
 
/ THEME /

L'ECRIVAIN DANS SON SIECLE
/ QUESTIONS / 

How and what do Beat writers criticize their time? 
How revolutionary are they?

If you were a Beatnik today, what would you do?

/ READING LIST /

/ Poems / 
- [Extracts from Howl], (1955) by Allen Ginsberg, (1926 – 1997).

“ Allen Ginsberg was one of the leading icons of the Beat movement, and “Howl” became one 
of the most widely read book of poems of the century, translated into more than twenty-two 
languages. By exposing his own emotional core to the world in this poem, Ginsberg inspired 
many other artists to do the same. “

- [The Whole Mess ... Almost], (1973) by Gregory Corso (1930 - 2001)

- War Profit Litany, (1967) by Allen Ginsberg, (1926 – 1997).
“ This collection sums up the whole Beat generation.This is Ginsberg's National Book Award-
winning collection of poems that he wrote during the years 1965-1971. These pieces follow 
Ginsberg's travels all over the world, as he visits his old Beat friends. By this time, they've all 
kind of gone their separate ways. Ginsberg was with the hippies; Kerouac was killing himself 
with alcohol; Snyder was in Japan; and Burroughs was God knows where. So you could say that 
this collection was Ginsberg's eulogy to his friends, and what they attempted to do in the Beat 
Movement.” 

http://www.shmoop.com/beat-literature/texts.html

- Velocity Of Money, (1986) by Allen Ginsberg, (1926 – 1997).
“When Ginsberg published the poem, the US stock market dropped 22.68% on one of the most
infamous dates in the market's history - "Black Monday." So, Ginsberg's criticism of capitalism is
heavy. What we have not learned is how to live our lives without money being such an integral 
factor. Ginsberg correlates money to prostitution, gambling, interest, and even material un-
necessities.”

http://slaughterhousevonnegut.blogspot.fr/2008/04/ginsberg-velocity-of-money.html

- Extracts from If You're So Smart, Why Ain't You Rich?, (1960) by Philip Whalen (1923–2002) 
“ Philip Whalen is often labelled a "Beat poet" because he enjoyed his first creative 
achievement during the years when Beat literature thrived. Whalen is generally considered one 
of the pioneering forces behind the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance of the mid-1950s. The 
author's work differs from much Beat writing in its reverential treatment of the mundane, its 
self-deprecating humor, Christensen states “an original troubadour and thinker who refused to 
take himself too seriously during the great revival of visionary lyric in American poetry." The 
critic adds: "Like so much Beat literature, Whalen's poem seeks to convey the speed and 
multiphasic complexity of the alert mind; it explores the speed of thought itself as it races 



through its labyrinth of channels." 

/ Extracts from novels / 
- [Extract from On The Road] by Jack Kerouac. From On the Road: The Original Scroll (Penguin 
Classics Deluxe Edition) Paperback – August 26, 2008 

“Inspired by Jack Kerouac's adventures with Neal Cassady, On the Road tells the story of two 
friends whose cross-country road trips are a quest for meaning and true experience. Written 
with a mixture of sad-eyed naivete and wild ambition and imbued with Kerouac's love of 
America, his compassion for humanity, and his sense of language as jazz, On the Road is the 
quintessential American vision of freedom and hope, a book that changed American literature 
and changed anyone who has ever picked it up.”

/ Articles & Essays / 
- John Clellon Holmes, This is the Beat Generation (1952)  

“ This is the article that brought the term Beat into the American zeitgeist. It was a kind of 
manifesto that laid out the Beat ideals… or at least the former American ideals the Beats were 
aiming to destroy.“

- Allen Ginsberg, "The Art of Poetry No. 8" (1966)  
“ In this interview, Ginsberg explains why he can't really explain how he writes poetry. His chat 
with Thomas Clark is refreshingly un-academic, while still providing us with some nice insight 
into his writing. And his life.” 

[studied in class.] 

/ Novel & Short stories / 

- Lonesome Traveler
A collection of short stories and sketches by American novelist and poet Jack Kerouac, 
published in 1960. It is a compilation of Kerouac's journal entries about traveling the United 
States, Mexico, Morocco, the United Kingdom and France, and covers similar issues to his 
novels, such as relationships, various jobs, and the nature of his life on the road. Some of the 
stories originally appeared as magazine articles.

- William Burroughs, The Soft Machine (1961), Chapter VII. 
The Soft Machine is a 1961 novel by American author William S. Burroughs. It was originally 
composed using the cut-up technique partly from manuscripts belonging to The Word Hoard. It 
is the first part of The Nova Trilogy. Chapter VII, The Mayan Caper. This chapter portrays a 
secret agent who has the ability to change bodies or metamorphose his own body using "U.T." 
(undifferentiated tissue). 

- Jack Kerouac, On the Road (1957)
“Inspired by Jack Kerouac's adventures with Neal Cassady, On the Road tells the story of two 
friends whose cross-country road trips are a quest for meaning and true experience. Written 
with a mixture of sad-eyed naivete and wild ambition and imbued with Kerouac's love of 
America, his compassion for humanity, and his sense of language as jazz, On the Road is the 
quintessential American vision of freedom and hope, a book that changed American literature 
and changed anyone who has ever picked it up.”



