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... more than kisses, letters mingle souls; For, thus friends absent speak.


 


—JOHN DONNE TO SIR HENRY WOTTON






PROLOGUE

April 2008

 



 



Dear Reader,

 



Twenty-five years ago, Allen Ginsberg asked me to edit a collection of his correspondence as part of a multiple book contract. At the time, Barry Miles was working on a biography about Ginsberg, and he suggested that because he was already collecting copies of letters by Allen to various people, it might be better for him to edit the book. As a result I teamed up with Juanita Lieberman to edit Ginsberg’s earliest journals, a project that was published in 2006 as The Book of Martyrdom and Artifice. For years the letters project languished under the overwhelming volume of material, and nothing ever came of it. Then, shortly after Allen’s death in 1997, I began working on my own Ginsberg biography, also published in 2006 as I Celebrate Myself: The Somewhat Private Life of Allen Ginsberg. For that book I collected my own gigantic stack of Ginsberg letters, and my enthusiasm for editing the selected correspondence book was rekindled. Now, a decade later, after having unearthed more than 3,700 Ginsberg letters from every corner of the world, I’ve pared them down to this edition of 165 of the very best.

Gathering together the best of the best is exactly how I approached the selection process. After putting the fifteen-ream pile of letters into chronological order, I read each and made a decision based on the only criteria, was it an extraordinary letter or not? It ended up being a “greatest hits album” of correspondence. As I followed that single rule, it didn’t matter whether the letter was to Jack Kerouac or Joe Blow. What mattered were the quality of the writing and the significance of the content. In the end the selection turned out to have a little of everything, including wonderful letters to Jack Kerouac, William S. Burroughs, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, and most of his Beat Generation friends. Letters to politicians from Dwight Eisenhower to Bill Clinton, dozens of letters to the editors of newspapers and magazines, and fan letters to a few  of Allen’s heroes also survived the weeding process. The final volume is a book that can be read from cover to cover or dipped into at random, letters to savor at one’s leisure. Nearly every letter is complete in itself and therefore only needs minor editorial setup. The volume doesn’t pretend to tell Allen’s life story or detail his literary career, but it does attempt to show his talent as a correspondent. I would have loved to include all 3,700 letters, fully annotated, but that is a project for a future scholar with an enormous publishing budget.

Strictly speaking, a man of letters is not someone who has written a lot of letters but rather someone who is actively engaged in the literary and intellectual world. Allen Ginsberg was both. Wherever he was, whatever he was doing, he did it with paper and pen nearby. At any moment he might write a poem, make a notebook entry, or pen a letter to a friend. After seventy years, he left behind an enormous depository of documents to study. He has even been criticized by reviewers for writing too much, as if there could ever be too much material to help expand our knowledge.

The letters in this volume present a side of Ginsberg that his poetry, journals, and essays do not. Allen’s letters are largely responses to something, quite often responses to letters from his correspondents. That sets them apart markedly from Ginsberg’s other writings because in other formats Allen had an aversion to writing “on demand.” At times requests to write on a particular subject became torturous ordeals for him. He experienced writer’s block when it came to composing introductions, blurbs, or other writing for particular purposes. For example, in the 1960s Ginsberg promised to put together his South American journals for publisher Dave Haselwood. After years of delay, Ginsberg had to admit he just couldn’t write or edit on a schedule; the mood had to be with him. A decade later the mood still hadn’t struck him, and Allen gave Haselwood his Indian Journals as a substitute.

Ginsberg’s letters were a different matter entirely. The subjects for those were nearly always determined by other people, which seems to be the very nature of many letters. Someone writes to you and you respond on the spot. If you put it off for weeks or months, quite possibly the letter will never be written, so it is almost always immediate and unrehearsed. After writing a poem, a poet can look back on it, go over it and revise it, spend as much time on it as he’d like, and then at some point declare it finished or discard it altogether. By contrast a letter is often written in haste and dropped into a mailbox without revision. Once posted it can’t be recalled.

There was an enormous range in the subject matter of Ginsberg’s letters. They might be a political tirade to his father, or a postcard from afar, or a reply  to a young fan who hoped that Ginsberg would “discover” him. Often they were his only means of keeping in touch with friends as he or they traveled around the world. At other times he used letters to respond to media stories he disagreed with. Quite often in those cases the letter was directed to the New York Times, the newspaper Allen loved to hate.

It should be noted that after the 1950S, Allen was increasingly aware that his letters would be saved by and read for posterity. “Because we offhand assumed without much special thought-attention that our correspondence would make good reading for later centuries of geek poets,” he said in one letter.

Ginsberg lived through a fascinating period in the history of correspondence. The great age of letters, I fear, is behind us now. The computer has been the final but not the only nail in the coffin. The history of letter-writing extends as far back as the invention of writing itself. In fact, you could make a strong case for saying that the invention of writing was for the purpose of sending letters. Some ancient merchant needed to communicate with someone in another town without going there himself, so he sent a letter. The very word “letter” can mean a piece of correspondence or a single character in our alphabet; the two meanings are intertwined.

In the chronology of Ginsberg’s letters one can witness the end of the era of letter-writing. In the 1940s and 1950s, tremendous letters were written, sent, and shared by friends. They were passed around and read by many people, saved and cherished. Then with the advent of lower-cost long distance telephone rates, letters became shorter and less a means for timely communication. Allen himself wrote in a 1969 letter to Lawrence Ferlinghetti, “Alas telephone destroys letters!” Finally, as the calling charges dropped even more, his letters grew shorter still, and almost never concerned the most pressing issues. With the widespread use of the Internet, letters have practically vanished, and the golden era of letter-writing is no more. One wonders if Ginsberg lived, would he be sending cryptic email messages like “AFAIK CU 2NITE” (as far as I know see you tonight)?

Assembling this book, like each of the other eight Ginsberg books I’ve worked on, has taken much longer than expected. Each time the surface of Ginsberg’s archive is scratched, ten times the amount of material anticipated is uncovered. The incredible volume of Ginsberg’s correspondence has been both a blessing and a bother. The letters cover fifty-six years and touch on growing up, school, love and heartbreak, spiritual revelations, a nation at war, growing old and death, plus most of the intellectual and political controversies of the last half of the twentieth century. In an introduction to my bibliography  of Lawrence Ferlinghetti, that astute writer likened me to a bird dog tracking the winged prey, the poet. I feel that I’ve been on the trail once again, sniffing out Ginsberg’s letters in the most unlikely of places. I’ve written hundreds of letters myself, searching for correspondence, and have been rewarded with answers from old friends and acquaintances of Ginsberg’s, all eager to help by sharing their letters with others.

Using less than five percent of those letters has caused some editorial problems. Regretfully, repetitious letters were cut, no matter how wonderful they were. Footnotes were used sparingly, leaving readers to do their own reference work if they are unfamiliar with some of the people and events cited. Editorial intrusions were kept to a minimum, but with the knowledge that excising 3,550  letters is a major underlying editorial intrusion in and of itself.

In general, spelling errors have been corrected, unless it seemed to add something to the text. I felt it wasn’t important that Allen misspelled the Perseid meteor shower as “Persid.” Around his office Allen was known as a notoriously bad speller, and when they were spotted, he always wanted those errors corrected before publication. He frequently didn’t have a dictionary handy, so he couldn’t have checked, even if he had wanted.

Ellipses [...] indicate that material has been cut from the text of a letter. Usually cuts were made for non sequiturs or asides not relevant to the text. Some postscripts have been deleted if they didn’t add anything to the meat of the letter. Often they were “Did you get the clipping I sent?”-type add-ons. In the spirit of Allen Ginsberg, no censorship cuts were made. Of Kerouac’s letters, Allen wrote, “I wouldn’t consent to his letters being published censored..... Still I want to make sure in advance that it’s taken for granted by any editor of that material, that at the last minute there isn’t an attempt to roughen out smooth edges or whazzit vice versa smooth out rough horny communist un-American goofy edges.....In other words no fucking around with the reality.” The editor has adhered to that same policy and left reality alone.

 



Yours truly, 


 Bill Morgan

 



P.S. I have had a great deal of help from librarians and private individuals. Those who helped most are acknowledged in the following pages.
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[As a young boy, Allen Ginsberg no doubt wrote letters and notes to friends and family, but none of those childhood missives appears to have survived. On summer holidays we know Ginsberg did correspond with at least one of his school chums. This is evidenced by the fact that Ginsberg’s own archive contains several letters from that boy, but the Ginsberg side of the correspondence was not saved, for who would have known that this twelve-year-old would become one of the century’s most famous poets? It is certain that Allen was writing letters to his aunts, uncles, and cousins during those years, but a thorough search has failed to turn up any early examples.


