Chapter Ten

A Lion in OCur

Living Room:

Reading Allen Ginosberg

in the Eighties

THE COLLECTED POEMS (1985)

I

I'saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by
madness, starving hysterical naled,

dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn
looking for an angry fix.'

In the New York of the late fifties, Frank O’Hara, hearing Allen
Ginsberg declaim the now classic opening of “Howl,” turned, so the
story goes, to his neighbor and whispered, “I wonder who Allen has
in mind?”

The question is not mere camp. What O’Hara meant, no doubt,
is that, despite the universalizing gesture, the roll call of “best minds
- . . destroyed by madness,” the real hero of “Howl,” the “angel-
headed hipster”
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who poverty and tatters and hollow-eved and high sat up
smoking in the supernatural darkness of cold-water flats
floating across the tops of cities contemplating jazz,
(CF 126)

was a single, lonely, and bookish young man named Allen Ginsberg,
writing, like the Frangois Villon of “The Testament,” in the thirtieth
year of his life, when he felt himself to be beyond shame. “Howi,”
that is to say, is less Ginsherg's “Ode to the Confederate Dead” or
his elegy for Carl Solomon (institutionalized, like Ginsberg’s own
mother, Naomi, in a mental hospital) than it is the most harrowing
as well as the funniest of autobiographies.

Ta put it more accurately: “Howl” is one link in the larger
autobiographical chain that constitutes Allen Ginsberg's poeiry. In
the “Author’s Preface, Reader’'s Manual” that opens his canonical
800-page Collected Poems {an elegant edition by Harper and Row,
whose back cover bears the photograph of a charmingly rabbinical
Allen Ginsherg, holding a packet of the seven small black-and-white
City Lights volumes in which the bulk of his poetry has appeared
from 1956 to the present), Ginsberg announces, “Herein author has
assembled all his poetry books published to date rearranged in
straight chronological order to compose an autobiography” (CP, xix).
Indeed, the Collected Poems has an index of proper names so that
the reader can trace the evolving relaticnship of Ginsherg and, say,
Neal Cassady or can look up what the poet said about his grand-
mother, Rebecca Ginsbherg {four references).

The “straight chronological” arrangement gives a startling new
shape to a life we have so far perceived only in bits and pieces. Thus
the “youthful poetries” (1945-52) originally published in The Gates
of Wrath (1972) and Empty Mirror (1961) are now combined, the
“imperfect literary rhymes” of the former interspersed with the
“raw-sketch practice poems” of the latter so that “disparate simul-
taneous early styles juxtaposed {will] aid recognition of a grounded
mode of writing encouraged by Dr. Williams, ‘No ideas but in
things.” " Again, Ginsberg has arranged the volume so that the
“Travel poems Calcutta-Saigon-Angkor Wat-Japan, 1963, mixed
through three separate books, now cohere in sequence,” and he
takes pains to alert us to the continuity of the “Cross-country Auto
Poesy chronicle {that] starts 1965 at Northwest border.” The tlen
sections of the hook, we are told, “roughly indicat|e] time, geog-
raphy, and motif or ‘season’ of experience”; the book as a whole is
meant Lo portray “poetic energy as cyclic, the continuum a panorama
of valleys and plateaus with peaks of inspiration every few vears”
{CP, xx).

These brief hints are not just rationalizations, designed to
“make it cohere.” To read Ginsberg's Collected Poems in 1985 is

something of a shock—a frisson of pure pleasure. Was our poetry
really this energetic, this powerlul and immediate just a few short
decades ago? Did the poet really dream of a “Green Automobile,”
in which he could take his lover “riding / over the Rockies . . .
riding / all night long until dawn” (CP, 86)? At a time when so much
of our poetry wears white gloves, when the main precept often
seems (0 be “Proceed with caution!” Ginsherg’s poetic trajectory is
a marvel to behold. Vortex, as Ginsberg’s mentor Ezra Pound put
it, is ENERGY!

This energy has not always been appreciated. The more the-
oretical studies of postmodern poetry and poetics—Charles Altiert's
Enlarging the Temple, Hugh Kenner’s A Homemade World, Robert
von Hallberg's American Poetry and Culture, 1945-1980, and, for
that matier, my own Poetics of Indeterminacy—have tended to
ignore, if not deprecate, Ginsherg's achievement, partly, perhaps, in
reaction to the journalistic overkill devoted to the Beal Generation.?
“In ‘A Supermarket in California,” " says Denis Donoghue, “Gins-
herg had done everything that is required of a poet except the one
essential thing—to write his poem.”™ And in an essay calied “The
Sorrows of American-Jewish Poetry,” Harold Bloom declares:

The chanter of Howl, Kaddish, and many lesser litanies is as
much beyond the reach of criticism as Norman Mailer; both
have been raised to that bad eminence where every fresh fail-
ure is certain of acclaim as an event, something that has hap-
pened and so is news, fike floods, fires, and other stimulating
disasters. The genuine painfulness of reading through Kaddish
1s not an imaginative suffering for the reader, but is precisely
akin to the agony we sustain when we are compelled to watch
the hysteria of strangers.”

The charge of formlessness, of poetry as mere rant, will no
doubt continue to haunt Ginsberg, but the publication of his Col-
lected Poems should do much to dispel it. Indeed, to read one’s way
through the “valleys and plateaus” of these 800 pages is to be
reminded how fatuous are the legends that have grown up around
Allen Ginsberg, legends for which the poet’s own ex cathedra pro-
nouncements have been at least partially responsible.

The first such myth is that Ginsherg's poetry is a straight tran-
scription of visionary speech. As he himself insists in the preface,
“* ‘First thought, best thought.” Spontaneous insight—the sequence
of thought-forms passing naturally through ordinary mind—was
always motif and method of these compositions” (CP, xx). Ginsberg
has been making this claim for years: in the Paris Review interview
with Tom Clark (19653), he explains:

We all talk among ourselves and we have common
understandings, and we say anything we want to say. . . . So
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then~what happens il you male a distinction between what
you tell your friends and what you tell your Muse? The prob-
lem is to break down that distinction: when you approach the
Muse to tall as frankly as you would talk with yourself or
with your friends. . . . That meant . . . a complete revision of
what literature was supposed to be. . . . It's the abiligy to com-
mit to writing, to wrife, the same way that you are!

Such comments have often been taken at face value, In a study of
the Beats called Naked Angels (1976}, John Tytell commends Gins-
herg's Paris Review commentary for its “great clarity” and remarks:

Prematurely conscious of the potentials for lying on a national
scale, the Beats raised the standard of honesty no matter what

the artistic consequences. . . . [ They] passionately embraced
the extreme of uncontained release and denounced superim-
posed and confining forms. . . . The desire to remove the liter-

ary superego was a sign of how the Beats would struggle with
the conditioning influences of language; in many ways it rep-
resented a fulfillment of the romantic credo as formulated in
the preface to the Lyrical Ballads in which Coleridge and
Wordsworth promised to use the language of ordinary men.®

“Uncontained release”? The removal of “the literary super-
ego”’? Here is a little diary-poem of 1955 called “A Strange New
Cottage in Berkeley,” originally designed as a prelude to the famous
“A Supermarket in California” and now restored to its proper place:

All afternoen cutting bramble blackberries off a totter-
ing brown fence

under a low branch with its rotten old apricots miscella-
neous under the feaves,

fixing the drip in the intricate gut machinery of a new
toilet;

found a good coffeepot in the vines by the porch, rolled
a big tire out of the scarlet bushes, hid my marijuana;

wet the flowers, playing the sunlit water each to each,
returning for godly extra drops for the stringbeans and
daisies;

three times walked around the grass and sighed

absently:
my reward, when the garden fed me its plums from the

form of a smal! tree in the corner,
an angel thoughtful of my stomach, and my dry and
lovelorn tongue.
(CP, 135)

Perhaps the first thing to notice here is that “the sequence of
thought-forms passing naturally through ordinary mind” would not
include the title, “A Strange New Cottage in Berkeley,” a title that
serves as the focal point for the catalog that follows. For it is, of

course, the poet who is “strange” and “new” to his surroundings
and hence lonely in his solitude, even as he senses himself 10 be on
the brink of something “new” that he longs for. Ginsberg in con-
versation with William Burroughs or Jack Kerouac or Gregory Corso
might talk about the same activities—cutting brambles from the
fence, fixing the toilet, watering the flowers—but hardly in the
sequence found in the poem, a sequence that moves carefully from
the ordinary to the strange and that culminates in the high style of
“an angel thoughtful of my stomach, and my dry and lovelorn
tongue.”