Extracts from Howl  (1955), 
by Allen Ginsberg, (1926 – 1997).

For Carl Solomon 

I
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, 
angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night, 
who poverty and tatters and hollow-eyed and high sat up smoking in the supernatural darkness of cold-water flats 
floating across the tops of cities contemplating jazz, 
…who vanished into nowhere Zen New Jersey leaving a trail of ambiguous picture postcards of Atlantic City Hall. 
who wandered around and around at midnight in the railroad yard wondering where to go, and went, leaving no 
broken hearts, 
...who loned it through the streets of Idaho seeking visionary indian angels who were visionary indian angels, 
who thought they were only mad when Baltimore gleamed in supernatural ecstasy, 
who jumped in limousines with the Chinaman of Oklahoma on the impulse of winter midnight streetlight smalltown 
rain, 
…who distributed Supercommunist pamphlets in Union Square weeping and undressing while the sirens of Los 
Alamos wailed them down, and wailed down Wall, and the Staten Island ferry also wailed, 
…who were burned alive in their innocent flannel suits on Madison Avenue amid blasts of leaden verse & the 
tanked-up clatter of the iron regiments of fashion & the nitroglycerine shrieks of the fairies of advertising & the 
mustard gas of sinister intelligent editors, or were run down by the drunken taxicabs of Absolute Reality, 

III

Carl Solomon! I’m with you in Rockland 
where you’re madder than I am 
I’m with you in Rockland 
where you must feel very strange 
…I’m with you in Rockland 
where we are great writers on the same dreadful typewriter 
San Francisco, 1955—1956 

From Penguin Books, 2009.
War Profit Litany, 1967.



by Allen Ginsberg (1926 – 1997) 

To Ezra Pound 

These are the names of the companies that have made 
money from this war 
nineteenhundredsixtyeight Annodomini fourthousand 
eighty Hebraic 
These are the Corporations who have profited by merchan- 
dising skinburning phosphorous or shells fragmented 
to thousands of fleshpiercing needles 
and here listed money millions gained by each combine for 
manufacture 
and here are gains numbered, index'd swelling a decade, set 
in order, 
here named the Fathers in office in these industries, tele- 
phones directing finance, 
names of directors, makers of fates, and the names of the 
stockholders of these destined Aggregates, 
and here are the names of their ambassadors to the Capital, 
representatives to legislature, those who sit drinking 
in hotel lobbies to persuade, 
and separate listed, those who drop Amphetamine with 
military, gossip, argue, and persuade 
suggesting policy naming language proposing strategy, this 
done for fee as ambassadors to Pentagon, consul- 
tants to military, paid by their industry: 
and these are the names of the generals & captains mili- 
tary, who know thus work for war goods manufactur- 
ers; 
and above these, listed, the names of the banks, combines, 
investment trusts that control these industries: 
and these are the names of the newspapers owned by these 
banks 
and these are the names of the airstations owned by these 
combines; 
and these are the numbers of thousands of citizens em- 
ployed by these businesses named; 
and the beginning of this accounting is 1958 and the end 
1968, that static be contained in orderly mind, 
coherent and definite, 
and the first form of this litany begun first day December 
1967 furthers this poem of these States. 

Reproduced from Fall of America: Poems of These States 1965-1971. Published by City Lights in 197



Velocity Of Money, 1986.
by Allen Ginsberg, (1926 – 1997) 

I’m delighted by the velocity of money as it whistles through the windows 
of Lower East Side
Delighted by skyscrapers rising the old grungy apartments falling on 
84th Street
Delighted by inflation that drives me out on the street
After all what good’s the family farm, why eat turkey by thousands every 
Thanksgiving?
Why not have Star Wars? Why have the same old America?!?
George Washington wasn’t good enough! Tom Paine pain in the neck, 
Whitman what a jerk!
I’m delighted by double digit interest rates in the Capitalist world
I always was a communist, now we’ll win
an usury makes the walls thinner, books thicker & dumber
Usury makes my poetry more valuable
my manuscripts worth their weight in useless gold -
Now everybody’s atheist like me, nothing’s sacred
buy and sell your grandmother, eat up old age homes,
Peddle babies on the street, pretty boys for sale on Times Square -
You can shoot heroin, I can sniff cocaine,
macho men can fite on the Nicaraguan border and get paid with paper!
The velocity’s what counts as the National Debt gets higher
Everybody running after the rising dollar
Crowds of joggers down broadway past City Hall on the way to the Fed
Nobody reads Dostoyevsky books so they’ll have to give a passing ear 
to my fragmented ravings in between President’s speeches 
Nothing’s happening but the collapse of the Economy
so I can go back to sleep till the landlord wins his eviction suit in court. 
 

Reproduced from Harper Collins, Oct 5, 2010. Collected Poems 1947-1997.

