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Chapter 1
Origins and essences

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, a small group of writers challenged long-accepted tenets of American literature with their iconoclastic approach to language and their angry assault on the conformity and conservatism of postwar society. As originators and role models of what came to be called the Beat Generation, they took aim at the hypocrisy and taboos of their time—particularly those involving sex, race, and class—in such provocative works as Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957), Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” (1956), and William S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch (1959).

Although they were a loosely knit collective rather than an organized movement, the Beats shared a deeply felt disappointment with the shallowness and acquisitiveness of American culture. This disaffection catalyzed their search for more artistically and spiritually attuned ways of thinking, living, and creating; frequently inflected by Eastern religion, these found expression in lifestyles and artworks that celebrated rootlessness, rebellion, introspection, and spontaneity. As their activities became more widely known, the Beats were imitated by other restive youths and scorned by mainstream voices that found nothing to admire in a scruffy subculture steeped in sex, drugs, and metaphysics. But such attacks only added to the Beats’ prominence, allowing them to flummox stereotypes—as when Kerouac said that he rejected “mutiny” and “insurrection,” standing instead for “order, tenderness and piety”—and making them a hotly contested symbol in the era’s culture wars. Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs were the most famous Beat writers, followed by the poets Gregory Corso, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gary Snyder, and Diane di Prima, the hipsters Neal Cassady and Carolyn Cassady, and others less widely known. The places they lived in and wrote about ranged from Greenwich Village and San Francisco to Mexico, Western Europe, and North Africa; the subjects that fascinated them included drugs, music, sexuality, spirituality, and the urgency of finding what Ferlinghetti called “a new rebirth of wonder” in a jaded world.

Although they were predominantly a white male group, a modest number of African American writers and women can also be counted as members. Di Prima and Anne Waldman have exerted considerable influence on American letters through their energetic contributions to Beat poetry and poetics, earning recognition for their political activism and pedagogical innovation as well as literary excellence per se. Bob Kaufman was called the Original Bebop Man during the years when he enlivened San Francisco streets and coffeehouses with improvised poetry recitals, preferring not to record his verses on paper but to perform them wherever an audience might gather.

A more widely known African American Beat is Amiri Baraka, who changed his name from LeRoi Jones in 1967. After leaving military service in the middle 1950s he lived in Greenwich Village, became acquainted with Beat writers and other progressive literary figures, and founded Totem Press, which published Kerouac, Ginsberg, and di Prima, among others. He also edited the little magazine Kulchur and, in partnership with di Prima, The Floating Bear. Celebrated and controversial as a poet, playwright, publisher, polemicist, professor, and militant, Baraka left a distinctive imprint on the Beat years and beyond.

Members of the Beat Generation hoped that their radical rejection of consumerism, materialism, and regimentation would inspire others to purify their lives and souls as well. In this respect their values anticipate those of subsequent protest movements, such as the anti–Vietnam War campaigns that crested in the 1970s and the Occupy Wall Street demonstrations of 2011. In contrast with political protesters, however, the Beats urged the remaking of consciousness on a profoundly inward-looking basis, cultivating “the unspeakable visions of the individual,” in Kerouac’s vivid phrase. The idea was to revolutionize society by revolutionizing thought, not the other way around. The Beat writers and their disciples challenged received wisdom by cultivating radical ideas and drastic styles, fending off absorption into mainstream culture while inadvertently preparing ground for larger, more explosive social upheavals to come. Their influence waned as the Hippie movement arose in the middle 1960s, but their impact can still be felt in literature, cinema, music, theater, and the visual arts.

The roaring 1920s, the dirty 1930s

The Beats came of age in the World War II era, after living through the Great Depression, and the oldest of them, Burroughs and the poet Herbert Huncke, remembered the 1920s from their childhoods. Kerouac came into the world in 1922, and no fewer than three important Beat figures were born in the banner year of 1926: Ginsberg, Cassady, and the writer John Clellon Holmes, who was less a Beat leader than a chief observer and chronicler of their exploits. The youngest major Beats were Corso, born in 1930, Peter Orlovsky, born in 1933, and di Prima, born in 1934.

The most direct literary forebears of the Beats were the so-called Lost Generation writers, an informal gathering of Americans abroad, named after a comment by Gertrude Stein—“You are all a lost generation”—which Ernest Hemingway used as an epigraph in his first novel, The Sun Also Rises, published in 1926. The statement encapsulated the idea that World War I had prevented a whole generation of young men from having the civilizing experiences normal for people in their late teens and early twenties. Stumbling out of the most brutal conflict in history, they typically lacked direction, focus, and the sense of day-to-day purpose that their parents had (presumably) taken for granted. They were “lost” in an almost literal sense.

By the late 1920s, the Lost Generation label was being applied less to demobilized European fighters than to the American writers who had started circulating in and around the Left Bank of Paris, attracted by the city’s openness to high-modernist culture and—just as important—its inexpensive cost of living, thanks to favorable foreign-exchange rates. Paris also offered a refuge from the lingering influence of Victorian values in the United States, where Prohibition and prudishness still reigned. The Americans in Paris were a diverse lot, ranging from the macho Hemingway to the vulnerable F. Scott Fitzgerald; also present were such phenomenal avant-garde writers as Stein, T.S. Eliot, James Joyce, and Ezra Pound, as well as the adventurous publisher and bookseller Sylvia Beach. Lost they may have been, but they were amazingly productive too, changing cultural paradigms with their innovative prose and poetry, their support for new journals like Ford Madox Ford’s Transatlantic Review, and the conversations they shared while drinking away their nights (and often their days) in Montparnasse cafés.

The 1920s lost their roar when inflated stock-market prices abruptly crashed in 1929, bringing disastrous results to Americans and others as far away as Australia, where the next decade was dubbed the Dirty Thirties. Conditions in America grew even worse in 1931, when drought and dirt-blowing “black blizzards” turned much of the country’s southern and western agricultural land into a dust bowl plagued by poverty, sickness, and misery that persisted until 1939, when normal rain finally returned. Because of these awful circumstances and other factors, such as immigration from Europe and muckraking journalism, the 1930s sparked a good deal of progressive activity in the United States, including a fresh outpouring of labor-union solidarity. Popular culture was lively as well, from Hollywood studios where “talkies” drove out silent pictures to comic strips, where Superman made his debut in the illustrious company of Krazy Kat, Buck Rogers, and other antic characters.

Developments like these helped Americans keep a degree of optimism about the future. While some European and Asian countries turned to fascism and militarism for solutions, Americans hoped Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the new president elected in 1932, would pull things together with less extreme measures. Many viewed him as a closet socialist eager for government action on every front; but in reality he was a closet conservative, using government as a tool for restoring social equilibrium and saving the tarnished reputations of capitalism and democracy. What ultimately rescued America from the Depression was World War II, which opened the way for government interventions that could be praised as patriotic necessity rather than feared as creeping socialism. The war effort put countless people back to work, and victory boosted American morale to its highest level in decades.

The less-than-fabulous 1950s

America emerged from the war as the strongest power in the world. The economy boomed, powered by everything from the Marshall Plan abroad to the growth of credit-card spending at home. Developers promoted neat suburban homes as nesting places for right-thinking families. New technologies made life easier and more fun, at least for the middle class, and the press overflowed with predictions of how “harnessing the atom” would bring even greater things in days to come. The nation’s material well-being was not matched by feelings of psychological and spiritual health, however. The frequent use of terms like “rat race” and “lonely crowd” and “organization man” bespoke a nagging discomfort with side effects of the postwar economic boom. Conformity, explored in bestselling books like The Organization Man and The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit, was de rigueur. Conservatism was reflected by the two-time election of Republican war hero Dwight D. Eisenhower as U.S. president. Consumerism was fuelled by the Madison Avenue advertising industry and the skyrocketing power of commercial television. Consensus prevailed over pluralism, encouraging agreement on supposedly self-evident values while sweeping defects in the social order—often linked to inequalities of race, class, and gender—under the proverbial rug. Common sense usually meant believing what your friends and neighbors believed, not what intellectuals and “eggheads” said in fancy books. Cold-war paranoia spawned McCarthyism, anticommunist witch hunts, and a sense of brooding dread about Soviet plans to destroy the “free world” with nuclear weapons.

Uneasiness with these problems grew as the 1950s unfolded. The yawning gap between rich and poor refused to stop yawning. People borrowed too heavily and found themselves saddled with unnecessary debts. The manufacturing strategy of “planned obsolescence” kept consumers consuming by building limited life spans into commercial items from toasters to automobiles, which duly broke down just when they were starting to seem indispensable. Many suburbs were so standardized that it was hard to tell one carefully manicured house and lawn from another. Even the popular President Eisenhower could not build the interstate highway system he dreamed of without selling it as a new and improved way of moving America’s nuclear missiles to places where they might be needed when the Soviets attacked. The nation also harbored vicious racism, official in the southern states and subtler but still distressing in the northern ones.

Kerouac figured out much of this early in his career. His instinctive skepticism shows through in his first novel, The Town and the City, completed in 1949. In one sociologically sophisticated passage, a character mutely gives his small-town Massachusetts neighbors a series of sardonic warnings: “in God’s name, don’t fall out of line…. Look out for that budget. Responsibilities to meet, you know. Love your wife and kiddies.… Learn to accept the whip of your next in rank. Don’t revolt, whatever you do!” This crystallizes the Beats’ preference for dropping out of a corrupt system rather than passively participating in it. “As for me, ladies and gentlemen,” Kerouac’s character concludes, “I’m going to desert the sinking ship.”

Adjust you must!

Most people had no desire to jump ship, of course, and many pundits thought conformity was a benevolent force, easing the tensions and frictions of a complicated, fast-moving social order. But the idea of adjusting to society was troubling to thinkers who felt society should adjust to its citizens, not the other way around. The literary critic Maxwell Geismar wrote in 1954 that the arts of the Eisenhower era were swayed so strongly by social and intellectual conformity that superstition and ignorance had become the norm. Another skeptic was the sociologist William H. Whyte, who coined the word “groupthink” in a 1952 essay for Fortune magazine. He argued that while conformity has been around forever, modern conformity is rationalized enough to become a genuine philosophy, defining the typical person as a creature of the environment rather than an individual capable of self-determination.

These and other intellectuals wanted to warn modernized society against the dictatorship of “other-directed behavior,” to use David Riesman’s term. A particularly articulate warning came in 1956 from Robert Lindner, a psychoanalyst who refused to follow party lines or buy into conventional paradigms. His condemnation of “adjustment” read in part:

You must adjust … This is the motto inscribed on the walls of every nursery, and the processes that break the spirit are initiated there. In birth begins conformity.…

You must adjust … This is the legend inscribed in every schoolbook, the invisible message on every blackboard. Our schools have become vast factories for the manufacture of robots.…

You must adjust … This is the command etched above the door of every church, synagogue, cathedral, temple, and chapel.…

You must adjust … This is the slogan emblazoned on the banners of all political parties.…

You must adjust … This is the creed of the sciences that have sold themselves to the status quo, the prescription against perplexity, the placebo for anxiety. For psychiatry, psychology and the medical or social arts that depend from them have become devil’s advocates and sorcerers’ apprentices of conformity.…

Lindner’s warning was clear. According to contemporary cant, those who failed to “adjust” in the right ways might raise juvenile delinquents, see them flunk out of school, rub God the wrong way, vote for an unpatriotic party, and disappoint their psychoanalysts—a fearful litany of consequences for individuals who march too insistently to their own drummers.

Adjustment was pushed especially hard where matters of sex were concerned. Sexuality was heavily regulated by both law and custom during the 1950s. Homophobia was ubiquitous, although the word itself had not yet been invented, and heterosexuals were advised to “save themselves” for marriage. This meant in practice that young people plunged into marriage at earlier and earlier ages, only to become bored and restless in many cases, despite the lectures on “togetherness” they read in pop-psychology magazines. Female fashions had a neo-Victorian air, calling for padded bras, curve-enhancing girdles, and high-heeled shoes that turned women’s bodies into the equivalent of shielded citadels. While waiting for the “right person” to walk down the aisle with, one could watch family-worshiping TV shows on the order of Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver. Bolder sorts could peruse Alfred Kinsey’s hugely publicized reports on male and female sexuality, which appeared in 1948 and 1953, or read sex-oriented bestsellers such as Grace Metalious’s novel Peyton Place and Polly Adler’s memoir A House Is Not a Home, published in 1953 and 1956, respectively. Playboy debuted in 1953, raising the bar for sex in magazines; its first issue featured a nude shot of Marilyn Monroe, who was named America’s top female movie star in the same year.

But while sexy entertainment was widespread during the 1950s, it generally came with a look-but-don’t-touch message, manifesting the need for sex and the denial of sex that coexisted in the national ethos. The don’t-touch part of the message was particularly aimed at a segment of society that cares very much about sex: young people, of whom there were plenty, born in the postwar baby boom. As they grew into adolescence they encountered many older people eager to sell them the era’s popular products, from magazines, movies, and TV shows to the items advertised in them. And thus youth culture—now cultivated by marketers as a special domain with its own folkways, mores, opportunities, and obsessions—was born. This was something new under the American sun, and there was money to be made from it. The only thing missing was a counterculture group daring enough to call its bluff and expose its lies from within the youth culture itself. Enter the Beat Generation.

Recalling the Lost Generation

Like the Lost Generation before them, the Beats arose in the aftermath of a world war, and they saw the earlier group as a spiritual and aesthetic forerunner of their own circle, embodying a similar belief that forward-looking literature and art was an antidote to the nightmares of the past and the anxieties of the present. Also like the Lost Generation, the Beats had a romance with a foreign land, replacing cosmopolitan Paris with wild and woolly Mexico, a place that was steeped in history, rich in mythology, and sufficiently relaxed about drugs to be a sympathetic roosting place for what William S. Burroughs called “refugee hipsters.” The Beat chronicler John Clellon Holmes expressed the Lost Generation worldview beautifully when he said the generation that made the Roaring Twenties roar first appeared “in a roadster, laughing hysterically because nothing meant anything any more,” and went to Europe unsure about whether it wanted to find an orgiastic future or to escape from the Puritanism of the past. Its attitude was one of desperate frivolity, Holmes continued, and its pervading mood was a sense of loss.

One hears clear echoes of the Beats in this account. Yet there were contrasts between the groups as well. The Beats built their reputations mainly in their own country, for instance, and only a few of them shared the taste for extreme intricacy and fragmentation that Joyce, Pound, and Eliot cultivated in their work. More profoundly, as Holmes pointed out, the Lost Generation was occupied with the loss of faith, religious and otherwise, whereas many Beats were preoccupied with the need for it. Or as Kerouac put it in 1958, the Lost Generation built upon “ironic romantic negation” but the Beats were “sweating for affirmation,” seeking “absolute belief in a Divinity of Rapture.” Hence the religious overtones that swirl through such essential Beat texts as Ginsberg’s 1961 poem “Kaddish” and Kerouac’s 1965 novel Desolation Angels, among many others.

Buddhism and gurus

As inner-directed artists committed to the unspeakable visions of the individual, the Beats were wary of guides and gurus—even in the guru-mad 1960s, when (for one example out of dozens) the Beatles made the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi into a major celebrity. Discipleship is an important part of Buddhist tradition, however, and serious Buddhists like Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Snyder were devoted to the concept of the guru as Bodhisattva, less a leader or teacher than a spiritual reflection of the believer’s own Buddha nature. To them, seeking and cherishing the Bodhisattva, who is often found among the castoffs of materialistic society, was a way to pursue enlightenment in the wide world and simultaneously delve deeper into the sacredness of the self. Kerouac’s 1958 novel The Dharma Bums is the most extensive Beat treatment of this quest. Kerouac’s spiritual journey was a complicated one, beginning in Roman Catholicism, passing through a flirtation with atheism, shifting to an amalgam of Buddhism and Christianity, and culminating in a Roman Catholicism now strongly inflected by Buddhist teachings. These phases are reflected by turns, explicitly or implicitly, in nearly all of his books.

Ginsberg did not embrace a spiritual dimension in his poetry until the mid-1950s, but by the time “Howl” appeared in 1956 he was immersed in a search for expanded consciousness that took many forms. After involvement with Timothy Leary’s psychedelic scene in the early 1960s he felt the need for a more focused, productive study of the mind’s highest capabilities, and this is when he discovered Eastern thought. Kerouac had introduced him to Buddhism many years earlier, but he explored it more deeply while visiting India, where he spoke with the Dalai Lama and other sages. Returning to the United States after two years in Asia, Ginsberg used his new religious insights as a source of spiritual balance while plunging into the antiestablishment political struggles of the 1960s.

Ginsberg was much entangled with the material world during that tumultuous era, when his fame as poet, public reader, singer and musician, and activist soared. His attraction to Buddhism did not wane, however, and eventually his relationship with the Tibetan Buddhist teacher Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche revitalized his commitment and led him to take formal Buddhist vows. Trungpa was born in Tibet, where he built a reputation as an important teacher. He studied in India after the Chinese invasion of his homeland, read comparative religion at Oxford University, and emigrated to America at the urging of his American followers. In the United States he became a controversial figure, prone to sexual exploits and heavy drinking. (He died at age forty-seven of alcohol-related liver disease.) Yet his teachings were gentle, emphasizing deep meditation as a route to insight and awareness. His philosophy, like that of the Theravada Buddhist tradition, could be put into practice without belief in a specific higher power.
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1. Ginsberg wrote Part I of “Howl” in the front room of the apartment he shared with Peter Orlovsky, his lover and fellow poet, at 1010 Montgomery Street, San Francisco, in the spring and summer of 1955.

It is not surprising that Ginsberg was attracted to Trungpa, who loved spontaneity and improvisation, disdained social convention, and wanted to write poetry, enlisting Ginsberg’s help in exchange for religious instruction. Like the Beat poet and performer Anne Waldman, another Trungpa student, Ginsberg found the Tibetan tradition of “crazy wisdom” completely in tune with his own rejection of “correct” cultural norms. Trungpa alienated many potential followers, however, including Kenneth Rexroth, the Beat writer and intellectual, who once remarked, “Many believe [he] has unquestionably done more harm to Buddhism in the United States than any man living.”

Be that as it may, Trungpa was an energetic entrepreneur. In 1973 he founded Vajradhatu, an umbrella organization for his North American activities. The following year—in Boulder, Colorado, where had set up headquarters—he established the Naropa Institute, which evolved into Naropa University, the country’s first accredited Buddhist university. Building on Naropa’s mandate to commingle Eastern and Western ideas, Ginsberg and Waldman founded the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics there in 1974, at Trungpa’s invitation. Ginsberg taught classes there every summer until he died, and Waldman is still affiliated with the school, which now comprises the university’s writing and poetics department and its summer writing program. In these respects at least, Trungpa’s legacy has been a productive one.

Another important Beat figure linked with a controversial guru was Philip Whalen, a San Francisco Renaissance poet who appears under various names in Kerouac novels. Whalen discovered Buddhism as a high school student and never looked back, becoming the most ardent Buddhist scholar in the Beat circle. In college he roomed with the future poet and environmentalist Gary Snyder, later following Snyder’s footsteps to Japan and living in that country from 1969 to 1971. Perhaps inspired by serving as an isolated fire lookout in the Pacific Northwest mountains—an experience Snyder and Kerouac also had—Whalen became a Zen monk in 1973 and was involved with the San Francisco Zen Center when Zentatsu Richard Baker was its abbot. Baker left the center in 1984, accused of having inappropriate sexual relationships with female students and unfairly exploiting the center’s successful business activities. Whalen thrived nevertheless, becoming chief monk at two American Buddhist centers before his death in 2002. He also taught at the Naropa Institute and published several books of Zen-inflected verse that have an enthusiastic following among discerning readers.

Sex …

According to popular stereotypes, the 1950s were the most sexually repressed decade in modern times. This is partly true. The producers of the CBS television sitcom I Love Lucy (1951–1957) were not allowed to use the word “pregnant” in a script. Movies and TV shows had married couples sleeping in separate beds. Hollywood filmmaker Otto Preminger ran into censorship problems when a character said “virgin” in The Moon Is Blue (1953) and when another used heroin in The Man with the Golden Arm (1955). CBS instructed The Ed Sullivan Show (1948–1971) to display singer Elvis Presley only from the waist up after earlier appearances brought howls of protest over the sight of his gyrating hips.

Nonetheless, the 1950s had libidinal impulses as strong and plentiful as those of other decades. They were indirectly expressed in the public sphere, but they were impossible to miss. Hugh Hefner started a publishing revolution when his men’s magazine Playboy reached newsstands in 1953. The buxom Marilyn Monroe became a superstar, and second-tier blonde babes like Jayne Mansfield and Diana Dors immediately imitated her. Vladimir Nabokov’s scandalous Lolita reached the best-seller lists and the title of Metalious’s fornication-filled novel Peyton Place became a household phrase. People who had gasped at Alfred Kinsey’s report on Sexual Behavior in the Human Male in 1948 found even more surprises when Sexual Behavior in the Human Female appeared in 1953. Homosexuals are everywhere! People masturbate!

