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synopsis

An incendiary mix of documentary, poetry, and storytelling, Every Child is Born a
Poet explores the life and work of Piri Thomas (b. 1928), the Afro-Cuban-Puerto
Rican author of the classic autobiographical novel Down These Mean Streets (1967).
The film traces Thomas’ path from childhood to manhood in New York City’s Spanish
Harlem, El Barrio, from the 1930's through the 1960’s - his parents’ immigrant
experience, home life during the Great Depression, his membership in barrio youth
gangs, his struggle to come to terms with his mixed-racial identity, his travels as a
teen-age merchant marine, his heroin addiction, his notorious armed robbery of a
Greenwich Village nightclub, his six years spent in prison, and his emergence as a
writer. Thomas’ coming-of-age story is counter-pointed with dramatizations, spoken
word poetry performance sequences, and verité scenes of his on-going work of fortyfive years as an educator and activist empowering marginalized and incarcerated
youths. A stylized, genre-spanning production, Every Child is Born a Poet
includes a spellbinding collage of rare archival film footage, still photographs and
provocative mixed-media artwork, as it examines Thomas’ use of creative expression
as a means of confronting poverty, racism, violence and isolation. Pulsating with an
original Latin Jazz score, Every Child is Born a Poet is a riveting portrait of a life
lived through struggle, self-discovery, and transformation. (1 hour)
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AWARDS & RECOGNITION
Official Selection in the DOCUMENTARY COMPETITION at the
TRIBECA FILM FESTIVAL 2003
Winner of the OPERA PRIMA AWARD at the
LOS ANGELES LATINO INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL 2003
Awarded HONORABLE MENTION in the DOCUMENTARY COMPETITION at the
URBANWORLD FILM FESTIVAL 2003
Nominee for DISTINGUISHED DOCUMENTARY FEATURE AWARD 2003 by the
INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY ASSOCIATION (IDA)
Finalist for the SILVER WOLF AWARD at the
INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY FILMFESTIVAL AMSTERDAM (IDFA) 2003
Official U.S. Selection for
INPUT - INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC TELEVISION CONFERENCE 2004, Barcelona, Spain
ADDITIONAL FESTIVAL SCREENINGS
AFI/DISCOVERY SILVERDOCS DOCUMENTARY FESTIVAL
MAUI FILM FESTIVAL
NEW YORK INTERNATIONAL LATINO FILM FESTIVAL
WOODSTOCK FILM FESTIVAL
MILL VALLEY FILM FESTIVAL
AFRICAN DIASPORA FILM FESTIVAL
PAN-AFRICAN FILM FESTIVAL
HARLEM FILM FESTIVAL
The national broadcast of Every Child is Born a Poet
is scheduled for April 6th, 2004 on the PBS series Independent Lens.
The soundtrack for Every Child is Born a Poet featuring
poetry by Piri Thomas & the original Afro-Cuban Latin Jazz score
by Kip Hanrahan will be released in the U.S. & Japan
by Amercian Clavé/EastWorks Entertainment in Spring 2004.
The book Down These Mean Streets is available from
Vintage Books & Vintage Español at: www.randomhouse.com
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Piri Thomas (on left, 1944)

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON PIRI THOMAS
The film’s subject, poet, novelist, activist and educator Piri Thomas, is considered to
be one of the preeminent figures of Nuyorican (i.e., New York Puerto Rican) literary
culture. His first book, Down These Mean Streets, published in 1967, is a landmark in
modern American literature for its concern with issues of poverty, youth violence,
imprisonment, and racial identity, as well as for its groundbreaking bilingual style.
Down These Mean Streets has, along with Claude Brown’s Manchild in the Promised
Land and The Autobiography of Malcom X, proven to be one of the most important
books on ethnic identity formation and urban issues in post-war America. Such
contemporary cultural luminaries as Spike Lee and John Leguizamo have publicly
cited the books influence in their personal and creative lives. The New York Times
listed Down These Mean Streets in 1995 as one of the all-time "10 Best Books About
New York City."
In addition to Down These Mean Streets, Thomas' writings include Seven Long
Times, about the time he spent in state prison for armed robbery and attempted
murder, Savior, Savior Hold My Hand, about his life in the seven years after his
release from prison, and Stories from El Barrio, a collection of short stories. Thomas'
writings have been included in many anthologies, including Prison Writings in
Twentieth Century America, Growing Up Hispanic, The Latino Reader, and Aloud:
Voices from the Nuyorican Poet's Café. At the age of 75, Thomas continues an active
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schedule of poetry readings and workshops in schools, universities, prisons,
nightclubs and festivals throughout the country and internationally.