If You're So Smart, Why Ain't You Rich? , 



By Philip Whalen (1923–2002)

I need everything else 
Anything else 
    Desperately 

But I have nothing 
Shall have nothing 

    but this 
Immediate, inescapable 

    and invaluable 
No one can afford 

    THIS 
Being made here and now 

       (Seattle, Washington 
                      17 May, 1955) 

                      MARIGOLDS 

Concise (wooden) 
       Orange. 

Behind them, the garage door 
       Pink 

(Paint sold under a fatuous name: 
"Old Rose" 

       which brings a war to mind) 

And the mind slides over the fence again 

(…)

The effect of this, taken internally 
The effect   

               of beauty 
                              on the mind 

(...)

But the cost 
Can't be expressed in numbers 

dodging between 
       a vagrancy rap 

       and the newest electrical brain-curette 
Eating what the rich are bullied into giving 

Or the poor willingly share 
Depriving themselves 

(...)

Philip Whalen, “If You're So Smart, Why Ain't You Rich?” from The Collected Poems of Philip Whalen copyright © 2007 by Brandeis University 
Press and reprinted by permission of Wesleyan University Press. www.wesleyan.edu/wespress 
Source: The Collected Poems of Philip Whalen (Wesleyan University Press, 2007) 



The Whole Mess ... Almost
 By Gregory Corso (1930 - 2001)

I ran up six flights of stairs 
to my small furnished room   
opened the window 
and began throwing out 
those things most important in life 

First to go, Truth, squealing like a fink: 
“Don’t! I’ll tell awful things about you!” 
“Oh yeah? Well, I’ve nothing to hide ... OUT!” 
Then went God, glowering & whimpering in amazement:   
“It’s not my fault! I’m not the cause of it all!” “OUT!”   
Then Love, cooing bribes: “You’ll never know impotency!   
All the girls on Vogue covers, all yours!” 
I pushed her fat ass out and screamed: 
“You always end up a bummer!” 
I picked up Faith Hope Charity 
all three clinging together: 
“Without us you’ll surely die!” 
“With you I’m going nuts! Goodbye!” 

Then Beauty ... ah, Beauty— 
As I led her to the window 
I told her: “You I loved best in life 
... but you’re a killer; Beauty kills!”   
Not really meaning to drop her 
I immediately ran downstairs 
getting there just in time to catch her   
“You saved me!” she cried 
I put her down and told her: “Move on.” 

Went back up those six flights 
went to the money 
there was no money to throw out. 
The only thing left in the room was Death   
hiding beneath the kitchen sink: 
“I’m not real!” It cried 
“I’m just a rumor spread by life ... ”   
Laughing I threw it out, kitchen sink and all   
and suddenly realized Humor 
was all that was left— 
All I could do with Humor was to say:   
“Out the window with the window!”

Gregory Corso, “The Whole Mess ... Almost” from Herald of the Autochthonic Spirit. Copyright © 1973, 1975, 
1981 by Gregory Corso. Reprinted with the permission of New Directions Publishing Corporation. 



Extract from On The Road (1957) by Jack Kerouac ( 1922 – 1969 )
 
In no time at all we were back on the main highway and that night I saw the entire state of Nebraska unroll before
my eyes. A hundred and ten miles an hour straight through, an arrow road, sleeping towns, no traffic, and the
Union Pacific streamliner falling behind us in the moonlight.
I wasn’t frightened at all that night; it was perfectly legitimate to go 110 M.P.H. and talk and have all the Nebraska
towns – Ogalla, Gothenburg, Kearney, Grand Island, Columbus – unreel with dreamlike rapidity as we roared
ahead and talked. It was a magnificent car; it could hold the road like a boat holds on water. Gradual curves were
its singing ease. “Ah, man, what a dreamboat,” sighed Dean. “Think if you and I had a car like this what we could
do. Do you know there’s a road that goes down to Mexico and all the way to Panama? – and maybe all the way to
the bottom of South America where the Indians are seven feet tall and eat cocaine on the mountainside? Yes!
You and I, Sal, we’d dig the whole world with a car like this because, man, the road, must eventually lead to the
whole world. Ain’t nowhere else it can go – right? Oh, and are we going to cut around old Chi with this thing! Think
of it, Sal, I’ve never been to Chicago in all my life, never stopped.”
“We’ll come in there like gangsters in this Cadillac!”
“Yes! And girls! We can pick up girls, in fact, Sal, I’ve decided to make extra-special fast time so we can have an
entire evening to cut around in this thing. Now you just relax and I’ll ball the jack all the way.”
“Well, how fast are you going now?”
“A steady one-ten I figure – you wouldn’t notice it.  We’ve still got Iowa in the daytime and then I’ll make that old
Illinois in nothing flat.” The boys fell asleep and we talked and talked all night.
It was remarkable how Dean could go mad and then suddenly continue with his soul – which I think is wrapped up
in a fast car, a coast to reach, and a woman at the end of the road – calmly and sanely as though nothing had
happened. (…) 

From On the Road: The Original Scroll (Penguin Classics Deluxe Edition) Paperback – August 26, 2008.