… and Beat sex

Sexual freedom was a given for most Beats, and Beat writers did not hesitate to pour their sex-related longings, fantasies, and adventures into their poems, novels, and stories. Beat sexuality did not become an open book for all to read, however, and authorities on the Beat Generation still debate questions related to it. One such question concerns the appropriate label—if any—for the sexuality of a Jack Kerouac or a Neal Cassady, who considered themselves heterosexual but had homosexual experiences. Cassady was such a bundle of raw, hungry nerves that departing from his usual heterosexual habits (in his affair with Ginsberg, for instance) probably struck him as more a vacation than a transgression. By contrast, some authorities claim that Kerouac was a profoundly repressed homosexual (bisexual would be more accurate) who used alcohol and drugs to lower his inhibitions for gay encounters, then used them again to ease anxiety and guilt.

As young men, Ginsberg and Burroughs were uneasy about their gay identities, and both tried more than once to be “cured” of homosexuality. Ginsberg had occasional female lovers, and Burroughs had a common-law wife and a son. But before long they came to terms with homosexuality and explored it fully in their writing. Burroughs also became a fan of the “orgone accumulator” invented by the maverick psychiatrist Wilhelm Reich, who believed that a box lined with the proper material can collect a life force called orgone energy. A person can absorb this energy by resting in the box, Reich taught, and then discharge it through sexual activity, achieving physical and psychological health while having a walloping good time.

Kerouac was interested in Reich’s ideas too. He describes Burroughs’s enthusiasm for orgone boxes in On the Road, when Sal and Dean visit the Burroughs character (Old Bull Lee) at his Louisiana home, where he has built one. At the end of his “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose,” moreover, Kerouac advises modern writers to “write excitedly, swiftly, with writing-or-typing-cramps, in accordance (as from center to periphery) with laws of orgasm, Reich’s ‘beclouding of consciousness.’ Come from within, out—to relaxed and said.”

More controversially, Ginsberg had a higher tolerance for adult-child sexuality than the vast majority of Americans in his day or ours. He argued that prepubescent children “don’t have to be protected from big hairy you and me, they’ll get used to our lovemaking in 2 days,” and in the 1980s he joined the North American Man Boy Love Association, citing defense of free speech and civil liberties as his reason. He made it clear, however, that he did not practice such sexuality; that he regarded NAMBLA as “a discussion society not a sex club”; and that he respected “those who want to fix a general law to prevent abuse of minors.” Here as in other contentious areas, Ginsberg pursued his activism as an artist and intellectual who sought not to overpower but to persuade.

In the end, it is impossible to pin down a specifically Beat sexuality. Look at The Dharma Bums, for instance, and you find the Gary Snyder character (Japhy Ryder) doing yabyum with his friends—being naked together in body and soul—while the Kerouac character (Ray Smith) declines the sensual fun, choosing to continue the celibacy he hopes will cleanse him of attachment to the world. The Beat Generation has room for every kind of sexuality, including none.

Drugs

There was a period in the 1960s when a litmus test for drug-culture common sense was to compare Allen Ginsberg with Timothy Leary, asking which radical sage had the better answer to the question of how best to expand one’s consciousness.

Leary, a Harvard University psychology professor until 1963 and a freelance guru after that, was a charismatic figure who altered the era’s popular culture with his contention that hallucinogenic drugs are the ideal instrument for turning on, tuning in, and dropping out of the bourgeois rat race. This led him to bestow his magic substances on one and all, with tragic results as well as happy ones. Ginsberg saw hallucinogens as an exciting and efficient way of achieving what Rimbaud called the systematic derangement of the senses, but he eventually found it more exciting and efficient to cultivate the mind’s transcendent powers without artificial aids. His growing commitment to Buddhism was one outcome of this reasoning.

Drug experimentation was a way for Beats to challenge square society’s joy-killing values while getting powerfully high in the process. Historically, most Beats were into “body” drugs before psychedelic “mind” drugs came their way. Heroin, morphine, and Benzedrine were the most popular, and Benzedrine was easy to obtain by breaking open a plastic tube of nasal inhalant and swallowing the solution-drenched cotton inside. Body drugs are addictive, of course, and Burroughs was the Beat with the most famous monkey on his back. His dependency may have started at age fourteen, when he was injured in a chemistry-set mishap and given an adult dose of morphine at a hospital. A few years later, he sold his new friend Herbert Huncke some stolen Syrettes of morphine tartrate and decided to try one before completing the transaction; soon thereafter he became addicted to heroin.

Burroughs wrote about the hard-drug scene in Junkie, and by the time of Naked Lunch he was using addiction as a potent metaphor for issues of control and rebellion. He looked into mind-altering drugs as well, visiting South America during the early 1950s in search of ayahuasca, also called yagé, which was said to give its users access to telepathic powers. Ginsberg made a similar quest about a decade later. They collaborated on The Yagé Letters, published by City Lights in 1963, although Burroughs apparently wrote most of the slim volume. Burroughs kicked his heroin habit for many years, then took it up again in the late 1970s, when he was hanging out with New York celebrities. His desire to kick it again was a chief reason for his move to Lawrence, Kansas, in 1981. None of this kept him from living a long, full life.

Kerouac’s drug of choice, alcohol, worked for him (all too well) as a soother of mind and body. In addition to its narcotic effects, Kerouac valued it as a route to the nonattachment—which he saw as a sort of spiritualized oblivion—called for by his Buddhist beliefs. He experimented with other drugs as well, and in a poem like “Morphine” he sees “high” as both a physical and a spiritual state: “Nothing like a shot of junk for sheer / Heavenly contact.” For him, spirits took many forms and wine was junk at its most sublime. Alcohol killed him, but alcohol also brought him alive.

The dark side of the Beats

The Beat Generation has been a major force for good, disputing the social rules of a sadly straitlaced era and opening up enormous new areas of thought and expression. Its innovations were fueled by its discontents. Kerouac was outraged by the alienation and mechanization of industrialized society; Burroughs waged war on cultural control systems; Ginsberg felt the world’s problems arose from national powers imposing a uniform consciousness on the masses.

Inevitably, however, the Beat movement also had negative aspects. While its emphasis on sexual freedom was liberating and exhilarating, its implicit endorsement of anything-goes morality ushered in irresponsible and destructive patterns; even the young Kerouac portrayed the womanizing ways of Neal Cassady, the Dean Moriarty of On the Road, as a hazard and aggravation for all concerned. Similar things can be said regarding Beat drug and alcohol abuse, although the real problems started when the Hippies transformed dope from a special experience for the enlightened to a diversion for anyone who could afford a fix, a bag, or a snort.

Also problematic in some respects was the Beat emphasis on inner revolution rather than political activism. Key figures like Ginsberg and Ferlinghetti were outspoken political thinkers, to be sure, and Burroughs’s hatred of conformity and consensus makes his best books outstanding manifestos for radical change. Yet exploring the unspeakable visions of the individual allowed Beats to avoid the necessity for collective action. At times these ardent nonconformists sounded eerily like the unenlightened society they were nonconforming to.

This was especially true of Kerouac, who became more and more conservative as he aged; eventually his nonviolence seemed paranoid, his anticommunism seemed reactionary, and his irreverence seemed like bigotry. When his friends Ginsberg and Carl Solomon criticized aspects of two early novels, he saw himself as an innocent L’il Abner among unfeeling Jewish businessmen. By the early 1960s he had dumped countless anti-Semitic epithets on Ginsberg, and in 1961 he agreed with his mother—in Ginsberg’s presence—that Jews shouldn’t still be complaining about the Holocaust, and that Adolf Hitler should have finished what he started.

If there is any excuse for this besides alcoholism and depression, it is that Kerouac increasingly saw himself as a miserable sinner surrounded by a miserably sinful world, in which self-improvement is doomed along with all other human enterprises save the soul’s quest for divine grace in the afterlife. For him, social ills were not problems to be solved but sins to be expiated by penance and atonement. Alcoholism and depression were the forms this penance took for him.

Ginsberg cultivated political awareness throughout his life, and most of his views were tolerant to a fault. Yet he did not shy away from pushing people’s buttons, even in areas related to his own Jewish heritage. “The trouble with the Israelis is that they are Jewish,” he remarked in the early 1960s, “they were hypnotized by the Nazis and all other racist magic hypnotists of previous eras. Astonishing mirror image resemblance between Nazi theory of racial superiority and Jewish hang-up as chosen race.… Any fixed static categorized image of the Self is a big goof.”

Burroughs was such a corrosive writer that he seems more misanthropic—prejudiced against humanity in general—than biased against any particular group. “Take a look at the human artifact,” he writes in The Adding Machine. “What is wrong with it? Just about everything.” That said, even his close associate Brion Gysin objected to an anti-Semitic tone in Cities of the Red Night. Burroughs responded that the phrases expressed his characters, not himself; yet when replying to Gysin he took the opportunity to recap some “Jew jokes” from earlier works. With regard to gender, Burroughs acknowledged his reputation as a misogynist, and most of his fiction is so dominated by males that it is hard to imagine him taking a serious, empathetic, or politically and morally progressive attitude toward women. Readers are free to decide whether his general disdain for the human species gets him off the hook, or is just an excuse for old-fashioned male chauvinist piggery. “Women may well be a biological mistake.… But so is almost everything else I see around here,” he once opined. Given the state of world affairs, the second half of that statement is hard to argue with. The first half is another story.


Chapter 2
Beats, beatniks, bohemians, and all that jazz

Although the Beats are best known as writers and poets, they had a broader identity as bohemians bent on challenging the folkways and mores of their time. “Bohemian” in this sense derives from a French usage referring to gypsies, who were thought to come from Bohemia when they arrived in Western Europe half a millennium ago.

The term “bohemian” acquired its more modern meaning in the nineteenth century, when Henri Murger wrote stories about “La Vie de Bohème,” centering on colorfully poor artists, writers, and poets. These tales inspired Giacomo Puccini’s 1896 opera La Bohème, which improved the term’s international credentials. Bohemianism entered the English language thanks to William Makepeace Thackeray, who described the heroine of his 1848 novel Vanity Fair as having “a wild, roving nature, inherited from father and mother, who were both Bohemians, by taste and circumstances.” All this is encapsulated in the Oxford English Dictionary definition most relevant for our purposes: “A gipsy of society; one who either cuts himself off, or is by his habits cut off, from society for which he is otherwise fitted; especially an artist, literary man, or actor, who leads a free, vagabond, or irregular life, not being particular as to the society he frequents, and despising conventionalities generally.”

Beats and beatniks

Jack Kerouac invented the Beat Generation’s name. This is not surprising, since he used the word “beat” often—describing the melancholy heroine of his 1960 novel Tristessa, for instance, as “frail, beat, final.” But the word has a longer history. Some scholars date it to the Civil War era, when it meant “a lazy man or a shirk,” and the Beat historian Ann Charters traces its modern usage to the 1940s, when hustlers and musicians used it to mean poor, exhausted, or down and out, as when jazz musician Mezz Mezzrow wrote about “a beat-up old tuxedo with holes in the pants” and said, “I was dead beat.” Ginsberg felt the word had many different meanings, including “exhausted, at the bottom of the world, looking up or out, sleepless” and “wide-eyed, perceptive, rejected by society, on your own, streetwise.” Kerouac associated “beat” with his streetwise friend Herbert Huncke, a Times Square grifter who “appeared to us and said ‘I’m beat’ with radiant light shining out of his despairing eyes … a word perhaps brought from some midwest carnival or junk cafeteria.”

Kerouac gave the term its most enduring meanings. As early as his first novel, The Town and the City, he described a character “wandering ‘beat’ around the city,” searching for moral and financial support. At times he found negative meanings in the word, as in Desolation Angels, where he says the word implies “mind-your-own-business,” as in “beat it,” and in a 1959 essay where he wrote that “beat” means “poor … deadbeat, on the bum, sad, sleeping in subways.” At other times Kerouac did not seem quite sure what it meant, as when he gave the definition “sympathetic” on Steve Allen’s popular television show. But usually he gave the term positive implications, writing in 1958 that after the Korean War of the early 1950s, young people came out “cool and beat … and the Beat Generation, though dead, was resurrected and justified.” Ultimately, favorable and even mystical meanings prevailed in Kerouac’s mind. This is clear in On the Road, where the narrator (a stand-in for the author) says of Dean Moriarty, the character based on Neal Cassady, that he “was BEAT—the root, the soul of Beatific.”

For many people, Beat and beatnik are synonyms. But experts on the subject think otherwise. While the term “beat” came from hustlers, jazzmen, and authentic Beat writers, the word “beatnik” came from a journalist, Herb Caen. He wrote for the San Francisco Chronicle, and in 1958 he cobbled the term together from Beat Generation and Sputnik, the first artificial satellite to go into orbit, launched by the Soviet Union a year earlier. Discussing the neologism later, Caen claimed that he invented it to poke fun at the Beats because they took themselves too seriously. It caught on so quickly that even Caen was amazed: His newspaper ran a headline about a “beatnik murder” the day after he first used it. The new word angered real Beats, including Kerouac, who said to the columnist, “You’re putting us down and making us sound like jerks. I hate it. Stop using it.” Caen obviously did not.

Raising consciousness, attacking repression

The idea of finding a New Vision, and accomplishing this through new forms of art, came early in the Beat saga. The first ones to pursue it were Allen Ginsberg and Lucien Carr at Columbia University in the middle 1940s, and it was a major discussion topic when Ginsberg and Kerouac got together for serious talks. A problem arose, however: nobody was quite clear about what the New Vision was supposed to be. The words obviously imply a fresh way of seeing, or an unprecedented and “visionary” way of encountering the world, but this is still vague. The unanswered question is how one would acquire the kind of “vision” that Aldous Huxley discussed in his 1954 book The Doors of Perception, which borrowed its title from the great Beat icon William Blake: “If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite.”

One answer was travel, done in the frenetic and far-reaching Beat style. Another involved what the French poet Arthur Rimbaud called the “long, prodigious, and rational disordering of all the senses,” allowing sensory inputs to function and commingle in unusual and exciting ways, often with the aid of drugs. A third possible route to new vision is the creation of revolutionary artworks, such as the explosive James Joyce novels (Ulysses, Finnegans Wake) that Ginsberg and Kerouac admired. Beats experimented with these and other possibilities, mindful that even their best creative ideas were in a constant state of flux, flow, and evolution. After their early enthusiasm for “new vision,” they turned to other expressive terms—“eyeball kicks,” “spontaneous bop prosody”—that articulated their desire to subvert postwar paradigms through artistic experimentation. Some brought political action into the mix as well, although others, especially Kerouac, considered this alienating and unproductive. “Issues,” he once said. “Fuck issues.” For him, revolution from within was the only kind of revolution that counted.
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2. Jack Kerouac’s political views were more conservative than those of many other Beats, but his words during a 1968 appearance on Firing Line, the long-running TV show created and hosted by the very conservative William F. Buckley Jr., were closer to free-form rambling than social commentary.

This said, though, all of the Beats wanted to challenge the social givens of their day. In their minds, modern society was crisscrossed with insidious networks of malignant forces designed to cage, manipulate, and smother the otherwise free spirits that are God’s gift to each of us. Burroughs called the enemy “the control machine,” defining it as “simply the machinery—police, education, etc.—used by a group in power to keep itself in power and extend its power.” These mechanisms produce lowered levels of consciousness, not the raised consciousness that might improve the human condition.

Politically speaking, Kerouac embraced notions far to the right of Burroughs’s ideas, but he agreed about the basics. In his 1954 story “cityCityCITY” he sketched a picture of conformity as frightening as the one in Huxley’s prescient 1932 novel Brave New World, showing a population controlled and regimented by mass-media Multivision along with computers, tranquilizers, and a surgical process called “Deactivation” that produces “general psychic pacification.” The specter of suburban sameness was still with Kerouac when he wrote The Dharma Bums three years later, describing

house after house on both sides of the street each with the lamplight of the living room, shining golden, and inside the little blue square of the television, each living family riveting its attention on probably one show; nobody talking; silence in the yards; dogs barking at you because you pass on human feet instead of on wheels. You’ll see what I mean, when it begins to appear like everybody in the world is soon going to be thinking the same way.… I see [Gary Snyder] in future years … his thoughts the only thoughts not electrified to the Master Switch.

Ginsberg was also alarmed about modernity’s dehumanizing trends. He embodied them in the false god Moloch that looms terrifyingly large in “Howl,” and he attacked them often in other works—when he wrote, for example, that “among the abundance and the affluence … among the automobiles, the televisions, the household appliances, the hi-fi-sets, the fallout shelters, the SAC bombers, and the nuclear missiles, we [have] misplaced or displaced ‘the lost America of love.’”

For the Beats, raising consciousness and attacking repression were two sides of the same iconoclastic coin. Although the phrase “new vision” gradually fell into disuse, the ideals it represented stayed alive, compelling Beats to bypass society’s well-traveled roads via Buddhism, bebop, mind-expanding drugs, and fresh approaches to what Kerouac called the “humankind materials of art.” And this is why the best Beat writers questioned the nature and purposes of writing itself. Burroughs, for instance, was not just an anticonformist author but, in some ways, an antilanguage author who knew the power of words to enchain and to liberate, depending on how they are used. Words are “the principal instruments of control,” he insisted. “Suggestions are words. Persuasions are words. Orders are words.” How can we protect ourselves against their ill effects? “Prisoner, come out,” says a character in The Soft Machine. “The great skies are open … rub out the word forever.” Burroughs attacked language’s control machine by cutting it up and folding it over, transforming texts into collages that celebrate the anarchic freedoms of the irrational unconscious mind.

Ginsberg too saw the danger of words turned into weapons by power-driven manipulators. Writing in 1961, he identified three elements in his own experience—“intervals of tranquility,” psychedelic drugs, and “changes of life and personal crises”—that allowed him to tap “vastnesses of consciousness in which all I know and plan is annihilated by awareness of hidden beingness.” He added that “all creation and poesy as transmission of the message of eternity is sacred and must be free of any rational restrictiveness; because consciousness has no limitations.” Ginsberg found that “all diverse simultaneous impressions and events [can] focus together to make a new, almost a mutant, consciousness.” This induced him to aim for higher things than instrumental logic and its commonsense conclusions. “[I]t is good to be able to say that I never in advance really know what I’m going to write,” he revealed, “if the writing is to become anywhere near sublime. That’s that.” Ginsberg’s writing philosophy of “first thought best thought” reflects the same set of convictions.

Kerouac also believed in “first thought best thought” writing as a means of evading the restrictions and limitations of literarily correct communication. The same impulse led him to draw strongly on the sense-defying flights of Buddhist meditation and his jazz-inflected rhythms in his prose and poetry. Kerouac got attuned to “the sound of the language,” as Ginsberg put it, “and got swimming in the seas of sound and guided his intellect on sound, rather than on dictionary associations with the meanings of the sounds. In other words … another kind of reason.… If you can use the word reason for that.” You cannot, and that is the point. Raising consciousness beyond consciousness while attacking every kind of repression—those were the points behind the point.

“Everything belongs to me because I am poor”

“The essence of the phrase ‘beat generation’ can be found in [a] celebrated phrase, ‘Everything belongs to me because I am poor.’” So said Allen Ginsberg in 1981. He misremembered Kerouac’s words as coming from On the Road, whereas they really appear in Visions of Cody and also in a 1959 article called “The Beginning of Bop” that Kerouac wrote for Cavalier, a men’s magazine. The phrase was much on Kerouac’s mind in the 1950s, and in Visions of Cody, published in 1960 but written almost a decade earlier, the words have deep and rich significance. Jack Duluoz, the surrogate for Kerouac in the novel, has been watching and daydreaming about a “pretty brunette with violet eyes” as she eats a meal. She is reading a Modern Library book, which makes her even more attractive, “maybe a hip young intellectual girl” who is just his type. “She’d melt for me in two minutes,” Duluoz muses, but then, “beautifully, with simplicity,” she leaves. The passage ends,

It no longer makes me cry and die and tear myself to see her go because everything goes away from me like that now—girls, visions, anything, just in the same way and forever and I accept lostness forever.

Everything belongs to me because I am poor.