The sequence of images moves from without to within, from
the bramble blackberries on the fence to the “dry and lovelorn
tongue” that craves the fruit of the garden. The first three lines
present images that seem to be in accord with the great American
work ethic, the natural desire to “fix up the piace,” 1o create order.
But Ginsherg as boy scout imperceptibly gives way to Ginsberg the
resourceful tramp, finding “a good colfeepot in the vines by the
porch, rollling] a big tire out of the scarlet bushes,” and then Gins-
berg the had Beat boy, hiding his marijuana in anticipation of the
times to come. The pragmatic and the visionary here go hand in
hand: to “wet the flowers, playing the sunlit water each to each,”
becomes a rite of initiation, a rite confirmed in the line “'three times
walked round the garden and sighed absently.”

This self-portrayal makes us smile. The poet as lord of the
manor surveying his domain is, of course, a scared young man,
“absently” dreaming of lost and future love. But “absence” also
paves the way for the influx of spirit, for the vision of the plum tree
in the corner of the garden as “an angel thoughtful of my stomach,
and my dry and lovelorn tongue.”

Such wry conjunctions of the ordinary and the “strange,” of
grubby fact and vision, are typical of Ginsberg. There is a touch of
the Jewish clown in the makeup of this poet-prophet. In the appen-
dix to the Collected Poems we find a photograph of Naomi, Allen,
and Louis Ginsberg taken at the New York World’s Fair on 15 June
1940 (fig. 1}. The bespectacled adolescent looks like nothing so much
as a nice Jewish boy on an outing with his respectable parents,
although even here Naomi's expression heneath her rakish black
hat is decidedly odd, and Louis, holding a neat umbrella, has the
smile of the insecure. The homely urban kid with glasses is, in any
case, still very much a part of the bardic young poet who arrives in
Berkeley looking for freedom and love. The ethos of rehabilitating
the “good coffeepot” found in the vines and the automobile tire
beneath the burning bush is still the ethos of the Paterson, New
Jersey, streets, indeed, of the Lower East Side, where Louis and
Naomi grew up. The poet’s angel, it seems, is ready to be “thoughtful
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Figure 1. Naomi, Allen, and Louis Ginsberg, New York World's Fair, 15 June 1940,
on p. 764 of the Coflected Poenis. By permission of the author.

of [his| stomach.” because he has not wasted his material substance.
Waste not, as it were, want not.

“Waste not, want not” s, for that matter, the adage that comes
to mind as one reads Ginsberg's early poems and journals. A second
common Ginsberg myth dispelled by a reading of the Collected
Poems is that the conventional verse forms of the poet’s youth were,
at best, a false start, a kind of straitjacket he had to shed in order
to find his “real self” in the long, loose sweeping line of "How|"—a
line purportedly derived from Blake, Whitman, and the Bible. In his
famous letter of 1949 to his mentor, William Carlos Williams (the
letter reproduced by Williams in Paterson V), Ginsberg writes: “|
do not know if you will like my poetry or not—that is how far vour
own inventive persisience excludes less independent or vouthful
attempts to perfect, renew, transfigure, and make contemporarily
real an old style of lyric machinery, which I use to record the struggle
with imagination of the clouds.”” Williams, who had little 1olerance
for fixed verse forms, replied with the terse comment, “In this mode
perfection is basic.” Ginsherg took the hint: the poems of Empity
Mirror (1952} abandon verse forms completely: the new line is cre-
ated by breaking the prose of his journals into lines of verse.® This
time Williams responded enthusiastically. In his introduction to
Empty Mirror, he writes: “The lines are superbly all alike. Most
people, most critics would call them prose—they have an infinite
variety, perfectly regular; they are all alike and vet none is like the
other. It is like the monatony of our lives that is made up of the
front pages of newspapers and the first (aging) 3 lines of the Inferno”™
{CP. 809).

And from here, so the story usually goes, it was just a short
step to the “breath unit” of “Howl,” the long jazz-inspired line first
heard in Ginsberg's reading at the Six Gallery in San Francisco in
1956, a line the poet himself has described as moving according to
“natural inspiration of the moment . . . disparate thinks put down
together, shorthand notations of visual imagery, juxtapositions of
hydrogen juke-box. . . . Mind is shapely, Art is shapely.”®

Hip as this sounds, the fact is that Ginsberg has always been
the most careful of prosodists and that the metrical forms of the
Gates of Wrath have never been entirely abandoned.' Indeed, by
the late seventies Ginsberg was once again writing ballad quatrains
like the following:

Lack Love

Love wears down to bare truth
My heart hurt me much in youth
Now I hear my real heart beat
Strong and hollow thump of meat
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[ felt my heart wrong as an ache
Sore in dreams and raw awake

I'd kiss each new love on the chest
Trembling hug him breast to breast

Kiss his beily, kiss his eve

Kiss his ruddy boyish thigh

Kiss his feet kiss his pink cheek
Kiss behind him naked meek. . ..

(CP. 653)
This harks hack thirty years to such poems as “A Western Ballad’™:

When 1 died, love, when I died
My heart was broken in your care;
I never suffered love so fair

as now I suffer and abide

when I died, love, when I died. . . .

(P, 13)
Or to the even earlier “An Eastern Ballad,” dated 1945-49:

I speak of love that comes to mind:

The moon is faithful, although blind;

She moves in thought she cannot speak.

Perfect care has made her bleak. . . .
(CP, 18

It could {and has) been argued that Ginsberg's recent return
to the “simple” ballad form of his vepressed youth marks a loss of
poetic power, a retreat into the pleasant and easy. But since the
circular arrangement of the Collected Poems is Ginsherg’'s own, we
can take it to signify that, for this poet, as for Pound before him,
“poetry withers and ‘dries out’ when it leaves music . . . too far
bhehind it.”" Consider Hnes 3-4 of “An Eastern Ballad,” one of the
first poems Ginsherg wrote and preserved:

She méves in théught || she cannot spéak.
Pérlect cdre has made her bléak.

The twenty-year-old poet who placed the caesura in the third line
and who foreshortened the fourth, beginning, in Blakean fashion,
with a trochee, was already a very accomplished poet. The conso-
nance of “per”/“care”/“her,” the alliteration of “has”/"her,” the
assonance of e's and a’s—all culminating in the rhyme “speak”/
“bleak”—this is a poetic debut that bears watching, no matter how
hackneyed the image of the blind moon and the theme of lost love.
Side by side with such songs, we find “prosaic” poems like “Pater-
son” (1949), which begins:

What do [ want in these rooms papered with visions ol
money?

How much can [ make by cutting my hair? 1f [ pus new heels
on my shoes,
bathe my body reeking of masturbation and sweat, layer upon
layer of excrement. . . .
{CP, 40)

This jaunty self-mocking opening immediately brings to mind Frank
(’'Hara, who was still an undergraduate at Harvard and cuite
unknown to Ginsberg in 1949. After listing all the Establishment
institutions to be rejected (“employment bureaus,” “statistical cubi-
cles,” “cloakrooms of the smiling gods of psychiatry,” and so on),
Ginsberg launches into a long catalog of what he would rather be
doing:

rather jar my body down the road, crying by a diner in the
Western sun;

rather crawl on my naked belly over the tincans of Cincinnati;

rather drag a rotten railroad fie to a Golgotha in the Rockies;

rather, crowned with thorns in Galveston, nailed hand and foot
in Los Angeles, raised up to die in Denver,

pierced in the side in Chicago, perished and tombed in New
Orleans and resurrected in 1958 somewhere on Garret
Mountain,

come down roaring in a blaze of hot cars and garbage,

streetcorner Evangel in front of City Hall, surrounded by
statues of agonized lions,

with a mouthful ef shit, and the hair rising on my scalp,

screaming and dancing in praise of Eternity annihilating the
sidewalk, annthilating reality,

screaming and dancing against the orchestra in the destructible
ballroom of the world,

blood streaming from my belly and shoulders

flooding the city with its hideous ecstasy, rolling over the
pavements and highways

by the bayoux and forests and derricks leaving my flesh and
my bones hanging on the trees.

(CF, 40-41)

Here, seven years before the performance of “Howl]” in San Fran-
cisco, is the Ginsberg mode in embryo: the long anapestic line built
on the anaphora of “rather” (as the “Howl” line builds on the ana-
phora of “who”), the cataloging of American place names, the ref-
erence to ugly reality (“the tincans of Cincinnati,” “a rotten railroad
tie,” “hot cars and garbage”), the conjunction of the physical
(“mouthful of shit”) and the spiritual (“bair rising on my scalp, /
screaming and dancing in praise of Eternity). Indeed, some of the
phrasing of “Paterson” (e.g., “to die in Denver”) reappears almost
verbatim in “Howl.”
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But toward the close, “Paterson” goes somewhat tlimp. Such
phrases as “the destructible ballroom of the world” and “hideous
ecstasy’” are hackneyed, and the Whitmanian conclusion, “hy the
bayoux and forests and derricks leaving my flesh and my hones
hanging on the trees,” has not quite been earned by the preceding
catalog: the speaker is too angry at the world to become a seer, too
preoccupied with himself to enter the life of the bayoux and forests
and derricks.