The earliest letter by Allen Ginsberg that the editor of this volume has uncovered was composed in 1941, when Ginsberg was fifteen. At that young age, Allen was fascinated with politics and world affairs. Three weeks after the December 7 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Ginsberg wrote a letter to the New York Times expressing his opinion of how America had come to be involved in World War II. It was only the first of scores of letters he would send to the Times over the next six decades.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [Paterson, NJ] to the New York Times [New York, NY] December 28, 1941

 



[Dear Editor]:

 



I have long believed, in principle, the ideals of Woodrow Wilson and regretted that we did not choose to live with the world when the time came to ‘resolve that our dead shall not have died in vain’ by joining the League of Nations.

I am normally a more or less passive individual. However, I think I am growing cynical. I chuckle and feel a bit of grim humor when I read of our growing regret for the world’s biggest blunder, our refusal to join the League. One can almost see a pained and astonished expression growing on the faces of America as the people now realize, under a reflowering of Wilson’s vision, what they did to the world and themselves in 1920.

So now, finally we have a reflowering of Wilson’s vision: witness Winston Churchill’s speech before Congress; another fine speech on the 28th by Senator  Guffey; and a passionate appeal for a new league by Edwin L. James in last Sunday’s Times. However, it seems that our futile regret is too little and too late. Our stupidity has reaped its harvest and we have a bumper crop, since we sowed the world’s biggest blunder. The death toll in this war has been at least four million (including Spanish, Chinese, and Abyssinian wars). There is no preventable catastrophe in recorded history paralleling this.

That is a grim joke on ourselves, four million dead as the result of mental impotence and political infirmity on the part of a handful of U.S. Congressmen. But in the midst of all this tribulation one can gather infinite consolation by speculation as to what will happen to those Congressmen when they get to hell.

We will know better this time, but in any case, the devil has prepared a nice, hot bath ready for many more Senators.

 



[Allen Ginsberg]

 



 



[Both Allen Ginsberg and his older brother, Eugene Brooks Ginsberg, were extremely interested in government and politics. On several occasions Allen took the time to write long letters to editors expressing his ideas, a habit that he continued for the rest of his life. This letter criticized the isolationist policies of many congressmen, which Allen felt had led directly to the U.S. involvement in war. It is also of interest because it is the first time that Allen made use of a literary quotation (in this case Voltaire’s) to support an argument.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [Paterson, NJ] to the New York Times [New York, NY] June 11, 1942

 



To the Editors:

 



I should like to take issue with Mr. Emmett Oldfield1 who protests holding their voting records against our formerly isolationist members of Congress.

Mr. Oldfield argues, first, since Pearl Harbor, many isolationists became fine supporters of the war effort. Second, Pearl Harbor did not disprove isolationism; it merely removed it as an issue. Third, the isolationists were sincere and patriotic in efforts to keep us out of war.

I shall admit that it was really nice of the isolationists to support our war effort after we had been so viciously attacked by our enemies.

And I am also willing to admit that the isolationists were sincere and patriotic—at least, most of them. But while I do not question their motives, I do question their judgment.

Pearl Harbor and later events have disproved isolationism. It disproved and deflated such defeatist ideas as: “No matter how many fighting planes... we send to England, it is not possible to base enough squadrons on the British Isles to equal the striking power of the squadrons that Germany can base on the continent of Europe.”—Charles Lindbergh, June 20, 1941. “American participation is likely to destroy democracy in this country“—“Few people honestly believe that the Axis now, or in the future, will be in the position to threaten the independence of any part of this hemisphere ... ”“Freedom for America does not depend on the struggles for material power (as isolationists called it) between other nations“—An appeal to Congress by fifteen isolationists, Republican leaders, August 5, 1941. Story in the New York Times: “Mr. Nye described the war as... ‘Nothing other than a bloody mess of Communism and Nazism’.” Wheeler: “I, for one, my friends, am not afraid of any of these imaginary threats.” Wheeler: “German submarines are small. They were designed to operate close to their bases within a few hundred miles of England.”

We are not fighting, in the long run, because of Pearl Harbor. Only a person with isolationist viewpoint would say that we were. We are not, and we should not be, fighting just because we were attacked. We are fighting because we are fighting Fascism: we are fighting Fascism, not because of what it does to us but because of what it is.

If this war is truly, as Mr. Wallace2 has said, a people’s revolution, one for democracy; and if the job of defeating world barbarism is a world problem; and if this war is not a “Struggle for material power between other nations,” then the isolationists are disproved.

And before we are to have a just and lasting peace (of which Mr. Oldfield speaks) based on amicable cooperation between nations, we will have to accept and understand that isolationism, both before and after the war, is wrong. What assurance have we that pre-war isolationists if we place them in Congress, will not revert back to isolationism when the hostilities have ceased? That is why Mr. Oldfield is wrong when he suggests that we overlook the records of isolationist senators and representatives.

In this connection, I might quote a relevant, if somewhat violent, statement by Voltaire: “It is like the fire that is covered but not extinguished. Those fanatics,  those impostors, are mad dogs. They are muzzled, but they have not lost their teeth. It is true that they bite no more, but on the first opportunity, if the teeth are not drawn, you will see if they will not bite.”

 



Allen Ginsberg

 



 



[A boyhood friend, Benson Soffer, was one of Ginsberg’s first correspondents. When Allen learned that he had been accepted to Columbia University, he wrote “Bense” to share his good news and to continue a debate that they had been carrying on through several letters. Ginsberg was a member of his high school debating society and loved the give and take of these exchanges.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [Paterson, NJ] to Benson Soffer [NJ?] May 17, 1943

Bense:

 



[...] I’ve been accepted in Columbia University. I start work, if I live and get the money, on July 6. School in Paterson ends about June 28, or so, so I’ll get about a 10 day vacation: then, back to work. No news from Columbia about a scholarship, though. I hear about that (if I hear at all) in a month. [...]

Now, I only asked you (here I digress into one of my apologizing explanations) for an ethical system et al, because I find it most profitable to pick other people’s brains and appropriate the sum of their wisdom and experience for my own. Not that I regard you as any wiser than myself—everyman thinks that he is the superior of anyone of his acquaintance—but I compromise with my ego to acknowledge to myself that you do have a brain of some kind and that it is worth picking for juicy intellectual tidbits. Comprenez?


My own tentative philosophy is this, that man is a superior animal, that his superiority lies in self-consciousness and self-knowledge. This self knowledge includes a realization of a purpose and meaning of life (whether an affirmative, negative, or neuter meaning) and the ability to use natural force to achieve fulfillment of that meaning. What that purpose is, other than freedom from physical limitation, and freedom from intellectual limitation, I do not know. We have invented the machine in order to realize freedom from physical limitation, and we will perfect the machine. Ethics and philosophy involve the search for freedom from intellectual limitation. History—the development of civilization—is the development of the slow evolutionary search for this (excuse me if I begin to sound like Allen Ginsberg) physical and intellectual freedom. History  is a river of development—slow and sluggish, pushing relentlessly onward (poetic!!!) toward the ultimate goal of human perfection: the two freedoms, there is a main current of history, and this current streams inexorably onward, there are eddies and side-streams, rapids and whirlpools, in which human progress is interrupted temporarily, but the main current pours onward in steady flux, (here I simply must be poetic) draining finally into the fathomless oceans of eternity.

I pause to inform you that I have just received the happy news (Monday afternoon, 5:45) that I’ve been granted a $300 scholarship by Columbia. Work starts July 6. Hallelujah.

To continue. That we are achieving the first of our freedoms, physical, is unquestionable. The one point of question is that of intellectual freedom. Have we experimented, philosophized, theorized, and conjectured our way to a place where we may say that we are on the main stream to intellectual perfection? Has our intellectual growth kept pace with our physical? It may be said that mankind was at a higher intellectual level in the time of the ancient Greeks. I do not think so, for at that time the intellect was concentrated in the minds of a few developed philosophers. The mass of humanity was very little higher intellectually than the mass mind of the primitive man. The level of intelligence is higher in our time. I do not say that by evolution we have achieved more perfect brains. Perhaps the level of intelligence in Grecian times was proportionately as high as in our times, if we base the proportion on a comparison, with the development of physical civilization and the experience of intellectual civilization as basis of their time and ours. In our time we have evolved the principles of universal democracy, and these principles are commonly accepted. The time is not far off when we shall have advanced to a stage where we will apply these principles, even as the Greeks applied their primitive principles in their times. This is one illustration of the broadening of the intellectual comprehension of the whole of humanity, aided by and allied to physical freedom.