Here as elsewhere, the poverty Kerouac welcomes has less to do with possessions than with spiritual values. In the past, Duluoz tells us, he would have been actively miserable at the departure of a romantic reverie, and of the woman whose beauty and manner touched it off. But by this stage in his still-young life, he has grown resigned to disappearances—of the women who have filled his dreams, the visions that have filled his imagination, and indeed everything in the wide world that enfolds him. And his resignation is rooted in wisdom. Although persons and possessions may elude him, all of America and the great spaces beyond it are within his grasp, any time he chooses to rush off and embrace them. On the surface, Duluoz is accepting “lostness” as readily as he’d welcome an old friend. On a deeper level, Kerouac is starting to live out principles of Buddhism that played an increasingly large role in his intellectual and spiritual life. More specifically, he’s acknowledging what Buddhism calls the “impermanence” of the human condition.

Kerouac was no dilettante or dabbler in Buddhist doctrine. According to Ginsberg, who was passionate about this subject, Kerouac grew to be a “brilliant intuitive Buddhist scholar” who grasped the slippery notion that “this universe is real, and at the same time unreal … form and emptiness are identical.” If reality and unreality are the same thing, then being poor and owning everything are the same thing, and there is nothing to regret when things prove transitory. Or as Kerouac put it in Mexico City Blues, an epic poem shot through with Buddhist thinking, “Bring on the single teaching … Love of Objectlessness.”

Not everyone agrees about the depth of Kerouac’s Buddhist awareness. The Beat poet Philip Whalen said his friend’s interest in Buddhism was more literary than religious, and even Ginsberg wrote that as Kerouac grew older, “in despair and lacking the means to calm his mind and let go of the suffering, he tended more and more to grasp at the Cross … finally conceiving of himself as being crucified.” It is true that Kerouac was, in the end, more a Roman Catholic than anything else; even in the novel Desolation Angels, which has strong Buddhist resonances, he calls Buddha his “hero” but immediately adds, “my other hero, Christ is first.” Yet there is no real contradiction here, since in both religions what Kerouac sought was transcendence, a sense of refuge from the barely controlled turbulence of his inner world. This is most vividly evoked near the end of the 1962 novel Big Sur, where a night of hallucinations and delirium, brought on by alcohol withdrawal, culminates in a profoundly Christian vision: “I see the Cross, it’s silent, it stays a long time, my heart goes out to it, my whole body fades away to it.” If the ultimate in “poor” for Kerouac was to lack even the alcohol he loved, he could still find “everything” in mystical faith.

Kerouac’s use of the word “poor” also has an earthbound sense, linked to rejection of materialism in general and 1950s consumerism in particular. He and the other Beats agreed that lusts for money and power are perhaps the deadliest human pitfalls. Americans often give up what they really need, Kerouac wrote in his journal, “for the sake of some golden automobile.” This and similar concerns arose partly from the Beats’ interest in the Transcendentalist school of American writing, epitomized by Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson, and partly from the joys they themselves found in simple, inexpensive pleasures—love, sex, drugs, travel on the cheap—during their inner and outer journeys. They could be tempted by material comfort, but they were suspicious of it as a final goal, so it is not surprising that Kerouac, Ginsberg, Whalen, and Gary Snyder were drawn so strongly to Buddhism, even if some of them blended Buddhist concepts with other religious ideas, as Kerouac did with Christianity and Snyder with American Indian mythology.

Even the skeptical-of-everything Burroughs created a literary mythos that draws on an array of religious, folkloric, and supernatural belief systems.

Most of the core Beats earned enough from writing, speaking, teaching, and other such activities to live decently during most (if not all) of their lives, but at their best they exemplified the poor in spirit whom Kerouac’s most basic faith, Christianity, claims will inherit the earth. Poverty is what allowed them to own everything worth owning.

The 6 Gallery

One of Beat history’s most festive and decisive milestones took place in autumn 1955. A modest announcement was mailed out to publicize it:

Philip Lamantia reading mss. of late John Hoffman—Mike McClure, Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder & Phil Whalen—all sharp new straightforward writing—remarkable collection of angels on one stage reading their poetry. No charge, small collection for wine, and postcards. Charming event.

The show will take place at the 6 Gallery on Fillmore Street in “San Fran,” the notice adds, and Kenneth Rexroth will be master of ceremonies. As things turned out, the reading by those “angels” gave fresh energy and lasting impetus to a pair of interrelated cultural collectives: the Beat Generation and the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance. It also made history by marking the first time that Ginsberg read a portion of his masterwork “Howl” in public.

Most people in the 1950s associated the Beat group with Manhattan’s downtown Greenwich Village neighborhood, but in fact its members were elsewhere more often than not. Sometimes they were exploring the drugs, culture, and kicks of some foreign land. Within the United States they were often on the road, and the fabled city of San Francisco ranked with their favorite haunts. It held the double fascination of being both utterly American and as far away from East Coast traditionalism as you could get without crossing (or falling into) the Pacific Ocean. It also had a long history of radicalism, bohemianism, progressive politics, and poetic experimentation, which made it a fertile and productive site for the evolution of the Beat aesthetic.
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3. This image from the docudrama Howl shows Allen Ginsberg (James Franco) reading Part I of “Howl” at the 6 Gallery, an event that helped launch the Beat Generation and the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance in October 1955. By reconstructing the gallery event and the 1957 obscenity trial of “Howl” in cinematic terms, this film captures the poem’s literary and sociological importance in ways to which subsequent generations can readily relate.

San Francisco’s main Beat enclave was “the Beach,” as locals called the North Beach area. Like the Village, this was an ethnic neighborhood with relatively inexpensive housing, food, and taverns; and, like the Village, it was near a Chinatown district containing bookstores, restaurants, and other establishments tied to Eastern cultures. Two reputable poets, Rexroth and Robert Duncan, were involved with poetry-centered salons, which were beginning to spark a San Francisco Renaissance when Kerouac and Burroughs hit the city in 1952, followed by Ginsberg two years later.

They and other Beats frequented a place called the Place, which was a bar featuring a Blabbermouth Night of improv every week. They also liked the Coffee Gallery, which presented more conventional poetry readings, and the Co-Existence Bagel Shop, whose name would have seemed improbable, if not inscrutable, in almost any other city. In such places jazz, art exhibitions, and oral poetry thrived. So did stunts and gimmicks, as when an arts-friendly entrepreneur named Henri Lenoir peddled “beatnik kits” to tourists and hired a central-casting beatnik to knock off abstract “masterpieces” in the window of Vesuvio’s bar. More serious businesses included the City Lights bookstore, which opened in 1953, and City Lights Publishing, launched in 1955—venues that took on legendary status as the base of operations for Lawrence Ferlinghetti and unofficial clearing house for Beat writing in particular and postwar avant-garde literature in general. So much was happening in the city by 1957 that the cutting-edge Evergreen Review published a San Francisco Scene issue.

And there was the 6 Gallery, set up in 1954 by a group of local poets and artists who believed that poetry, performance, and visual art should be partners, not competitors. Kerouac and others have identified the October 1955 reading there as the official beginning of the San Francisco Renaissance, and it is a credible claim, although a long list of substantial poets—including Duncan, Kenneth Patchen, James Broughton, and Jack Spicer—had been living, working, and writing in San Fran for many years.

The event’s prime movers were Rexroth and Ginsberg, with Ginsberg doing the most to organize it and line up the readers. The program took shape in a sort of chain reaction: Rexroth suggested Snyder, and Snyder suggested Philip Whalen, and Michael McClure, one of the first people involved in the plan, stood ready for action when needed. Where was Kerouac in all this? He had just breezed into town from Mexico, where he had written his epic poem Mexico City Blues that summer. Ginsberg asked him to participate, but Kerouac turned him down, saying he was too bashful to read before a large audience. And large it promised to be, since Ginsberg was sending out more than a hundred postcards to spread the word. No such timidity stopped Whalen or Snyder, even though neither of them had read in public before.

Kerouac stayed on the sidelines, but he gave a colorful account of the evening in The Dharma Bums. “It was a mad night,” he wrote. “And I was the one who got things jumping by going around collecting dimes and quarters from the rather stiff audience standing around in the gallery and coming back with three huge gallon jugs of California Burgundy and getting them all piffed so that by eleven o’clock when [Ginsberg] was reading his, wailing his poem ‘Wail’ drunk with arms outspread everybody was yelling ‘Go! Go! Go!’ (like a jam session) and old [Rexroth] the father of the Frisco poetry scene was wiping his tears in gladness.” By half past eleven, he continues, “all the poems were read and everybody was milling around wondering what had happened and what would come next in American poetry.” Kerouac’s report is thinly fictionalized, but it is accurate, right down to his own role in the event. He may have been too shy to read, but he was not a shrinking violet on the margins of the evening.

Roughly a hundred and fifty people were in the gallery, including Neal Cassady and Natalie Jackson, his girlfriend at the time. John Hoffman, the poet whose work Philip Lamantia read, was known only to insiders; he had recently died at age twenty-one in Mexico, from either polio or, according to Kerouac, “too much peyote in Chihuahua.” Like Lamantia, he had inclined strongly to Surrealist verse. McClure, who followed Lamantia at the podium, drew on Surrealist thinking as well, along with Dadaist ideas and Antonin Artaud’s radical Theatre of Cruelty aesthetic. Artaud’s work inspired McClure to write “Point Lobos: Animism,” which he read at the 6, following it with verses praising the sanctity of nature. Whalen then lightened the mood with lively Zen-inspired poetry.

After intermission, Ginsberg unveiled his masterpiece “Howl,” reading only the first section, since he was still working on the rest. This was the poem that elicited Kerouac’s most energetic cheerleading, and by all accounts the rest of the audience was equally moved; so was Ginsberg, who wept with emotion as listeners hollered their approval at the end. Snyder then read “A Berry Feast,” which salutes a Native American trickster character, and selections from Myths & Texts, which would be published in 1960. After the reading, the poets and their pals “drove in several cars to Chinatown for a big fabulous dinner … yelling conversation in the middle of the night,” to quote The Dharma Bums.

Snyder and Whalen found the evening a perfect platform for their public-reading debuts, and Kerouac got a great episode for The Dharma Bums out of it. But the biggest beneficiary was Ginsberg, who had feared that “Howl” was too insular and idiosyncratic for other people to make sense of. The next day a telegram arrived from City Lights proprietor Lawrence Ferlinghetti, paying a compliment that helped launch Ginsberg as a major poet. “I greet you at the beginning of a great career,” Ferlinghetti wrote, echoing Ralph Waldo Emerson’s salute to Walt Whitman when Leaves of Grass was published exactly a hundred years earlier. “When do I get the manuscript?” Ginsberg got to work, and Howl and Other Poems appeared in 1956 under the City Lights Pocket Poets imprint.

Rewards from the charming event, which had a repeat performance at Town Hall Theater in Berkeley the following year, flowed to San Francisco’s literary scene as a whole, giving poets a freshly energized audience for their readings. “It succeeded beyond our wildest thoughts,” Snyder recalled. “In fact, we weren’t even thinking of success; we were just trying to invite some friends and potential friends.… Poetry suddenly seemed useful.” It certainly did. The reading helped crystallize a sense of community and coterie among the Beats and likeminded bohemian and avant-garde writers, and solidified the importance of oral performance as a key ingredient of the Beat aesthetic. Neither poetry nor galleries, cafés, and coffeehouses were quite the same afterward.


Chapter 3
The Beat novel: Kerouac and Burroughs

The Beats were an informal group, to the extent that they were a group at all. They were not “doing at all the same thing, either in writing or in outlook,” Burroughs said. “You couldn’t really find four writers more different, more distinctive. It’s simply a matter of juxtaposition rather than any actual association of literary styles or overall objectives.” Burroughs added, however, that they did have group importance on sociological and ideological levels, since they broke down all manner of social barriers and encouraged radically open-minded communication among peoples around the world. The public certainly identified the Beats as a group, and none of the Beats appeared to mind.

Nor was there much disagreement on who the core members were: Kerouac, fiercely committed to the spontaneous writing that he pioneered; Ginsberg, a member of the New American Poetry avant-garde inspired by everything from nineteenth-century verse to late-night radio patter; and Burroughs, a storyteller with a schizoid style and a hearty appetite for pleasures of the flesh. Underlying their merry pranks and zany eccentricities was a passionate search for what Ginsberg called “eyeball kicks,” the jolts of cosmic energy that divide everyday entertainments from visionary art.

Kerouac

Jack Kerouac was restless from the start. He was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, to French-Canadian-American parents who named him Jean Louis Kirouac, as the family name was spelled on his baptismal certificate. He was called Ti-Jean (Little John) as a child, and until age six he spoke Joual, a French-Canadian dialect for which he retained lifelong affection. He grew up in Lowell, a factory town on the skids, in a family plagued with problems. Some were financial, growing worse when his father’s printing business went downhill; others were existential, hitting Kerouac especially hard when one of his three older brothers died of rheumatic fever at age nine. The boy’s name was Gerard, and Kerouac never stopped remembering, idealizing, and literally praying to him, since Gerard appeared to have a vision of the Virgin Mary not long before his death. Jack took this as a sign that his late brother had become a saint.

Kerouac loved Lowell despite such ordeals, and he often returned there in his fiction—sometimes realistically, as in The Town and the City, other times deliriously, as in Doctor Sax: Faust Part Three. But he had no intention of remaining there for life, as many friends and family members did. He parlayed his status as a high-school football star into scholarship offers from several colleges, and settled on Columbia University because he was eager to try living in New York, the biggest big city of them all. (Going to Columbia meant spending a preparatory year at the Horace Mann School, also in New York, so he moved there in autumn of 1939.) But he found Columbia more like a psychological prison than an intellectual haven, and his football career declined because of a leg injury and a steadily declining relationship with his coach. Before long he was a dropout, living on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and making many friends, some of whom—Burroughs, Ginsberg, Cassady, Huncke, Holmes—helped shape his future, as he did theirs.

Military service beckoned when America entered the war. Legend has it that Kerouac joined the army, the marines, the coast guard, and the navy on a single alcohol-soaked night in 1943. In fact, he joined the merchant marine in 1942, and his motives were more personal than political. When wartime arrives in The Town and the City, his first novel, the autobiographical character Peter Martin hopes that shipboard service will be the first “great step” in the life he hopes to have. Yet, the narrator says, “he never thought of this in terms of war, but in terms of the great gray sea that was going to become the stage of his soul.… Mighty world events meant virtually nothing to him, they were not real enough, and he was certain that his wonderful joyous visions of super-spiritual existence and great poetry were ‘realer than all.’”

Such hopes notwithstanding, Kerouac lasted long enough in the merchant marine to take exactly one voyage, then enlisted in the navy in late 1942. Once there he started complaining of headaches, getting onto the sick list after eight days on active duty. At this point he drew a diagnosis of schizophrenia (then called dementia praecox) and spent several weeks in naval hospitals, although he rejected the diagnosis, stating that while he did see vivid mental images at times—a trait that strongly influenced his writing in time to come—he did not hear “voices” or suffer from other symptoms of the disease. Phrases like “Spree drinker” and “tends to brood a good deal” show up in his records. Without any particular training, wrote one psychiatrist, the patient was an enthusiastic novel writer who saw, strangely enough, “nothing unusual in this activity.” Another quoted Kerouac’s father, who called his son “seclusive [sic], stubborn, headstrong, resentful of authority and advice,” and said the young man had “been ‘boiling’ for a long time.” Kerouac left the military in June of 1943, a few months after he’d joined up. The official record stated: “Unsuitability for the Naval Service with Indifferent Discharge.”

Back in New York, Kerouac made the acquaintance of Burroughs, Ginsberg, and Huncke, and in 1944 he and Edie Parker, a classmate at Columbia, got married. A little later he met Neal Cassady, one of the most genuinely momentous events in Beat history. Cassady hailed from Denver, and a bus trip to visit him there was an early installment in the saga of compulsive traveling that stands at the center of Kerouac’s life and legend. Destinations he visited between 1947 and 1957 included San Francisco, the Sierra Nevadas, North Carolina, Washington State, Mexico City, England, France, and Morocco. In the course of these travels he married his second wife, became more serious about Buddhism, helped to organize and type Naked Lunch for Burroughs in Tangier, Morocco, and wrote almost all of his important works. Kerouac’s output during the 1950s averaged two books every twelve months, according to his friend John Clellon Holmes, who reckoned that American literature had never seen such a burst of creativity except during the four years when William Faulkner wrote four of his greatest novels.

On the road to On the Road

Kerouac’s first published book was The Town and the City, which he wrote between 1946 and 1949 in the manner used by authors for centuries: write, revise, write, revise. Soon he would criticize and reject this methodology, but so far he hadn’t seriously questioned it. Harcourt Brace published The Town and the City in 1950, and Kerouac earned a modest amount of attention as a promising new writer, only to find himself back in obscurity a year later. The market was slim for long, earnest books chiefly influenced by Thomas Wolfe and filled with laments about the contradictions of modern American life.

In 1950 Kerouac also married Joan Haverty, the widow of his friend Bill Cannastra, who had recently died a grotesque death during an attempted prank, climbing out a subway-car window just as the train entered a tunnel. Haverty left Kerouac in short order, realizing that no wife could compete with his strong attachment to his mother, but she let him move into her apartment to continue work on his new novel, which he had started in 1948. Tentatively titled On the Road, it was based on extensive journals containing experiences and impressions he had accumulated during his travels. By the beginning of 1950 he had written many pages of On the Road and was unhappy with all of them.

Spontaneous bop prosody

Casting about for ways to reinvent and invigorate his style, Kerouac went back to a pair of remarkable letters he had received from Cassady, the Dean Moriarty character in the new novel. Written in 1947 and 1950, the Great Sex Letter and especially the Joan Anderson Letter, as they came to be called, had a manic exuberance and go-for-broke unruliness that Kerouac called “kickwriting.” How could one create such wholly spontaneous, radically in-the-moment writing on a regular basis? The answer came to him as he listened to the free-flowing riffs of alto sax virtuoso Lee Konitz one evening in 1951. The secret was to emulate the endlessly inventive improvisations of his favorite jazz musicians.

Kerouac restarted On the Road in line with his new idea. Since spontaneity was the key, he taped sheets of drawing paper end to end so he could feed them into his typewriter as a single long scroll, eliminating the need to pause each time the paper needed changing. Considered in musical terms, Kerouac was moving from a concert-orchestra model, where pages are turned on the music stand as the piece proceeds, toward a progressive-jazz model, where nothing need interrupt the creative flow except the biological imperative of breathing. Kerouac also decided to disregard such fundamentals of Writing 101 as punctuation and paragraphing; he treated words less as links in a syntactic chain than as notes in a melodic stream, moving in a seamless progression guided only by the author’s instincts and intuitions during the moment-to-moment creative act. The result was an unprecedented feat of “spontaneous bop prosody,” in Ginsberg’s felicitous phrase, running to almost 120 feet of breathlessly composed single-spaced text.

Like its style, the novel’s content also breaks the rules. Its subject is Kerouac’s travels through America with Cassady, his closest and hippest friend. But there is no story in a conventional sense. Instead there are actions, descriptions, and impressions ordered by the pulsating energy of two young men who rarely manage to sit still, love most of the things they see, hate the rest of them, and treat indifference with contempt. Their shades of feeling are expressed in vivid, muscular prose, committed to paper in about three weeks, thanks to Kerouac’s lightning-quick typing speed and capacity for working day after day with little rest as long as steady supplies of coffee were available.
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4. Jack Kerouac typed On the Road on a scroll that was almost 120 feet long. The bottom end of the scroll is ragged, and Kerouac wrote a penciled note in the margin stating that Potchky, a cocker spaniel owned by his friend Lucien Carr, chewed up the last inches when no one was looking. Some observers speculate that Kerouac ripped it off himself, however, because he was dissatisfied with the original ending.

The trips

On the Road recounts four trips across the American continent. In the first, Kerouac stand-in Sal Paradise starts hitchhiking from New York to Denver but winds up taking a bus as far as Chicago and thumbing again from there. After adventures in Denver with Dean Moriarty and Carlo Marx, the Cassady and Ginsberg characters, he heads for San Francisco, where another old pal is living. But he soon races away from the unappetizing life he finds there, landing in Southern California, where he does manual labor with a Mexican girl he met on a southbound bus. Then he returns to New York.

The second trip starts in Virginia, where Dean unexpectedly arrives with his girlfriend and a guy named Ed Dunkel, who is supposed to rendezvous with his wife in New Orleans, where Old Bull Lee, the Burroughs character, now lives. The four of them drive north to New Jersey and New York, then south to New Orleans, then west to San Francisco to see Dean’s other girl, who is pregnant. Dean decides to stay with his San Francisco woman, and Sal boards a bus to New York.