Indeed, the feat of “Howl” is that it pays homage to Whitman
and Williams even as it transforms their characteristic rhythms and
images. Consider the following sequence: )

who jiimped 6{f the Bréoklyn Bridge || this sctually happened ||
and wilked away tinknéwan and forgétten into the
ghdstly dize of Chinatéwn séup dlleyways & firetriicks, |
nét éven éne frée béer,

who sang ofit of their windows in despdir, || féll ofit of the
sibway window, | jdmped in the filthy Passdic, || ledped
on négroes, || cried all éver the stréet, || dinced on
bréken wineglisses barefsot || smashed phénogriph
récords of nostilgic Edropéan 1930s Gérman jazz ||
finished the whiskey and thréw ap gréaning into the
bléody toilet, | mdans in their edrs and the blast of
coléssal stéamwhistles,

who birreled déwn the highways ol the pést jotrneying to each
Sther’s hétrod- | Gélgatha || jail- | sélitude || watch || or
Birmingh&m j&zz incirnition.

{CP, 129)

Compare this to Whitman's “Song of Myself”:

Wilking the pith wérn in the grass and béat through the léaves
of the brush,

Where the quiil is whistling betwixt the wéods and the whéat-
tat,

Where the bat fifes in the Séventh-month éve, [| where the
gréat géldbig dréps through the dark,

Where the bréok puts ot of the réots of the 6ld trée and léws
to the méadow. . . ."”

Whitman’s rhythm is characterized by its flow, its forward
thrust. Phrase succeeds parallel phrase with only the slightest of
pauses between them, and the predominant anapests and amphi-
braches are linked by alliteration and assonance. In contrast, Gins-
berg’s line moves forward only to go into reverse. His mode is a
curious amalgam of graphic realistic reference and surrealist image,
a mix, so to speak, of Williams (“No ideas but in things,” as Ginsberg
repeatedly tells us) and the high style of the Great (English) Tradi-
tion, learned from Mark Van Doren and other professors at Colum-
bia University and filtered through Hart Crane. “The ghostly daze
of Chinatown,” “the highways of the past,” “moans in their ears—

such phrases could and did appear in The Gates of Wrath, as could
stuch poetic diction as "“unknown and forgotten,” “in despair,” “jour-
neying,” and “solitude.” Butin “Howl,"” this elegant langnage quickly
modulates into parenthetical statements like “this actually hap-
pened” or “not even one free beer.” Here is the speech base we
hear so much about, but notice that Ginsberg's clotted catalogs—
“Chinatown soup alleyways & firetrucks™ or “each other’s hotrod-
Golgotha jail-solitude watch” are closer to Apollinaire or Blaise Cen-
drars’s proto-Dada style than to Whitman. The rhythmic contour of

such phrases is one of intentional clash:
edch ather’s hétrad- || Gelgdtha || 3ail- || sslitude || watch

where the opposition of voiced and voiceless stop (d + g) or liquid
and spirant (I + s} forces the reader to pause and draw breath.

Throughout “Howl” we hear this oppositional rhythm, a bump-
ing and grinding that vocalizes the poet’s feverish intensity. But in
the “Footnote to ‘Howl, ” written some time after the completion
of the poem, the clash of energies gives way to something much
more predictable:

Holy the solitudes of skyscrapers and pavements! Holy the
caleterias filled with the millions! Holy the
mysterious rivers of tears under the streets!

(CP, 134)

Evidently Ginsberg added the “Footnote™ to counter the criticism
(made, among others, by his father) that the poem propounded no
positive values.” But the “Holy! Holy! Holy!" conclusion (set over
against the “Moloch” litany of the preceding section) has an air of
willed assertion: everything is too easily and too inexplicably “holy”
and beautiful. The long lines now consist of no more than a series
of neatly parallel phrases {"‘Holy New York Holy San Francisco Holy
Peoria™), phrases that have none of the bite of such earlier
sequences as “Peyote solidities of halls, backyard green tree ceme-
tery dawns, wine drunkenness over the rooftops, storefront bor-
oughs of teahead joyride neon blinking traffic light, sun and moon
and tree vibrations”}. | mention this because poems like the “Foot-
note to ‘How!’ " have been imitated by countless Ginsberg disciples,
whereas the linear structure of “Howl" itself is all but inimitable in
its density.

The question of density brings me to a third myth, which has
to do with the interpretation of the poet's voice. Simply put, this is
the myth that, from “Howl” onward, Ginsberg writes a poetry of
vatic inspiration coupled with a searing denunciation of modern cap-
italist society as the embodiment of the spiritual death brought on
by a culture bent on “visions of money.” Only the transformation of
consciousness, whether induced by drugs or poetry or Buddhist
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meditation, can bring the poet to a cosmic vision of the essence of
things. Ginsherg, according to this myth, is a poet-prophet in the
tradition of Plotinus, Blake, and Mahayana Tibetan Buddhism. The
negative side of this myth {and we hear this often too) is that Gins-
berg’s claim to vision is dubious, that his drug-induced poems or
Buddhist mantras make pretentious claims for what is in fact no
more than free association, and that his political ideology is at best
naive and at worst irresponsible, as when he insists that there is
some kind of connection not only between Carry Nation's Wichita
temperance movement and the “defoliat[ion] of the Mekong Delta™
but that Carry Nation began the “vortex of hatred” that “murdered
my mother / who died of the communist anticommunist psychosis /
in the madhouse” (“Wichita Vortex Sutra,” CP, 410).+

Interestingly, the controversy over the value of Ginsberg's pro-
phetic mode generally tends to bypass the role of the comic, the
absurd in his poetry. What the Collected Poems show us is that
Ginsberg is, finally, a very funny poet. To read “How!" as a serious
indictment of American culture, a culture that denies the possibility
of spiritual illumination, is to ignore the poet's sell-deprecatory
humor, his ability to laugh at himself and at his friends. When, in a
1976 reading of the poem at the Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colo-
rado, Ginsberg came to the line

who reappeared on the West Coast investigating the FBI in
beards and shorts with big pacifist eyes sexy in their
dark skin passing out incomprehensible leaflets
(CP, 127)

the audience laughed delightedly, no doubt at the non sequitur of
referring to “the big pacifist eyes” as “sexy,” as well as to the open
question of what those “incomprehensible leaflets” did, in fact, con-
tain.®® Or again, the line “who cut their wrists three times succes-
sively unsuccessfully, gave up and were forced to open antique stores
where they thought they were growing old and cried” is playful in
its insinuation that the youthful slitting of the wrists was all bravado,
a Chaplinesque gesture designed to protect the “best minds of my
generation” from the middle-class boredom that turned out to be
precisely their fate.

“Howl” is replete with images of young men who thought “the
cosmos instinctively vibrated at their feet in Kansas,” who were
dragged olf roofs “waving genitals and manuscripts,” who [urnished
their rooms with “orange crates of theology,” who jumped off the
Brooklyn Bridge only to walk away “unknown and forgotten™ and
be rewarded with “not even one free beer,” who made “harlequin
speechles] of suicide, demanding instantaneous lobotomy,” and
“who were given instead the concrete void of insulin Metrazol elec-
tricity hydrotherapy psychotherapy occupational therapy pingpong

& amnesia.” It is in many ways an elegy for the poet’s vouth, to the
time when opposition was all, when taking risks was daily fun,
designed to épater one's parents and teachers. Part 1 of "Howl”
presents Ginsberg in the role of urban Jewish Huck Finn, the street-
wise kid who refuses to obey those boring, hypoeritical grown-ups.
The same voice speaks to us in “A Supermarket in California,”
where we find “Aisles full of husbands! Wives in the avocados,
babies in the tomatoes!” (CP, 136). Or again, in “America,” where
the poet exclaims, “America after all it is you and I who are perfect
not the next world,” but then admits, “There must be some other
way to settle this argument” (CP, 146).

The other side of such clowning is, as in a Chaplin film, a
terrible sadness, the emptiness of having no one for whom to per-
form. Consider the opening of “Transcription of Organ Music,” writ-
ten in Berkeley in 18955:

The flower in the glass peanut bottle formerly in the kitchen crooked to take

a place in the light, N
the closet door opened because 1 used it before, it kindly stayed open waiting

for me, its owner.

I began to feel my misery in pallet on floor, listening to music, my misery,
that’s why [ want to sing.