Now this is all abstract theorizing. The practical application can be made in almost any time of civilization. The use, the application, lies in the utilization of such a philosophy of history in determining perspectives on the roles of figures of history—in other times, and in our own. We can now comprehend truer meanings for “reactionary,” “conservative,” “liberal,” “radical.” We can understand the role of a Hitler as a force of reaction. He is the embodiment of one of the side waters, the back-eddies of history—the reactionary war in a real sense wishes to turn back the clock, to pull humanity back, to dam the  flood of onrushing civilization (i.e. progress) to replace the goodness of our age with the primitive perversion of principle and undevelopment of principle of ages we have long since left behind. He uses physical freedom to deny intellectual freedom, instead of helping develop intellectual freedom. He is truly the voice of barbarianism, the voice of a bestial past, calling civilization backwards, diverting it from its mission, hindering development to what is good, what is just, and what is perfect.

Somewhere along the argument I forgot to insert a general endorsement of democracy. The point of this is that the evolution toward complete self-consciousness has as a corollary democracy, for it is only by the combined efforts of all of humanity for the good of all of humanity can progress be universal, complete, and therefore perfect.

My intellectual orgasm is over. You may fire when ready, Gridley. But I retain the prerogative of changing minor definitions, words, phrases, etc. I have written this all at once in one orgiastic spasm and have not rewritten nor reread it. [...]

 



Allen

P.S. I add that the capacity for perfection is within us, but that in a few million years we will have developed our capacities to near perfection. Also, by perfection I really don’t mean god. I’m hazy on this point. Say, “more-perfect.” (“To form a more perfect Union, establish justice,” etc.)

 



 



[While Ginsberg’s brother, Eugene, was in the army, Allen wrote to him frequently, engaging in the same political debate and banter they had shared at home. Allen was always eager to show off his intellect to his older sibling, as this letter illustrated. It also began with an interesting historical note about Allen’s plans to go to the Village and meet Lucien Carr’s friends. The friends the young Columbia freshman met were William S. Burroughs and David Kammerer, two people who were to play important roles in Ginsberg’s life. ]

 



Allen Ginsberg [New York, NY] to Eugene Brooks Ginsberg [U.S. Army] December 17, 1943

 



Dear Eugene::

 



Tonight is the 17th of December—this was my last day of school before Christmas vacation, which begins tomorrow and lasts until the 27th. I don’t know what I’ll be doing Christmas—nothing much I suppose, out of the ordinary. My tentative program is this—read and weep for your days of yore. Saturday I plan to go down to Greenwich Village with friend of mine [Lucien Carr] who claims he’s an “intellectual” (that has a musty flavor, hasn’t it?) and know queer and interesting people there. I plan to get drunk Saturday evening, if I can. I’ll tell you the result. Sunday I’ll be around Hastings Hall3, probably reading Anna Karenina, which I’ve been reading on and off for a week. Sunday night I’m going to a Japanese restaurant with the Jap in the dorm here. I think I told you about him. I want to see how it compares with the Chinese delicacies. Sunday evening I’ll probably go to movies. Monday I’ll be either in Paterson, or at the Metropolitan Opera with Naomi.4 Tuesday I’ll be in Paterson, reading  Tom Jones. Wednesday evening Lou5 and I have tickets for the Met to see Lilly Pons in Lucia Di Lammermoor. God knows, the opera isn’t too wonderful, but we want to see Cesare Sodero conduct. He’s invited us to visit him backstage if we go. Thursday, Friday, and Saturday are open, except that I have to finish Tom Jones, and also finish the whole of Milton’s Paradise Lost. I don’t look forward to reading it.

I saw the two very interesting and very curious letters—they were epistles rather than letters—that you wrote to the family. They sounded rather bitter. Do I see you waving your arms wildly now? You sounded as if you were insulted and injured by some conscious and malevolent being. I would suggest that you favored the Draft Act6 in 1940; that you approved the 18-45 draft ages; that you were an “interventionist.” If, then, you find yourself in the unhappy predicament of being drafted and rather roughly handled by the army, you may have cause for sorrow or pained resignation, but not at all for bitterness and disgust. Meanwhile, you may as well write some good poetry while you’re waiting for the war to end. If you find that you can’t do that (write good  poetry), why, then, go out and end the war or at least have your head shot off trying.

Well, anyway, to jump to the more abstract phases of your letters: your miraculous conversion to “realism.” Sing praises to the lord, my lad! You have discovered that visions are not true! Specifically speaking, though, the idealistic vision of the war as a people’s revolution, is no, no, no, not true at all. First you pull out Versailles, and discover, somewhat belatedly, that “many interpretations  can be placed on the same set of facts.” Incidentally, the “American viewpoint,” if there is one at all, is not represented by Keynes, who is an English historian and economist. (Did you read “Economic Consequences of Peace”? If so, you were duped by a duped liberal, an idealist, who didn’t know the true facts about the economic consequences of the place.) Still I can’t quarrel with you about the peace in 1918: Wilson’s was visionary; Clemenceau was a vindictive tiger; Lloyd George was a shrewd and prostituted political philanderer. (A crappy metaphor).

However, you say “The trouble is that people disagree so widely, that a compromise or a deviation from any group’s program is regarded as a victory for the other side. And obviously what happens is not as important as what people think has happened!” Your point is obscure here, because your letter immediately thereafter struck off on the point that “the emotional rationalization of the mass of the people” is the deciding force, and a variable one. I guessed that what I quoted was the expression of frustrated resignation to an inevitable evil, or realization of the sorry fact that compromise doesn’t really mean anything. But you overlook, first, the fact that compromise is not always bad—either you overlook it or reject it, I couldn’t figure out which—and that your Versailles illustration showed the falseness of your idea that idealists must resign themselves to compromise. Wilson compromised, Eugene, (if you read your history, you know) and compromised and compromised until he had nothing left but the most important ideal, which he retained. Then he went home and presented Versailles’ Treaty for acceptance without admitting that it was a compromise, like a good politician. He represented it as ideal and defended it as such (despite your quotation) to the people when he returned to America and went on his tour. Mark Sullivan, or Frederick Lewis Allen (one of the two) declares that his mistake was in not presenting it frankly as the best the world could do under the circumstances, and asking for acceptance as a necessary compromise which might yet be justified.

I liked your point (the one I mentioned) about popular will. “The conclusion is that there is no external cause of war, because thinking is not necessarily along objective lines but deviates frequently from the actual facts.” Well, who even said any differently? There was never any real cause for a war; no war was really ever justified. Wars come about when the opposing forces, either one side or the other, or both, were sincere but wrong, when their thinking “was not necessarily along objective lines but deviates frequently from the actual fact.” War only comes about when one side or both, as I said, acts unintelligently, uninformally. Obviously, Eugene, all you have done has been to utter a  well disguised platitude. Practical application? O.K. Go to it. This war: one side or the other is acting unintelligently. We are, certainly in America and Britain and Russia. Of course (no knowing smiles now) the other side is acting even more unintelligently than we, and so we are justified. Dear Eugene, if you can only persuade Hitler to act understandingly and rationally, and show the German people their error, and how they could achieve security (which they could have, if they tried) without persecution and conquest and brutality, why, then we will have removed the synthetic, the false cause of war. Because, as you know, there is no absolute, inherent cause. And when you convince the Japanese that they must not invade China, that they must not remedy the faults of the Western Empires by marshalling their own horrible and unintelligent apparatus for benefiting the upper feudal classes of Japan at the expense of the Malayans and Chinese and Philippines, why then, Eugene, only then have you the right to reject this war as merely a psychological knot, and a useless and unnecessary affair.