Trip three begins when Sal heads for Denver and then San Francisco, in search of Dean again. After some unpleasantness with women, the two men hitchhike to Denver and make a high-speed drive to Chicago in just seventeen hours. Then they go back to New York, but not for long. After his first novel gets published, Sal goes to Denver and hooks up with Dean, whereupon they drive to a Mexican village for amusement with hookers and dope. Dean zips off to New York when Sal gets sick, and Sal returns when he is on his feet again. The story ends on a bittersweet note: Sal waves goodbye to Dean in New York, knowing his friend has irresponsible and even disloyal sides, yet realizing Dean has forever changed the ways he, Sal, looks at life.

For generations born after the Beat one, it is hard to imagine how much fascination the freedom of the open road once held. In the years immediately after World War II, the United States was hardly the untamed land (untamed by European exploiters, that is) of the old colonial and pioneer periods. But it was still vast and varied enough for adventurous spirits to be exhilarated by the prospect of traveling through it. The nation has grown larger since Kerouac packed away his hitchhiking shoes, with two additional states, Alaska and Hawaii, joining the union in 1959. Still, the country seems less exotic today than it did in the 1940s and 1950s, when farms and small towns dominated the continent and the interstate highway system (about 41,000 miles of roadway) was in its infancy.

In short, American geography had mystique in those days. Television, just starting to flex its commercial muscles, had not yet homogenized the nation by imposing sameness on everything it showed. Going to a new place could mean hearing accents, seeing clothes, sampling foods, and encountering folkways one had never experienced before. Adding to travel’s appeal for Kerouac was the concept of fellaheen, picked up from Oswald Spengler’s book The Decline of the West, which Burroughs brought to his attention in 1944. The word “fellaheen,” which Kerouac spelled “fellahin,” comes from “fellah,” an agricultural worker or peasant in an Arabic-speaking country. Kerouac used the term broadly; in On the Road, for instance, narrator Sal Paradise calls fellaheen “the essential strain of the basic primitive, wailing humanity” and also “the source of mankind and the fathers of it.” Kerouac regarded fellaheen as another version of the meek who will inherit the earth; as Sal hypothesizes, “when destruction comes to the world of ‘history’ and the Apocalypse of the Fellahin returns once more as so many times before, people will still stare with the same eyes from the caves of Mexico as well as from the caves of Bali, where it all began and where Adam was suckled and taught to know.” The secret of their resilience is an ability to live in the here and now, not the might-be or could-be of abstract cultural thinking.

Kerouac’s views about this were naïve—his own generalizations about fellaheen, for example, tend to be lacking in concrete detail—and sometimes his notions are strikingly out of touch with reality, as in the part of On the Road where Sal takes a walk in the African American district of Denver:

… feeling that the best the white world had offered was not enough ecstasy for me, not enough life, joy, kicks, darkness, music, not enough night.… I wished I were a Denver Mexican, or even a poor overworked Jap, anything but what I was so drearily.… I was only myself … wishing I could exchange worlds with the happy, true-hearted, ecstatic Negroes of America.

You want to shake Kerouac and tell him to face facts. Life in a metropolitan “colored section” of the late 1940s was likely to be poor, hard, and violent, not a gentle reverie filled with joy and kicks. Kerouac had every right to feel let down by the unkept promises of the American dream, but his dreamy view of urban fellaheen is as inaccurate in its particulars as it is ineffectual in raising Sal’s spirits.

Kerouac was naïve enough to wish away aspects of fellaheen reality that did not comport with his desires and fantasies, but he was sensitive enough to be psychologically stunned by a growing realization that no human imagination can ultimately come to terms with the infinite number of ills and evils in the world. Reading letters that Kerouac sent him from the west coast of Mexico, the slums of Los Angeles, lumber towns in Washington, rusty tankers at sea, and God knows where else, John Clellon Holmes was reminded of a drowning person whose struggles make a dire situation worse, a man who was “gradually sinking out of sight, down into the darks of life and Self, below ‘literature,’ beyond the range of its timid firelight.” Yet during his travails Kerouac kept on communicating, traveling more deeply into himself as he roamed the endless stretches of the American road. The form that best echoed his experiences, he wrote in a 1952 letter, was “wild form, man, wild form.… I have an irrational lust to set down everything I know … at this time in my life I’m making myself sick to find the wild form that can grow with my wild heart.”

The flip side

Everything has a flip side, however, and Kerouac’s romance with the road is no exception. The romance grew partly from his profound yen for adventure and novelty. But it also stemmed from his discontent with American life as it is usually lived, which failed to give him equivalents for the comfort of his childhood home, his early religious experiences, and his origins in a modestly populated New England city, where he had grown up delicately poised between urban and small-town lifestyles—both of which, contradictory as they were, kept on tempting him.

As soon as the Beat Generation became a cultural phenomenon, moreover, people started seeing Kerouac as a Beat kingpin straight out of his own pages—forgetting that while On the Road is rooted in reality, it is a novel and not a memoir, autobiography, or confession. One of the reasons why Kerouac hitchhiked so much is that he hated to drive; and this didn’t solve the problem, since he also hated hitchhiking, feeling an “essential shame” when begging for rides. Having sore feet and empty pockets didn’t help, either. Holmes recalled that Kerouac always dreaded the prospect of being stranded in some cold, inhospitable place when he embarked on a hitchhiking trip.

As for Kerouac’s supposed love affair with automobiles, Holmes personally saw him “crouching on the floor of a car, in a panic, during a drunken, six-hour dash from New York to Provincetown.” The king of the Beats was human, all too human, like the rest of us.

It is interesting to observe that Kerouac’s last big traveling year, 1957, was the year when On the Road was published. In 1958 he bought a house for himself and his mother in Northport, Long Island, and started oscillating between there and Florida, always with his beloved parent, Gabrielle “Mémêre” Kerouac, in tow. The wanderer still had his wanderlust, but now it took a very different form, and by the time he finished Desolation Angels in 1961 he was ready to give traveling up for good. In that novel he visits Tangier, where he says to himself:

Jack, this is the end of your world travel—Go home—Make a home in America—Tho this be that, and that be this, it’s not for you—The holy little old roof cats of silly old home town are crying for you, Ti Jean—These fellas don’t understand you.

And he meant it. He made a short trip to France in summer 1965 and drew material for Satori in Paris from it; but apart from that he stuck mainly to the East Coast of the United States in his later years, moving from Florida to Cape Cod in 1966 and back to Lowell the following year. Although alcohol and illness had taken a large toll on him by then, he managed a trip to Europe with his brothers-in-law in 1968 (he had married his third wife, Stella Sampas, in 1966), and shortly thereafter he made a final move to St. Petersburg, Florida, where he died.

The limits of spontaneity

Kerouac’s embrace of spontaneous composition influenced many writers, including other Beats, who shared his conviction that only a revolution in writing could counter the conformity and consensus that had midcentury America in a stranglehold. Ginsberg hailed improvisation as a privileged means of access to “immediate flash material from the mind,” and Burroughs produced quasi-spontaneous effects by cutting, pasting, and folding preexisting texts in a semirandom manner.

Half a dozen years elapsed before Viking Press published On the Road in 1957, and reception of the book was mixed. The most important positive review came from Gilbert Millstein, who welcomed it in the New York Times as a “major novel” and an “authentic work of art.” The most famous put-down came from author Truman Capote, who sniffed, “It is not writing. It is only typing.” But neither the delay in publication nor the scorn of unsympathetic critics diminished Kerouac’s enthusiasm for spontaneous writing, or for the broader philosophy of “first thought best thought,” holding that off-the-cuff intuition is the best route to creative excellence. Insisting that revision is the enemy of art, he took to criticizing Ginsberg for correcting simple typos and slips of the finger in his manuscripts. In a manifesto called “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose,” Kerouac called for “blowing (as per jazz musician) on subject of image” and “following free deviation (association) of mind into limitless blow-on-subject seas of thought,” and another statement, “Belief & Technique for Modern Prose,” contains advice like “Struggle to sketch the flow that already exists intact in mind” and “Something that you feel will find its own form.” While jazz improvisation remained his primary model, he also saw himself as the verbal equivalent of a visual artist, using words to capture and convey the images that swarmed so plenteously in his mind’s eye. In addition to facilitating the aesthetic results he prized, Kerouac felt that “bop-trance composition” was a guarantor of existential authenticity, tapping into the essence of the human without heed to social conventions or received ideas.

The notion that Kerouac practiced an unadulterated form of in-the-moment improvisation is exaggerated, if not downright erroneous, for at least four reasons. One is evident in his “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose,” which begins, “The object is set before the mind, either in reality … or … in the memory wherein it becomes the sketching from memory of a definite image-object.” However fast and fluid the writing process may be, it does not seem wholly extemporaneous if the work’s content, direction, and final form are directly linked with a concrete image held deliberately and continually in consciousness. A second reason is that Kerouac was keenly attuned to the cultural environment in which he lived and worked, and he drew the verbal materials of his novels, stories, and poems directly from his surroundings; like a journalist or anthropologist, he did not so much originate as chronicle the linguistic tenor of the current scene. Henry Miller put it well in a preface to Kerouac’s novel The Subterraneans: “He ‘invented it,’ people will say. What they should say is: ‘He got it.’ He got it, he dug it, he put it down.”

A third factor that calls the purity of Kerouac’s spontaneity into question is the key role of memory in his work. Kerouac had a great gift for recollection—he was nicknamed Memory Babe in childhood—and he was always jotting things in his notebooks for future reference. Beyond this, he had such a verbally oriented sensibility that words were part of everything he did; while participating in a physical activity he would also be putting words together mentally, according to his biographer Gerald Nicosia, and writing or typing them later was just another step in the process. Kerouac also had the habit of replaying experiences over and over in his mind, refining their linguistic equivalents in exquisite detail before putting them on the page. Revision was his enemy, but what Cassady called “prevision” was a valuable friend.

And finally, there is really no such thing as pure improvisation. The most brilliant jazz musician does not make things up out of the air or the unconscious, but relies on whole sets of melodic riffs, harmonic ideas, rhythmic maneuvers, structural options, and the like that have been learned, practiced, and assimilated long before they leap out at listeners in seemingly extemporaneous ways. None of these points are meant to diminish Kerouac’s luster as a stylist, an innovator, and an influence on modern American literature. His stature is more than imposing enough to stand without support from overstated claims of improvisatory genius that somehow springs from the innermost self without picking up cultural baggage along the way.

Different highways

Although the journeys of On the Road represent the epitome of Beatness for many readers, Kerouac first expressed his fascination with traveling, rambling, and the lure of far-away places in his previous novel, The Town and the City, where he divided various aspects of his personality among three brothers: a football-playing college dropout, a working-class wanderer, and an intellectual skeptic. The action moves to many locations, emphasizing the tensions Kerouac felt between the dull but calming atmosphere of small-town living, on one hand, and the exciting but dangerous lure of urban life, on the other. Although this novel is frequently written off as a square attempt to imitate the density and sprawl of Kerouac’s then-hero Thomas Wolfe, it is marked throughout with Kerouac’s own artistry and honesty.

With some exceptions, travel is not the focus of Kerouac’s next few novels. Doctor Sax: Faust Part Three, written in 1952 and published in 1959, is an extended fantasy-meditation-reverie on people, places, and events of his early life. Maggie Cassidy, written in 1953 and also published in 1959, is a straightforward romance set in a town very much like the small Massachusetts city where Kerouac grew up. The Subterraneans, written in autumn 1953 and published in 1958, takes place in San Francisco, where the Kerouac stand-in Leo Percepied has an ultimately sad love affair with a young black woman. Tristessa, written in 1955/56 and published in 1960, is a love story with a Mexican background. Visions of Gerard, written around the time Tristessa was finished and published in 1963, grew from Kerouac’s poetic reminiscences of his sainted brother.

A novel from this period that does engage with travel is Visions of Cody, published in 1960 but written in 1951/52, soon after On the Road was finished. Here travel is not too important for its own sake, though; it serves mostly as kinetic punctuation for another study of Kerouac’s relationship with Neal Cassady, the title character’s real-life counterpart. Visions of Cody is in fact a reworked and far more experimental version of On the Road, so fragmented and improvisational in style that it makes the earlier novel seem almost conventional. The next Kerouac novel where travel plays a central role is The Dharma Bums, written in late 1957 and completed early the following year. Its theme is the quest for Buddhist enlightenment, and the first chapter finds the Kerouac surrogate Ray Smith riding toward Northern California on a boxcar with a drifter who is actually a dharma bum—a person fulfilling the obligations of the spirit (dharma) while appearing downtrodden and beat up (like a bum) in society’s eyes. After getting to Berkeley, Ray has long talks with the Gary Snyder stand-in Japhy Ryder, whose attunement to Zen serenity is more advanced than Ray’s understanding. Another key character is the Allen Ginsberg surrogate Alvah Goldbrook, who cares more about kicks (at this point in his life) than religion. Ray and Japhy go to the Sierras for mountain climbing; Ray takes a break back east with his boring family, then returns to Berkeley; and Japhy ultimately heads for Japan while Ray climbs up Desolation Peak to continue his quest for illumination.

The title of Desolation Angels, written between 1956 and 1961 and published in 1965, refers most obviously to the isolated mountaintop where Jack Duluoz seeks monk-like seclusion by working as a fire lookout. Yet the story’s settings include Tangier and Mexico as well as trusty New York, the usual Kerouac home base. Big Sur, written in 1961, finds Jack Duluoz fleeing his newfound fame as an author by traveling to a Northern California cabin lent to him by a friend. His initial delight in nature gives way to psychological and physical torments caused by his alcoholism.

Kerouac’s goal as a novelist was to unite his major novels into a massive “Legend of Duluoz” cycle, giving consistent names to the characters so the saga could be read as a vast autobiographical epic. Considered as a unified whole, his books clearly deal with two kinds of travel: journeys through the world that energize fast-moving novels like On the Road and The Dharma Bums, and journeys through the self that lend reflective depth to inward-looking novels like Doctor Sax and Visions of Gerard. Often these different kinds are woven into one story, as happens in the early Town and the City and the late Vanity of Duluoz: An Adventurous Education, 1935–46, published in 1968. Although both varieties were important to him, Kerouac was more committed to the inner journeys than to the outer ones, despite the travelin’-man image that On the Road affixed to him. Even the nomadic On the Road allows time for serious thoughts about serious things, such as Sal’s reluctant awareness that Dean lacks moral depth. Introspection is key to every Kerouac story, including minor ones like the novellas Pic (started in 1951, finished in 1969, published in 1971) and Satori in Paris (completed in 1965, published in 1966).

Kerouac kept up his inner explorations as long as he could, pondering the world—and himself in the world—even as he barreled down its highways, meditated on its mountaintops, sought solace in its barrooms and saloons, and plumbed its possibilities for joyful camaraderie and spiritual intoxication. Sadly, though, introspection put Kerouac in touch with things his fragile soul couldn’t bear, fostering the disillusionment and drinking that led to his death.

The end of the road

What happened to dim Kerouac’s star so drastically? There are numerous answers, including sudden fame, too much alcohol, and psychological problems that had been festering since childhood. He did not stop producing books—the marvelous Vanity of Duluoz was finished and published the year before he died—but he spent most of his last years drinking, puttering, drinking, listening to jazz, drinking, and watching television with his mother in the various houses they shared.

Mémêre was part of the problem. Kerouac was profoundly reliant on her, fleeing to her throughout his life when he needed comfort, rest, and respite from the outside world. But there was a perverse aspect in their relationship that grew more pronounced in his later years. Recalling his last visit to their Long Island house, Ginsberg reported a weird rapport between the two in the documentary film What Happened to Kerouac? “I never heard such language in my life as Jack used on his mother and his mother used on Jack,” says the poet, who had surely heard some mighty pungent language in his time. “He was calling her a filthy old fish-cunt [and saying] ‘Get out of here, you old whore!’ Awful language, both of them drunk.… She was as much of an alcoholic as he was, according to him! That was no secret—they would drink together in those years.… They both sounded crazy. It was like a scene in some really amazing, degraded Zola novel.”

The Beat scholar Ann Charters describes Mémêre as an intelligent, capable, down-to-earth woman—and yet she basically concurs with Ginsberg’s opinion. Charters recalled in What Happened to Kerouac? that during one of her visits,

He said, “You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted to marry, ma.” Then he got up and left the room.… And she said to me, “You know, when he was drunk last week, he threw a knife and I ducked and it hit right there.” There was a kind of fantasy going on in that house.… Then he comes back in the room, and they were playing like a very badly married couple, frankly. “Did you show her that?! Did you show her that?! I told you not to show her that!” I said, “Okay, good night, you guys, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Alcoholism was the most obvious symptom of Kerouac’s decline. Some saw this as a moral weakness, but it was more likely a form of self-medication for some variety of depression or bipolar disorder. Whatever the cause, it had awful consequences. By 1968 he was unkempt and overweight, drinking twelve to fifteen shots of whiskey and gulps of beer every hour, according to a Boston Globe interviewer who visited him. It is amazing that an interview actually resulted from this visit. Kerouac’s first comment in it is, “If I didn’t have my Scotch and beer I wouldn’t speak to anybody.”

Kerouac had an attraction-repulsion attitude toward alcohol. He admitted he was drinking himself to death—as a Roman Catholic, he felt “real” suicide was not an option—and he wrote in a 1962 letter, “Alcoholism is by all odds the only joyous disease, at least!” He died of it in October 1969.

Carr and Kammerer

In 1944 an event took place that troubled Kerouac as well as Burroughs and Ginsberg, helping to catalyze the unhappy outlook on life that characterizes some early Beat writing. The main players in this tragedy were Lucien Carr and David Kammerer.

Kammerer had been a friend of Burroughs since childhood, and in 1933 they had visited Europe together. Burroughs found him “always very funny, the veritable life of the party, and completely without any middle-class morality.” Kammerer became an instructor at Washington University in St. Louis, and he also ran a youth group that Carr joined while still a boy. By all reports, Kammerer was infatuated and then obsessed with Carr, a well-to-do Columbia student whom Kerouac describes in Vanity of Duluoz as a young man of “fantastic male beauty … actually like Oscar Wilde’s model male heroes.”

They traveled to Mexico together in 1940, with permission from Carr’s mother. After finding some of Kammerer’s letters, however, the shocked mother worked hard to keep them apart. Kammerer then followed Carr to each of several schools he enrolled in. Carr evidently had no interest in a homosexual relationship, but he appeared to enjoy the attention his older friend lavished on him, especially when the former English teacher ghost-wrote his college homework. Carr transferred to Columbia in 1943, with Kammerer and Burroughs trailing along. Soon Kammerer met Ginsberg and Kerouac, becoming part of the fledgling Beat circle.

Kammerer and Carr were an odd couple with a penchant for trouble, ranging from childish horseplay to deep emotional crises. An instance of the latter arose in 1943, when Carr landed in a mental institution after an apparent suicide attempt. The already unstable mood of their friendship took another downturn when Carr fell in love with a young woman. Kammerer stalked Carr on some days and refused to see him on others. The tension between them finally exploded on a summer night in 1944. Kammerer had been hunting for Carr that evening, eventually finding him drunk in the West End, a bar in the Columbia neighborhood. They left the bar together, and later in the night they came to blows on a hillside not far away.

According to Ted Morgan’s account, Carr then went to the apartment that Burroughs was sharing with Kerouac and Edie Parker, telling them what had happened next and throwing Kammerer’s eyeglasses onto a table. “I just got rid of the old man,” Carr said. “I stabbed him in the heart with my Boy Scout knife.” Kerouac asked why. Carr answered, “He jumped me. He said I love you and all that stuff, and couldn’t live without me.” He added that Kammerer had threatened to kill both him and his girlfriend. After stabbing Kammerer, the young man had tied stones onto the body’s arms and legs, using strips torn from the shirt. Then he had pushed Kammerer’s body into the Hudson River, where it hovered until Carr waded in up to his chin and pushed it into the current.

Burroughs advised Carr to turn himself in and make a plea of self-defense. Taking a very different tack, Kerouac went with Carr to the scene of the crime, where Carr buried the incriminating glasses and dropped his knife into a sewer. Then they went for drinks and watched a movie. Two days later, Carr took Burroughs’s advice and surrendered to the police, reaching a plea bargain that reduced a possible twenty-year sentence to two years of actual time served, and placed him in a reformatory rather than a penitentiary. He left the reformatory a changed man, so eager for a conventional life that he complained when Ginsberg later dedicated “Howl” to him.