This Is The Beat Generation
by John Clellon Holmes in The New York Times Magazine, November 16, 1952

Several months ago, a national magazine ran a story under the heading 'Youth' and the subhead 'Mother Is 
Bugged At Me.' It concerned an eighteen-year-old California girl who had been picked up for smoking marijuana 
and wanted to talk about it. While a reporter took down her ideas in the uptempo language of 'tea,' someone 
snapped a picture. In view of her contention that she was part of a whole new culture where one out of every five 
people you meet is a user, it was an arresting photograph. In the pale, attentive face, with its soft eyes and 
intelligent mouth, there was no hint of corruption. It was a face which could only be deemed criminal through an 
enormous effort of reighteousness. Its only complaint seemed to be: 'Why don't people leave us alone?' It was the
face of a beat generation.

That clean young face has been making the newspapers steadily since the war. Standing before a judge in a 
Bronx courthouse, being arraigned for stealing a car, it looked up into the camera with curious laughter and no 
guilt. The same face, with a more serious bent, stared from the pages of Life magazine, representing a graduating
class of ex-GI's, and said that as it believed small business to be dead, it intended to become a comfortable cog in
the largest corporation it could find. A little younger, a little more bewildered, it was this same face that the 
photographers caught in Illinois when the first non-virgin club was uncovered. The young copywriter, leaning down
the bar on Third Avenue, quietly drinking himself into relaxation, and the energetic hotrod driver of Los Angeles, 
who plays Russian Roulette with a jalopy, are separated only by a continent and a few years. They are the 
extremes. In between them fall the secretaries wondering whether to sleep with their boyfriends now or wait; the 
mechanic berring up with the guys and driving off to Detroit on a whim; the models studiously name-dropping at a 
cocktail party. But the face is the same. Bright, level, realistic, challenging.

Any attempt to label an entire generation is unrewarding, and yet the generation which went through the last war, 
or at least could get a drink easily once it was over, seems to possess a uniform, general quality which demands 
an adjective ... The origins of the word 'beat' are obscure, but the meaning is only too clear to most Americans. 
More than mere weariness, it implies the feeling of having been used, of being raw. It involves a sort of nakedness
of mind, and, ultimately, of soul; a feeling of being reduced to the bedrock of consciousness. In short, it means 
being undramatically pushed up against the wall of oneself. A man is beat whenever he goes for broke and 
wagers the sum of his resources on a single number; and the young generation has done that continually from 
early youth.

Its members have an instinctive individuality, needing no bohemianism or imposed eccentricity to express it. 
Brought up during the collective bad circumstances of a dreary depression, weaned during the collective uprooting
of a global war, they distrust collectivity. But they have never been able to keep the world out of their dreams. The 
fancies of their childhood inhabited the half-light of Munich, the Nazi-Soviet pact, and the eventual blackout. Their 
adolescence was spent in a topsy-turvy world of war bonds, swing shifts, and troop movements. They grew to 
independent mind on beachheads, in gin mills and USO's, in past-midnight arrivals and pre-dawn departures. 
Their brothers, husbands, fathers or boy friends turned up dead one day at the other end of a telegram. At the four
trembling corners of the world, or in the home town invaded by factories or lonely servicemen, they had intimate 
experience with the nadir and the zenith of human conduct, and little time for much that came between. The 
peace they inherited was only as secure as the next headline. It was a cold peace. Their own lust for freedon, and
the ability to live at a pace that kills (to which the war had adjusted them), led to black markets, bebop, narcotics, 
sexual promiscuity, hucksterism, and Jean-Paul Sartre. The beatness set in later.

It is a postwar generation, and, in a world which seems to mark its cycles by its wars, it is already being compared
to that other postwar generation, which dubbed itself 'lost'. The Roaring Twenties, and the generation that made 
them roar, are going through a sentimental revival, and the comparison is valuable. The Lost Generation was 
discovered in a roadster, laughing hysterically because nothing meant anything anymore. It migrated to Europe, 
unsure whether it was looking for the 'orgiastic future' or escaping from the 'puritanical past.' Its symbols were the 
flapper, the flask of bootleg whiskey, and an attitude of desparate frivolity best expressed by the line: 'Tennis, 
anyone?' It was caught up in the romance of disillusionment, until even that became an illusion. Every act in its 
drama of lostness was a tragic or ironic third act, and T.S. Eliot's The Waste Land was more than the dead-end 
statement of a perceptive poet. The pervading atmosphere of that poem was an almost objectless sense of loss, 
through which the reader felt immediately that the cohesion of things had disappeared. It was, for an entire 
generation, an image which expressed, with dreadful accuracy, its own spiritual condition.



But the wild boys of today are not lost. Their flushed, often scoffing, always intent faces elude the word, and it 
would sound phony to them. For this generation lacks that eloquent air of bereavement which made so many of 
the exploits of the Lost Generation symbolic actions. Furthermore, the repeatedinventory of shattered ideals, and 
the laments about the mud in moral currents, which so obsessed the Lost Generation, do not concern young 
people today. They take these things frighteningly for granted. They were brought up in these ruins and no longer 
notice them. They drink to 'come down' or to 'get high,' not to illustrate anything. Their excursions into drugs or 
promiscuity come out of curiousity, not disillusionment.