Piri Thomas (1967)

OTHER BOOKS BY PIRI THOMAS
Seven Long Times, about the time he spent in state prison for armed robbery and
attempted murder and the inner journey he made there.
Savior, Savior Hold My Hand, about his life following his release from prison,
reintegrating into society, working as a youth violence prevention counselor, and
reuniting with his father.
Stories from El Barrio, a collection of short stories about life in East Harlem for
“children of all ages,” which includes such classics as “La Peseta” and “The Konk,”
and “Amigo Brothers.”
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Down These Mean Streets is told in 'straight-up' narrative and dialogue -- Thomas' swinging,
short phrase slang, a fantastic conglomeration of Spanish and jive. Thomas steps back very little
in the telling: each incident is related almost as though he were reliving it moment by moment.
But if his story reads like a novel, it also gives off a powerful impression of a man competing -- a
'macho hombre,' a 'rep,' a cool guy who had to learn young and fast how to defend himself. He's
always fully alive, whether fighting, making it, hustling, junking and beating the habit, or
staving off the 'bad-o' influences in prison, and finally just sitting quiet to write his torrential
account of himself. The book talks, mostly with candor, humor, fierce emotions, and simple
immediate understandings. Thomas' gutsy intelligence comes from his keen and almost musical
memory of words spoken -- to others, from others, or to himself.
The Kirkus Review

A report from the guts and heart of a submerged population group...It claims our attention and
emotional response because of the honesty and pain of a life led in outlaw, fringe status.
The New York Times Book Review review of Down these Mean Streets

Thomas has added a new dimension to the genre of Harlem autobiography. . . . What Piri Thomas
has done is to immerse himself in his eventful past until his book, spitting out hot bits of Spanish
Harlem argot, becomes a time-defying act of total return. . . Thomas has willed the past to become
the present, clamping it down about the reader and himself as invisibly but as tightly as the
walls of his ghetto. Here is the scene, straight and unedited.
Life Magazine review of Down these Mean Streets

A document of our time - a tough, stomach turning lyrical one by a black Puerto Rican who has
been trying for a long time to figure out what goes on in this society. The wonder is why he
wasn't dead or committed before he wrote this extraordinary personal history which will be
looked upon with even greater horror a century or so from now.
The San Francisco Chronicle review of Down these Mean Streets
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Program Notes for Documentary Films in Competition 2003
EVERY CHILD IS BORN A POET: THE LIFE & WORK OF PIRI THOMAS
Director: Jonathan Robinson
U.S.A. 2003
58 min Color
World Premiere
This film is a compelling, emotionally intimate portrait of the Puerto Rican poet
Piri Thomas, whose autobiography, Down These Mean Streets, published in
1967, launched his literary career. A third-person narrator frames the formative
moments from Piri Thomas's life, through which he survived an existence in
Spanish Harlem, surrounded by poverty, racism, street crime, and incarceration.
In contrast to the serene, anonymous narrator, the presence of the first-person
voice of Piri Thomas throughout enlivens the emotional impact of this film. The
poet's persona is represented through a variety of directorial strategies. First and
foremost, in a series of visually abstract sequences, the artist is filmed in high
contrast black and white, while he vividly recites passages from his own poetry.
Other memorable moments from his life are staged. In one case, Thomas
portrays in humorous fashion each of the roles of his mother, father, and himself
as a child, set against highly stylized, painted backdrops; in another instance,
two young actors take on the roles of Piri and his younger brother, and argue
about racism in a Barrio apartment. Each of the protagonists dramatizes
Thomas' own words, taken directly from his writings. Perhaps the film's most
compelling moments are the real-life sequences, shot in cinema-verité style,
showing the poet interacting with hardened juvenile offenders. He literally brings
these youths alive, helping them locate their inner voices, through the power of
the pencil on paper. All throughout this film, Thomas poetically embraces his
own emotional rites of passage, from a life filled with fear and rage, to one infused
with love and compassion. The deeply felt resonance of Every Child Is Born a
Poet derives from Piri Thomas' unique ability to connect with his own interior life
of feelings, and then to verbalize them through his art to the rest of the world.
--Jon Gartenberg