The room closed down on me, | expected the presence of the Creator, | saw
my gray painted walls and ceiling, they contained my room, they
contained me

as the sky contained my garden,

1 opened my door

The rambler vine climbed up the cottage post, the leaves in the night
still where the day had placed them, the animal heads of the [lowers where

they had arisen

to think at the sun
{CP, 140)

Here the poet is himsell the “flower in the glass peanut bottle”
straining crookedly “to take a place in the light.”” Nothing happens.
Like the young men of “Howl” who “cowered in unshaven rooms in
underwear,” the “T" finds himself in a room that “closed down on
me,” and opening the door leads to no influx of spirit. Everything
remains exactly as it was: rambler vine, leaves, flowers, and, inside
the house, “My books . . . waiting in space where I placed them . ..
my words piled up, my texts, my manuscripts, my loves.”

In the lines that follow, the lonely poet attempts to cheer him-
self up by contemplating “the red blossoms in the night light” of a
bush “peering in the window.” In a moment of Lawrentian com-
munion he tries to assume the position of the leaves “upturned top
float to the sky to receive.,” But Ginsberg's is a sensibility that com-
munes with people, not with flowers (unless, of course, a Jack
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Kerouac is sitting close by, as in “Sunflower Sutra”), and so nothing
changes. “The light socket is crudely attached to the ceiling, after
the house was built, to receive a plug which sticks in it allright, and
serves my phonrograph now.” Indeed, "There are unused cleetricity
plugs all over my house if | ever need them.” And worst, for a p()t;t
who needs friends and lovers, “The telephone —sad to relate —sits
on the floor—1 haven't the money (o get it connected.”

In The Visionary Poetics of Allen Ginsberg, Paul Portuges
argues that “Transcription of Organ Music” records a “transcen-
dental, prophetic experience,” that the poet “masterfully uses his
physical surroundings to force himself into a visionary state” {p. 76).
True, the poem ends with the lines: )

[ want people to bow as they see me and say he is
gifted with poetry, he has seen the presence of the Creator.
And the Creator gave me a shot of his presence to grat-
ify my wish, so as not to cheat me of my yearning for him.
{CP 141)

But in the context of the unused electric plugs, unconnected tele-
phone, and the masturbatory fantasy about the kitchen door as “hole
[that] will admit me,” the telling thing is that the poet wants “people
to bow as they see me,” he wants others to know that “he is gifted
with poetry,” that “he has seen the presence of the Creator.” Like
the Lawrence of Birds, Beasts and Flowers, Ginsherg has a strong
sense of theater. Even at his most introspective, he does not forget
to play to the stands.

The Chaplinesque mode with its rapid shifts from sadness to
laughter and back again is brought to perfection in such poems of
the late fifties as “In the Baggage Room at Greyhound,” which cul-
minates in the lines:

A swarm of baggage sitting by the counter as the
transcontinental bus pulls in.

The clock registering 12:15 A.M., May 9, 1956, the second
hand moving forward, red.

Getting ready to load my last bus. — Farewell, Walnut Creek
Richmond Vallejo Portland Pacific Highway

Fleet-footed Quicksilver, god of transience.

One last package sits lone at midnight sticking up out of
the Coast rack high as the dusty [luorescent light.

The wage they pay is too low to live on. Tragedy reduced to
numbers.
This for the poor shepherds. 1 am a communist.

Farewell ye Greyhound where [ suffered so much,
hurt my knee and scraped my hand and built my pectoral
muscles big as vagina.

(CP, 154)

Here is the Ginsherg signature: the careful location of the sell in
place and time, the roll call of piace names as if the very naming
process could conjure up godhead, the sudden political gesture
(*The wage they pay is too low to live on. ... ] am a communist")—
all finally giving way to the burlesque of the tough-guy hoast about
“pectoral muscles big as vagina.”

I

Ginsberg’s autobiography takes him {rom these exquisite ana-
tomies of loneliness to the more public {and sometimes strident)
pronouncements of Planet News (1968) and The Fall of America
(1973). Between these two modes there is “Kaddish” {1961), at once
Ginsberg’s most highly praised and his least typical poem. So close
is the poet of “Kaddish” to the story he tells about his mother
Naomi’s mental breakdowns and remissions, her “mad” episodes,
her relationship with her weak husband and her adolescent son.
that we respond to his terrible disclosures with a certain astonished
embarrassment, embarrassment that any man would be willing to
describe his own mother as follows:

One night, sudden attack —her noise in the bathroom—
like croaking up her soul —convulsions and red vomit coming
out of her mouth —diarrhea water exploding from her
behind —on all fours in front of the toilet—urine running
between her legs—left retching on the tile floor smeared with
her black feces—unlainted —

At forty, varicosed, nude, fat, doomed, hiding outside
the apartment door near the elevator calling Police, velling lor
her girlfriend Rose to help. . . .

(CF, 218}

How the twelve-year-old Allen Ginsberg coped with this situ-
ation, how years later Naomi no longer recognized him when he
visited her on the mental ward, and how, “2 days after her death,”
he found a letter from her saying, “The key is in the window, the
key is in the sunlight at the window—TI have the key—Get married
Allen don’t take drugs—the key is in the bars, in the sunlight in the
window '—these tales are moving, even harrowing, but no one would
wish this portion of Ginsberg’s autobiography any longer. On the
contrary, it seems that the Ginsberg of “Kaddish” is writing some-
what against the grain. He had, no doubt, to get the Freudian drama
off his chest, but in his best and most characteristic poems, the
“family"” is that of male comrades, the band of brothers whose lives
intersect with his. With the exception of Naomi and Aunt Rose,
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fljfmic women play no role in Ginsberg's poetry. Indeed, Woman is the

wense * .

ense absence that haunts the poet’s worst moments. In “This Form of
Life Need Sex™ (1961), we read:

[ will have to accept women
if I want to continue the race,
kiss breasts, accept
strange hairy lips behind
buttocks,
Look in questioning womanly eyes
answer soft cheeks. . . .

And because he cannot in fact accept women in any sense:

Between me and oblivion an unknown
worman stands;
Not the Muse but living meat-phantom,
a mystery scary as my fanged god. . . .
(CP, 284)

This is Ginsberg at his least attractive: his equation of Woman
and Death, his references to “the one hole that repelled me 1937
on,” call into question, it seems to me, his protest poems about the
oppressive “Fathers in office in these industries” (“War Profit Lit-
any,” CP, 486), his references to the “Corporate voices [that] jabber
on electric networks building / body-pain, chemical ataxia, physical
slavery” {“Pentagon Exorcism,” CP, 483). For Ginsherg does not
reject the patriarchal world; he merely wants to replace one set of
fathers with a more congenial one, for example, the “peasant man-
hoods [of Vietnam, who| burn in black & white forest” on the TV
screen. One of the low points in the volume is a poem of 1970 called
“Ecologue,” which begins:

In a thousand years, if theres History
America'll be remembered as  nasty little Country
full of Pricks, thorny hothouse rose
Cultivated by the Yellow Gardeners,
“Chairmar Mao” for ail his politics, head of 2 Billion

folk, importart old & huge

Nixon a dude, specialized on his industrial

Island, a clean paranoiac Mechanie. . . .

(CP, 542)

Our “nasty little Country” is metaphorized as the female rose: it is
the rose that Is, in an all-too-obvious pun, “full of Pricks.” In this
context, the homage to Chairman Mao as “head of a Billion / folk,
important old & huge” has a macho ring: it brings to mind Ezra
Pound's adulation of “old Muss” (Mussolini). Today, in the reign of
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Mao's enemy Comrade Deng, Ginsberg’s simpleminded opposttion
of the good Mao to the bad Nixon is hardly compelling.