I agree with your assertion that public opinion changes, changing the purposes of the war with it, though I would add that the public opinion thinks that, of course it is perfectly consistent and whoever says so is either a radical or a crackpot. Your point about power shaping the course of history is well taken too. You conclude this with “There is no certainty in politics, no principles except as they coincide with prevalent desires, and no honesty except as it is reconciled to self interest, and thus it is no honesty at all.” Oh, ho? No certainty in politics? Is it not certain that subsidies are necessary, that the greatest good for the greatest number should be the determining end of public policy, that Abramson7 was right, that Canfield is a bad man, that Rankin and Hoffman are not good men, that Russia is making wonderful progress, that Hitler is wrong, that PM is the best newspaper in New York, that Arthur Krock8 is a sly, slimy representative of the vested interests, that I am sincere and I have ideals and I am always, under all circumstances, at all times, utterly and infinitely right? There are no principles and no honesty? I am principled, and I resent anyone saying no. I am honest and I am angered by the aspersions you’ve made. You were principled and honest, too, before you were corrupted by this wicked, wicked world, and before you decided to write silly letters home. If ideals are “projections of ego,” that doesn’t bother me at all. They are ideals—take it or leave it, they’re the best you’ll get, and they are most serviceable. “Ideals,” you  cry “are interesting only as a curiosity, or as to which horse one shall ride to get to where one wants to go.” You are excessively pessimistic here, not realistic at all in your conclusion. Does that obviate the practical use of ideals to get somewhere? Does that eliminate progress? Above all, does that eliminate the ideal political state (since we’re concerned now with politics)? Why, most practically, most realistically, most truly, and most demonstrably, it does not, and you cannot pervert the conceptions of idealism to make it so. If you think that the ideals, primitive as they are, of the twentieth century, are less ideal than those of the 20th century BC, or the 5th AD, you’re not looking at the world realistically. Take off your murky colored glasses, why, the world has made progress, God bless us, and for you to be blind to the accomplished fact is the apotheosis of your despised illusion. Eugene, your beard is on fire, you’re a visionary and to say that you have proved by A plus B plus psychological X that the fatal weaknesses of man doom him to a complacently stagnant state of society and a becalmed barque of progress, a condition which has not yet occurred and need not occur in the future, is an exhibition of intemperately pessimistic presumption on your part. [...]

 



Allen

 



 



[In the summer of 1945 Ginsberg enlisted in the merchant marine and went through basic training at Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn. His plan was to earn enough money to continue his education at Columbia, which had been temporarily put on hold. He kept in touch with his teachers, often writing to professors like Lionel Trilling and Mark Van Doren. Frequently he asked their advice and debated with them over the importance of writers like Arthur Rimbaud and Hart Crane, whom the academy did not consider appropriate for serious scholarship at the time.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [U.S. Maritime Service Training Station, Sheepshead Bay, NY] to Lionel Trilling [New York, NY] September 4, 1945

 



Dear Prof. Trilling:

 



I am sorry I have waited so long before replying to your letter—which was very kind—but I have been confined to the base hospital here with pneumonia in my chest for the past few weeks.

Thank you for your criticism of the poem with the portentous title.9 I must  admit that it pleased me to read all those nice things you wrote about it, but to tell the truth I have only a hazy idea of what you mean by ‘the voice and its tone,’ which you admire in poetry. As for rhyme, I usually try to make an extremely loose rhyme do if necessary where I can and find one that fits, and that I have no compunction about this because I’m increasingly pleased by the effect of the sort of ‘muted’ rhymes of Auden and cummings. So I would rhyme ‘touched’ and ‘watched’ and ‘flesh’ and ‘death’ or even ‘birth’ and ‘death’—to use some more obvious situations. I wasn’t aware of Shelley while writing, though I aimed at a violent semi-cerebral rhetoric. I found a copy of Shelley here (incidentally I have been reading War and Peace during my convalescence, with great pleasure) and on re-reading Mont Blanc I found the language much akin to my own desire.

That you are unable to understand why I make so much of Rimbaud, dismays me somewhat. Though I should dislike to be over bumptious about it, with your kind permission I must witness his defense. I fear that since you have read Rougemont’s Partie du Diable you possibly approach Rimbaud viewing him as another eccentric French Satanist somewhat in a class with Maldoror, fit to be the prophet of the Mexican Hashish Surrealist Quarterly. Rimbaud had an attack of Diabolism somewhat appropriately at the age of puberty and lost it, as far as its meanings go, soon thereafter so far as I’ve been able to tell. I would say that, to his credit, he surpassed the more highly advertised and shallow spiritual struggles of Baudelaire-Dandyism and diabolism as puerile reactions of the puritan temper to the “vulgar complacency” of the times. I think of Rimbaud as a hero in the sense of having a violent, varied—and finally mature —response to a fairly representative social situation. Not that of a provincial 19th Century Frenchman, that of a Western man. He was flexible enough to change his ideas to correspond to his experiences, and in consequence ran the gamut of political, religious, rationalistic, and esthetic visions and verdicts that have attacked the significant figures of modern poetry. I approve of Rimbaud because unlike the heroes of the Columbia Bookstore, he survived and mastered these visions, and rose above them to a solution to the “problems” of our time which as yet our writers are first discovering. As I remember, in his earliest years he underwent the Dedalus Pontifex religious dilemma in an abridged form, and turned political after loss of faith. After divesting himself of the notions of the usual politically conscious writer (entertained in our time by the Book of the Month Club “Talentgang” perhaps) he turned, in the usual developmental groove, to the aesthetic salvation. Here the development of the poor poets of the nineteenth and part of the twentieth century seems to have  stopped—unless like Auden and Eliot they have crawled back into the womb of the virgin. Pragmatic religion bores me at this point and so I continue with the fortunes of Rimbaud—who at his stage of the worship of Orpheus, with the concomitant illuminations, Satanism, “dereglement de tous les sens,” his physical and moral depersonalization, had the most amusing circus of them all—Yeats, Joyce, Rilke, James, Wilde, Flaubert—while it lasted. I think that he pursued this orphic wonder, experience for art’s sake, the unsocializing of the animal, more effectively than any modern writer—probably because of his youth. At the same time I sense in him an ability to make contact with his culture personally, to actively live in it and be of it—and this in an artist has completed the circle of absolute artistic depersonalization, paradox or not. I think that this “realistic” contact is unknown to the other exiles at his time, except Dostoyevsky and the later Joyce. In the period of the early Season in Hell Rimbaud felt out his culture—his Charleville and his Paris—and analyzed it, in more primitive terms, to the same effect that Freud and Spengler later did. He went deeper than the reformism of Butler, the ivory towered amorality of Mallarme, dug deeper for a faith than Dedalus did in finding himself in art. The reason for this I think in regard to the “Aesthetic adventure” is in Rimbaud’s use of art constantly as a key and not a mystical telos. He wound up with a Bohemian version of the 1920 Fitzgerald, though less provincial, less superficially idealistic, a master of exterior circumstance. He presents by implication and statement the sociological, not the abstractly ethical, “spiritual” problems of his time. His struggle concerns not merely the unpoetic machine versus faith, which is naive; nor individual power versus collective boorishness, as in Nietzschean anarchy; he presents not diffused evils to be conquered, or wicked individuals to be curbed, or heroes to emerge, and dragons to be killed—but he knows a complex anthropological unit in what appears to him to be in a state of cachexy—a whole syndrome of ills adumbrating a cultural decline. He fixes the symptoms somewhat in Freudian terms as the conflict between the anarchic impulses of the individual psyche and its needs, and the mores of a categorized, protestant civilization which is crippled because it conceives of pleasure as evil. He is interested in types representative of a neurotic culture, one ridden with anxiety and tension, the civilization of the false passport, insecure, confused, in sum chaotic. The important person is the outcast (not the literary egoist) but, as in the Satyricon of Petronius, the keen, levelheaded men of basic understanding. In the army, one of his practices is to gold brick. He is the type (in civilian society) that is master of his corner of reality, who cuts through the confusion of the disorderly culture to achieve his individual end—the Raymond Chandler hero, the sharp-eyed gambler, the dead-pan cardsharp, the tense tendoned gambler, the “hood”—the types which are coming into prominence now in the movies (Alan Ladd), in James M. Cain, in [John] O’Hara. There is an interest in the psychopath who moves in his pattern unaffected by moral compunction, by allegiance to the confused standards of a declining age. Rimbaud somewhere speaks of watching the skies as a criminal—avec son idée.  And not only the criminal partakes of this attitude—even the Dos Passos intellectual, the business promoter, the political career man. These in a sense—or at least, I sense,—these have almost become our representative heroes. No longer do they rebel against society, exile themselves, romantically disdain its ways for the ways of art. Art has dropped from its pedestal; the hero moves about in society as a shadow, not menacingly or aggressively, but coolly collecting his profits and faking respectability with varying degrees of consciousness.