Only the most bitter among them would call their reality a nightmare and protest that they have indeed lost 
something, the future. For ever since they were old enough to imagine one, that has been in jeapordy anyway. 
The absence of personal and social values is to them, not a revelation shaking the ground beneath them, but a 
problem demanding a day-to-day solution. How to live seems to them much more crucial than why. And it is 
precisely at this point that the copywriter and the hotrod driver meet and their identical beatness becomes 
significant, for, unlike the Lost Generation, which was occupied with the loss of faith, the Beat Generation is 
becoming more and more occupied with the need for it. As such, it is a disturbing illustration of Voltaire's reliable 
old joke: 'If there were no God, it would be necessary to invent him.' Not content to bemoan his absence, they are 
busily and haphazardly inventing totems for him on all sides.

For the giggling nihilist, eating up the highway at ninety miles an hour and steering with his feet, is no Harry 
Crosby, the poet of the Lost Generation who planned to fly his plane into the sun one day because he could no 
longer accept the modern world. On the contrary, the hotrod driver invites death only to outwit it. He is affirming 
the life within him in the only way he knows how, at the extreme. The eager-faced girl, picked up on a dope 
charge, is not one of those 'women and girls carried screaming with drink or drugs from public places,' of whom 
Fitzgerald wrote. Instead, with persuasive seriousness, she describes the sense of community she has found in 
marijuana, which society never gave her. The copywriter, just as drunk by midnight as his Lost Generation 
counterpart, probably reads God and Man at Yale during his Sunday afternoon hangover. The difference is this 
almost exaggerated will to believe in something, if only in themselves. It is a will to believe, even in the face of an 
inability to do so in conventional terms. And that is bound to lead to excesses in one direction or another.

The shock that older people feel at the sight of this Beat Generation is, at its deepest level, not so much 
repugnance at the facts, as it is distress at the attitudes which move it. Though worried by this distress, they most 
often argue or legislate in terms of the facts rather than the attitudes. The newspaper reader, studying the eyes of 
young dope addicts, can only find an outlet for his horror and bewilderment in demands that passers be given the 
electric chair. Sociologists, with a more academic concern, are just as troubled by the legions of young men 
whose topmost ambition seems to be to find a secure birth in a monolithic corporation. Contemporary historians 
express mild surprise at the lack of organized movements, political, religous, or otherwise, among the young. The 
articles they write remind us that being one's own boss and being a natural joiner are two of our most cherished 
national traits. Everywhere people with tidy moralities shake their heads and wonder what is happening to the 
younger generation.

Perhaps they have not noticed that, behind the excess on the one hand, and the conformity on the other, lies that 
wait-and-see detachment that results from having to fall back for support more on one's capacity for human 
endurance than on one's philosophy of life. Not that the Beat Generation is immune to ideas; they fascinate it. Its 
wars, both past and future, were and will be wars of ideas. It knows, however, that in the final, private moment of 
conflict a man is really fighting another man, and not an idea. And that the same goes for love. So it is a 
generation with a greater facility for entertaining ideas than for believing in them. But it is also the first generation 
in several centuries for which the act of faith has been an obsessive problem, quite aside from the reasons for 
having a particular faith or not having it. It exhibits on every side, and in a bewildering number of facets, a perfect 
craving to believe.

Though it is certainly a generation of extremes, including both the hipster and the radical young Republican in its 
ranks, it renders unto Caesar (i.e, society) what is Caesar's and unto God what is God's. For the wildest hipster, 
making a mystique of bop, drugs and the night life, there is no desire to shatter the 'square' society in which he 
lives, only to elude it. To get on a soapbox or write a manifesto would seem to him absurd. Looking at the normal 
world, where most everything is a 'drag' for him, he nevertheless says: 'Well, that's the Forest of Arden after all. 
And even it jumps if you look at it right.' Equally, the young Republican, though often seeming to hold up Babbitt 
as his culture hero, is neither vulgar nor materialistic, as Babbitt was. He conforms because he believes it is 
socially practical, not necessarily virtuous. Both positions, however, are the result of more or less the same 
conviction -- namely that the valueless abyss of modern life is unbearable.



For beneath the excess and the conformity, there is something other than detachment. There are the stirrings of a
quest. What the hipster is looking for in his 'coolness' (withdrawal) or 'flipness' (ecstasy) is, after all, a feeling on 
somewhereness, not just another diversion. The young Republican feels that there is a point beyond which 
change becomes chaos, and what he wants is not simply privelege or wealth, but a stable position from which to 
operate. Both have had enough of homelessness, valuelessness, faithlessness.

The variety and the extremity of their solutions are only a final indication that for today's young people there is not 
as yet a single external pivot around which they can, as a generation, group their observations and their 
aspirations. There is no single philosophy, no single party, no single attitude. The failure of most orthodox moral 
and social concepts to reflect fully the life they have known is probably the reason for this, but because of it each 
person becomes a walking, self-contained unit, compelled to meet, or at least endure, the problem of being young
in a seemingly helpless world in his own way.

