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PAUL DEVLIN

PAULDEVLINIS A MAN ENGAGED IN A BATTLE
against stigmas. Sitting in an East Village coffee
house where people are nursing cappuccinos by
the dim light of their PowerBooks, most of
which doubtlessly contain a hidden file or two
of verse, he lowers his voice and winces whenever the "P" word comes up. "I've now
expunged the word 'poetry' from all the promotional material [for the film SlamNation],
because as soon as people see that, they switch
off,"he says.
Indeed, there is something rather suspect
about two grown men sitting in a cafe discussing poetry, and I am starting to get that
strange feeling of self-consciousness that one
senses while debating lofty subjects like art or
religion in a crowded room. It's a feeling that
Devlin is familiar with by now, having fought
the slings and arrows of trying to bring a documentary about spoken word competitions, or
"poetry slams," to the big screen, and more

r
12 T H E I N D E P E N D

ENT

November 1998

intly, trying to get audiences to overcome their prejudice and actually fill seats.
At the film's debut at Austin's South by
Southwest festival last March, I was one of
those who reluctantly filed into the theater on
a sunny afternoon to see a film about (yawn)
poetry-only to be sucked into a drama, the
likes of which have not been seen since
Sylvester Stallone stepped into the ring with
Apollo Creed.
The sports analogy
makes
perfect
sense when one
considers
that
Devlin is a video
editor for ESPN
and has worked on
sporting competitions such as the
Olympics
and
World Cup. Covering three teams in
the 1996 national
poetry slam finals
in Portland, Oregon, Devlin employs techniques
borrowed
from
sports television,
such as building
suspense, rivalry,
and allowing viewers to get to know
the competitors.
He also brings an
MTVESPN feel by using multiple camera
angles with quick cuts, which serves perfectly
to keep the momentum rolling.
SlamNation was all accomplished haphazardly, often by dumb luck, according to Devlin,
who recalls whizzing around between poetry
venues on his motorcycle with a camcorder
and deputizing any civilian he could find with
a video camera in the audience.
"If I weren't an on-line editor, I don't know
if this project would have been possible," he
says. "It would have taken so much time to
match the different angles and formats. I
worked hard to make the poor-quality video
look good, using a lot of tricks with the switcher, fixing imperfections. It's amazing, but the
shots we needed we always got."
After the screening at South by Southwest,
Devlin self-distributed the film, targeting cities
with strong poetry venues, where a network of
poets would assist with promotion by having
live readings in conjunction with the film. Yet

he was startled to receive a call last June from
New York's Film Forum just as he was packing his bags to work on the World Cup in
Paris, asking if the theater could run
SiamNation as soon as possible.
The opening night, Devlin says, was "one
of the biggest events of the year" at Film
Forum, with a packed house and live readings
from some of the poets featured in the film.
Nonetheless, SlamNation's premiere run uitimately fizzled. "We even finished behind The
Salt Men of Tibet," Devlin says with a bit of
sarcasm.
'You walk down this road, and it's strewn
with fallen filmmakers, and you may be the
one who's gonna go down next," he says, noting that he's also been disappointed by some
of the reviews, including a piece in the Village
Voice questioning slam competitions as poetry. Yet Devlin isn't so much a crusader for the
cause of poetry as much as he is a documentarian reluctantly caught in a battle to justify
his subject matter.
By 1995, when Devlin was introduced to
slams through a friend, resulting in his first
attempt at mixing spoken word with television in a short-lived series called Slammin',
the poetry renaissance that began in the early
'90s had already evolved into poetry slams. If
anything, SlamNation has actually given live
poetry a second wind. For example, Devlin
was instrumental in the casting of Saul
Williams as the lead in Slam!,whose producers saw an early rough cut of ShmNation and
were inspired by Williams' performance in
the final competitions. Devlin also helped
film the trailer for Slam! in a Washington
D.C. prison, which was used to sell the concept.
SlamNation is going into nationwide
release this November, and Devlin is hoping
that it will be a word-of-mouth film (no pun
intended). He cites Boston as an example of
creative marketing, where the showings will
be staggered over a few months, and local
poets will play a strong role in publicizing the
film.
At first Devlin says he was willing t
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with the independent film world," he says.