Yet even this stage of unrebellious anarchism is surpassed by Rimbaud. The Civilization, as he and most others seem to agree, offers no hope of personal salvation, no vital activity, no way of life within its accepted structure. His creative powers are not realized in the usual activities of the citizen—at the machine, in the office. Realizing that art was an escape—and merely an escape, a fool’s paradise, a Dedalusian ivory tower—and admittedly so, considering the myths of the wound (Cocteau’s) or the Wound and the Bow (Wilson’s) which represent art as compensation for creative activity in life—Rimbaud amputated the wound and cast off the bow, and went to Africa. This was the exodus from society not into the futile exile of the artist, but into living salvation in the land of the primitive, unrestricted, uninhibited. And he embarked to a rigorously active public life as gun-runner and slave trader. With Rimbaud as catalyst the problems that supposedly beset the sensitive youth of the day are crystallized realistically for the first time I think. And so I look to him as “prophet” of the present literary concern with anthropology and psychoanalysis, the shift in vision of society from the simple idealism of Sinclair Lewis to the complicated, half hidden Spenglerian Weltanschauung of O’Hara, and, I predict, the whole crop of post World War II writers. Whether or not his pessimism prevails, his idée, his sociological approach rather than moral, has already prevailed. Secondly, he remains one of the earliest forerunners of our modern “classicism,” the casting off of the aesthetic preoccupation in favor of personal activity, the relegating of art to a tool and not the salvation of battered souls. Last, he is one of the few writers whose problems are recognizably limited to his age, as Freud’s psychological structure reflects the mind of the middle-European of the 19-20th Century. In this sense there is less confusion in  Rimbaud than in many other writers, who tend to universalize the conflicts in them peculiar to their time and place alone. In sum then, I admire Rimbaud not as the poet maudit, the decadent, but the representative hero, the sociologically concerned, and in the highest manner politically minded poet. I think there will be many more Koestlers who, reflecting their time, unconsciously participate in his ideas, look at western culture avec son idée.


I see I have written a great deal and I have said nothing about his poetry as poetry. Season in Hell seems to me the most individually expressive poetry I have run across—more than any poet, I can understand the personality—half childish, half sardonic, somewhat sentimental, furious, jealously personal and strikingly dispassionate—from the poetry. I mean, it is so compressed and flexible that it contains whole visions in a single line. To me it is pretty clearly the work of genius, and so despite your lack of enthusiasm I continue to admire Rimbaud unabashedly. [...]

I had wished to send you some poems, but I am confined to my bed out of reach of a typewriter. Everything with me is in hand manuscript form. I hope I have not tried your patience with this letter, for it is rather long; but my chiefest pleasure now, unlike Hans Castorp, is to communicate with the outside world from the Magic Mountain.

Allen

 



 



[As a seaman, Ginsberg was able to earn money, travel, and have enough spare time to continue writing poetry during the long voyages. He continued to seek Lionel Trilling’s approval and advice for his work. Although he was aware that Trilling did not condone his lifestyle, he couldn’t resist trying to shock his professor, as he obviously did in a letter the following year. ]

 



Allen Ginsberg [SS Groveton, at sea] to Lionel Trilling [New York, NY] January 7, 1946

 



Dear Prof. Trilling:

 



I enclose a poem10 I’ve been working on for about three months which has absorbed most of my literary energy in the time. I typed the manuscript under rather unfavorable conditions on shipboard, so it’s the only copy I have now, though it is slightly beat-up. I hope you’ll excuse its condition.

I finally pushed myself to sail again after the first abortive Venezuelan journey. The ship I am on is a new tanker with a type of romantic young captain—a sort of narcissistic Nietzschean, aristocrat and master of his ship, a man of silences. The chief steward (under whom I work) is also rather interesting—a kind of weather-beaten Prufrock with a predilection for pornographic literature (I had a long talk with him about the Marquis de Sade and another little volume I’d not heard of before called Lady Bumtickler’s Revels) and scatological anecdotes. The rest of the crew is half negro—all of whom are dope addicts of one sort or another. Then there are a few Texans, sturdy Westerners, and a sprinkling of Cubans and multilingual Swedish seadogs.

The vocabulary of the part of the enclosed poem beginning “Right around the block is Huncke’s11 pad” may be unfamiliar to you. It is a sort of jive talk I found in use among the “hepcats” and dope addicts on both of the ships I’ve been on—and it is also prevalent in the “Underworld” of New York, especially around Times Square. I was first hesitant to use it, but in the last few years I’ve heard it from so many various lips that I think it is very widespread and semi-permanent in an extremely complicated culture. As such it is in a way—the use, that is—formally justified by the Wordsworth essay.

I’m bound for Louisiana (sans banjo but with a lyre)—possibly New Orleans. Right now I’m in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico, in Hart Crane seas, amid “adagios of islands” and proverbial sunblue seas. Really, I do enjoy sailing in these tropical waters, in watching the stars, in inventing fabulous romances on the prow of its ship as she bounces forward. I did get seasick about three days out of New York, at which time I experienced what must have been at least one of the most agonizing depressions known to man—the universe dwindled to a succession of trivial absurdities, chief of which was the pointless voyage of a group of useless men on an empty ship, not yet sure where they were going and having no real interest in destination—all of this involved in a seesaw nausea and a desire to return to the womb.

I expect to be homeward bound in a week or so, and I hope to get in touch with you within the month.

I am sorry I did not get a chance to wish you a Happy New Year, at any rate I send greetings to you rather belatedly.

 



Allen

 



 




[By 1947 Ginsberg was beginning to seriously doubt his own sanity. Events in his life led him  to seek counseling, but even with his seaman’s pay and father’s help he couldn’t afford professional psychiatric treatment. He was referred to noted psychoanalyst, Wilhelm Reich, in the hope that he could get affordable mental care.]


 



Allen Ginsberg [New York, NY] to Wilhelm Reich [Forest Hills, NY]  ca. March 11, 1947

 



My Dear Dr. Reich:

 



I am twenty years old, have lived in N.J. and N.Y all my life; my father is a high school teacher, as was my mother until ten years ago or so until she suffered a series of severe nervous breakdowns. She was institutionalized (Grey-stone, NJ) for several years, on and off, and is now living in N.Y. I live by myself in the city, and attend Columbia College, where I am a senior. When I entered school in 1943, 1 studied History and Economics, and then changed my course to the study of English literature. For the past few years poetry has been my major intellectual interest, and, as far as I know, writing will be my vocation, although I am now much too conscious of writing as a sort of secondary, vicarious emotion to be able to “dedicate” myself to it or any other activity. My marks have been high; though not steadily so, since I have not in the past few years been able to compose myself to any sort of consistency of action. I lead an extensive and diverse social life and have a good number of close friends, both “bourgeois” and “hip,” that is, I have found myself drifting into intercourse with the periphery of criminal circles in New York. I have used narcotics pretty extensively, but not to the point of addiction to any; and by now I have stopped the use of them completely. At one time I was active in extra-curricular activities on my campus, but I found them as sterile, I suppose, as narcotics, for my own purposes, so I have dropped much of that. At present I am an editor of the Columbia Undergraduate Literary Review and President of the Literary Society.

My main psychic difficulty, as far as I know, is the usual oedipal entanglement. I have been homosexual for as long as I can remember, and have had a limited number of homosexual affairs, both temporary and protracted. They have been unsatisfactory to me, and I have always approached love affairs with a sort of self contradictory, conscious masochism. I have had a few experiences with women which were unsatisfactory from the start since my motivation was more curiosity than interest, and I have been pretty consistently impotent when with a woman. I have had long periods of depression, guilt feelings—disguised mostly as a sort of Kafkian sordidness of sense of self—melancholy, and the whole gamut I suppose. I have been trying valiantly to get to some psychoanalysis for years almost always unsuccessfully, mostly for financial reasons. I live on [$]15 a week provided by my father, study in school, and could not provide the necessary $40-50 a week by part time work. From September 1945 - June 1946 I underwent a sort of informal, amateur psychoanalysis, attempted by a friend [William Burroughs], who was I think trustworthy for that, as far as it went. The inevitable and unfortunate effect was that it left me washed up on the shore of my neuroses with a number of my defenses broken, but centrally unchanged, with nothing to replace the lost armor. Early this year I negotiated with Dr. Abram Kardiner (whose classes in psychodynamics I attended at Columbia) for a control analysis at his psychoanalytic clinic. They were unable to take me on mostly because, as he explained, I would have been too complicated, and my defensiveness subtle, for the unprepared control analysts. He suggested an experienced analyst with some auxiliary psychiatric training, or, as an alternate, some sort of psychoanalytic sanitarium—possibly Chestnut Lodge.