What is compelling in the later {and, on the whole, lesser)
poems is Ginsberg's extraordinary sense of the moment, of being.
so to speak, at the center of the vortex. Read as an autobiography,
the Collected Poems is a kind of ironic Horatio Alger story. The hero
of this narrative learns how o take every liability of his childhood
and turn it into an assel. The homely little kid with glasses becomes
a bearded, exotically attractive guru figure; and then, just when
evervone expects him to appear in Indian dress and beads, he dons
suit and tie, cuts his hair, and looks for all the world like everyone's
cuddly Jewish uncle. The dreary lower-middle-class setting of Pater-
son, New Jersey, gives way to the cross-country and cross-continent
Journeys that take the poet 1o Big Sur and Benares, to Calcutta and
Kathmandu. Yet these travels have never produced, as they have
for so many writers and artists, a scorn for one’s native place: Gins-
berg is just as celebratory of Wichita, Kansas, as of Machu Picchu,
just as attentive to the sights and sounds on the New York subway
as on the Patna-Benares express. Again, his homosexuality, surely a
source of guilt and shame for a Jewish boy growing up in America
in the forties, becomes, hy the time of “Howl” and Planet News, the
source of a newfound strength: it allows Ginsherg to play a double
role. On the one hand, his sexual otherness calls into question the
complacent “masculinity” of the straight men who are in power. On
the other, it is a source of vulnerability, bringing the “famous poet”
down to the reader’s level. For, despite all his celebrity, here is a
man whose lovers continue to leave him, who can never get enough
sex, who, in his mid-fifties, can still complain:

Rarer and rarer
Boys give me lavor
Older and older
Love grows bolder.
(CP, 722)

It's not the most romantic
dream to be so frantic
for young men's bodies,
a fine sugar daddy
blest respected known
but left to bed alone.
{CP, 733

Iflove is often a failure, there is consolation in friendship. Like
the Yeats of “The Municipal Gallery Revisited,” Ginsberg might well
declare, “Say that the glory was I had such friends.” The poor and
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lonely Columbia undergraduate, masturbating in his Harlem room,
grows up Lo count among his friends Jack Kerouac and William
Burroughs, Gary Snyder and Robert Creeley, Frank O’Hara and
John Ashbery, Having made a convert of Williams at the outset of
his career, twenty years later Ginsberg takes on Pound. Calling on
the Great Poet in Venice at a time when Pound no longer speaks,
Ginsberg cajoles the old man into commenting on the Canfos (“It’s
all tags and patches”} and introduces his attentive listener to songs
by Dylan and the Beatles.

A great deal of fuss has been made about the role of drugs in
Ginsberg’s work: he himsell has conscientiously noted which poem
was written on which drug—part 2 of “Howl” on pevote, “Kaddish”
on Methedrine, “Wales Visitation” on LSD, and so on. But here
again, Ginsherg’s history, as presented in the Collected Poems, is a
kind of Fortunate Fall. As a child, we learn in “Kaddish,” his
response to the food prepared by his mother was one of disgust:

Serving me meanwhile, a plate of cold fish-chopped
raw cabbage dript with tapwater—smelly tomatoes —week-old
health food—grated beets & carrots with leaky juice, warm—
more and more disconsolate food —1I can't eat it for nausea
sometimes —the Charity of her hands stinking with Manhat-
tan, madaess, desire to please me, cold undercocked fish—
pale red near the bones. Her smells—and often naked in the
room, so that I stare ahead, or turn a book ignoring her.

(CP, 219)

To escape from this world is, at first, to go West, to the “Super-
market in California”™ with its “peaches and . . . penumbras,” its
avocados and giant melons, so unlike the “grated beets & carrots
with leaky juice” of his childhood. In poems like “Sunflower Sutra™
and “Sather Gate Hllumination,” the poet’s new “mad locomotive
riverbank sunset Frisco hilly tincan evening sitdown vision” (CP,
139) is, at least in part, induced by the ingestion of exotic food and
drugs. “Floal[ing] on the sweetened scene of trees & humans” at
Berkeley, he exclaims:

My stomach 1s light, 1 relax, new sentences spring forth
out of the scene to describe spontanecus forms of Time —
trees, sleeping dogs, airplanes wandering thru the air, negroes
with the lunch books of anxiety, apples and sandwiches,
lunchtime, icecream, Timeless. —

{CF. 143)

Apples, sandwiches, ice cream under the trees—it is a far cry from
the “cold undercooked fish” his mother fed him. “Kaddish™ is fol-
lowed, not coincidentally, | think, by the three drug poems, “Mes-
caline,” “Lysergic Acid,” and “1 Beg You Come Back & Be Cheerful,”

as if to say that, with the death ol his mother, he is now free to do
as he pleases,

But not quite. Unlike Kerouac or Neal Cassady, unlike the
countless Beat poets who OD'd or drank themselves to death, Gins-
berg emerges in the Collected Poems as the ultimate survivor. There
is something of the professor (and also of the once good boy who
ate his chicken soup) in his disciplined experimentation with drugs,
the careful accounts made in his journals of his precise physical
reactions. By the early seventies the fascination with drugs had
largely given way to the absorption in the discipline of Buddhist
meditation.

And here again, Ginsberg has responded to the challenge with
a certain pragmatism. If Buddhism has been useful 1o him, he has
not exactly retired to a monastery. In conversation with Paul Por-
tuges, he is candid about his inability to follow fully the Tibetan
doctrine of nonattachment to the ego. As he puts i, *'[Buddhist prac-
tice] is just a question of learning a sharper, more experienced way
of recognizing and appreciating what’s already in your head. It
doesn’t require a big breakthrough or anything like that.”'¢

So in the seventies we find the poet returning more frequently
to the scene of the crime, to the old neighborhood on New York's
Lower East Side where Naomi once walked. In a charming poem
called “Mugging” {1974}, which begins:

Tonite I walked out of my red apartment door on East tenth
street’s dusk —

we see Ginsberg strolling down his familiar street, calmly observing
the local sights and sounds, when something happens:

Walked past a taxicab controlling the bottle strewn curb —

past young fellows with their umbrella handles & canes
leaning against a ravaged Buick

—and as I looked at the crowd of kids on the stoop —a bay
stepped up, put his arm around my neck

tenderly I thought for 2 moment, squeezed harder, his
umbrella handle against my skull,

and his friends took my arm, a young brown companion tripped
his foot ‘gainst my ankle —

as | went down shouting Om Ah Hum to gangs of lovers on the
stoop watching

slowly appreciating, why this is a raid, these strangers
mean strange business

with what — my pockets, bald head, broken-healed-bone leg, my
softshoes, my heart —

Have they knives? Om Ah Hum — Have they sharp metal wood to
shove in eye ear ass? Om Ah Hum. . ..

{CP, 625)
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The spectacle of Ginsherg, once himself the hoodlum suspended
from Columbia for writing “Butler has no balls” on his dorm win-
dow, now middle-aged and bald, wearing “a neat orlon shirt” and
carrying a “woolen bag of poetry address calendar & Leary-lawyer
notes,” the spectacle of this man suddenly being knocked down by
a gang of slum kids and trying to calm himself by chanting a mantra,
is both funny and touching. For the irony is that the once wild poet
has become a member of the Establishment and he knows it. His
“snakeskin wallet” (“actually plastic,” he explains apologetically)
contains “70 dollars” as well as “dreary plastic contents—Amex card
& Manf. Hanover Trust Credit too—business card from Mr. Spears
British Home Minister Drug Squad—my draft card—membership
ACLU & Naropa Institute Instructor’s identification.”

The metamorphosis the poet has undergone is rather like the
metamorphosis of the little black-and-white City Lights pocket books
into the big fat Collected Poems selling for $27.50. But so good-
humored is Ginsherg about his new role as “sixty-year old smiling
public man” that we can only smile too. As he rises from “the card-
board mattress” where the boys have thrown him, having carried
offhis wallet and Seiko Hong Kong wristwatch, he remarks ruefully:
“Om ah Hum didn’t stop em enough, / the tone of voice too loud.”
And there is the further irony that they took his “valuables,” but
“my shoulder bag with 10,000 dolars full of poetry left on the hroken
floor.”

So much for being a poet. He gets up, picks up his glasses from
the step where he had the good sense to deposit them even as he
was dragged into the store, and surveys the now wholly defamiliar-
ized scene:

Whole street 2 bombed-out face, building rows’ eyes & teeth
missing

burned apartments half the long black, gutted cellars,
halbways' charred beams. . . .

The chanting of “Om Ah Hum"” now gives way to a more Western
jeremiad: “O hopeless city of idiots empty eyed staring afraid.” In
the poet's imagination, the “honking neighborhood” is transformed
into a surreal and frozen landscape: the poem’s final image is of an
“old lady with frayed paper bags / sitting in the tin-hoarded door-
frame of a dead house.”

“Mugging” may be read as an elegy for the lost New York of
the fifties, a New York in which people still spoke 1o their neighbors
and chatted on their tenement steps. But it avoids sentimentality by
turning the poet’s situation into comedy. The image of Ginsberg,
down on the ground and deprived of his glasses, trying to chant
Buddhist mantras so as to pacify his teen-age assailants, carries on
the tradition of “Howl.”

i

In recent vears, as | noted earlier, Ginsberg has returned to
the short ballad stanzas of his youth. Having written so expansively
for decades, he now shows a penchant for the minimal, as in a poem
called “For Creeley's Ear,” which hegins with the stanza:

The whole
weight of
everything
too much,
(CP, 6635}

Such minimal lyrics may be profitably read against a recent
text by John Cage called “Writing through How!” and subtitled “for
A. G. on his Sixtieth Birthday.” Commissioned for a birthday fest-
schrift,"” “Writing through Howl,” which is dated, Ginsbm'g. s.tylo,
“through Asia and home to New York, January—Apri 1984, .{unc-
tions as a fascinating commentary on its parent text, even as it cre-
ates a new poetic construct of a very different sort. _ .