Burroughs and Kerouac, considered material witnesses to the crime, were arrested for not reporting it. Burroughs’s family bailed him out immediately. Kerouac’s humiliated father refused to follow suit, so Parker put up the money on the condition that Kerouac marry her. He did. Ginsberg was not hauled into the legal system, but he was deeply shocked by what had happened, fearing it was a horrific consequence of the morbidly tinged romanticism in which he and his friends had indulged. He soon started a novel, The Bloodsong, based on the incident. Kerouac wrote about the tragedy in I Wish I Were You, a novella that also went unfinished. He later wove the affair into his first novel, The Town and the City, and his last, Vanity of Duluoz. In its immediate aftermath, Kerouac and Burroughs used it as the basis for their attempt at a joint novel, And the Hippos Were Boiled in Their Tanks, writing under pseudonyms and borrowing their title from a news report about a circus fire. They found an agent, but nobody would publish it.

Burroughs

There is no particular moment when the Beat Generation was born, but one might say it all started with Burroughs’s birth in 1914, since he was the oldest member of the group. Although he was fond of saying he did not come from a very privileged background, his full name was William Seward Burroughs II and his eponymous grandfather was William Seward Burroughs, inventor of the Arithmometer, an adding machine with a tongue-twisting name. It sold well, and old Burroughs went on to establish the renowned Burroughs Adding Machine company. Burroughs’s mother, Laura Lee, was descended from Robert E. Lee, another adornment to the clan’s all-American profile. The family fortune had declined by the time Burroughs II entered the world, but his parents were still solvent enough to support him during a considerable portion of his life. He declared that money was never a problem for him until he picked up his drug habit.

Burroughs prided himself on eccentricity, cultivating it from childhood. The four-year-old Burroughs was befriended by a nanny who taught him curses and incantations; the eight-year-old Burroughs presided over a hideaway equipped with tools for secret chemical experiments; the preteen Burroughs was sallow and withdrawn. A more “normal” person might have wanted to repress memories of such a peculiar childhood, but Burroughs enjoyed playing with bizarre self-images in his fiction. In his 1983 novel The Place of Dead Roads, for instance, the protagonist Kim Carsons—“a slimy, morbid youth of unwholesome proclivities with an insatiable appetite for the extreme and the sensational”—overlaps with a writer character named William Seward Hall, an obvious stand-in for the author. Another character says Kim looks like “a sheep-killing dog,” and still another calls him “a walking corpse.” Burroughs reveled in his lifelong ability to make unsettling impressions on strangers and acquaintances alike.

After attending various private schools, at least one of which expelled him for experimenting with drugs, Burroughs entered Harvard University, where he studied English and (during a short graduate-school stint) anthropology. His college digs in Cambridge, Massachusetts, were close enough to New York City for Burroughs to make frequent visits there, discovering places in Harlem and Greenwich Village where his interests in drugs and homosexuality were easily indulged. He also pursued his longtime fascination with weapons, especially guns.

After graduating from Harvard he visited Europe on his parents’ money, wondering what he should do next. One idea was to become a psychoanalyst, so he studied medicine in Vienna for a little while, but it was already clear that sex, drugs, and writing had a stronger grip on him. Before returning to the United States he married a Jewish woman to help her evade Austria’s brutal Nazi regime. Their eventual divorce was no surprise, since it was entirely a marriage of convenience and Burroughs was confirmed in his gay identity by then, despite occasional attempts (which Ginsberg also made) to “correct” the condition through therapy. He was twenty-five when he started his first monogamous gay relationship. When it turned sour, he expressed his disappointment with a wildly romantic-masochistic gesture, cutting off part of his left little finger with a pair of poultry shears.

In 1940, a year before America entered World War II, Burroughs was living with his parents, delivering items for the gift shop they owned in St. Louis, and hating every minute. Deciding to escape by joining the navy, he failed the physical exam, which disappointed him because he thought combat might be fun. He then took flying instruction and applied for the Glider Corps, which refused him because his eyesight was weak. His next rejection came from a volunteer organization called the American Field Service, where the recruiter was bothered by his behavior at college. Always interested in espionage and intrigue, Burroughs then used a family connection to approach the brand-new Office of Strategic Services, a wartime predecessor of the Central Intelligence Agency, but again his history of college antics shot him down; this time the decision lay with a former Harvard housemaster who had chided him for keeping a ferret in his room.

Burroughs managed to join the army in early 1942, but grew angry when he realized he would be an ordinary soldier instead of an officer. His mother engineered a “civilian disability” discharge for him, on the grounds that accepting someone this psychologically unstable had obviously been a mistake on the army’s part. Getting out of the service took months, during which Burroughs read Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past. He then moved to Chicago and worked in various unglamorous jobs; several months as an insect killer provided material for his early book Exterminator! He migrated to New York when his friends Carr and Kammerer moved there in 1943. By the next year Burroughs was living with Joan Vollmer, his common-law wife (his marriage to the Viennese woman had ended) in an apartment shared with Kerouac and his girlfriend. Before long the full array of Beat behaviors were on display: Burroughs became addicted to morphine, Vollmer did the same with Benzedrine, and in 1945 Burroughs and Kerouac began their collaborative novel And the Hippos Were Boiled in Their Tanks, which was never completed (although it was ultimately published in 2008) but could later be seen as a significant step on the road to the as-yet-unnamed Beat movement.

Paging Dr. Benway

Burroughs’s first serious writing effort had also been a collaboration. In 1938 the twenty-four-year-old Harvard graduate had sat down with his lifelong friend Kells Elvins to write a story called “Twilight’s Last Gleamings,” inspired by a shipwreck they had read about. Bits of the story were spliced into Nova Express and other Burroughs works many years later, and eventually he reconstructed the original version, which had been lost or destroyed, from memory.

Parts of “Twilight’s Last Gleamings” show the Burroughs touch already flowering, as when it tells about an explosion at sea accompanied by the sound of jazzman Fats Waller singing “The Star-Spangled Banner” on a jukebox. A sample:

Dr. Benway, ship’s doctor, drunkenly added two inches to a four-inch incision with one stroke of his scalpel.

“There was a little scar, Doctor,” said the nurse.… “Perhaps the appendix is already out.”

“The appendix out!” the doctor shouted. “I’m taking the appendix out! What do you think I’m doing here?”

“Perhaps the appendix is on the left side,” said the nurse. “That happens sometimes, you know.”

“Can’t you be quiet?” said the doctor. “I’m coming to that! … Stop breathing down my neck! … And get me another scalpel. This one has no edge to it.… I know where an appendix is. I studied appendectomy in 1904 at Harvard.”

Dr. Benway, who became one of Burroughs’s most enduring tragicomic creations, was clearly gestating in the writer’s imagination many years before Naked Lunch made both of them famous.

Burroughs was skilled at entertaining friends with “routines,” spontaneous eruptions of witty performance based on character ideas and imitations. His talent for these was a factor in his choice of literature as a career path. But far more important than this or the Carr-Kammerer affair were two turning points that Burroughs reached in the early 1950s, when he was living in Mexico City with Vollmer.

The first was his realization that his experiences as a heroin addict might be good story material. Summoning up memories of the drug scene, Burroughs started work in early 1950 on Junk, which would become Junkie: Confessions of an Unredeemed Drug Addict, his first published novel. Ginsberg’s friend Carl Solomon had an uncle who worked at Ace Books, which published low-price paperbacks. Burroughs signed a contract with Ace in 1952, and in a year the volume was on bookstore shelves under the nom de plume William Lee.

The other turning point was a trauma that Burroughs later claimed was pivotal to his vocation as a writer. The year was 1951; the place was an apartment in Mexico City, where Burroughs had fled with Vollmer to avoid a possible prison sentence for drug dealing in New Orleans, where they had lived for a short time. The occurrence was Vollmer’s death at Burroughs’s hands. Burroughs was notorious for playfully scrambling the facts of his personal history, but his feeling of remorse after killing Vollmer was so strong that there is little reason to doubt the basic truthfulness of his own account, if not the accuracy of every detail. As he remembered it, he and his wife were in a friend’s apartment, sitting about six feet away from each other. The fatal gun

was in a suitcase and I took it out, and it was loaded, and I was aiming it. I said to Joan, “I guess it’s about time for our William Tell act.” She took her highball glass and balanced it on top of her head. Why I did it, I don’t know, something took over. It was an utterly and completely insane thing to do.… I fired one shot, aiming at the glass.

He fired too low, hitting Vollmer in the side of her head and killing her instantly.

Aside from the hard facts of the case, there is the unavoidable question of why it happened. It is possible that something deeply negative had been brewing in Burroughs’s unconscious, leading him to a destructive act that seemed accidental but had its origin in his own psyche. This could explain the presentiment he seemed to feel earlier on the fatal day, “a feeling of loss and sadness that had weighed on me all day so I could hardly breathe,” he later recalled, “intensified to such an extent that I found tears streaming down my face … the overwhelming feeling of doom and loss.”

It is also possible, however, that Vollmer’s own unconscious was at least partly to blame. According to Ginsberg, she “had amphetamine psychosis and was drinking a bottle of tequila a day.” Only a week earlier Ginsberg had accompanied her and Carr on a “nightmarish” road trip through the Sierras, cowering in the backseat (with the couple’s children, one theirs and the other Vollmer’s from an earlier relationship) as Carr sped “down hairpin dirt-road mountain turns” and Vollmer pushed him to go even faster. After talking with everyone who had been present about who really initiated the William Tell routine, Ginsberg had an impression that diverged somewhat from Burroughs’s version, putting more stress on Vollmer’s self-destructive impulses.

Whatever the true reason for it, Vollmer’s death galvanized Burroughs’s creative energy. “I am forced to the appalling conclusion,” he admitted in the introduction to his novel Queer,

that I would never have become a writer but for Joan’s death, and to a realization of the extent to which this event has motivated and formulated my writing. I live with the constant threat of possession, and a constant need to escape from possession.… So the death of Joan brought me in contact with the invader, the Ugly Spirit, and maneuvered me into a lifelong struggle, in which I have had no choice except to write my way out.

Burroughs favorably impressed Mexican officials by conscientiously obeying the conditions for his bail, but after repeated postponements of his trial for culpable homicide he returned to the United States, ultimately receiving a two-year suspended sentence. He then traveled to South America, and by the mid-1950s he was living in Morocco, writing a prolific stream of stories, articles, and long letters to Ginsberg, whom he wooed by mail until finally accepting the fact that Ginsberg was firmly committed to Peter Orlovsky, the poet who would be Ginsberg’s lifelong partner. Ginsberg often acted as a literary agent for his friends, so Burroughs sent him various stories, which Ginsberg edited and (when appropriate) pitched for publication.

Burroughs also sent Ginsberg a longer manuscript called “Interzone,” which he hoped would be accepted for publication by City Lights Books, the San Francisco bookshop and publisher founded by Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Peter D. Martin in 1953. City Lights rejected it, as did Olympia Press in Paris, even though both enterprises were notably daring and innovative in their activities. Ginsberg then sent a portion of it to the Chicago Review, and when the University of Chicago vetoed it for publication in the journal, an editor published it as the first issue of a new magazine called Big Table. The title had been changed to Naked Lunch, and when Olympia Press then changed its mind and published the entire work in 1959, the most controversial of all Beat novels was officially launched—a work cheerfully confrontational and zealously obscene in its uproarious commingling of violent sex, sexy violence, death, dope, addiction, science fiction, farce, eschatology, explosive love, corrosive hate, and acidic satire aimed at every American target from capital punishment to capitalism.

Creating this extraordinary book was an extraordinary experience. In 1956 Burroughs wrote to Ginsberg that “it is coming so fast I can hardly get it down, and shakes me like a great black wind through the bones.” Leaving behind the relatively straightforward prose of Junkie and the still-unpublished Queer, he had found a new, revolutionary style as outrageous and unprecedented as the subject matter he was tackling. Naked Lunch plunges readers into a universe where boundaries between reality and fantasy are indistinguishable amid the seething word-storms of torrential prose. Some of the novel’s different sections are similar in their language, while others fiercely collide with one another in style and ideas. Two things loosely hold them together: the presence of William Lee, a surrogate for Burroughs, and the ubiquity of addiction and homosexuality. These are seen as both deeply rooted impulses and metaphors for human need in a largely dehumanized world that spawns insensitivity and greed as naturally as the merciless sun passes through the blazing sky.

Naked Lunch introduces images and phrases that would surge through Burroughs’s prose forever after. Among the most disturbing is his vision of a man hanging from a noose, dying in convulsions as his erect penis spews copious sperm onto the eager faces and bodies gazing excitedly from below. This is a situation Burroughs never tired of resurrecting, even in the trilogy of late novels (Cities of the Red Night, The Place of Dead Roads, The Western Lands) that capped his career in the 1980s. Such stuff is wildly outrageous by conventional standards, and Naked Lunch sparked censorship as “Howl” had done before it. In 1962 it was banned in Boston, where novels like Erskine Caldwell’s 1933 God’s Little Acre and Henry Miller’s 1934 Tropic of Cancer had run into trouble earlier. It also went on trial in a Los Angeles court; the California judge decided the book was not obscene, but only in 1962 did the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court finally allow it to be freely circulated.

During this period Burroughs moved from Morocco to Paris, staying with Ginsberg, Orlovsky, and Gregory Corso at what they called the Beat Hotel, a run-down rooming house popular with bohemians. An avant-garde writer and painter named Brion Gysin also lived there, and Burroughs grew enthusiastic about Gysin’s commitment to the “cut-up” method of creative work, which relies on slicing, tearing, or otherwise dividing artistic materials—written texts, voice recordings, film strips, whatever—into malleable segments that can then be rejiggered and reconnected in novel configurations. Similar methods had been explored by Dadaists and Surrealists, who had (for just two examples) made poetry by drawing words out of hats and formed pictures by joining fragments without looking at them; but Burroughs believed that Gysin’s technique held possibilities way beyond those uncovered by their predecessors. Soon he was cutting up, folding over, and connecting words and pictures into patterns determined by chance and the unconscious rather than the ego-driven conscious mind.

In addition to making hundreds of collages, photomontages, and tape-recorded works, Burroughs used cut-up and fold-in methods to craft revised editions of his 1961 novel The Soft Machine and its 1962 sequel The Ticket That Exploded, the first two books of the Nova trilogy. (The trilogy concludes with Nova Express, published in 1964 and so experimental in its original form that Burroughs didn’t change it.) His passion for the cut-up and fold-in techniques was so strong that at one point he thought the results could predict the future. He calmed down eventually, though, realizing that even avant-garde breakthroughs have their limitations and acknowledging the pros and cons of the new methods with candor and practicality. The great virtue of cut-up techniques, he said, is the room they allow for spontaneity and chance; the best writing “seems to be done almost by accident,” but “writers … had no way to produce the accident of spontaneity” until he and Gysin learned to produce it by cutting and folding. On the negative side, he admitted that “you do have to compose the materials … [Y]ou can’t just dump down a jumble of notes and thoughts and considerations and expect people to read it … I’ve done writing that I thought was interesting, experimentally, but simply not readable.” So he rewrote, revised, and rearranged his “jumbles” of dissected prose until they carried some degree of sense that readers could actually grasp. His name has been firmly linked to the cut-up ever since.
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5. “The Death of Mrs. D,” a mixed-media collage by Brion Gysin and William S. Burroughs. Named for a character in Nova Express, the third novel in Burroughs’s ambitious Nova trilogy, this work reflects Burroughs’s intense fascination with cut-and-paste aesthetics, which played a powerful role in shaping his prose as well as the visual art that he and Gysin created together.

Burroughs lived mainly in London during the 1960s, working with Gysin and the mathematician Ian Sommerville on various projects, and collaborating with the filmmaker Antony Balch on the 1963 movie Towers Open Fire and other underground shorts. In 1971 Burroughs published Ali’s Smile: Naked Scientology, a book comprising a short story and a number of essays and articles related to the Church of Scientology, which he had joined a few years earlier in the hope that its combative stance toward culturally induced thought and behavior might be a useful weapon against the control mechanisms that he believed are ubiquitous in modern society. But by 1970 he concluded that Scientology itself amounted to an authoritarian system, even though some of its ideas and practices could be useful in the search for mental freedom. Literature, he decided, is the best battleground on which to fight and conquer the tyranny of language.

Returning to New York in 1974, Burroughs became a part-time English professor and read from his books on stages across the country. By the time Cities of the Red Night appeared in 1981 he was back on heroin, and partly to overcome this setback he relocated to the Midwest, where he moved more deeply into visual art with his literally explosive “shotgun paintings,” created by shooting at paint cans positioned in front of canvases. He finished his last novel, The Western Lands, in 1987. He also participated in new collaborations—with the stage director Robert Wilson, Tom Waits, and Keith Haring, among others—and oversaw the publication of his journals and other overlooked texts. He died in Lawrence, Kansas, on August 2, 1997, at the age of eighty-three, living far longer than skeptics had ever thought possible for the most incorrigible bad boy of the Beats.


Chapter 4
Beat poetry and more: Ginsberg, Corso, and Company

Allen Ginsberg gave a thumbnail account of his early years on the back cover of Howl and Other Poems, published in 1956 and still his most famous book:

High school in Paterson till 17, Columbia College, merchant marine, Texas and Denver, copyboy, Times Square, amigos in jail, dishwashing, book reviews, Mexico City, market research, Satori in Harlem, Yucatan and Chiapas 1954, West Coast 3 years. Later Arctic Sea trip, Tangier, Venice, Amsterdam, Paris, read at Oxford Harvard Columbia Chicago, quit, wrote Kaddish 1959, made tape to leave behind & fade in Orient awhile.

Not surprisingly, much personal drama, artistic excitement, and spiritual derring-do lie behind those easily stated facts.

Ginsberg grew up in a politically active Jewish home. His father was a schoolteacher and poet, his mother was a left-wing activist, and Allen went to Communist Party meetings as a child. He was arguably the most serious intellectual of the early Beats, even if Columbia University, where he enrolled in 1943, did suspend him for vandalism and for (probably) having a homosexual fling on campus. It was at Columbia that he developed friendships with Kerouac and Carr, who were students there, and Burroughs and Cassady, who were not. He had a brief affair with Cassady, who was basically heterosexual but wanted Ginsberg to help him with his writing.

Ginsberg was a born bohemian, and these bohemian friends made him still more bohemian, to the point where he openly acknowledged his homosexuality at a time when same-sex relationships were taboo in “polite” society. Unlike his best friends, he had considerable interest in political issues; when he started college he was hoping to become a politician and labor lawyer. But he already loved poetry, and it wasn’t long before writing replaced his original plan. Along with his own predilections, this change reflected the influence of his father, Louis Ginsberg, a New Jersey high school teacher and recognized poet. Writing for his friends, the Columbia literary magazine, and his own improvement, Allen produced a copious amount of verse while at the university, most of it incorporating traditional structures and techniques, including rhyme. This pleased his poetic father, who believed in rhyme, meter, and stanzas as means for imposing aesthetic order on the endless universe of words. Allen also studied the works of his favorite poets. They included the eighteenth-century English poet Christopher Smart, who like Ginsberg spent time in a mental institution, and the nineteenth-century American bard Walt Whitman, who like Ginsberg was gay.

In the summer of 1945, a few months after Columbia suspended him, Ginsberg decided to enlist in the merchant marine, as Kerouac had done. Joining the U.S. Maritime Service, he found it more mindless and less romantic than he ever dreamed. Making matters worse, he caught pneumonia, was accused of malingering when he requested medical care, and offended his superiors by vomiting in an off-limits lavatory. “By god those effete degenerates of Columbia were more disciplined and serious than this dreamworld,” he wrote to his brother at the time. He made the most of his sick leave by reading a lot, though, and returned to civilian life as soon as his enlistment time was over.

At least three subsequent events can be called turning points in Ginsberg’s life. The first happened in 1947, when psychiatrists at Pilgrim State Hospital on Long Island decided that the mental condition of his schizophrenic mother, Naomi Ginsberg, had deteriorated so badly that only a lobotomy could give her some relief. Ginsberg’s parents were divorced, so responsibility for giving informed consent fell to Allen, who signed the papers with great misgivings and felt guilty about it for years to come. His mother had introduced bizarre psychological currents into the home—she was a household nudist, among other things—and living with her had shaped Allen’s early life in strange, sometimes unwholesome ways, as his poem “Kaddish for Naomi Ginsberg (1894–1956)” brilliantly and poignantly shows. But his compassionate nature led him to suffer along with her, and his own instability as a young man surely caused him to identify with her all the more.

The next turning point came in 1948, when Ginsberg had a vision of the poet and artist William Blake reciting verses from his 1794 collection Songs of Experience, miraculously reaching Ginsberg from beyond the barrier separating death and life. The life-changing impact of this mystical experience affirmed his conviction that he was destined to be a spiritually attuned poet and a forceful advocate of the New Vision, the vaguely defined aesthetic agenda dreamed up by Ginsberg and his friends.