I have known half a dozen or so of the patients in treatment under your type of analysis and have been so favorably impressed by the effects of it on them that, I think, any other orthodox analysis would be unsatisfactory to me, particularly as I have had in the past sufficient interest in psychoanalysis to contemplate the possibility of practicing it myself after my own analysis and after the requisite studies. My father has provided me with a moderate amount of money for an analysis, and, though it is not really very large, it may serve in the first stages, if you see the possibility of recommending a doctor to me or (which would be more to my wish and, perhaps, more to both of our interests) having me treated under your supervision and his, at any rate, was the hope that Mr. Lowen12 and I formulated.

Please don’t think me forward for communicating to you so, I have been fearful of consuming your time and have tried to be as temperate as possible, which, you know, is not really easy. Anyway, I think you have most of the facts here. I can be reached at the above address, I hope that I may hear from you soon.

Respectfully yrs,

 



A. Ginsberg

 



 



[Reichian analysis was short-lived when Ginsberg refused his doctor’s request that he stop smoking marijuana. It was around that time that Allen met Neal Cassady in New York City. When Cassady went home to Denver, Allen followed him, hoping to continue their sexual relationship. By that time, Neal was occupied with several women and Ginsberg shipped out on a long voyage to West Africa. Upon his return he wrote several desperate letters to Cassady, of which this is only one example.]


 



Allen Ginsberg [New York, NY] to Neal Cassady [Denver, CO] ca.  November 1947

 



Dear Neal:

 



This is a stanza from a poem I have been writing all today, this one is after I saw your letter—


 



“This was such grace, to think it is no more 
I cannot mock in dignity, but weep. 
And wherefore dignity? the heart is sore; 
True lovers have no dignity to keep, 
And till I make departure from this shore, 
My mind is sorrowful and will not sleep; 
and mockery is no good, nor mind is, nor 
Is meditation, sadness is so deep.”



 



This letter will be different from the last and maybe different from any other, I hope for our sakes. I have protected myself, armored, since I arrived, from grief or too much self pity and as a result I saw my mind turn more than ever before, with some other circumstance, into isolation and phony goodness —to the point of retiring from the world, which I have not yet, to a furnished room to write cold hot poems. I have no place to stay yet permanently tho I have several comfortable temporary residences with others, yet I want to be by myself now. So I have been touring the city, seeing everyone I know and testing them and turned away from most—except Jack [Kerouac] and Bill [Burroughs], and [John] Kingsland. Even Jack bothers me and I think I will see not even those when I settle.

I had been writing all day a poem “The Creation of the World” on benny [Benzedrine] for the first time since I left Africa and my spirit was opened and near exhaustion when I saw your letter which slowly has broken me down. To write what I am is hard because I tend to slip into poetry or prose formalisms or  even neatness of expression, or exaggeration or understatement. Even, in fact, to realistic denial of my message. Yet I was in bed a few minutes ago—it is 4:30 morning now—and I was thinking restlessly of you, allowing thought of you to penetrate deeply in me for the first time since I have arrived. Not that I neglected or even feared thought—I had just simply protected my mind before, unconsciously, because the shock was too great to allow to break in on me all at once. I think you know what is coming in this letter, it is serious; if you don’t want to I won’t ask you to read further or to reply for that matter.

You know or (at the moment) I am smarter than you and cleverer in ways and I don’t want to be smart or clever at this point, even subtle. I must admit that I have known more or less consciously that all the “purity” of my love, its “generosity” and “honor” was, though on its own level true, not all my deeper intention toward you, which was and is simply a direct lover’s. If we were equal and I were as strong as you in the relationship “I could afford to be”—I would naturally flow into common generosity. But we are not, for all my purity and abnegation is a stall and a sell out, and all my “gifts” to transmit, if they were to be any use to you which I really thought they would be, were unimportant in my mind and subsidiary to my main beggary. I would have been capable of continuing it, before, even to the point of renouncing any sexual claim on you as I did in my last letter; but that I know and knew was possessiveness taking the palatable and generous form. I had no clear ideas in mind when I told you to come back, except to follow out my agreement to the letter, though perhaps not in spirit, and wait for you to pity me again and sleep with me.

I think that you must be further removed from me than I from you but I do not care at the moment, even though that may make this letter sound out of key and insane.

I do not know how I can hope for any love for you because my own love is one compounded of hostility and submission. I don’t understand and can’t, your own emotions, even when explained only because my drive is so blind that I cannot comprehend even intellectually the possible realism of your statements. And I can’t well plead a case of love for you truly because at my most sweet or straight or goody-goody or sacrificing or demanding, I am always conscious below of stabbing you in the back while I lead you or deceive you. This is not so much conscious as merely known, by both of us, I suppose.

But in this exposition I am losing my purpose and emotion and I must send it to you if only as an expression of my hatred. It broke my mask before to read your letter, not the content but phrases—were you mocking me? I don’t think so—like “My good and lovely boy,” “Answer me, sweet Allen.” And for the first  time I thought of you for such phrases, and for promises I made you make and which were not kept, and so I went to bed, then half forgetful and I lay half trembling, with recollected desire, breaking moment after moment, till I cried, and freed myself to think freely almost without the armor of these last weeks. I don’t know what I can do, Neal, now. You know you are the only one who gave me love that I wanted and never had, as you have—this does not humiliate me any more—a number of others, and I sometimes wonder about them. What must I do for you to get you back? I will do anything. Any indecencies, any revelations, any creation, any miseries, will they please you? Or will they frighten you as this does? I mean to bend my mind that knows it can destroy you to any base sordid level of adoration and masochistic abnegation that you desire or taunt me with. This has style, and it is now so much vomit. Or do you look on it as such? I do not care what I think really, I hate and fear you so much that I will do anything to win your protection again, and your mercy.

I am lonely, Neal, alone, and always I am frightened. I need someone to love me and kiss me and sleep with me; I am only a child and have the mind of a child. I have been miserable without you because I had depended on you to take care of me for love of me, and now that you have altogether rejected me, what can I do, what can I do?

All this above is still not sincere. I cannot come down to the point where I was when I rose from bed. Neal, Neal, I am weak, now you can inflict any punishment on me you want. I can’t write except with you in mind—I have two hundred beautiful lines from Dakar and I don’t care about it except to show to you and have you praise me for them. I have sad lines, so sad I wept when I wrote them, and if you had any heart would weep to see all the soft torment and suffering that is in them, all the miserable torture that you made me go through. I blame you, yet I still ask for the whip.

I don’t know what I am when I speak like this but it is near my true speech. Don’t think that I forget myself, it is only that I have so much soul that I can rise above you not in mockery or mind but spiritual genius, for all the suffering, at the moment when I most beseech and cry. And it is my hatred for you that drives me in fear of my obscure and not known power to supplicate and kneel, to blow you and turn away unsatisfied when you are sated. What can I say but that I am not worthy of you in a real world, and that you have no cause or passion’s cause to handle me and give me love, and deal with me at all. I did not mean to challenge you, I am frightened. I meant that I was impure and pure, too pure to be drowned in vomit. Yet all I am is, as well, vomit, and I am drowned.