More than anything else, this is what is responsible for this generation's reluctance to name itself, its reluctance to 
discuss itself as a group, sometimes its reluctance to be itself. For invented gods invariably disappoint those who 
worship them. Only the need for them goes on, and it is this need, exhausting one object after another, which 
projects the Beat Generation forward into the future and will one day deprive it of its beatness.

Dostoyevski wrote in the early 1880's that 'Young Russia is talking of nothing but the eternal questions now.' With 
appropriate changes, something very like this is beginning to happen in America, in an American way; a re-
evaluation of which the exploits and attitudes of this generation are only symptoms. No single comparison of one 
generation against another can accurately measure effects, but it seems obvious that a lost generation, occupied 
with disillusionment and trying to keep busy among the broken stones, is poetically moving, but not very 
dangerous. But a beat generation, driven by a desparate craving for belief and as yet unable to accept the 
moderations which are offered it, is quite another matter. Thirty years later, after all, the generation of which 
Dostoyevski wrote was meeting in cellars and making bombs.

This generation may make no bombs; it will probably be asked to drop some, and have some dropped on it, 
however, and this fact is never far from its mind. It is one of the pressures which created it and will play a large 
part in what will happen to it. There are those who believe that in generations such as this there is always the 
constant possibility of a great new moral idea, conceived in desparation, coming to life. Others note the self-
indulgence, the waste, the apparent social irresponsibility, and disagree.

But its ability to keep its eyes open, and yet avoid cynicism; its ever-increasing conviction that the problem of 
modern life is essentially a spiritual problem; and that capacity for sudden wisdom which people who live hard and
go far possess, are assets and bear watching. And, anyway, the clear, challenging faces are worth it.



Allen Ginsberg, The Art of Poetry No. 8, 1966.

Interviewed by Thomas Clark

Allen Ginsberg was elected King of the May by Czech students in Prague on May Day, 1965. Soon afterward, he 
was expelled by the Czech government. He had been traveling for several months—in Cuba, Russia, and Poland
—and from Prague he flew to London to negotiate the English publication of his poems.  I didn’t know he was in 
the country, but one night in Bristol before a poetry reading I saw him in a bar.  He read that night; I hadn’t heard 
him read before and was struck that evening by the way he seemed to enter each of his poems emotionally while 
reading them, the performance was much a discovery for him as for his audience. 

Ginsberg and I left Bristol the day after the reading and hitchhiked to Wells Cathedral and then to Glastonbury, 
where he picked a flower from King Arthur’s grave to send, he said, to his lifelong companion, Peter Orlovsky.  He
carefully studied the exhibit of tools and weapons under the huge conical chimney of the ancient king’s kitchen, as
later in Cambridge he was to study the Fitzwilliam Museum’s store of Blake manuscripts; Ginsberg’s idea of a 
Jerusalemic Britain occurring now in the day of long hair and new music meant equally the fulfillment of Blake’s 
predictions of Albion. As we came out of a tea shop in Glastonbury (where customers had glanced cautiously at 
the bearded, prophetic—and unfazed—stranger), Allen spoke of Life’s simulacrum of a report of his Oxford 
encounter with Dame Edith Sitwell. (“Dope makes me come out all over in spots,” she’s supposed to have said.) 

Leaving the town, we were caught in a rainstorm and took a bus to Bath. Then, hitchhiking toward London, we 
were unsuccessful until Ginsberg tried using Buddhist hand signals instead of thumbing; half a minute later a car 
stopped. Riding through Somerset he talked about notation, the mode he says he learned from Kerouac and has 
used in composing his enormous journals; he read from an account he’d made of a recent meeting with the poets 
Yevtushenko and Voznesensky in Moscow, and then, looking up at a knot in a withered oak by the road, said, 
“The tree has cancer of the breast ... that’s what I mean ...” 

Two weeks later he was in Cambridge for a reading and I asked him to submit to this interview. He was still busy 
with Blake, roaming and musing around the university and countryside in his spare moments; it took two days to 
get him to sit still long enough to turn on the tape recorder. He spoke slowly and thoughtfully, tiring after two 
hours. We stopped for a meal when guests came—when Ginsberg learned one of them was a biochemist he 
questioned him about viruses and DNA for an hour—then we returned to record the other half of the tape.

 

INTERVIEWER 

I think Diana Trilling, speaking about your reading at Columbia, remarked that your poetry, like all poetry in 
English when dealing with a serious subject, naturally takes on the iambic pentameter rhythm. Do you agree?