It also increased the fear of Ginsberg’s friends and father that Allen might be mad, suffering now from auditory hallucinations. Ginsberg was certainly in a psychologically delicate condition, and in 1949 his stability was further undermined by an incident that many young men might have quickly shaken off: he was arrested and briefly locked up after a few lawbreaking friends (the writer and petty thief Herbert Huncke among them) persuaded him to allow stolen goods into his apartment, leading to a police chase that ended with the wreck of the malefactors’ stolen car. As a condition of getting out of jail, Ginsberg became an in-patient at the Psychiatric Institute of Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, remaining there for almost a year. Perhaps the most lasting consequence of his institutional stay was the friendship he struck up with Carl Solomon, the fellow patient and fellow spirit to whom he later dedicated “Howl,” his great breakthrough poem of 1955. After his discharge in February 1950, Ginsberg led a more “adjusted” life for a while—taking a regular job, going into psychoanalysis, and trying (not for long) to be heterosexual. He also went about seeking and finding other poets he admired, including William Carlos Williams, who shared his New Jersey roots, and Kenneth Rexroth, whom he met during a San Francisco visit.

Ginsberg reached his third turning point in 1955, when he chanted the first portion of the unfinished “Howl” at the 6 Gallery reading. This lifted his self-confidence, cemented his friendship with the circle of San Francisco poets, and led to the publication of his first book (Howl and Other Poems) the following year. It is difficult to overstate the importance of “Howl” to Ginsberg’s artistic development and to the evolution of the Beat literary aesthetic. Its key features included a rejection of rhyme, meter, and the precepts of the analysis-heavy New Criticism regarding form; long, breath-based lines packed with meanings and associations; forthright treatments of sex, drugs, and insanity; surreal word pictures (“negro streets,” “unshaven rooms,” “hydrogen jukebox”) and hallucinatory imagery; hypnotic repetitions; and, in the first portion, a powerfully expressive taxonomy of words and actions conjuring up the travails of a generation driven to madness by a spiritually dead culture. It remains a unique achievement to this day.

The success of “Howl” helped other people as well as Ginsberg himself, since he used his newfound fame to begin his lifelong labors as an amateur literary agent for friends and other creators of worthy poetry and prose. As happened with Burroughs a few years later, Ginsberg received an added measure of celebrity when Howl and Other Poems went on trial for obscenity.

In the minds of many mainstream citizens, and in the morality strictures of the American legal system, the elevated literary pedigree of “Howl,” rooted in the poetry of Blake, Whitman, Williams, and Hart Crane, could not counterbalance its graphic references to illegal drugs and illegal sex. In a deeply homophobic era, the work’s most courageous element was Ginsberg’s uncompromising candor about his homosexuality, and this is what spurred the charges that brought the publisher and poet Ferlinghetti into the San Francisco courtroom of Judge Clayton W. Horn, who heard extensive testimony on both sides of the issue and ultimately ruled that the poem had “redeeming social importance” and was therefore not obscene under the law.

Due in part to the attendant publicity, Howl and Other Poems sold more than 10,000 copies before the “not guilty” decision came in. Ginsberg was traveling in Morocco and Europe with Orlovsky at the time, but he knew from afar how important the trial was to his reputation, and to the principle of free speech, which was violated all too often in those benighted days despite its enshrinement in the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. The trial and its context are dramatized instructively and effectively in the 2010 movie Howl, a mixture of docudrama and animation directed by the team of Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman, with James Franco portraying the young Ginsberg.

“Howl” and “Kaddish”

“Howl” and “Kaddish” are Ginsberg’s most deservedly renowned poems, and “Howl” contains some of the best-known opening words in American poetry: “I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked/dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn looking for an angry fix …” These long lines, clearly influenced by Whitman, are part of an even longer line, since Part I of “Howl” is a single sentence running to a dozen pages in the Pocket Poets edition. In this work Ginsberg’s versification took on the forthright, pulsing form it essentially retained in nearly all his major works to come. Part I is the most autobiographical portion, referring to favorite poets from Blake to Edgar Allan Poe, and to other admired figures, from Cassady and Burroughs to Jesus and Plotinus, the neo-Platonist philosopher. It also names cities, hospitals, pranks, tragedies, journeys, and a staggering number of other things that had figured in his experience. It is an account of, a testament to, and a lamentation over the physically, psychologically, and spiritually complex life he had lived so far.

Part II is still more incantatory, beginning most of its lines with the name of the Old Testament god Moloch, to whom children were sacrificed. In the emerging Ginsberg mythos, Moloch represents modern industrialized society, which has destroyed and devoured many of the people named earlier in the poem. “Howl” was written “for Carl Solomon,” the friend Ginsberg made in the mental hospital, and Part III speaks directly to Solomon through its mesmeric repetitions of “I’m with you in Rockland” at the beginning of every line. The poem then ends with a two-page “Footnote to Howl” that starts with fifteen invocations of the word “Holy” and goes on to name a dazzling variety of people, places, and things that deserve this consecrating term, including such seemingly contradictory ones as “ecstasy” and “suffering.” Ginsberg was not yet a thoroughgoing Buddhist, but the conclusion of “Howl” zestily reflects the all-embracing Zen spirit.

Ginsberg wrote the core of his other masterpiece, “Kaddish,” in Paris, during a forty-hour marathon of spontaneous writing propelled by Dexedrine and coffee. It is said that he cried copiously as he set down the poem in longhand, wetting the pages under his eyes. The poem’s subject is the life and death of Naomi Ginsberg, his profoundly troubled mother, whose funeral he had missed because he was on the West Coast and couldn’t get back to New York in time. Kaddish is a traditional Jewish prayer for the dead, and it had been omitted from the funeral because the necessary number of men (a minyan) had not been present. Still enough of a visionary Jew to regret this deeply, Ginsberg spent an intoxicated night chanting the prayer with a friend, and this was vivid in his mind when he sat down to write.

As with “Howl,” the poem unfolds in sections. The first conjures up memories of the Lower East Side, the poor Manhattan neighborhood where the immigrant Naomi had lived as a girl. The second, more extraordinary portion gives a poetic-narrative account of Ginsberg’s life with his family, expressing his desperate desire to reach a state of understanding and a sense of forgiveness with them all. Allen’s father and brother are portrayed here, but the focus remains his mother, with all her tragic shortcomings of mind and body, including what Ginsberg perceived as a demented kind of sexual seductiveness that she directed at him in his boyhood.

The third section is a prayer for remembrance of things past, and the fourth section is an incantation—the phrase “with your eyes …” begins line after line—meant to etch memories of that which has been lost into his mind as he writes, and into our minds as we read. The last portion imagines Naomi’s grave and the calling of crows clustering around it. At the end, Ginsberg’s pure poetry verges on the universality of pure sound:

Lord Lord Lord caw caw caw Lord Lord Lord caw caw caw Lord

The meaning of “Kaddish” ultimately resides in Ginsberg’s use of words as religious talismans, arranged with loving care through the mediation of his conscious thoughts and unconscious intuitions. Ginsberg himself died in April 1997. Diagnosed with advanced liver cancer and given just months to live, he informed the world that he had always expected to take such news in stride but was surprised that he actually felt ecstatic about it. He died peacefully and had a Buddhist funeral.

Corso: much loved

Gregory Corso was such a quintessential Beat that he was actually born in Greenwich Village, and his subsequent years provide a veritable grand tour of the Beat life. He came from a working-class family, unlike his Beat colleagues Kerouac, Burroughs, and Ginsberg. The Corsos were also a troubled family, and Corso spent much of his childhood in foster homes and institutions, including a reformatory and a children’s ward at Bellevue Hospital, where he was sent after a conviction for theft at the tender age of twelve. After that he lived largely on the New York streets, except while doing three years of hard time at an upstate prison from the age of seventeen to twenty. That is where he picked up a taste for literature, which stood him in good stead when he met Allen Ginsberg in a bar. Soon he was friendly with Kerouac and Burroughs, too.

Combining his need to earn a living with typical Beat wanderlust, Corso sold houses in Florida, wrote articles for the Examiner in Los Angeles, and put to sea on a Norwegian ship. He eventually settled in Cambridge, Massachusetts, sitting in on Harvard classes when the spirit moved him. By this time he had penned enough poetry to fill his first book, The Vestal Lady on Brattle and Other Poems, published in 1955. He then became acquainted with the San Francisco poetry scene, and visited Mexico City soon after. By the late 1950s his publications, readings, and outgoing personality had made him more of a public Beat icon than any of his peers except Ginsberg and Kerouac.

If any year can be called pivotal for Corso, it was 1958, when City Lights published his important collection Gasoline and his hotly debated poem “Bomb,” written in lines of different lengths that take the shape of an enormous mushroom cloud. That is also when he got addicted to heroin, which took a toll on his work over the next few years. Still, he traveled frequently to Europe in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and by 1965 he was at the State University of New York teaching about his favorite poet, the profoundly romantic Percy Bysshe Shelley.

Corso is remembered as a witty media figure—during the Beats’ heyday he was quoted and photographed everywhere from Time and Newsweek to Mademoiselle—and as the writer of two enduringly acclaimed poems, “Bomb” and “Marriage.” The first of them sparked controversy by being what nobody could have expected: serious and hilarious, scary and exuberant, sacred and profane, it dares to have fun with the onomatopoeia of the unthinkable (“BOMB O havoc antiphony molten cleft BOOM”) by mimicking the sound of nuclear pandemonium.

Corso was political to his bones, writing both negatively and positively about the character of the America he knew. But he was also irreverent to his bones, and at a time when the United States was investing in nuclear power as a way of life—and spawning a brave antinuclear movement to oppose it—the idea of mentioning nukes in the same breath as “binging bag” and “tee-hee finger-in-the-mouth hop” seemed scandalous to left-wingers who normally sympathized with Beat values. Conservatives and centrists also found it too frivolous and freewheeling for comfort. In sum, “Bomb” pleased nobody, and that pleased Corso.

“Marriage” appeared in Corso’s acclaimed 1960 collection The Happy Birthday of Death, and in 1989 it and “Bomb” were reprinted back-to-back in Mindfield, his final book. It is not hard to understand why “Marriage” became his most popular poem: it is one of the funniest verses by any Beat writer, vividly revealing the middle-class romantic lurking in Corso’s personality and playfully deconstructing it at the same time.

Corso was much loved by his Beat peers. Calling him an originator of the Beat literary movement, Ginsberg dubbed him “Captain Poetry” and described him as a “poetic wordslinger” and a “political philosophe.” And when critics complained about “grave flaws of character” in Corso, Burroughs retorted that poetry “is made from flaws” and that a “flawless poet is fit only to be a poet-laureate, officially dead and imperfectly embalmed. The stink of death leaks out.… I think that Gregory would survive even the laurel crown, for the smell of life would leak out.”

Corso died of cancer in 2001. His funeral was held at Our Lady of Pompei church in Greenwich Village, and his ashes were interred in Rome at the foot of Shelley’s grave. During his illness he “recovered from time to time,” according to his poet friend Robert Creeley, “saying that he’d got to the classic river but lacked the coin for Charon to carry him over. So he just dipped his toes in the water.” Fortunate is the poet who can retain such clarity of vision to the very end.

Ferlinghetti: rebirth of wonder

Burroughs’s fears about the post notwithstanding, Lawrence Ferlinghetti is one poet laureate who filled the position without being officially dead or imperfectly embalmed. In 1998 he became the first poet laureate appointed by San Francisco, his adopted city since the early 1950s.

Like so many of his Beat colleagues, Ferlinghetti had a troubled childhood. His father died before he was born, in a suburb of New York City in 1919, and his mother was institutionalized soon after. He lived in France with a relative for several years, then entered an American orphanage. His situation took a happier turn when wealthy friends of the family decided to help. From there on his history is one of extraordinary accomplishment. He even became an Eagle Scout during his teenage years at a private school in Massachusetts—although he also did a lot of hitchhiking and managed to get himself arrested on a minor charge.

Ferlinghetti entered the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 1937, perhaps because his literary idol Thomas Wolfe had gone to college there. Then he shipped off to the U.S. Navy for a four-year stint, serving as an officer during World War II before returning to New York for a master’s degree at Columbia and a hearty taste of the Greenwich Village scene. He went back to Paris for two years in 1947, earning his doctorate at the Sorbonne. He had met the poet and translator Kenneth Rexroth in Paris, and after moving to San Francisco he became close to Rexroth and to the editor and sociologist Peter D. Martin, with whom he started City Lights Books in 1953. Two years later, on his own after Martin moved east, Ferlinghetti expanded City Lights into publishing as well as bookselling. When he started the Pocket Poets Series, it seemed appropriate to launch it his own collection Pictures of the Gone World. Volumes by Rexroth and Kenneth Patchen followed, and then Ginsberg’s groundbreaking Howl and Other Poems, which became a best seller (by poetry standards) with an assist from the censors who made it famous. Ferlinghetti has also been a painter, novelist, and journalist, as well as a friend to Zen seekers and anarchist thinkers.
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6. Allen Ginsberg (in dark jacket) and friends, including (aleft to right ) Bob Donlin, Neal Cassady, Robert LaVigne, and Lawrence Ferlinghetti, pose for Peter Orlovsky’s camera in front of Ferlinghetti’s legendary City Lights Books, which published many of the Beats’ most important works.

Ferlinghetti’s best-known book is the 1958 collection A Coney Island of the Mind, which combines reprinted poems from Pictures of the Gone World with new verses, including some (“Oral Messages”) specifically meant to be read aloud with jazz accompaniment. It takes only a handful of Ferlinghetti lines to convey his unique blend of free-flowing spirit and disciplined artistry, as in the invocation at the start of “I Am Waiting,” where he writes, “I am waiting for my case to come up and I am waiting / for a rebirth of wonder / and I am waiting for someone to really discover America.…” Few of the Beat writers did more than this poet, entrepreneur, and philosopher to make that discovery happen.

Cassady: the cowboy crashing

Neal Cassady was a Beat who did not write (much) but figured enormously in Beat life and lore. He grew up in a poor neighborhood of Denver, cared for (after a fashion) by his father, a nonfunctioning, often homeless alcoholic whom Kerouac and others described as a hobo and a bum. Neal became a hustler for money at an early age, and by his own account he stole more than five hundred cars before turning twenty-one.

Late in 1946, after one of his stretches in reform school, Cassady and his first wife (all of fifteen years old) boarded a bus for New York City to visit a Columbia student he knew. This friend introduced him to Ginsberg and to Kerouac, who later made him the model for Dean Moriarty in On the Road. Kerouac related well to this natural-born outsider who had grown up spending, like Dean in the novel, “a third of his time in the poolhall, a third in jail, and a third in the public library.” Kerouac said they “understood each other on levels of madness,” adding that Cassady’s intelligence “was every bit as formal and shining and complete” as that of Ginsberg and Burroughs, but was free of the “tedious intellectualness” he saw in his other friends.

Cassady’s first great Beat affection was for Ginsberg, who fell passionately in love with him—more passionately than Cassady felt comfortable with, for that matter. Kerouac grew jealous of their love affair even as he recognized that they were a compelling couple: “Two piercing eyes glanced into two piercing eyes—the holy conman [Cassady] with the shining mind, and the sorrowful poetic con-man [Ginsberg] with the dark mind,” to quote On the Road again. Ginsberg referred to the holy con-man many times in his work, including “Howl,” where Cassady is “N.C., secret hero of these poems, cocksman and Adonis of Denver.” The Fall of America contains an “Elegy for Neal Cassady,” and “The Green Automobile” centers on him.

Cassady’s influence on Kerouac operated on three levels. One was their friendship, which remained firm even though Kerouac regretted the fact that Cassady valued materialistic thrills at least as much as spiritual questing, however much Cassady may have chattered about religious ideas. Another was the companionship they shared while hitchhiking across the United States and into Mexico, having the nonstop adventures that On the Road so vividly depicts. A key theme in On the Road is Sal’s fascination with Dean as an embodiment of the Beat ideal—a fascination that borders on obsession—and the novel becomes something of a tragic love story when Sal realizes in the end that the Beat ideal is unattainable, turns away from Dean’s recklessness and sexual voracity, and opts for a less volatile, more conventional way of life. The third level was embodied by the “Great Sex Letter” and the “Joan Anderson Letter” that Cassady sent to Kerouac, affecting Kerouac’s prose style forevermore. Kerouac claimed that the Joan Anderson Letter was a whopping forty thousand words long, although it is impossible to verify that figure, because Ginsberg borrowed the missive and lent it to a friend in California, who lost it over the side of his houseboat. Kerouac called it “a whole short novel” and “the greatest piece of writing [he] ever saw.”

Cassady and Kerouac influenced and encouraged each other by turn. Cassady admonished his friend to “just write Jack, write! forget everything else,” and Kerouac exhorted his friend to “write only what kicks you and keeps you overtime awake from sheer mad joy.” From all accounts, it did not take much to keep either of them “overtime awake,” and Cassady appears to have outstripped Kerouac by a considerable margin when it came to manic adventurousness. He was indeed the “Holy Goof” whom Kerouac tried to capture in no fewer than six of his books, including two—On the Road and Visions of Cody—in which Cassady is the central figure and prime inspiration, standing for all of the spirit, adventurousness, and masculine cool that Kerouac wanted to emulate and embody in his own life.

Cassady’s anything-goes nature attracted extensive trouble as well as exciting kicks. He lost the Southern Pacific Railroad job that was helping him support his second wife, whom he married after getting his first marriage annulled; then he wedded a third wife while still married to the second, eventually returning to the second wife and the railroad job. More disastrously, he was arrested on a marijuana charge in 1958, landing in the San Quentin penitentiary for two years. It was after this incarceration that he met Ken Kesey, whose 1962 debut novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest had made a strong impression on him. Cassady became a member of—and bus driver for—the Merry Pranksters group, whose exploits were recorded by Tom Wolfe in The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, his 1968 book about psychedelic culture. Cassady reportedly tried introducing Kesey and Kerouac to each other at a New York party organized for that purpose, but the opportunity vanished when Kerouac, increasingly conservative as years went by, got miffed at someone’s irreverent treatment of an American flag.

Cassady never became a genuine Beat writer. His letters were legendary, and many of them have been published in book-length collections. He also completed a few chapters of an autobiography, The First Third, which impressed Ginsberg enough to say it “enlightened Buddha.” Ferlinghetti published it in 1971, after Cassady’s death. But that is about all Cassady wrote, despite the large amount that has been written about him, by various people including his second wife, Carolyn Cassady, whose book Off the Road recounts the twenty years of their relationship.

It is hard to say whether Cassady would have written more if he had lived beyond his early forties. Perhaps his potential would have been stifled by booze and drugs, as eventually happened in Kerouac’s case. Or maybe he would have mellowed into a productive writer with a huge store of madcap reminiscences to share. There were also serious ideas he was eager to discuss. “Away from us he didn’t stop talking about his spiritual beliefs,” wrote Carolyn Cassady, even though, she candidly adds, his actions often belied his words.

We will never know what Cassady might have become. After a dissolute night in the Mexican town of San Miguel de Allende, he embarked on a fifteen-mile walk to the next village along a deserted railway line. His only clothing was a T-shirt and a pair of jeans, and the combination of drugs, alcohol, and bad weather proved too much for him; he passed out next to the tracks and wasn’t found until morning. A few hours later he died in a hospital of exposure. In a short story about a character based on Cassady, the novelist and prankster Ken Kesey reinforces a Beat legend holding that Cassady was counting railroad ties as he walked, and that the last words he ever spoke were, “Sixty-four thousand nine hundred and twenty-eight.” Cassady was alone when he collapsed, however, so the legend’s truth or falsehood is something else we will never know. The surest thing about his hyperactive life is the influence it exerted on the Beats, the Merry Pranksters, and many others who crossed his path. Snyder caught the essence of this influence when he observed that “what got Kerouac and Ginsberg about Cassady was the energy of the archetypal West, the energy of the frontier, still coming down. Cassady is the cowboy crashing.”

Holmes: almost literal truth

John Clellan Holmes was born in 1926 to an aged-in-the-cask New England family. Among his close relatives were, by his own account, a “sentimentalist” father, a mother who took him to séances, and “a second cousin who could remember the date of William the Conqueror’s invasion but not always his own name.”

By his teenage years, Holmes was writing poetry and prose. Like some of his Beat friends, he found much reading time during World War II, serving in a Long Island hospital until he was discharged because of chronic migraine headaches. After his first marriage and a couple of years at Columbia, he began to get his poems published. At about the same time he met Kerouac and Ginsberg, and his 1952 essay “This Is the Beat Generation,” published in the New York Times, he provided the Beats with some of their first national attention and helped solidify the name of their loosely strung movement. Holmes wrote about Kerouac and Ginsberg with particular brilliance in the “Representative Men” section of Nothing More to Declare, his 1968 essay collection. His tag for Kerouac was “The Great Rememberer,” and for Ginsberg it was “The Consciousness Widener.”