I have never asked you for a true favor, a gratuitous gift from you but small  ones once or twice when I was driven to it by your love and purposeful or unconscious frustration of me. I have always been obedient and respectful, I have adjusted my plans to yours, my desires to your own pattern, and now I do ask—I pray—please Neal, my Neal, come back to me, don’t waste me, don’t leave me. I don’t want to suffer any more, I have had my mind broken open over and over before, I have been isolate and loveless always. I have not slept with anyone since I saw you, not because I was faithful but because I am afraid and I know no one. I will always be afraid I will always be worthless, I will always be alone till I die and I will be tormented long after you leave me. I can’t give up now for this time the one chance I have of serving, not being served, the last time, my only time. Already I am aging, I feel my life is sterile, I am unbloomed, unused, I have nothing I can have that I will ever want, only some love, only dearness and tenderness, to make me weep. I am moved now and sad and unhappy beyond cold unhappiness, beyond any inconvenience that will cause you by my affection. And I will pay you back, you will see, you have never touched my intellect, I can teach you, really, what you want to know now, I will give you money. You know, or will someday learn, that you have no existence outside of me and will never be free until I free you. You have not loved yet and you have not served, and if you can you must come to love and serve me by that love: not by service, by emotions, by care and kindness that I need. I have genius, and I have had to pay for it with torment and horror; my every act is a trial of the soul, my guilt makes me mad; I have descended depths beyond depths into my own personality, even to the point of exhibition, of self-pity that is not self-pity but knowledge of tragedy. Neal, how can I change, what can I do? Don’t you see that I cannot be composed, I cannot reconcile myself, because there is no other reality but loneliness for me and before I am dragged back into isolation I will clasp and grasp and claw in fright even at you without consciousness—even I—and I am afraid that I cannot survive if I have to go on into myself. You do not care, you have all genius and fortune and worldly and spiritual power and you can be happy and take what you want. I have nothing and can give little of value and don’t know how and am unsuccessful and awkward with people. Now I call you to save me I see and I have lost my reasons. Can you do it for a love of me, even not physical? Can you do it out of pity? It is pure pity that I beg now, not comradeship or love or sympathy, sheer driven blind powerful pity. Is not my state so wretched that you who once loved me cannot think of me without guilt. Or if it is guilt that will call you, then guilt, I am not so strong that I can afford to choose my weapons. Didn’t you first come to me, seduce me—don’t you remember how you made me stop trembling in  shame and drew me to you? Do you know what I felt then, as if you were a saint, inhuman, to have touched me so, and comforted me, even deceived me a moment in my naivete to think I was loved. I remember that night, and it is so sad now in my mind, to think that it did happen, if once, that I think of death and only death afterwards. Do you think I am lying again? I don’t mean death as suicide, I mean the unknown, the unforeseen, the horrible.

I would go on and on but in my eye I am afraid that all my emotions will only bore you and that you will turn from me with every pleading phrase, I am afraid that you could and this leaves me now as I end, speaking to you, sitting here, waiting in silence, speaking to you no more o god Neal please Come back don’t be harsh on me I can’t help this I can only apologize and beg and beg and beg.

 



Allen Ginsberg

 



 




[In spite of his unsuccessful attempts to maintain a love affair, to enter psychotherapy, and to finish college, Ginsberg continued to write poetry. He kept in touch with his professor, Lionel Trilling, who became a surrogate father to him. As a writer Ginsberg struggled with his poetic style and had not yet discovered his own voice.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [New York, NY] to Lionel Trilling [New York, NY] June 1, 1948

 



Dear Prof. Trilling:

 



Have you had time to read the poems? I feel guilty about not having developed my art any faster and finer than I have. As you see it still has the subjective elegiac voice, but essentially thickheaded, and I’m beginning to repent, to the point of thinking that I’m altogether on the wrong track. The last poems, “Denver Doldrums and Later Dolours,” is more of an improvement, because in the second part there is an intelligence communicating from within the images. But that, if you follow me, is in vain, because all I have to say in it is that I realize the fantastic nature of all that I said before. I have thought, ambitiously, of having a book, and I guess I will go through with it if it is possible, everything is finished, almost. I don’t know how good the poetry is, whether it will pass. I feel for what I have done, but I know it is nowhere. What I have in mind for the future will be much less ambivalent, and easily recognizable, I am sure. I would like, at last, to work by myself, intently and with care. Conditions seem least favorable, since I will have to jump into the social abyss this fall, and I am not ready yet. I have  decided that I really don’t want to teach, and furthermore I’m sick and tired of Columbia University. I don’t think I want to study anywhere either. The only thing good for me about the university is the leisure to study by myself, and a few directed contacts with people. I am beginning to feel sufficiently sure of myself to think that it is enough merely to write. Other work, (I’m not talking about a study) is not good for anything, particularly not discipline, psychological or aesthetic. Art is enough. It comes to me as a surprise.

Ransom13 rejected the first poem (Denver Doldrums) and sent a letter asking for something more “compacted.” The poems you have would probably fill his bill. He said that he liked the poem. I’ll send him more, as soon as I get them back from you.

Also, I must tell you about St. Shapiro.14 I finally took a course with him as you suggested a few years ago. I don’t know anything about fine art and sat terrified in the front row, smiling to hear the sweetness of his discourse. I was also afraid to write his papers, but I couldn’t evade the examination, for which I studied at the last moment, and I wrote him a wild sleepless book. I saw him the same afternoon to try to explain what I had meant there, though he hadn’t read it yet, and held forth frantically on some mad idea about Cosmic Vibrations in Cézanne, and we parted, I suspect, mutually baffled. This morning I got a marvelous letter from him complimenting me on the exam and chiding me for not writing the term paper, and he wants to see me. Really he is a fine character, I can’t get over it; I am overjoyed to find a man of such sensibility.

Now, to get off this kick, I have something serious on my mind. Jack Kerouac, whom you remember, as I produced him as a genius a few years ago, has all along been writing a novel I don’t know if I told you about that. He has been working on it, in one form or another, since 1942. For the last five and a half years (since around the time he was ordered off the campus) he has been writing steadily, five and eight and eleven and sixteen hours, by night, sleeping by day, living at home etc., and has finally finished his book. He delivered it to me last week. It is 380,000 words—I know you will appreciate the labor that goes into that—and will stretch longer, with a few more chapters. I suppose you don’t trust my judgment on it, particularly since I am extreme on the subject, but it is a great book, monumental, magnificent, profound, far far finer than anything I had imagined, a literary work of enormous importance, etc. I am sure you will like it, but not now, because you don’t sympathize really. Anyway,  I would ask you to read it, long as it is, if you have time, but I don’t feel that there is much point since you wouldn’t trust my judgment no matter how earnestly and gravely or gleefully I tell you there is a Great American Novel under our noses. Anyway I am afraid to ask you to read it, though I ask you, because you so often reject my enthusiasms for reasons beyond my understanding. Oh well, I’ll get off this kick, too. Anyway, I have circulated a few chapters of it around, they have been excitedly received, and I have been trying to make some connections to get the book launched (it was rejected in messed up manuscript form by Scribner’s.) The best fish I can catch at the moment, besides agents, is Alfred Kazin,14 through some friends. But I remember reading something of his a long time ago and thought he was a deadhead, and don’t want to have to trust him if I have to. Do you have any suggestions, any particular persons, we could get to without too much formal bs? I realize you may not want to take the responsibility, but I am only asking, and I am willing to take responsibility for that even if it means my “final exclusion from the world of letters.” Also it must be someone sympathetic, and with lots of influence. Kerouac is a type of simpleton and the easier things are made the nicer it will be. This is really very important; the book is very great and he is tired of being pushed around, and also tired of being discouraged, I imagine. You know what the situation must be if the book is (hypothetically) any good at all.

I saw your [Henry] James essay, and thought it was the best and most beautiful criticism you have written. But I’ll speak of this another time, if I may.

Regards,

Allen G.

 



 




[Over many years Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac maintained a long, philosophical dialogue through their correspondence. In this letter Allen pondered on Kerouac’s oft-repeated remark, “God is love.”]

 



Allen Ginsberg [New York, NY] to Jack Kerouac [NY?]  ca. November-December 1948


 



Dear Jack:

 



Letters or speech as we speak is vague, but only because we are vague. There is no such thing as life’s bitter mystery, and yet you say also that it is a  beautiful mystery. It is a mystery to us, that’s all. “None of us understand what we’re doing” but we do beautiful things anyway. The something else that we are doing is always recognized by us one way or other. I want to know what I am doing / I want to recognize this. This can be recognized. That is what psychoanalysis, religion, poetry, all teaches us, that it can by its nature be recognized, sin is not recognizing. Cézanne is a beginning of recognition for me but it is not the real thing, just still an intellectual-sense substitute. All the fascination and beauty of people meeting and echoing comes from our innate instinct which is not yet emerged to consciousness, that we are here, that something specific is there that we are arguing our love about. It is one thing to accept it as such and wander around like in a dreamland struck with uncomprehending wonder of the mystery of the beauty. But if anyone throws back a direct shock of communication—not mysterious, but direct, some people are capable of that—it would be frightening to me and you because it would disrupt the whole dream of ambiguously intended beauty. What if I said stop trying to kid me, stop play acting as if I didn’t know what you were talking about? You don’t say what you mean, particularly in your explanation of what if anything Lu [Carr] meant by saying that he was sorry that you weren’t a socially acceptable writer.