GINSBERG 

Well, it really isn’t an accurate thing, I don’t think. I’ve never actually sat down and made a technical analysis of 
the rhythms that I write. They’re probably more near choriambic—Greek meters, dithyrambic meters—and tending
toward de DA de de DA de de ... what is that? Tending toward dactylic, probably. Williams once remarked that 
American speech tends toward dactylic. But it’s more complicated than dactyl because dactyl is a three—three 
units, a foot consisting of three parts—whereas the actual rhythm is probably a rhythm which consists of five, six, 
or seven, like DA de de DA de de DA de de DA DA. Which is more toward the line of Greek dance rhythms—
that’s why they call them choriambic. So actually, probably it’s not really technically correct, what she said. But—
and that applies to certain poems, like certain passages of Howl and certain passages of Kaddish—there are 
definite rhythms that could be analyzed as corresponding to classical rhythms, though not necessarily English 
classical rhythms; they might correspond to Greek classical rhythms, or Sanskrit prosody. (…) Nobody’s got any 
objection to even iambic pentameter if it comes from a source deeper than the mind, that is to say if it comes from 
the breathing and the belly and the lungs.

INTERVIEWER 

American poets have been able to break away from a kind of English specified rhythm earlier than English poets 
have been able to do. Do you think this has anything to do with a peculiarity in English spoken tradition?



GINSBERG 

No, I don’t really think so, because the English don’t speak in iambic pentameter either; they don’t speak in the 
recognizable pattern that they write in. The dimness of their speech and the lack of emotional variation is parallel 
to the kind of dim diction and literary usage in the poetry now. But you can hear all sorts of Liverpudlian or 
Gordian—that’s Newcastle—you can hear all sorts of variants aside from an upper-tone accent—a highclass 
accent—that don’t fit into the tone of poetry being written right now. It’s not being used like in America—I think it’s 
just that British poets are more cowardly.

(...)

INTERVIEWER

The kind of organization you use in Howl, a recurrent kind of syntax—you don’t think this is relevant any longer to 
what you want to do?

GINSBERG

No, but it was relevant to what I wanted to do then; it wasn’t even a conscious decision.

INTERVIEWER 

Was this related in any way to a kind of music or jazz that you were interested in at the time?

GINSBERG

Mmm ... the myth of Lester Young as described by Kerouac, blowing eighty-nine choruses of Lady Be Good, say, 
in one night, or my own hearing of Illinois Jacciuet’s Jazz at the Philharmonic, Volume 2; I think Can’t Get Started 
was the title.

GINSBERG 

The rhythm of the long line is also an animal cry.

INTERVIEWER 

So you’re following that feeling and not a thought or a visual image?

GINSBERG 

It’s simultaneous. The poetry generally is like a rhythmic articulation of feeling. The feeling is like an impulse that 
rises within—just like sexual impulses, say; it’s almost as definite as that. It’s a feeling that begins somewhere in 
the pit of the stomach and rises up forward in the breast and then comes out through the mouth and ears, and 
comes forth a croon or a groan or a sigh. Which, if you put words to it by looking around and seeing and trying to 
describe what’s making you sigh—and sigh in words—you simply articulate what you’re feeling. As simple as that.

(...)

INTERVIEWER

Has there been a time when fear of censorship or similar trouble has made your own expression difficult?

GINSBERG

This is so complicated a matter. The beginning of the fear with me was, you know, what would my father say to 
something that I would write. At the time, writing “Howl”—for instance like I assumed when writing it that it was 
something that could not be published because I wouldn’t want my daddy to see what was in there. About my sex 
life, being fucked in the ass, imagine your father reading a thing like that, was what I thought. Though that 
disappeared as soon as the thing was real, or as soon as I manifested my ... you know, it didn’t make that much 
importance finally. That was sort of a help for writing, because I assumed that it wouldn’t be published, therefore I 
could say anything that I wanted. So literally just for myself or anybody that I knew personally well, writers who 
would be willing to appreciate it with a breadth of tolerance—in a piece of work like Howl. Who wouldn’t be judging
from a moralistic viewpoint but looking for evidences of humanity or secret thought or just actual truthfulness. 

Then there’s later the problem of publication—we had a lot. The English printer refused at first I think, we were 
afraid of customs; the first edition we had to print with asterisks on some of the dirty words, and then the 
Evergreen Review in reprinting it used asterisks, and various people reprinting it later always wanted to use the 
Evergreen version rather than the corrected legal City Lights version—like I think there’s an anthology of Jewish 



writers, I forgot who edited that, but a couple of the high-class intellectuals from Columbia. I had written asking 
them specifically to use the later City Lights version, but they went ahead and printed an asterisked version. I 
forget what was the name of that—something like New Generation of Jewish Writing, Philip Roth, etc.

(…)

INTERVIEWER

In the last five or six months you’ve been in Cuba, Czechoslovakia, Russia, and Poland. Has this helped to clarify 
your sense of the current world situation?

GINSBERG

Yeah, I no longer feel—I didn’t ever feel that there was any answer in dogmatic Leninism-Marxism—but I feel very
definitely now that there’s no answer to my desires there. Nor do most of the people in those countries—in Russia
or Poland or Cuba—really feel that either. The general idea of revolution against American idiocy is good, it’s still 
sympathetic, and I guess it’s a good thing like in Cuba, and obviously Vietnam. 