Holmes also made Kerouac and Ginsberg important characters—along with Cassady, Huncke, and others—in his 1952 debut novel, Go, which he later described as “almost literal truth” about the early Beat years, drawn directly (except for pseudonymous names) from his day-to-day work journals. Among the book’s factual episodes, at least two are as strange and discomfiting as anything most authors could invent. In one, the character based on Kerouac learns that a publisher has accepted his first novel on the same day that the character based on Holmes finds out that his first novel has been rejected. In the other, Beats are shocked when an unruly friend (Bill Cannastra in real life) drunkenly enters a New York subway car, decides he wants one more drink back at the bar, tries to climb out a window, and immediately gets killed when the accelerating train pulls out of the station and into the narrow tunnel. These things actually happened, and Holmes recounts them sensitively through the words of Paul Hobbes, the slightly square narrator who represents the author.

Go was far from a best seller, but sale of the paperback rights brought Holmes a sizable amount of money. With his second wife he moved out of Beat-friendly New York City to a house in Old Saybrook, Connecticut, which became his permanent residence. There he worked on his second novel, The Horn, set in 1954 and published in 1958. Its hero is a Kansas City saxophone player named Edgar Pool, based on Lester Young and also Charlie Parker, whose death inspired the story’s last portion. Other characters are based on such jazz legends as Billie Holiday and Dizzy Gillespie; to make the novel’s texture more intricate, Holmes used additional musician characters to represent great American writers like Emily Dickinson and Edgar Allan Poe, fulfilling Kerouac’s idea of blurring the boundaries between music and literature. After returning to poetry as a main pursuit, Holmes finished one more novel, Get Home Free, published in 1964 but set, again, in the early 1950s. The main characters are a couple who do the kinds of things Beats did—living together in Greenwich Village, traveling to Europe, revisiting their hometowns, breaking up, and (ambiguously) making up at the end. In later years Holmes concentrated on poetry and essays as well as college teaching. He died of cancer in 1988.

For a while Holmes felt he was part of the Beat Generation tribe, but he later regarded himself as more an observer and chronicler than an actual member. His friendships with Kerouac and Ginsberg put him in the middle of the Beat scene during its formative years, and Kerouac made him a character in three of his novels—On the Road, Visions of Cody, and The Subterraneans—plus his Book of Dreams. Yet Kerouac appears to have viewed Holmes as a rival. In The Subterraneans, the Kerouac stand-in, Leo Percepied, describes the Holmes stand-in, Balliol MacJones, as “my arch literary enemy … erstwhile so close to me … we’d talked and exchanged and borrowed and read books and literarized so much the poor innocent had actually come under some kind of influence from me, that is, in the sense, only, that he learned the talk and style, mainly the history of the hip or beat generation or subterranean generation.” Percepied goes on to tell how he and the novel’s Ginsberg character, Adam Moorad, read MacJones’s first novel and were “critical of the manuscript.” Percepied adds that it earned MacJones a great deal of money when it was published, making him and Moorad decide that MacJones was “not of us—but from another world—the midtown sillies world.”

Kerouac apparently resented Holmes for capitalizing on his “influence,” and the resentment grew stronger when Holmes started writing The Horn, barging uninvited into jazzland, which Kerouac regarded as his privileged turf. Still and all, Kerouac put in a good word for the opening chapter of The Horn when Holmes submitted it to Discovery as a short story in 1953. Kerouac had many failings, but disloyalty wasn’t one of them.

Rexroth: not a bug

Born in 1905, Kenneth Rexroth was about twenty years older than Kerouac and Ginsberg, and he was already an established San Francisco writer, translator, and pioneer of a new branch of avant-garde poetry well before the Beats came along. As master of ceremonies at the 6 Gallery reading, he played a considerable part in sparking the San Francisco Renaissance and propelling the original Beats to prominence. He also testified in Ginsberg’s defense at the obscenity trial that followed City Lights’ publication of Howl and Other Poems in 1956. All of this is ironic, since Rexroth eventually grew highly skeptical of the Beat group.

The immediate cause of his disillusionment was Kerouac’s mischievousness. Rexroth didn’t like Kerouac’s description of his tweedy appearance and “snide funny voice” in The Dharma Bums, and he liked it even less when Kerouac and friends went wild in his house not long after the 6 Gallery event. But there were deeper reasons why Rexroth was reluctant to be associated with the Beat group. For one thing, he was not fond of belonging to movements; he had joined the objectivist poets in the 1930s, then quickly left their company. For another, he was more interested than most Beats in experimental forms allied with surrealism and cubism in the visual arts. He was also more of a self-conscious intellectual than the average Beat, often crafting complex verse reflecting his prodigious knowledge in diverse fields from philosophy to Asian literature. And he was a strongly political person, committed to pacifism and ecological causes—interests shared by a Ginsberg and a Snyder but not by a Kerouac or a Burroughs.

It is unfortunate that Rexroth and the Beats did not maintain closer links because they had much in common. Rexroth hated conformity, loved nature, believed in poetry as an oral form, enjoyed reading his work with jazz accompaniments, saw love as the greatest human sacrament, immersed himself in Asian culture, and wrote Buddhist poetry in the years before his death in 1982. On a personal level, he had “fits of madness, temptations to suicide, the unstable temperament of a romantic poet,” according to the critic Morgan Gibson; yet on a public level he helped to “spread a counterculture throughout the world … challenging in poetry, prose, and speech the permanent war-mentality that has ominously clouded modern civilization.” Rexroth also had an energy that any Beat could envy—marrying four times, publishing almost sixty books, and living up to Beat poet David Meltzer’s description of him as an “anarchic libertarian Wild West magician sage.”

Rexroth could be blunt about Beat writing. He called Ginsberg’s early poem “Dream Record: June 8, 1955” a “stilted & somewhat academic” work, by Ginsberg’s own account, and he wrote that Kerouac’s sweeping Mexico City Blues was “more pitiful than ridiculous,” adding that it was “naïve effrontery” to publish such gobbledygook as poetry. But it was the Beat scene in general that ultimately turned him off. In an article on the San Francisco Renaissance, a Time magazine writer once labeled Rexroth the “father of the Beats,” to which he responded with a famous literary put-down: “An entomologist is not a bug.”

Snyder: Zen and nature

Nobody describes the work of Gary Snyder, lover of natural lore and master of the Zen spirit, better than he does himself. As he wrote in the 2005 preface to his collection Left Out in the Rain:

The primal & ancient Buddha, they say, is the only one in the entire universe of Buddha-forms who is unadorned.… Unadorned is sometimes a point for art, too. I have pushed poems to extremes of plainness, and have fancied the possibilities of writing superb poems that have absolutely no outstanding qualities. It is an intriguing ideal—but it is in fact just too difficult. Some of those efforts are in this collection. At the same time, one naturally plays around with form, wit, and complexity. Such poems are here too.

He goes on to list the varieties of verse in this single book as “both contentious and pretentious, plain meditations and linguistic wordplay, anti-haiku short poems, formal exercises, and critical statements.” Brought together, he adds, “I trust them in their diversity and I enjoy their weirdness.”

As one of the readers at the 6 Gallery evening, Snyder became a player in the emerging Beat scene, although he didn’t share the East Coast roots of the core Beats, having been born in San Francisco and raised in the Pacific Northwest region. Snyder’s fascination with nature and Native American life started in childhood, as did his love of books. After earning a degree in anthropology and literature, he started on graduate work along those lines, but his growing commitment to Zen Buddhism turned his focus to Oriental language and culture. He spent many of the years between 1956 and 1968 in Japan, studying Zen and working on translations.

These interests—the natural world, American Indian tribal life, Asian religious thought in general, and Zen thought in particular—have steadily informed Snyder’s life and poetry. His immersion in nature has also made him a strong environmentalist; he has written and lectured often on environmental issues in addition to exploring related themes in his poems. Kerouac made him the hero of The Dharma Bums, where Japhy Ryder radiates Zen enlightenment almost despite himself.

Snyder’s early books mark out the general directions that his work would take. Riprap, published in 1959, has a minimalist and introspective style, inviting the reader to participate in the poet’s everyday experiences. Myths & Texts, which appeared the next year, is a narrative poetry cycle drawing on a wide range of allusions and references that ultimately serve to portray myths and texts—roughly equivalent to unconscious and conscious, perhaps—as parts of a spiritually unified whole. Another key volume, The Back Country (1968), represents Snyder’s physical and metaphysical travels from the West Coast to Japan and India, and finally to the United States again. This book begins with “A Berry Feast,” which he read at the 6 Gallery, and ends with translations of the Japanese poet Miyazawa Kenji, whose sensibility Snyder finds similar to his own in some consequential respects.

Snyder has become an important figure in ecopoetics (nature poetry) and a major focus of discussion and study by practitioners of ecocriticism (environmentally geared literary criticism). The literary establishment has heaped many honors on him, from the Pulitzer Prize (1975) and the Bollingen Prize for Poetry (1997) to the John Hay Award for Nature Writing (1997), and he was the first American to receive the Buddhism Transmission Award (1998) from the Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai Foundation. It is possible that these prizes will not surpass the power of The Dharma Bums where Snyder’s lasting fame is concerned, but lasting fame appears to be the last thing on his mind.

Jones/Baraka: black radicalism

The protean poet and playwright Amiri Baraka, who changed his name from LeRoi Jones in 1967, was a central personality in the overlapping bohemian circles of Greenwich Village in the late 1950s and early 1960s, where he was one of the very few—perhaps the only—African American writer in the group. He and his wife, Hettie Cohen, were coeditors of Yugen, a literary magazine (its name is a Japanese word connoting certain kinds of mystery and subtlety) that published Kerouac, Ginsberg, and other Beat figures. He also teamed with Diane di Prima to edit The Floating Bear, a little magazine that circulated poetry via the United States mail for several years starting in 1961; the issues were reprinted in 1973 as a 578-page volume called The Floating Bear: A Newsletter 1961–1969. Baraka completed his first poetry collection, Preface to a Twenty Volume Suicide Note, in 1961 and published the influential study Blues People: Negro Music in White America two years later. In 1964 his one-act play Dutchman, about the emotionally supercharged, ultimately fatal encounter of a white woman and a black man on a New York subway, won the prestigious Obie Award.

By the time Dutchman was written and produced, Baraka had become sharply critical of what he perceived as the apolitical, narcissistic nature of the Beat rebellion. After changing his name, he went through periods as a Black Nationalist, a radical socialist, and even poet laureate of New Jersey, a post he was fired from after writing “Somebody Blew Up America,” a poem suggesting that the September 11, 2001, attacks on U.S. targets were the work of conspirators from Israel and the George W. Bush administration; the poem goes so far as to suggest that thousands of Israeli workers stayed home from work that day because they were forewarned of the attacks. Baraka’s rhetorical excesses and disillusionment with the Beat movement notwithstanding, his challenges to prevailing social norms have never flagged, and he has continued to share the provocative spirit of the more politically minded Beats, among whom Ginsberg, Corso, and Ferlinghetti stand out.

Di Prima: activism, mysticism, motherhood

The poet, fiction writer, photographer, painter, and political activist Diane di Prima was young enough (born in 1934) to be a disciple of the original Beats when she settled in Greenwich Village in the 1950s, but she became one of the most important women in the Beat movement. She knew from her teens that poetry was her vocation; “some of us speak,” she later wrote, “and that is a gift of the gods.” After meeting Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Baraka in New York, she moved to San Francisco and remained there, ultimately becoming the city’s poet laureate in 2009.

Di Prima’s biography reads like a catalog of exemplary Beat achievements. She got to know Ezra Pound in the 1950s, and around this time she struck up active correspondences with Ginsberg, Ferlinghetti, and other poets. She befriended Kerouac, Corso, Orlovsky, and their friends just as the Beats were poised for fame, and her debut poetry collection, This Kind of Bird Flies Backward, was published shortly afterward, in 1958. She draws on both spiritual and secular sources in her highly intuitive yet carefully crafted verse, which reflects the insights she has gathered from being the mother of five children as well as a feminist, an editor, and a Buddhist.

Di Prima was founder or cofounder of the Poets Institute, the Poets Press, and the New York Poets Theatre, and she edited the Floating Bear newsletter with Baraka during most of the 1960s. She was a member of Timothy Leary’s psychedelic community in upstate New York, collaborated with the Diggers in San Francisco, set up a poetics program at New College of California with Robert Duncan and David Meltzer, cofounded the San Francisco Institute of Magical and Healing Arts, and has taught at various other institutions. Along the way she studied Buddhism and alchemy, raised a family, and published dozens of books.

A hallmark of di Prima’s protean career as feminist, artist, and bohemian has been her ability to give feminine concerns a forceful, graceful voice within the male-dominated Beat scene. Her books, numbering more than forty, include such poetry volumes as The Book of Hours (1970), Loba: Books I & II (1998), and Revolutionary Letters (revised edition 2007) as well as the short-story collection Dinners and Nightmares (1961) and the autobiographical Memoirs of a Beatnik (1969) and Recollections of My Life as a Woman (2001). Few of the Beat writers have been more versatile or more prolific.

Kesey: merry pranks

Ken Kesey assembled the Merry Pranksters who were immortalized in Tom Wolfe’s book The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, itself a key work of the New Journalism, which often had a Beat-like flavor in its first-person participatory prose. Kesey lived for a while in the North Beach neighborhood of San Francisco, beloved of Beats in the region, and discovered psychedelics when he volunteered as a guinea pig for drug experiments. The Pranksters were peripatetic, traveling across the United States in a psychedelically decorated bus. Neal Cassady was one of the first to drive Further, as the bus was called, and when they reached New York he introduced Kesey to his Beat friends there, although this was 1964 and Kesey felt the Beats were now passé. Kesey’s major work is the 1962 novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, tame in style but Beat-like in its negative view of authority.

Kaufman: orality, silence

Bob Kaufman drew less widespread attention than Baraka during the Beats’ heyday, but subsequent years have brought a steady increase in respect for his contributions as an African American Beat poet. Born in 1925 to a German Jewish father and a black Roman Catholic mother, Kaufman joined the Merchant Marine when he was barely in his teens and spent the next two decades traveling the world. Moving to Greenwich Village in the early 1940s, he studied literature briefly at the New School for Social Research, became friendly with Ginsberg and Burroughs, and moved with them to San Francisco, where he cultivated a wholly oral poetic style, composing verses meant to be recited and performed rather than written down and published. He was also a cofounder of Beatitude, a San Francisco magazine devoted primarily to promising young poets.

Drug addiction and trouble with the law afflicted Kaufman in the early 1960s, and after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963, which affected him deeply, he lived as a recluse for many years, under a Buddhist vow of silence. His reputation during his lifetime was higher in France and Britain than in the United States, but his surrealistic, bebop-inflected verse lives on in his collection The Ancient Rain: Poems 1956–1978 and a handful of other books that bear his name.

Waldman: anger, ecstasy

The poet and educator Anne Waldman was twenty to thirty years younger than the original Beats—a member of the next generation—so although she grew up in Greenwich Village she did not enter the Beat scene until the 1960s were half over. She quickly made up for lost time, forming strong friendships with everyone from Allen Ginsberg and Michael McClure to Robert Duncan and Lew Welch, among many others associated with the Beat group.

Interested in poetry and theater from an early age, in 1968 Waldman became director of the Poetry Project at St. Mark’s Church-in-the-Bowery, a venerable Manhattan church with a long history of progressive artistic experimentation. After discovering Buddhism in the early 1970s, thanks to guru Chogyam Trungpa, she incorporated elements of Buddhist breathing and chanting in her verse. One of her most valuable contributions came in 1974, when she and Ginsberg established the Jack Kerouac School for Disembodied Poetics at the Naropa Institute in Colorado.
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7. Ten to twenty years younger than the original Beats, poet, performer, and educator Anne Waldman brings literary ingenuity and a fierce sense of cultural and political passion to her work. In another major contribution, she joined Allen Ginsberg to found the Jack Kerouac School for Disembodied Poetics at the Naropa Institute in Colorado in 1974.

As a poet, Waldman combines great accessibility and immediacy with an uncanny knack for moving from intensely personal concerns to evocations of the larger environment around her—as close as the light she is writing by, as far-flung as distant places on the globe—in the blink of an ingeniously turned phrase. She also has a fierce sense of cultural and political anger, which intersects in captivating ways with her Buddhist sensibility. As a performer, Waldman displays ferocious energy, chanting and howling her verse with an ecstatic passion that any shaman might admire. On both page and stage, she is one of the most powerful voices the Beat movement has produced. Describing her vocation in “Femanifesto” in 1994, Waldman wrote, “She—the practitioner—wishes to explore and dance with everything in the culture which is unsung, mute, and controversial.… She’ll challenge her fathers, her husband, male companions, spiritual teachers. Turn the language body upside down. What does it look like?” Her work offers invigorating answers to that question.


Chapter 5
The Beats and popular culture

Beats and Beatniks were very much in the public eye during the 1950s and early 1960s. In fact, their fame far exceeded their numbers. Everyone knew about them, and many people found them scary—which is interesting, since at any given time there were not more than a few thousand of them across the country, and only a handful managed to reach a significant audience via prose or poetry. Fewer than 10 percent of them (one hundred and fifty or so) ever published any writing at all. But none of this stopped a mass-media juggernaut from exploiting the widespread interest in Beat people, places, and products.

Today, as in the 1950s, impressions of the Beat Generation generally come from movies like A Bucket of Blood, the 1959 horror yarn about a loony coffeehouse artist, or vintage TV shows like The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis, where the hero’s beatnik friend, Maynard G. Krebs, slouches lovably around in a ragged sweatshirt and scraggly goatee. More recent pop-culture productions paint the same sort of picture—John Waters’s 1998 movie Hairspray, for instance, where beatniks wear nothing but black as they daub their paints and beat their bongos. It is hard to banish those images, but they are exaggerations at best and outright wrong at worst. The most genuine Beats did not look or dress like Beats, since the stereotypes embraced by squares were what they were trying to escape. And only a minority were bearded. Simple clothing was the rule, “in an ordinary working-class manner, distinctive only to middle-class eyes,” a sociologist wrote.

The best-known Beats dressed in various ways. Allen Ginsberg let his hair grow shaggy (around his balding dome) and sprouted a bristly beard. By contrast, the famously handsome Jack Kerouac usually looked like a working man on vacation, with neatly combed hair and quietly conventional shirts and pants. William S. Burroughs, the writer of the most outrageous prose, was the nattiest dresser of them all, sporting well-tailored suits and a crisply cropped hairdo.

[image: Images]

8. Maynard G. Krebs, played by Bob Denver (right), became the most famous pop-culture beatnik of his day on the television sitcom The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis, in which the title character (Dwayne Hickman, left ) was his clean-cut best friend. The show aired on CBS from 1959 to 1963.

Inevitably, the Beat look(s) changed over the years. Ginsberg grew scruffier and scruffier through the 1960s, but he became more clean-cut as he aged and grew more committed to college teaching. Kerouac grew less and less concerned with his appearance as he sank into alcoholic decline. Burroughs stuck with his suits, eventually looking more like a responsible senior citizen than the iconoclastic rebel he remained at heart. If a Beat look ever really existed, it did not outlive the early flowering of the Beat literary movement.

The Village and jazz

The idea of personal transformation led the Beats to dwell in places where mainstream surroundings would not weigh on them too much. New York was the official or unofficial headquarters for almost everything in the 1950s, but it attracted Beats precisely because its hugeness offered the possibility of slipping anonymously through the cracks of ordinary society. In that spirit, the Beats moved frequently from one Manhattan location to another, from the Columbia and Times Square neighborhoods to Harlem and the Lower East Side, with sojourns in Brooklyn and the Bronx along the way.

Although the Beats will always be associated with Greenwich Village, they didn’t spend much time there. The area had been gentrified and commercialized by the early 1940s, and its bygone bohemian scenes—with anarchists at the beginning of the century, unconventional authors in the World War I era—had faded. For most Beats the Village was a stomping ground, not the stomping ground that legends portray. Especially magnetic for them was the twenty-four-hour-a-day bustle of Times Square’s sidewalks, cafeterias, and automats, a milieu that was seedier, more sensational, much less corporate, and a lot more fun than it is today.

One of the Beat Generation’s key inspirations was the rise of modern jazz. This happened in the 1940s and 1950s, when the Beats were still young and on the lookout for models to follow and ideals to achieve.