Page 7 of 16

International Documentary Filmfestival Amsterdam 2003
Press Release
Silver Wolf Award Nominees
Our jury chose three distinctly different films, but each with its own poetic dimensions.
All three nominees displayed a singular passion for their subjects. Each film found
the appropriate form for the story it had to tell.
EVERY CHILD IS BORN A POET: THE LIFE & WORK OF PIRI THOMAS is a profile of
an inspiring and powerful writer and role-model. The film is an eclectic visual
pastiche, effectively combining several genres, such as drama, performance, archive
and cinéma verité. Through this clever and sensitive film, we’re introduced to Piri
Thomas’ charismatic personality.
PUTIN'S MAMA takes a deceptively simple approach to a complex story. The
filmmaker playfully interweaves reality and myth. In doing so she paints a multilayered portrait of a woman in rural Georgia – full of passion and respect.
SURPLUS triggered an intense and passionate debate amongst the jurors. This film
about consumerism totally consumed us. It used the language of music video,
propaganda and commercial advertising as a response to the forces of globalisation.
It fights fire with fire. The questions it raises are ultimately more important than any
answers it might suggest. And we believe audiences can only profit from the debate
that will ensue.
Rudy Buttignol, Peter Forgacs, Carel Kuyl, Luciano Rigolini, Jay Rosenblatt
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PRODUCER-DIRECTOR’S BIO
Jonathan Robinson was born in New York City in 1960. He received a B.A. in
Modern History at the University of California, Berkeley, and received an MFA in
Live-Action Film Production from the California Institute of the Arts, Valencia.
His video, sight unseen: a travelog, on India, cultural difference, and the
contemporary colonial imagination, was featured at 1993 Biennial Exhibition at
the Whitney Museum of American Art, was honored with the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art's SECA Video Art Award, and named Best Experimental
Video at the Image Atlanta Film & Video Festival. Robinson has worked as a
freelance editor and script consultant and extensively in the non-profit world of
criminal & juvenile justice. Currently, he lives in New Haven, Connecticut, with
his wife and two daughters.

