry 

slam as an art form. Its very basic conditions heavily limit the space of possible expression: you 

have five to six minutes, the audience has to decide whether they liked your performance right 

away, they cannot read up your text in their own pace, the next poet is to follow immediately. You 

have five to six minutes, and this will be your narrow time frame to be understood. Unlike some of 

my slam colleagues I never tried to argue against the transience and potential superficiality of the 

form; instead, I view that potential creative danger as poetry slam’s most inspiring characteristic. 

My struggle as an artist in that milieu always consisted in keeping a balance between being 

understood and staying true to myself, in writing and conducting a performance that is succinct and 

relatable but never unoriginal or stupid. Of all the aspiring or kind of faltering young writers that I 

have met in my life I would love to push the ones I liked the least, the arrogant ones, onto that most 

indifferent populist stage that they are so quick to sneer at. Poetry slam is where you find out if you 

have anything to say at all, what it is, and how much you long to say it. 

 

III. Setting sail 

 

What did the people see when they saw me on stage? After two years of flailing and experimenting 

I had come into my own as a performer by the middle of 2015; I established relationships within the 

scene, went on tour across Germany with some stints in the neighbouring countries and had 

somewhere around 100 stage appearances In the space of the next ten to twelve months. I practised, 

I modulated and deliberately deepened my voice, I allowed some dry humour into my usually dark 

and angry texts that became less abstract and more explicitly feminist and topical. Most audiences 

were no longer alienated by me; they recognized the discomfort I made them feel as something 

deliberate and constructive. On the best of days those five to six minutes were positively electric, a 

short phase were I was as in tune with my body and voice and as much myself as I never were off 

the stage. My favourite memories are of a crowded hothouse hall cheering me on in Cologne and of 

an auditorium in Aachen smothered by consternated silence. Why the past tense? Why did I ever 

stop? Indeed, I sometimes miss the stage, and I sought it out sporadically in the following four 

years. I think it all comes back to the very same core questions that first attached me to that fast-



paced, relentless, necessarily limiting format: do you have anything to say, what is it, and how badly 

do you want to say it. I have seen many poets that enriched and elevated the format, making its 

limitations work for them: Lucia, Victoria Helene Bergemann, Jean-Philippe Kindler, Julian Heun. 

My own conclusions were that what I was doing no longer really enriched the scene; that I had run 

out of things to say in the space of five to six minutes; that I could well stretch myself beyond my 

own limitations, but would never be as naturally at home within the fundamentally different 

limitations of poetry slam as are my favourite poets. I am still writing, with a different but no less 

fervent ambition. I knew from the beginning that I was not made for the poetry slam scene, but for a 

time it became a safe haven for me anyway, and for that I am eternally thankful. 