“Writing through Howl” is what Cage calls a mesostic, whl_ch
is to say that the acrostic “ALLEN GINSBERG" runs d()\:vn thg mid-
dle of the page rather than at the left margin. “Howl" is subjected
to I Ching chance operations, and the mesostic follm-:as the rule that
“a given letter capitalized does not occur between it and‘ the"prﬁ-
ceding or following capitalized letter.”"® Thus the word “saw ( .i
saw’'} gives us the first letter of “Allen,” and the second letter, li is
taken from “themselves,” the “1” of “hysterical” not counting
because the word also contains an a. When the “writing through”
is completed, the process begins again, this time using what Cage
calls the “rubble,” that is, the words that were not used the first
time around. So the first word containing an a is “madness,” and
the first I that qualifies comes in “cold-water flats.” By the ninth and
last time of “writing through,” we have the tiny mesostic “Allen”—

Angry
soLidities
battaLion
thE
alNd —

which nicely characterizes Ginsberg's stance: the “lion” ready to
spring from the larger “battalLion,” and “the end” that becomesz, for‘
Ginsberg, “the aNd,” in keeping with his faith in the rhetomcj‘ of
accumulation. But—and here is where Cage is so interesting—Gins-
berg himself would never use such a phrase any more than he would
use so abstract a designation as “Angry solidities.” “Staxjry
dynamo,” “unshaven rooms,” “incomparable blind streets”—with
Ginsberg, we still know where we are.
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“Writing through Howl" begins like this:
sAwW
themsebves
Looking for
hipstErs

starry dvNamo

hiGh sat
thelr
heaveN

Saw
puBlishing
odEs on

Rooms

listeninG to the terror

beArds returning through
Laredo

beLt
for nEw york
iN
druGs
wlth
alcohol aNd
ballS

Blind
in thE mind
towaRd

iluminatinG
dAwns
bLinking

Light

thE
wilNter
liGht

endless rlde

Here Ginsberg's dense, clotted, overwrought line gives way to stark
reduction, a reduction that leaves a great deal to the reader’s imag-
ination. We don’t know, for example, who it is that is “Looking for /
hipstErs,” for we are given only flashes of a “starry dyNamo,” of a
Miltonic “hiGh sat / thelr / heaveN,” of “beArds returning through /
Laredo.” Ginsberg's snowballing and sonorous chant here becomes
the trill of "Blind / in thE mind / towaRd / illuminatinG / dAwns /
bLinking / Light,” a trill followed by the echo “thE / wiNter / liGht,”
and then a kind of breath pause and the addition “endless rlde.”

Further on, we get such stanzas as

visionAry
onla
supernatural
Ecstasy
iN
streetliGht
Or:

Gaunt

waltresses

loNely petticoat

eSpeciaily
Blood
on thE snowbank docks
foR
floodliGht

By the time we get to the third writing through, we get little {rag-
ments like:
stArving
fLoating
contemplating jazz

thelr
bloNde
loSt
loveBays
thE
thRee

Cage's stanzas leave a good deal open {e.g., who are “the
three”’?) but they are by no means to be taken as non-sensical.
When, for example, the “loNely petticoat” or the “Gaunt /
waltresses” is metonymically related to “Blood / on thE snowbank
docks,” a new narrative possihility is suggested. Think of the prom-
ising plots that might contain these elements! Or again, when we
read “incomprehensibLe / capitaLism / distributEd / iN / deliGht,”
we are struck by the realization that the stanza provides a playtul
commentary on Ginsberg’s own wholesale diatribes against the
System.

Emblematically, “How!” and “Writing through Howl” provide
us with two interesting poetic alternatives. Gingsberg’s is a mode of
continuity: however surrealist, jarring, hilarious, horrendous his con-
junction of images may be, he regards the poem as a living whole
with, somewhat surprisingly, a beginning, middle, and end. “How!”
moves from the “I saw . ..” sequence to the diatribe against Moloch
(part 2) to the resolution of “Carl Solomon! I'm with you in Rock-
land” {part 3), with the footnote “Holy! Holy! Holy!"™ as an even
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more elaborate (and | think unnecessary) coda. Similarly, “Sun-
flower Suira” moves from the despair of “I walked” 10 the final
“evening sitdown vision," and “America” ends on the triumphant
assertion "America, I'm putting my queer shoulder (o the wheel.”

Ginsberg, we may conclude, is never the poet of collage, of
fragment, of layering and splicing. As such, his poetry now looks,
for all its references to “cock” and “balls,” reassuringly traditional.
This may well be what Cage is implying in his gently ironic mesostics,
featuring as they do the primacy of the word over its referent. But
Cage’s poetic text is also an act of homage, in that it isolates key
words and phrases like "in the goldhorn shadow” so as to make us
more aware of their peculiar density. “Writing through Howl” is
thus a fitting tribute to the author of the Collected Poems, which is
itsell an homage to America at mid-century.

“HOWL” AND ITS ENEMIES: THE,
GENTEEL REACTION (1987)

In the December 1984 issue of the Boston Review, Allen Gins-
berg's Collected Poems received the following mini-review from
Richard Howard: “The MacPherson de nos jours, this gathered
assortment, fragments shored, limbs remembered, adds up to an
astonishing confession: it may not be poetry at all, it is always tes-
timony, a kind of processional martyrology—in that martyrs are wit-
nesses to the truth.”® Period. Which is to say, with a dismissive
wave of the hand, that Ginsberg's oeuvre, like James MacPherson’s
mvention of the Celtic bard Ossian, whose pseudoprimitive epics
delighted his eighteenth-century audience, is no more than inspired
fakery. “It may not be poetry at all.”

To those of us who have followed Ginsberg’s career from its
inception, Howard’s bemused dismissal has an air of déjd vu. It
recalls the now notorious and much reprinted 1957 review of How!
and Other Poems by Ginsberg’s fellow Columbia student and poet-
friend John Hollander. To wit:

It is only fair to Allen Ginsberg . . . to remark on the utter
lack of decorum of any kind in this dreadful little volume. ]
believe that the title of his long poem “Howl,” is meant to be
a noun, but I can’t help taking it as an imperative. . . . Hoal
seems to have emerged under the influence of a kind of liter-
ary Festapiel held at frequent intervals on the West Coast, in
the course of which various poets, "with radiant cool eyes,”
undoubtedly, read their works before audiences of writhing
and adoring youths.®

Again, the argument is that Howl is fake, hype, media event—any-
thing, in short, but Poetry with a capital P.

In the thirty-year span between Hollander’s reference 1o that
“dreadful little volume™ called Howl and Howard's dismissal of the
whole Collected Poems as “the MacPherson de nos jours,” “Howl”
has become one of the best known poems in the world. In the sixties
and seventies, for that matter, Ginsherg's poetry gained wide ac-
ceplance in the Academy, critics, scholars, and fellow poets taking
pains to demonstrate that the so-called confessional rant was by no
means formless, that indeed Beat poetry, Ginsberg-style, was re-
markable for its polvglot learning, for the complexity ol its deriva-
tions and intertexts.

In recent vears, however, a curious reaction has set in. We
can attribute a certain measure of the current hostility to Ginsberg
on the part of newspaper and journal reviewers to what is called
the New Conservatism or the Age of Reagan, but this is only part of
the story, since most of the reviewers who have dismissed the Col-
lected Poems came of age in the wake of the Vietnam War and
espouse the left-wing politics now de rigueur in English departments
across the country.2! No, what I should like to call here the Neo-
New, where New refers to the New Criticism, has a more complex
derivation.

Reviewing the Collected Poems for the New Criterion, Bruce
Bawer, himself a poet and the author of a book on the Robert Lowell
circle called The Middle Generation (Archon, 1986), writes:

To read such poems as these back-to-back . . . is to be
stunned by the oversimplification, the repetition, the self-
indulgence, the egocentrism, the utter inability to develop a
theme. Doesn’t [Ginsberg] ever, one wonders, get sick of reit-
erating these banalities? Doesn'’t he ever yearn to get beyond
the surface cliché, to develop a more sophisticated view of the
world, and to express it in more memarable and meticulously
chosen words?2

The “utter inability to develop a theme” or to “express it in . . .
meticulously chosen words,” the imability, as Bawer later puts i, to
produce “a finely turned phrase”—inherent in such strictures is @
curiously prestructuralist faith in language as vehicle, as a conduit
that leads directly from the speaking subject to a meaning above
and outside the signifier. One should have, so it seems, a “view of
the world” that is sufficiently “sophisticated”’; one then explores, as
Bawer says, “the complexities that make the actual world interesting
and frustrating and real,” assuming, of course, that one knows what
reality is.