But there’s one thing I feel certain of, and that’s that there’s no human answer in communism or capitalism, as it’s 
practiced outside of the U.S. in any case. (…) But traveling in countries like Cuba and Vietnam I realize that the 
people that get the real evil side effects of America are there, in other words it really is like imperialism, in that 
sense. People in the United States all got money, they got cars, and everybody else starves on account of 
American foreign policy. Or is being bombed out, torn apart, and bleeding on the street, they get all their teeth 
bashed in, tear-gassed, or hot pokers up their ass, things that would be, you know, considered terrible in the 
United States. Except for Negroes.

So I don’t know. I don’t see any particular answer, and this month it seemed to me like actually an atomic war was
inevitable on account of both sides were so dogmatic and frightened and had nowhere to go and didn’t know what
to do with themselves anymore except fight. Everybody too intransigent. Everybody too mean. I don’t suppose it’ll 
take place, but ... Somebody has got to sit in the British Museum again like Marx and figure out a new system, a 
new blueprint. Another century has gone, technology has changed everything completely, so it’s time for a new 
utopian system. Burroughs is almost working on it.

(...)

INTERVIEWER

Was your use of drugs an extension of this experience?

GINSBERG

Well, since I took a vow that this was the area of, that this was my existence that I was placed into, drugs were 
obviously a technique for experimenting with consciousness, to get different areas and different levels and 
different similarities and different reverberations of the same vision. (...)

INTERVIEWER

Anything interesting about the actual experience, say with hallucinogens?

GINSBERG

What I do get is, say if I was in an apartment high on mescaline, I felt as if the apartment and myself were not 
merely on East Fifth Street but were in the middle of all space-time. If I close my eyes on hallucinogens, I get a 
vision of great scaly dragons in outer space, they’re winding slowly and eating their own tails. Sometimes my skin 
and all the room seem sparkling with scales, and it’s all made out of serpent stuff. And as if the whole illusion of 
life were made of reptile dream.

(...)

So—summing up then—drugs were useful for exploring perception, sense perception, and exploring different 
possibilities and modes of consciousness, and exploring the different versions of petites sensations and useful 
then for composing, sometimes, while under the influence. 

(…)



INTERVIEWER

What’s happening in poetry now?

GINSBERG

I don’t know yet. Despite all confusion to the contrary, now that time’s passed, I think the best poet in the United 
States is Kerouac still. Given twenty years to settle through. The main reason is that he’s the most free and the 
most spontaneous. Has the greatest range of association and imagery in his poetry. Also in Mexico City Blues the 
sublime as subject matter. And in other words the greatest facility at what might be called projective verse. If you 
want to give it a name. I think that he’s stupidly underrated by almost everybody except for a few people who are 
aware how beautiful his composition is—like Snyder or Creeley or people who have a taste for his tongue, for his 
line. But it takes one to know one.

INTERVIEWER

You don’t mean Kerouac’s prose?

GINSBERG

No, I’m talking about just a pure poet. The verse poetry, the Mexico City Blues and a lot of other manuscripts I’ve 
seen. In addition he has the one sign of being a great poet, which is he’s the only one in the United States who 
knows how to write haiku. The only one who’s written any good haiku. And everybody’s been writing haiku. There 
are all these dreary haikus written by people who think for weeks trying to write a haiku, and finally come up with 
some dull little thing or something. Whereas Kerouac thinks in haiku, every time he writes anything—talks that 
way and thinks that way. So it’s just natural for him.  (… ) “In my medicine cabinet / the winter flies / died of old 
age.” He’s never published them actually—he’s published them on a record, with Zoot Sims and Al Cohn, it’s a 
very beautiful collection of them. Those are, as far as I can see, the only real American haiku.

So the haiku is the most difficult test. He’s the only master of the haiku. Aside from a longer style. Of course the 
distinctions between prose and poetry are broken down anyway. So much that I was saying like a long page of 
oceanic Kerouac is sometimes as sublime as epic line. It’s there that also I think he went further into the 
existential thing of writing conceived of as an irreversible action or statement, that’s unrevisable and 
unchangeable once it’s made. (...)

INTERVIEWER

What about other poets?

GINSBERG

I think Corso has a great inventive genius. And also among the greatest shrewdness—like Keats or something. I 
like Lamantia’s nervous wildness. Almost anything he writes I find interesting—for one thing he’s always 
registering the forward march of the soul, in exploration; spiritual exploration is always there. And also 
chronologically following his work is always exciting. Whalen and Snyder are both very wise and very reliable. 
Whalen I don’t understand so well. I did, though, earlier—but I have to sit down and study his work, again. 
Sometimes he seems sloppy—but then later on it always seems right.

(...)

INTERVIEWER

Do you feel you’re in command when you’re writing?

GINSBERG

Sometimes I feel in command when I’m writing. When I’m in the heat of some truthful tears, yes. Then, complete 
command. Other times—most of the time not. Just diddling away, woodcarving, getting a pretty shape; like most 
of my poetry. There’s only a few times when I reach a state of complete command. Probably a piece of Howl, a 
piece of Kaddish, and a piece of The Change. And one or two moments of other poems.

INTERVIEWER

By command do you mean a sense of the whole poem as it’s going, rather than parts?

GINSBERG

No—a sense of being self-prophetic master of the universe.