PRODUCER-DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
"The making of this film stems from my having read Piri Thomas' book Down
These Mean Streets in 1972 as a twelve year old. As an adult, I spent some time
working as an advocate for community-based alternatives to prison for teens and
young adults in the criminal justice system. There I witnessed an intense hunger
for poems and stories, which validated people’s experiences and helped them to
understand the circumstances, which lead to their incarceration. As a kid, I
identified, in reading Down These Mean Streets, with Thomas’ frustration and
anger as he struggled to win acceptance from family, peers, and society while
simultaneously seeking to forge a unique identity for him self. The film Every
Child is Born a Poet explores this search for recognition and self-awareness
through a mix of poetry, storytelling, art and music. My goal has been to make a
hybrid film that is personal, expressive, and socially engaged, merging elements
of classic narrative art cinema, experimental film, music video, and cinema
verité."
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KEY BIOS
Sonia Rosario, Co-Producer
Ms. Rosario is currently Vice President of Production and Executive Producer at
Home Vision Entertainement. Prior to her work at HVe, she helped to develop
and produce over 100 episodes of two Emmy nominated series for PBS: THE
PUZZLE PLACE and BETWEEN THE LIONS. Ms. Rosario also produced BIG
BIRD IN JAPAN at Children’s Television Workshop and while at CTW, she
produced her first interactive titles on the CD-I platform. Rosario was trained as a
documentary filmmaker, and worked as a Development Executive in Drama at
Columbia Pictures Television. Rosario earned her BA from Yale University.
Karen D. Davis, Co-Producer
Ms. Davis is a writer, director, producer and media studies instructor based in
Berkeley, California. Davis began her professional career in 1992, as the
producer of director Lisa Krueger’s ("Manny & Lo"; "Committed") first narrative
film, "Best Offer", which premiered at Sundance. Davis’ humorous short
documentary on "extreme" gardening in suburbia, "Over the Hedge", aired on
PBS’ "P.O.V." series in 1993 and at more than 40 domestic and international
film festivals, earning high praise from the late New York Times critic Vincent
Canby who reviewed the film after its premiere at New Directors/New Films.
Following a two year Fulbright residency at FEMIS, the National Academy of
Film in Paris, France, Davis began teaching at California State University Monterey Bay in the Dept. of Teledramatic Arts and Technology. She is currently
scripting a new project.
Karen McCabe, Co-Producer
McCabe has been involved in the production of film and television for over 20
years. After her early “pioneer” cable TV days producing and hosting her own
health show, she then moved into the world of independent films as an associate
producer, production manager and assistant director on Signal Seven, Heat and
Sunlight and On the Edge by Rob Nilsson. She was the U.S. Unit Production
Manager for the feature film Until The End Of The World by Wim Wenders, the
Line Producer for La Pastorela for PBS’ Great Performances, directed by Luis
Valdez, and Line Producer for the HBO movie And the Band Played On.
McCabe co-produced and directed with Davia Nelson (of NPR’s award-winning
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Lost and Found Sound) the nationally broadcast PBS documentary “Making
Tutti”, starring Don Novello, a.k.a. Father Guido Sarducci, 600 school children
and a herd of sheep. McCabe has also produced hundreds of award winning
commercials, music videos, and PSA’s. McCabe is happily living in San
Francisco and travelling the world.
Francesca Prada, Co-Producer
Ms. Prada is a freelance creative producer-director.
Her film credits include
Traveling Companion (IFC/Atom Films/Wolfe Video), Here Dies Another Day
(AFI/IFC/Hypnotic), and Politically Correct (Columbus Int'l FF, Worldfest
Houston, UD Film festival). Ms. Prada is the director of DhaiaTribe.org a
international poetry performance troop, which recently received a commission
from the Zellerbach, W.A. Gerbode and the William and Flora Hewlett
Foundations. Francesca was born and raised in Buenos Aires, Argentina and
currently lives in San Francisco.
Adam Beckman, Director of Photography
Beckman’s work on feature and short films (Went to Coney Island on a Mission
from God; Be Back By Five, Peppermills, Fuzzy Logic, Devotion) has screened
at the Berlin, Cannes and Sundance Film Festivals. Documentary work includes
Blink, an E m m y award-winning documentary film about reformed white
supremacist Greg Winthrow, recently included in the PBS documentary series
POV and the film Eye to Eye, the Swiss Television documentary film on the life
of photographer Robert Mapplethorpe. In addition to his narrative and
documentary work, Beckman shoots commercials and music videos. Beckman
lives in Brooklyn, New York with his wife, Wendy Dorr, a producer on the PRI
radio show This American Life.
Kev Robertson, Director of Photography
Robertson grew up in a fishing town in the frozen north of Scotland. He began
his film career in London as a camera assistant with BBC documentary films and
shooting art films and music videos. Before moving to the States, Robertson
worked with legendary British DP’s Roger Deakins and David Watkins.
Robertson's recent work includes the dramatic feature Quality of Life, premiering
at the 2004 Berlin International Film Festival and the soon-to-be-released feature
Black August about Black Panther George Jackson. Kev lives in sunny L.A.
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Juan Sanchez, Artwork & Still Photographs
A native of Brooklyn, Juan Sanchez is a professor of Fine Arts at the City
University of New York. His artwork was featured in the internationally touring
exhibition "Latin American Art of the 20th Century" and is part of the Museum of
Modern Art's and the Whitney Museum of American Art's permanent collections.
Sanchez is a past recipient of New York Foundation for the Arts, Guggenheim,
and National Endowment for the Arts Fellowships. Coco Fusco, writing in Art in
America describes Sanchez as a "healer" whose work is "charged with many
voices in Spanish and English. Drawing heavily on the forms of oral culture,
particularly Puerto Rican plena songs, as well as radical poetry and oraciones,
Sanchez pays homage to the way those storytelling practices serve as
testimonials in a resistance culture."