A similar charge is made by Roger Rosenblatt in the New
Republic: “If one makes comparisons with Eliot, Pound, Lowell,
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Stevens, or even with Ransom or Robert Penn Warren, the coilected
Ginsberg does not stand a chance. . . . the bulk of [Ginsberg's] work
shows no philosophical growth . .. and rarely any depth. |As lor
“Howl"], it is a poem worth rereading, especially if one deluded
oneselfintoliking it when it made its loud debut.”™ No philosophical
growth, rarely any depth—here again is the dismay at the poet’s
“utter inability to develop a theme.” Rosenblatt’s complaint is
echoed by Lachlan Mackinnon’s suggestion, in his Times Literary
Supplement review, that Ginsberg can write only out ol his personal
life because he lacks “a true culture.” But perhaps the “Neo-New”
case against Ginshergis presented mast forcefully by the poet Mark
Jarman in an omnibus review for the Hudson Review. This piece
covers thirteen American poets born between 1800 and 1960, rang-
ing from Elder Olsen and Shirley Kaufman to Jarman’s contempo-
raries, Gary Soto, Eric Pankey, and Sharona Ben-Tov. In this eclectic
context, Ginsberg's Collected Peems gets short shrilt (less than a
page), Jarman observing that “Ginsberg was not a promising young
poetnor has he become amature older poet. But for about ten years,
from 1955 to 1965, his writing anticipated American life, especially
the youth subculture built around music and drugs and the now
waning fascination with Eastern religions,™*
The poetry, that is to say, is judged thematically, and since the
“themes" are, so Jarman argues, now passé, so is much of Ginsberg's
poetry:

We know that sexuality is as various as American kife is sup-
posed to be. We know our government’s abuse of its immense
military power is madness. Drugs have been sources of insight
rather than simply recreational. A spiritual afternative to west-
ern religion exists in the orient. The list sounds dismissive
only because to mention these themes of Ginsberg is to real-
ize, unfortunately, how ironic they have become, how much a

source of parody. {p. 331)

A source of paredy is precisely what these so-called themes have
become: witness Christopher Buckley and Paul Slansky’s *Yowl: For
Jay McInerney,” which is printed in the 8 December 1986 issue of
the New Republic as a commemorative offering “On the 30th anni-
versary of ‘Howl.” " I shall come back to this parody in a moment,
but first it might be helpful to look at a few poems by those who do,
according to Jarman and his colleagues, have the “ability” 1o
“develop a theme" or invent what Bruce Bawer calls “a finely turned
phrase,” those poets who are evidently not guilty of self-indulgence
or oversimplification, concentrating as they do on the “complexities”
that, in Bawer’s words, “make the actual world interesting and frus-
trating and real.”

One such poet is Eric Pankey, last year’s winner of the Wali
Whitman Award for a book called For the New Year (Atheneum).
A Pankey poem called “Tending the Garden™ is praised by Jarman
for its complex dramatic strategies: "Pankey imagines Horatio at
Elsinore, speaks in the voice of Cain, addresses Vallejo, and assumes
the characters of a railroad bull and a survivor of a Nazi death
camp.” “The latter,” remarks Jarman, “may seem an overworked
subject, but I would argue that Pankey’s clarity makes the poem
exceptional,” and he cites the following passage:

The other prisoners were envious

of our duty. It was, at times, hard work,
but the work, it seems, promoted our health,
I was determined to stay well, to last
through the coming winter and not end up
face up in a grave my own hands had dug.

And Jarman comments: “In writing of such apparent simplicity,
words like duty, promoted, determined, and health resonate with
their special meaning, and the curming word play of ‘end up / face
up’ is nearly subliminal. Frankly, I admire this, for the narrative
poem as such might seem to have no time for these effects™ (p. 339).

Such a reading recalls nothing so much as those Brooks-and-
Warren exercises where the student would learn to identify the
speaker (never, according to Rule 1, the poet himself but always a
persona!) and comment on the poem’s way of saying one thing but
meaning another—which is to say, its irony (Rule 2). To call the
torturous task of the death-camp surviver “the work,” to use the
casual “end up” as a lead-in to “face up”—this, one surmises, is to
provide us with “meticulously chosen words.” Except that the real
New Criticism, as opposed 1o its “neo” version, would have recog-
nized this passage from the ironically entitled “Tending the Garden”
(get it?) as pure contrivance. Alien Tate, for one, would have asked
some hard questions about the function of the iambic pentameter
in this poem.

Another poem Jarman singles out for praise is Dick Allen's
“Overnight in the Guest House of the Mystic,” which contains these
lines:

I dream

of histories ahead, the quasars flowering
upon the edge of space; odd specks of light
like fireflies in the pines, the first

new cities of another galaxy.

Which marks me of my time —which turns
almost helplessly between

huge shadows and the drifting stars,

a boat upon a boat at sea
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floating in a bettle, each uplifted sail
raised to catel a wind that cannot be.

“Allen’s expression of hope in whai lies bevond,” comments the
reviewer, "'is finally an integrated one . . . for he knows the limitation
of his subject matter. . . . His dream does indeed mark him of his
time, as it does many another, vet the wisdom of the statement—
the admission—is rare” (p. 333).

Note the classic New Critical terminology—"integrated,” “lim-
itation,” “wisdom of the statement,” an “admission” that is “rare.”
Thematics are all, blinding the reader to the real “limitation” of this
little poem, which is its inability to convince us that any conceivable
voice is actually saying the things in question. Gne doesn’t in fact
“dream / of histories ahead” but only of a specific historical event;
again, it is hard to conceive of a dream in which “odd specks of
light” are viewed as being, in the most reasonable of tried-and-true
similes, “like fireflies in the pines.” But even these images are not
as bathetic as the moralizing statement of the second stanza: “Which
marks me of my time. . ..” A latter-day William Vaughan Moody,
this melancholy speaker is “helplessly” positioned ‘“‘between / huge
shadows and the drifting stars.” Stars have been poetically “drifting”
from Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads on down; it is reassuring, I sup-
pose, to know that even guasars can’t change these Romantic veri-
ties. And then Allen sees himself as “‘a boat upon a boat at sea”—
there's an original metaphor—a boat, moreover, “floating in a bot-
tle.” And now, with the click of a spring, comes the final recognition
that “each uplifted sail / raised to catch a wind that cannot be.”
“Sea”/"be”—the perfect closural rhyme underscores the poet’s
mournful conclusion.

“The wisdom of the statement,” says Jarman, “the admis-
sion—is rare.” But what is it that is being admitted? Does Allen
know anything we don’t know about galaxies and quasars? Is his
point of view in any way special? Do those who are “of their time”
usually tell us they are so? And if the poet is so uncertain about the
future, how does he know, with such metrical and rhyming certainty,
that the “uplifted sail [is] raised to catch a wind that cannot be”?

These questions do not occur to Jarman because his central
postulate is the bifurcation of form and content. The poet, it is
implied, first chooses his subject matter—something that is impor-
tant, serious, and of its time—and then “expresses” it using as many
“finely turned phrases” (Bruce Bawer’s term) as possible. “Knowing
the limitation of [one’s] subject matter” thus becomes the cardinal
virtue. And, given this aesthetic stance, a poem like “Howl" is per-
ceived as nothing but a loose, baggy monster. “Howl, once effective
as counter-culture manifesto,” writes R, Z. Sheppard in Time mag-
azine, “is now an unconvincing historical oddity.™ But “Howl”" was

never a counterculture or any other kind of manifesto, and mistaking
Ginsberg’s brilliant Dada/Surrealist autobiographical poem, with its
particular blend of the comic and the serious, the evervday and the
visionary, the pedestrian and the fantastic for something as pat as a
“counter-culture manifesto” leads to the writing of such “clever”
parodies as the Buckley-Slansky “Yowl,” to which I now turn.

Like The Waste Land, “Howl” has a stylistic signature so sin-
gular that nothing is easier than to parody it. Buckley's satire, which
purports to take on both Ginsberg's vatic excesses and eighties yup-
piedom, opens as follows:

I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by stress
frazzled overtired burat-out

jogging through suburban streets at dawn
as suggested by the fate James Fixx,

career-minded yupsters burning for an Amstel Light
watching Stupid Pet Tricks,

who upwardly mobile and designer'd and bright-eyed and high
sat up working in the track-lit glow of the Tribeca lolt
skimming threugh the Day Timer while padding the expense
account. . . .

who ate chocolate croissants in outdoor cafes and drank
blush wine on Columbus Avenue washed down with a fittle
Percedan with Dove bars with Diet Coke with Lean Cuisine.”