Jazz had its origins in earlier periods of American history, when marginalized people—poor folks, black folks, ghetto folks—sought to express themselves musically without having a formal education or even knowing how to read music. New Orleans spawned the Dixieland style, full of interweaving melodies, while Chicago, the Mississippi Delta, and Kansas City gave birth to the blues. In the years before and during World War II, jazz was co-opted by professional white musicians who merged it with styles of European composition. The result was swing or “big band” jazz, played by large ensembles instead of small-scale groups and combos. Big bands played from written-down arrangements, known as charts. These allowed spaces for individual soloists to improvise their own riffs, but the ensemble as a whole had to follow the chart, or musical chaos would ensue. While swing could be lively and imaginative, personal creativity suffered. And personal creativity was—or had been—the point of jazz.

This problem was solved by a new kind of jazz: “bop” or “bebop,” named after its syncopated rhythms. For example, in Dizzy Gillespie’s classic tune “Salt Peanuts,” the accents in “salt peanuts, salt peanuts” fall on the off-center bebop beats. Audiences were slow to embrace bop, and even some jazz greats found it puzzling at first; the bandleader Cab Calloway said it sounded like Chinese music to him. But many jazz artists were excited by the opportunity it gave them to leave big bands and return to small, intimate combos.

The biggest advantage of small-combo jazz was the space it opened up for everyone to improvise at any time. Bop pieces were often organized around the chords, and sometimes the melody, of a popular song that everybody in the group—and most people in the audience—already knew, providing a basic structure for improvisations that could then sprout, flower, and exfoliate in all directions. The next development was “free” or “outside” jazz that dispensed with prearranged chord progressions so soloists could do anything and everything that popped into their musical minds. Unfettered spontaneity was the key to bebop and its progeny.

All of the Beats enjoyed jazz, but Kerouac was the most messianic in this department, employing the practices Ginsberg characterized as “spontaneous bop prosody” to reproduce the spirit of modern jazz in written words. His legendary ventures in extemporaneous writing had their direct origin not only in his love of off-the-cuff invention but also in his bold notion that writers should not—and should not be expected to—stop, revise, or correct their words any more than jazz improvisers stop to correct their notes on a bandstand or nightclub stage.

Ginsberg was less obsessed with jazz, but his long-line poetry, from “Howl” to “Plutonian Ode” and beyond, owes much to the expansive improvisations of jazz musicians, especially the sax players he admired. Burroughs’s cut-up and fold-in procedures echo the changes bop artists work on familiar songs, although in Burroughs’s case—especially in radical novels like The Soft Machine and The Ticket That Exploded—the nonlinear end product seems more similar to “outside” jazz, soaring free of any grounding at all.

Along with improvisation, the Beats loved the quotation and allusiveness of bop, which allowed musicians not only to recycle chord structures but even to drop in recognizable tunes from famous hits, sometimes as heartfelt tributes, other times as musical jokes. Ginsberg’s poetry alludes to all sorts of things, from childhood memories to religious texts and animal sounds. Burroughs’s work also wanders into unexpected places—his own life experiences in Queer and Junkie, for instance, and vividly imagined nightmares in his more ambitious (and more relentlessly weird) novels. But again, Kerouac set the pace. An example is Doctor Sax: Faust Part Three, which incorporates everything from straight-on storytelling and freewheeling poetry to childhood fantasies, journalistic headlines, bits of scripted dialogue, a tale-within-a-tale, and scenes from a “gloomy bookmovie” based on his early life. Similar jazzlike currents surge through the novel Visions of Cody and the poetry epic Mexico City Blues.

Kerouac aside, nobody expresses the Beat passion for jazz more vividly than John Clellon Holmes does in his novel Go, where he writes that in the modern jazz of the 1940s young people heard not just music but “an attitude toward life, a way of walking, a language and a costume; and these introverted kids (emotional outcasts of a war they had been too young to join, or in which they had lost their innocence), who had never belonged anywhere before, now felt somewhere at last.”

Movie fans

Since they appeal to the eye and ear at once, motion pictures were a natural source of enjoyment for Beats hooked on blowing, sketching, and other writing techniques that draw on keen responsiveness to sights and sounds. Sure enough, all of the core Beats were movie fans. “Movies afford me great pleasure and are about the only relief from boredom which seems to hang around me like a shadow,” wrote the eleven-year-old Ginsberg in his diary. Burroughs, who theorized that an insidious “reality film” controls our lives, said screenplay techniques influenced his conviction that being able “to think in concrete visual terms is almost essential to a writer.” Beats even dreamed occasionally of making their own films, creating Hollywood magic that would somehow be free of Hollywood commercialism. Kerouac thought about making a picture featuring his friends as both fictional characters and real-life people. Ginsberg fantasized about producing “Burroughs on Earth,” a Buddhist science-fiction film.

Only one movie—the short Pull My Daisy, directed in 1959 by the photographer Robert Frank and the painter Alfred Leslie—can be called a true Beat film, since it was narrated by Kerouac and features Ginsberg and other Beats in the cast. Another film of 1959 is informed but not dominated by Beat sensibilities: the extraordinary Shadows, directed and written—not improvised, despite a misleading sentence in the final credits—by John Cassavetes, who was just beginning his audacious career as a maverick anti-Hollywood filmmaker. But movies exploiting the Beats were more common. Audiences were fascinated when melodramas like Laslo Benedek’s The Wild One (1953) and Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (1955) made disciplined actors like Marlon Brando and James Dean into symbols of an anarchic generation ready to revolt against everything around. “What’re you rebelling against, Johnny?” asks nice girl Mildred in The Wild One, to which the tough-guy biker replies, “Whaddya got?” That does not sound like earthshaking behavior now, but it was controversial enough to keep The Wild One banned in Britain until the late 1960s. Kerouac’s novel The Subterraneans became a film in 1960, starring George Peppard as Leo Percepied, the Kerouac surrogate, and the French actress Leslie Caron as Mardou Fox, a black woman in the novel but a white woman in the movie—a transformation wrought by Hollywood’s chronic tunnel vision where matters of race and sexuality are concerned. Later films with Beat-related stories, including John Byrum’s tedious Heart Beat (1980), David Cronenberg’s lumbering Naked Lunch (1991), and Walter Salles’s long-gestating On the Road (2012), vary in quality but show more seriousness toward their subject.

Moral panic!

Antagonism and suspicion on the part of ordinary Americans played a considerable part in publicizing the Beat subculture. A key Beat strategy was to give square culture a subversive spin—replacing the business suit with the work-clothes outfit, the clichés of Madison Avenue with jazz-inflected jive, the Protestant work ethic with a yearning for Zen harmony and peacefulness. This frequently stirred up a sort of moral panic among those who feared that the American way of life—meaning the white, married, middle-class, suburban way of life—might somehow be threatened, and who had trouble understanding why these youthful rebels were being allowed to have so much unconventional fun.
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9. Popular culture capitalized on the Beat Generation’s fame—and notoriety—in many ways, as when Jack Kerouac’s novella The Subterraneans, published by Grove Press in 1958, was reissued by Panther with a lurid cover. Like the 1960 movie based on the novella, the book cover turns the black character Mardou Fox into a white woman.

The mass media reacted to Beat culture with both hostility and bemusement, simultaneously mocking the Beats and making them famous. A shining example was “The Only Rebellion Around,” an illustrated article by Paul O’Neil that appeared in a 1959 issue of Life, one of America’s most popular magazines. O’Neil likened the Beats to fruit flies infesting a succulent casaba, the latter being the United States in the Eisenhower era. The article’s photographs run along similar lines. A picture labeled “Languishing in His Pad” shows Ginsberg stroking a Siamese cat on a rumpled bed, and points out that two additional people, Corso and Peter Orlovsky, also live in this modest flat. The verdict is clear: guilt by messiness! A shot called “Horsing Around” shows Ginsberg playfully pulling a “scary face” at Corso, which bears out Kerouac’s opinion that the media wanted to link the Beats with violence. And so on. Most pungent of all is a Bert Stern photograph depicting a Beat household complete with marijuana, a half-written poem in a typewriter, and a Beat baby sleeping on the floor.

It is not a pretty picture. But it is a picture that one would expect from a middle-class magazine of the 1950s that associated the Beat Generation with skid rows, flophouses, hobo jungles, and slums. Fictionalized and fraudulent though it was, this Life article was a significant influence on public attitudes toward Beat lifestyles.


Chapter 6
The Beat legacy

The celebrated decade called “the sixties” didn’t reach full steam until 1964, when—to choose just one of many milestones—the Beatles won their first American fans with the album Meet the Beatles and the single “I Want To Hold Your Hand,” both in January, and paid their first visit to the United States the following month. The times they were indeed a-changin’ at a rapidly accelerating pace.

To compare the Beats with the Hippies is to compare the unspeakable visions of the individual with a burgeoning respect for sociopolitical activism. Both groups had revolutionary aims, but the main thrust of the Beat Generation was toward inner change while the most prominent Hippies wanted outer change, etched on the world at large as well as the fabric of personal consciousness. This said, the Beat Generation and the Love Generation had a lot in common, and in some ways the flower-child agenda was an extension of the Beats’ main interests.

Consider drugs, for example. Beat figures like Kerouac and Ginsberg initially gravitated toward them because many of their culture heroes, from jazz icons to streetwise hipsters, valued the systematic derangement of the senses they could provide. Fashion was more in play as the 1960s proceeded, with celebrities like the Beatles and Bob Dylan promoting a psychedelic mystique that meshed well with growing public interest in astrology, Eastern religion, and other forms of mysticism and esoterica. Yet the freewheeling ethos fostered by drugs had strong political overtones.

Whatever boundary lines society may once have drawn between the personal and the political vanished in the purple haze of sex, drugs, and rock’n’ roll. Kerouac wanted no part of this, retreating ever farther into his private shell. Ginsberg was at the other end of the spectrum, sporting Hippie-style hair and haberdashery as he proselytized for drugs, freedom, and love’s power to change the world. More than any other Beat figure, Ginsberg understood that the unspeakable visions of the individual had become the unstoppable desires of a new, flamboyant generation, and he stood with it gladly, nonviolently but outspokenly protesting war, censorship, bias and prejudice of every kind, and the unearned privileges of the wealthy that sustain the exploitation of the poor. Reaction against the excesses of the 1970s grew as the decade neared its close, and the election of Ronald Reagan as president of the United States in 1980 consolidated a conservative counterrevolution that lasted into the twenty-first century. Perhaps for this very reason, interest in Beat-style spontaneity and experimentation remained lively even after the postwar era.

Prose and poetry

“Against the undeniable power of tradition,” wrote Thomas Pynchon of himself and his peers in a retrospective essay, “we were attracted by such centrifugal lures as Norman Mailer’s essay ‘The White Negro,’ the wide availability of recorded jazz, and a book I still believe is one of the great American novels, On the Road, by Jack Kerouac.” This remark illustrates the ripple effect of Beat writing, and Pynchon’s own work contains many Beat-like gestures. In his 1963 debut novel, V., one meets the Whole Sick Crew, a gang of social misfits complete with a “catatonic expressionist” artist, and the 1973 masterpiece Gravity’s Rainbow presents an expressionistic fantasy written in the spirit of free-associating Beat spontaneity. Looking back at his early work in a 1985 essay, Pynchon described his excitement at learning from the Beats and other innovative writers that “at least two very distinct kinds of English could be allowed in fiction to coexist. Allowed! It was actually OK to write like this! Who knew? The effect was exciting, liberating, strongly positive. It was not a case of either/or, but an expansion of possibilities.”

Several years before Pynchon’s first book, William Gaddis’s 1955 novel The Recognitions devotes many pages to the party scene in downtown Manhattan, where he spent time with Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs, and his equally audacious 1975 novel JR, about a precocious child, attacks American materialism with a zesty bitterness worthy of Burroughs. Gaddis appears in Kerouac’s novel The Subterraneans as Harold Sand.

Serious poetry in the 1950s was dominated by Modernist principles, such as the emphasis on allusion and objectivity promoted by T. S. Eliot, and by related ideas of the New Criticism, which saw the ideal poem as a graceful organic form governed by flawless internal logic. A battle line was drawn when the litterateurs Donald Hall, Robert Pack, and Louis Simpson created the anthology New Poets of England and America, concentrating on young writers. It appeared in 1957, with later editions in subsequent years. Ginsberg seized the opportunity to submit poems by Gary Snyder, Philip Whalen, Michael McClure, Philip Lamantia, Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, and a few other kindred spirits, but they were rejected in favor of more easily palatable poets, such as Howard Nemerov and Adrienne Rich. In an introduction to the anthology’s American selections, Pack said that American poetry fell into two opposing camps, the Academics and the Beats, and claimed that the Beats were more popular only because gossip has wider appeal than true literature. The public finds a poet interesting “if he drinks himself to death,” Pack polemicized, “if he undresses at a poetry reading, or if he takes part in a presidential inauguration, but not for what his poems say or their quality.”

Not long afterward, however, Grove Press published The New American Poets: 1945–1960, an anthology with a different, more inclusive slant. This book’s editor, Donald Allen, claimed that the other collection represented “closed form” while his championed “open form,” less doctrinaire and formalistic in its approach. Allen’s book was the first to range through the entire spectrum of recent avant-garde poetry and use distinctive labels—Beats, New York School, Black Mountain, and so on—to group and identify the poets. The labels are simplistic, but the book validated Ginsberg’s status as a leader of the freshly minted New American Poetry movement and demonstrated the vitality of novel practices devised and developed by Lamantia, McClure, Creeley, Kerouac, Orlovsky, Corso, Ferlinghetti, and others. Beat literature is now accepted as authentic literature in most places where English is read and taught.

Music

During the 1950s, musicians lined up to provide jazz accompaniments for Beat poetry readings, and Kerouac read or sang on albums featuring such artists as Al Cohn, Zoot Sims, and the piano-playing TV personality Steve Allen. Ginsberg became a musician himself, singing, chanting, and accompanying himself on harmonium in countless concerts and recordings, and working with such pop-music icons as John Lennon, Paul McCartney, Jefferson Airplane, the Grateful Dead, and the Clash. Ferlinghetti greatly admired John Cage, a composer (with Black Mountain links) committed to chance techniques and in-the-moment improvisation. The great classical composer Philip Glass, one of the founders of the minimalist school, used Ginsberg’s poetry as the texts for two major works: Hydrogen Jukebox, a 1990 piece for voices and ensemble, and Symphony No. 6: Plutonian Ode, composed in 2001 for soprano and orchestra. The latter exists in two versions, one of which has been recorded with Ginsberg reading the poem that inspired the composition.

As a songwriting poet, Bob Dylan has earned a place in Ann Charters’s important Portable Beat Reader anthology. And some observers hold that the Beat Generation spirit as well as British “beat music” had something to do with the name selected in 1960 by the English rock band known forevermore as the Beatles. That group certainly admired Burroughs, whose mug shot is included on the photo-filled jacket of their 1967 album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Late in his career Burroughs cultivated an interest in punk rock, made appearances with the performance artist and musician Laurie Anderson, and collaborated with the singer Tom Waits, carrying the Beat legacy to a new generation of music-oriented audiences.

Painting, sculpture, photography

Beat spontaneity, audacity, and introspection have also manifested themselves vigorously in the visual arts, taking their purest form in abstract expressionism. That movement emerged in the pre-Beat 1940s and flourished during the Beat-influenced 1950s, represented most famously by action painters (e.g., Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning) and color field painters (e.g., Helen Frankenthaler, Clyfford Still). Loosely speaking, action painting can resemble Kerouac’s breathless prose and the white heat of bebop, while the comparative stasis of color-field canvases recalls the contemplative aspects of verse by Snyder and Rexroth and the quiet intensity of West Coast cool jazz. Works by such minimalist artists as Ellsworth Kelly and Donald Judd might be likened to Kerouac’s haikus.

The willingness of Beat writers to engage with everyday culture forged a link between their work and pop art, pioneered by painters like Jasper Johns and Roy Lichtenstein and carried to its pinnacle by Andy Warhol in his remarkable paintings, sculptures, and films. Robert Rauschenberg’s collage-like “combines” used found objects much as Beat writers used everyday “found speech,” and the common interest of many Beats and artists in surrealism and Dada energized everything from “happenings” to the conceptual works of Fluxus artists. Artists linked to San Francisco’s Funk art group included such Beat-affiliated figures as Bruce Conner, Wallace Berman, Robert Nelson, and Robert Frank.

Beat culture has a solid presence in photography, as well. Ginsberg became a major photographer, taking an enormous number of memorable pictures from the late 1940s to the end of his life. Robert Frank’s seminal photo book The Americans was published in a U.S. edition with an introduction by Kerouac, which is in perfect synch with Frank’s piercing, eclectic vision.

Burroughs was the Beat most intimately involved with visual art, starting with the photomontages and scrapbooks he made after discovering the cut-up method. Later he invented “shotgun painting,” and later still he turned to more traditional forms of abstract expressionism, collaborating with Keith Haring and Robert Rauschenberg. Ferlinghetti was also committed to visual art. His cover painting for Pomes All Sizes, the Kerouac collection published by City Lights in 1992, is a powerful example of his ability to evoke the unseen substance of an inner life. Gregory Corso made paintings and drawings too, often to illustrate his poems, demonstrating a sense of line that recalls Jean Cocteau.

Most interesting of all are the paintings and drawings that Kerouac created over many years of intermittent work. Most are stronger on emotional passion than technical skill, but some of his drawings have an intimacy and playfulness that are fully in tune with his from-the-hip writing. He took art seriously, telling friends he would have been a painter if he hadn’t become a writer. Speculating on why so many Beat writers were attracted to the visual arts, the critic Ed Adler wrote that they were seeking “to broaden their anthropological explorations and reportorial observations and venture out into the vast alternative sensual hemisphere beyond the limits of the dialectic, beyond verbiage and vocabulary, beyond the lexiconical limits of text, beyond words themselves, to a place where they could find that ineffable extra to flesh out and more fully evolve the totality of their lives.”

Beats outside the United States

William S. Burroughs says in the documentary What Happened to Kerouac? that “the whole Beat movement has become a worldwide cultural revolution, absolutely unprecedented. There’s never been anything like it before. Penetrating the Arab countries, which is really a hermetic society. And then their affiliation with the political activists that went on in the ’60s—although the Beats were originally nonpolitical, others who were political were really following the Beat movement to its logical conclusion.”

Burroughs is right. Beat ethics, aesthetics, and social values have traveled far beyond the United States, partly because of the power of Beat ideas, and partly because the Beats themselves were cultural borrowers. One thinks of Burroughs’s fascination with Moroccan life, Kerouac’s affection for his French Canadian roots, Ginsberg’s travels in Europe and India, the impact of Japanese arts on Snyder and Whalen, and the allure of the Beat Hotel in Paris.

The Blue Neon Alley website locates Beat-related groups in a diverse array of places and languages: four in France; two each in Russia, Australia, Spain, Italy, and the United Kingdom; and one each in Japan, Denmark, Norway, and Germany. Conferences on the Beats have been held in Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, China, and elsewhere. Reports of new Beat colonies should be accepted with caution, however, since unhip observers give “Beat” a wide range of meanings, some of them inappropriate. A rising number of Chinese college students are getting hooked on city life, for example, and they have been called the Beat Generation of their country. What attracts these “Beats” is not the urban scene for its own sake, though; it is the lure of middle-class living with famous American brands at their disposal, and this is in fact a caricature. Kerouac wrote On the Road, not “At the Mall.”

Beats, Hippies, slackers, and cyberpunks

Neither the core Beats nor their followers ever resolved the basic contradiction of their philosophy. On one side was an extroverted desire to influence culture and society; on the other was an introverted drive to find aesthetic and spiritual purity. This conflict didn’t bother them because they were skilled at the art of holding two or more incongruous ideas in mind at the same time. And they could always explain their inconsistencies as cheerful exercises in Zen-like transcendence.

The very haziness of the Beat agenda helps account for its ongoing appeal. From the punks to the slackers, from Generation X to the Millennials and the Occupy activists, the very names of many youth-culture groups have carried on the Beat tradition of blending antiauthoritarian edginess with cynicism about clearly targeted protest. These groups have generally lacked the Beats’ confidence in spiritual creativity and intuitive wisdom, but they have been broadly in tune with the Beats’ distrustful attitude toward top-down organization and conventional notions of propriety, decency, and decorum. A commentary in the New York Times even compared the Beats with the conservative Tea Party movement, saying that both groups are driven by the same ideological standby of American protesters: the call for individual freedom.

The Beat Generation’s influence still lingers, and its rebellious values have come back into fashion among young people with misgivings about the sociocultural status quo. Even the cyberpunks of the 1990s and 2000s are the Beats’ fraternal twins, ornery loners fending off mainstream culture while paving the way for—perhaps—more explosive movements to come. The best ideas of the Beats remain as bracing, spirited, and subversive as in their heyday.
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