Kip Hanrahan, Music Composer-Producer
Born to Jewish-Irish parents in the South Bronx, Kip Hanrahan grew up playing
percussion in neighborhood Puerto Rican salsa bands. As a composer and
producer, he has created a rich body of work with such artists as Ruben Bladés,
Jack Bruce, Eddie Palmieri, Taj Mahal, Allen Toussaint, Bobby Womack and
Sting. Hanrahan has produced Conjure: Music for the Texts of Ishmael Reed,
Darn It! An Anthology of Poetry by Paul Haines, and three highly acclaimed
recordings (including Tango: Zero Hour) by legendary Argentinean composer
Astor Piazzolla. Hanrahan’s most recent projects include a multi-part re-telling
of the Arabian Nights, A Thousand Nights and a Night, the formation of the
ensemble Deep Rhumba with Roby Ameen and El Negro Horacio Henandez, and
the soundtrack to the Miramax film Piñero. Kip Hanrahan composed, arranged
and produced the main score for Every Child is Born a Poet.

John Santos, Music Composer-Producer
Born in San Francisco, California, November 1, 1955, percussionist, composer,
writer and educator John Santos was raised in the Puerto Rican and Cape
Verdean traditions of his family, surrounded by music. Widely respected as one
of the top writers, educators and historians in the field, Santos is a member of
the Latin Jazz Advisory Committee of the Smithsonian Institution. Santos is a
multi-percussionist and recording artist, whose diverse credits include: Grupo
Mezcla, Irakere West, Santana, Cal Tjader, Charlie Hunter, Danilo Perez, Linda
Tillery, Ignacio Berroa, Bobby Hutcherson, McCoy Tyner, Lalo Schifrin, Jon Jang,
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Yma Sumac, Pete and Sheila Escovedo, John Faddis, Batacumbele and
Batucaje. He was the director of the Orquesta Tipica Cienfuegos (l976-1980)
and the Orquesta Batachanga (1981-1985). Santos currently directs the
Machete Ensemble and frequently records and tours with the Cuban piano
phenomenon Omar Sosa. John Santos composed, arranged and produced the
music for the La Peseta sequence in Every Child is Born a Poet.
Jeanette Torruella-Plaza, Casting Director-Drama Consultant
Actress, writer, and director Plaza has performed at a variety of venues
throughout New York City including Joe's Pub, P.S.122 and Aaron Davis Hall
where she was awarded a grant to write, direct and perform her one woman show
Ain't No Thing But a Chicken Wing. Plaza has written and directed several
children's plays for the Henry Street Settlement. Currently, she writes and
performs at the Nuyorican Poets Café for the comedy troupe, Nuyorican Rule.
When she is not in the theater she is in the classroom teaching, coaching and
directing children of all ages in theater and film.

Eric Camacho, actor (Young Adult Piri Thomas)
Camacho was born to Puerto Rican parents in the South Bronx and was raised
in Puerto Rico as well as New York City. Camacho began acting, singing,
songwriting, and playing Latin Percussion, while attending the Adelia E.
Stevenson School of Music. In high school, Camacho was a winner on the MTV
show "Say What Karaoke.” Camacho has been a member of Pregones and
Spark theater companies. Camacho currently teaches middle school chorus at
The School of The Future's After School program in New York.
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CREDITS
Producer-Director-Writer

Jonathan Robinson

Co-Producers

Sonia Rosario
Angel Zapata
Karen D. Davis
Karen McCabe
Francesca Prada

Consulting Producer

Kerry Herman

Associate Producers

Megan Mylan
Tami Yeager

Directors of Photography

Adam Beckman
Alex Leyton
Kev Robertson

Artwork & Still Photographs

Juan Sanchez

Original Music

Kip Hanrahan
John Santos

Casting Director/Drama Consultant
Visual & Story Consultant

Jeanette Torruella-Plaza
Jonathan Levit

Editors
Consulting Editor
Additional Editing

Jonathan Robinson
Michael Rothman
Sabine Hoffman
Mauro Cammoroda

Motion Graphics and Title Designer

Dana Schechter

Cast
Piri Thomas
Young Piri Thomas
Young Adult Piri Thomas
Dopey
Boys playing with Dopey