The authors of “Yowl” are obviously having a good time finding
substitutions for Ginsberg's images: the “angry fix”" of the “angel-
headed hipsters” becoming, in a nice little joke, the late James Fixx
of jogging fame, or the “stale heer” of “Howl” becoming the Diet
Coke of “Yowl.” Bul the one-dimensional exposé of the "upwardly
mobile and designer'd and bright-eved” yuppie, who “sat up work-
ing in the track-lit glow of the Tribeca loft,” only serves fo put into
bold relief the very real complexities of “Howl.”

Take that famous opening line, “I saw the best minds of my
generation destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked.” In the
first draft, the three adjectives were “‘starving mystical naked,” and
surely Ginsberg is not exaggerating when he says, in the notes for
the Harper Facsimile Edition (1986}, that this is a “crucial revision,”
“hysterical” providing ““a key to the tone of the poem.” He observes,
“Tho the initial idealistic impulse of the line went one way, after-
thought noticed hathos, and common sense dictated ‘hysteria.” . . .
The poem’s tone is in this mixture of empathy and shrewdness.”**
Which is to say that the connotations of “hysterical” more or less
throw the poem’s gear into reverse, calling into question the pur-
ported darkness of the poet's vision.

Indeed, “Howl” is itself much funnier—and much more subtly
satiric—than is its 1986 parody. Take the strophe
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who vanished into nowhere Zen New Jersey leaving a trail of
ambiguous picture postcards of Atlantic City Hall

Those who complain of the poem’s repetitiveness, its seemingly end-
less cataloging of "who" clauses (“This continues,” declares John
Hollander, “sponging on one’s toleration, for pages and pages™),»
fail to recognize what is actually a marked condensation. The first
draft of the strophe above reads:

who vanished into the New Jersies of amnesia
posting cryptic picture postcards
of Belmar City Hall and last years sharks
(FIODF, 13)

And Ginsherg’s note tells us that this is a “composite image of a few
post-college ‘career failures’ characteristic of 1950s, including
author’s own two-vear sojourn in Paterson 1950-51 on leaving
Columbia Psychiatric Institute. Author’s family spent many 1930s
summers at the shore in Belmar-—*Atlantic City," final draft. ‘Sharks’
ref. recurrent seaside newspaper reports and souvenir postcards”
(HODF, 128).

The note testifies to the autobiographical source of this and
almost every image in “Howl”; it also counters Ginsberg’s own pro-
fessed aesthetic of “First thought, best thought,” of “spontaneous
insight” as “motif and method” of composition (CP, xx). For when
“the New Jersies of amnesia” hecome the “nowhere Zen New Jer-
sey,” the bleak memory of Paterson summers gives way to a teasing
oxymoron: a “nowhere” New Jersey that is also "'Zen" can't be all
bad, can it? Again, the specificity of “sharks™ as a local term for the
waste paper products of the area gives way to the comic image of
the posteard trail, left behind by the poet and his friends. Are they
dirty pictures? Threats to City Hall? The poem opens possibilities
that will now be picked up in the account of the “bop kabbalah”
that is its métier.

The notion of “hop kabbalah” also defines the syntactic drive
of “Howl.” Ginsberg's syntax typically puts parts ol speech into
“incorrect” slots so as to make us rethink their relationship. Thus
we read:

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™

where the placement of the heavily stressed nouns “poverty” and
“tatters” in adjective slots creates the very jazz syncopation the poet
is describing, even as the participle “floating” can refer to the “flats”
as well as the relative pronoun “‘who,” and even as the syntax sug-
gests that it is the “cities” that are “‘contemplating jazz.” The heavily
alliterative, aggressively grinding and “difficult” rhythm (“of cold-

water flats floating across the tops of cities contempiating jazz") is
wholly flattened out in “Yowl™:

who hollow-eved and [ebrile read the theater reviews in
unread issues of the New Yorker yes the New Yorker

a locution that suggests to me a wholly one-dimensional reading of
the parent text. Thus, when a critic like Lachlan Mackinnon
announces that Ginsherg “has been too lazy to shape his material
as it, like any material, demands,” one wonders whether “lazy”
doesn’t apply to the reader rather than to the poet.

By the time “Yowl” winds up its “I'm with you" litany with
the final couplet, “I'm with you on the Upper East Side / looking for
myself in People magazine,” it has become clear that yuppiedom is
being satirized by those who are themselves its charter members.
The clever knowingness of the parody, like Lachlan Mackinnon's
reference to the “cultural sterility” of Ginsberg's Collected Poemns,
or Roger Rosenblatt's patronizing dismissal of “Howl” (“One can
grow giggly learning that ‘the best minds’ of the poet’s generation
‘copulated ecstatic and insatiate with a bottle of beer.” . . . It makes
you wonder what the second best minds were doing”) point to the
curious paradox inherent in what | have called the Neo-New move-
ment in letters—the paradox that, for all the talk of culture and
complexity, for all the outcry against the formlessness, the simplifi-
cation, the self-indulgence, and the “laziness” of Ginsberg’s poetry,
the younger critics who are now casting the stones are quite simply
not very good readers.

Why should this be the case? My own hunch—and I can do
no more here than make tentative suggestions—is that the emphasis
on theory in the “English” and “Comparative Literature” curriculum
of the past decade or so has produced a curious split. On the one
hand, we now train students to follow, say, Paul de Man’s most
arcane arguments, to watch and understand as deconstructionist
criticism uncovers the hidden place where a given text unravels and
reveals its real workings. Or again, we train students in Marxist
theory, teaching them how to determine the covert power relations
in Shakespeare’s comedies or to define the role of exchange value
in Emily Dickinson. It is a case of reading for rather than reading,
and hence the exemplary texts are likely to be the safe ones—the
texts everyone knows to be “great literature” so that we can get
down to the business of submitting them to this or that theoretical
paradigm.

On the other side of the academic fence, we find the Poetry
Writing Workshop, that last bastion of those who want to have
nothing to do with what they take to be the arid and abstract dis-
course of the theoreticians. In the writing workshop, “understanding
poetry,” as Brooks and Warren called it in their famous hook by
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that title, is still considered a worthwhile exercise: questions of
voice, meter, metaphor, and structure, questions now denigrated by
the theory camp as “mere” formalism, continue to be asked. But the
difficulty—and there was no real precedemt for this in the era of
Understanding Poetry—is that today’s workshop poet is likely not to
read anything but poetry, which is to say, given our elaborate system
of grants, fellowships, summer workshops, and mini-seminars, pri-
marily the poetry of his fellow poets. As such, the practice and recep-
tion of poetry becomes increasingly a kind of cottage industry, a
middlebrow pastime no more likely to produce widespread enthu-
siasm than it is likely to disturb anyone.

Given this climate, the bardic-comic voice of an Allen Ginsberg
can hardly help being perceived as some sort of irrelevancy. For if
poetry is a middiebrow pastime, its watchwords become safety,
respeciability, correctness, and “interesting” subject matter well
put: “What oft was thought but ne’er so well express’d.” Moreover—
and here the politics of poetry reviewing comes in—young poet-
critic X must be careful to say nice things about poets Y and Z for
by next week they will be reviewing his or her own new book. Gins-
berg, on the other hand, is sure to review neither X, Y, nor Z, and
so there isn't much incentive to he polite.

As such, Ginsberg’s now immortal “Rockland,” where “we are
great writers on the same dreadful typewriter,” has become, in the
late eighties, the Upper East Side of “Yowl,” where “I'm with you
. . . pricing modems,” But not quite. For in a curious sense, it is
“Howl” that has the last word, containing as it does its own parody
of its future parodists, which is to say of all the Sad Young Men
“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 mustard gas of sinister intelligent
editors.” All that gas, after all, “crowned” as it is “with flame under
the tubercular sky,” is bound to burn away, leaving behind, in the
words of “Howl,” “a variable measure and a vibrating plane.”

Chapter Eleven

Apocalypse Then:

W. 8. Mermwin and the

Sorrows of Literary History

S. Merwin’s sixth book of poems, The Lice, appeared in
1967 at the height of the war in Vietnam. Reviewing the
hook for the Yale Review, Laurence Lieberman declared:

If there is any book today that has perfectly captured
the peculiar spiritual agony of our time, the agony of a gener-
ation which knows itself to be the last, and has transformed
that agony into great art, it is W. 8. Merwin's The Lice. To
read these poems is an act of self-purification. Every poem in
the book pronounces a judgment against modern man—the
gravest sentence the poetic imagination can conceive for man’s
withered and wasted conscience: our sweep of history adds up
to one thing only, a moral vacuity that is absolute and irrevoc-
able. This beok is a testament of betrayals; we have betrayed
all beings that had power to save us: the forests, the animals,
the gods, the dead, the spirit in us, the words. Now, in our
last moments alive, they return to haunt us.!

Extreme claims, these, especially now that a younger generation is
proclaiming that it is the last, even as its poets are writing in a “cool”
mode, very different from Merwin’s.2 The apocalyptic consciousness
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