Girls playing with Dopey
Dopey’s Father
Dopey’s Mother’s
Piri’s Brother José
Piri’s Father
Piri’s Mother

Himself
Jeremy Sanchez
Eric Camacho
Steve Rosario
José M. Oliveras
Michael Ortiz
Jonathan M. Rosario
Joseph Andrew Webb
Tatianna Butler
Carmen Guzman
Alexis Ramos
Frank M. Rodriguez
Mary Perez
Carlos Santiago
Cecilio Ortiz, Jr.
Marilyn Cruz

Narrators

Maria Cora
José M. Oliveras
Brian Vouglas

Fight Scene Director

Marcos Miranda

Production Designers

Vinnie Angel
Randy Colosky
Rhonda Moscoe
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Costume Designers

Mimi O’Donnell
Mary Stutz
Luis Torres
Emily Getchel

Post-Production Facility

DuArt Film& Video

Musicians

Robbie Ameen - percussion
Tedulo “Chocolate” Armenteros - trumpet
Billy Bang - violin
Milton Cardona – percussion, coro
Edsel Gomez - piano
Andy Gonzalez - bass
Jerry Gonzalez - percussion
Stefon Harris - vibes
J.T. Lewis – percussion
Pedro Martinez – percussion, coro
Mario Rivera - flute
James Zollar - trumpet
John Santos – percussion, effects
Wayne Wallace – trombone, keyboards
David Belove – bass
Louis Fassman – trumpet
Murray Low – keyboards
Javier Navarrette – percussion

Additional Music

“Velasquez”
“Her Boyfriend Assesses His Value & Pleads His Case”
From the recording Desire Develops an Edge
by Kip Hanrahan © 1983 American Clavé Records
“Road Song”
“Unobtainable Days, Unobtainable Nights”
From the recording Days & Nights of Blue Luck Inverted
by Kip Hanrahan © 1987 American Clavé Records
“Deep Summer”
From the recording Tenderness by Kip Hanrahan
© 1990 American Clavé Records
“Freedom of Expressions”
From the recording Cambucha by Milton Cardona
© 1999 American Clavé Records
“Mind Trances”
“Distant Shore Dreams”
“Cancion rara…”
From the recording 21 Broken Melodies at Once
by Alfredo Triff
© 2000 American Clavé Records

Writing Workshop

The Beat Within, Pacific News Service
San Francisco Youth Guidance Center

Poems & Stories by Piri Thomas

Born Anew At Each A.M.
La Peseta
Sounds from a Street Kid
El Miedo Called Fear
Softly, Puerto Rican, You’re Not Alone
Like Tight
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A Sermon from The Ghetto
The Eyes of My Heart
Fiscal Sponsors

Center on Juvenile & Criminal Justice
Film Arts Foundation
Juan Antonio Corretjer Puerto Rican Cultural Center

Funders

National Endowment for the Arts
Rockefeller Foundation Media Arts Fellowships Program
American Film Institute
California Council for the Humanities
San Francisco Arts Commission Cultural Equity Fund
Arthur Zankel
Pacific Pioneer Fund
Zellerbach Family Fund
Film Arts Foundation

Every Child is Born a Poet: The Life & Work of Piri Thomas has been produced in association with
the Independent Television Service (ITVS) and Latino Public Broadcasting (LPB) with major funding
provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB).
© 2003 When In Doubt Productions, Inc. All rights reserved.

for more information:

www.pbs.org/independentlens/everychildisbornapoet
www.everychildisbornapoet.com
When In Doubt Productions, inc.

230 Everit Street New Haven, CT 06511
203/777-1690 tel. 203/777-1698 fax
whenindoubtproductions@yahoo.com
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