“We don’t know what we are saying.” “It appears that only god must know.” What if we really did and were just hiding it? That is what we are doing. What did you really mean when you told me to stop peering into your soul? I was just understanding too much. Understanding sensations and feelings of gibbering idiocy that you had that you didn’t want spoken of, much less enacted. Everything that you say in your letter is true, but still partial because it really tries to deceive with a gentleman’s agreement. I am more afraid of a gentleman’s agreement not to hit below the belt than any other. Everyone knows about the gentleman’s agreement not to get to the real point, and that doubt in the back of the head is the very area of knowledge. Any attempt even to agree on the existence of this doubt and then act as if it didn’t matter when it is the whole point will not bring happiness or art. “If we were god we would always feel love, only with complications.” Yes that is so, and we are already in this state. The thing to do is get rid of such complications, not ignore them or explain them away as part of a meaningless business that had better be left vague, or you know what will happen. “It is just a kind of fear of being understood.” True, absolutely. With love as the basic and only, exhaustive, all meaning and absolute thing that is being understood. That is why I reach out to touch people, physically. I enact the form perhaps? without content. That is  because I believe in action. If you were understood, you say, completely, there would be no more meaning to the understanding, therefore the necessity of sin. “Realize Allen, that if all the world were green, there would be no such thing as the color green. Similarly, men cannot know what it is to be together without otherwise knowing what it is to be apart. If all the world were love, then how could love exist!” This is the root of your dishonesty and in a similar way mine. You try to keep it back. The point is that all thought is inexistence and unreality, the only reality is green, love. Don’t you see that it is just the whole point of life not to be self conscious? That it must be all green? All love? Would the world then seem incomprehensible? That is an error. The world would seem incomprehensible to the rational faculty which keeps trying to keep us from the living in green, which fragments and makes every thing seem ambiguous and mysterious and many colors. The world and we are green. We are inexistent until we make an absolute decision to close the circle of individual thought entirely and begin to exist in god with absolute unqualified and unconscious understanding of green, love and nothing but love, until a car, money, people, work, things are love, motion is love, thought is love, sex is love. Everything is love. That is what the phrase “God is Love” means. There is one law and most men try to live as if their law were different, as if they had an understanding of their own. You don’t realize that your only personality not merely your true personality, which other people see, and even you see, as you, as your only personality, is not that which you set up for yourself and others to see, your individual self enclosed rebellious, egoistic mental system, your childishness. Your personality has nothing to do with you, what you want it to be like in your deception. It is what you are which you don’t admit that I actually see you as. It would be an awful shock for you to realize that. It is also some thing you kept saying to me once. The unbelievable in the back of the head, that is the one thing that people see clearly in each other, not their reasons for not believing it which they have the gentleman’s agreement not to “misunderstand” each other. What the fuck do you actually care whether or not you know you are love in the false way that you seem to think you “know” things now? Why are you afraid to submit to the annihilation of such stupid meaningless unreal knowledge. This is the abyss. Everything is green, love, without the logical fantastic equivocations that we invent so that we won’t actually have to face each other. That is the death truly that Jesus advises, which everyman faces and dies in in different forms but never completely to the point of complete submission. They pass through the phase of possibility of such a death, face it, fear it, put it off, construe it to a meaningless verbal complex, avoid it, are  changed and entrenched by the experience. Do you really believe that Lucien [Carr] totally died, or that he and Bill [Burroughs] reentrenched themselves, but stayed the same? Nobody that we know is dead.

Can this be me? Every time I see myself as I am I am staring into a cosmic mirror in which I see myself with my thoughts broken into nothing, and my unequivocal physical self weaving and gyrating in the universe in an incomprehensible monkeylike babbling idiocy, a sordid frightening picture. Actually I would at that stage be a saint, or an ordinary natural man, but so different are my mental conceptions from reality, that I think I am a monster when I see what could be. I have only faced this mirror for a few moments at a time, actually a few frightened split seconds, at maybe three different times in my life. That is what my equilibrium with L. [Lucien] is. I attempt, or flirt, with that image, a sexual one also as it is one and the same, and because I trust and acknowledge his just mind, and his love, I have only myself to blame if I do not turn before him into the monster. So instead I tell him what I saw in the mirror, and he believes me, at the same time we both realize that we are deceiving each other when we don’t change into what we are. I was frightened as a kid by the transfiguration scene in Jekyll and Hyde. That is because it recalled my true self to me. So miraculous and unbelievable is this true self, is life, that it seems like an image of horror, once we accept that horror we see that it was all a fit, that horror was the birth pains, the pangs of recognition of self deception, and we are in love (in green). Blake and Emily Dickinson and lots describe this specifically.


 



“To find the western path, 
Right through the gates of wrath 
I urge my way: 
Sweet morning leads me on. 
With soft repentant moan, 
I see the break of day.”



 



This is the moment of death. This is the nectar whereof each one tells. This is why Lucien sadly hits himself on the head with a frying pan at dawn, he has never done it. I have not yet. Yes, for fuck all this, I am crazy. All this is raving babbling. I am I talk and read and write and the circle of destiny narrows and closes around me: die, go mad, what you think now is mad is really love and sane. Die, go “mad.” This is schizoid. I am now monomaniacal in my preoccupation with this moment of will.

I think what I say is true in one way or another, though you can’t understand it, I think, because I have not made myself clear. Perhaps I could have said all this by saying, of your letter, I understand what you are saying, more or less. I understand because not that I am smart, but that you have actually understood what you were writing. I heard what you were saying. I did not understand fully because you were not clear enough, because you were beginning to understand, but it was not complete you yet. When it becomes more complete, I will understand more. Don’t say that it never becomes complete because what I am saying is that that is just the whole point, even of you, that it can be complete. All green. Abandon everything else.

Allen

 



 




[Ginsberg was also fond of another English professor at Columbia, Mark Van Doren. In this letter Allen engaged in a literary conversation and tried to impress his old teacher with lines from his new poem, later published as “A Western Ballad.”]

 



Allen Ginsberg [New York, NY] to Mark Van Doren [New York, NY] December 1948-January 1949

Dear Prof. Van Doren:

 



Got your letter plus enclosure. I guess you may take this as a formal acknowledgement.

My verse is weak; there isn’t anything I have written which will be anything like what I will write someday, I trust. You know how I feel—as a novitiate, of the lowest order yet. I used to wash dishes on Times Square, when I would have liked to be a great criminal in some far way; and sailing the seas I also washed pots and pans. I rose from iron. I should have been captain on a slow boat to China—peg leg and all. I grew a Hebrew Rabbi’s beard when I was at sea a year and a half ago. Now I am a copyboy on the A.P. [Associated Press]. If I move higher I may get to be a copyboy on the Times. So I am a copyboy of a poet—at the moment. I don’t mean to be apologetic, but affirmative since you have heard little explicitly so from me. I’m not very explicit, but I hope to be someday. Perhaps I may be able to put some of the sun’s light into my poetry, if so I have no longer any doubts as to what exactly I will be doing. It might be anything so why worry about it now? I suppose such carelessness may not be the last step to resurrection but I also trust that is on the road. I am mostly thinking of [illegible]—my own and the world’s, nay, that of the very cosmos  itself. Are they all the same? Or have I got my levels mixed? It’s hard to keep them straight. So to get back to the point I hope someday to gladden your heart with some great-dimensioned thing of delight in celestial numbers. Thank you for your generosity and the glimmer of eternity which you have added to my horizon, even when I was not worthy of your confidence. And when alas, shall I be worthy of it?

I was “astounded” by J. [Jethro] Robinson when I saw his poems and heard of him thru [Richard] Weitzner’s few words lately. Isn’t there true warmth in “burly Ebenezer, home at noon?” There’s no way for him to lie in such a matter, no? Imagination—


 



“When I consider how the barrel hath 
contained in staves of want and misery 
sucks up in death what it spit forth in birth ...”



 



a feeling for angels, tells us what it’s all about. Too bad, I feel somehow, that he hasn’t invented a verse, a style of his own, as well as a feeling of his own—something that talks in a modern way, and not in an old and poetically recidivist manner. But he is supposed to be a novelist and that may be inventive. “We” have got to keep the channels clear for our own time, or we will not be heard in our own time—and as for me I mean to speak to be heard now. It’s got to be absolutely universal. But perhaps that is a statement of ignorance and not prophecy. Meanwhile I’ve started a new ballad—half western, half metaphysical. Almost true in a way, but not resolved into a clear simple image.


 



“When I died, love, when I died 
There was a war in the upper air; 
all that happens, happens there. 
There was an angel at my side, 
When I died, love, when I died.”



 



and


 



 



“When I died, love, when I died 
I wearied in an endless maze 
That men have walked for centuries; 
as endless as the gate was wide, 
When I died, love, when I died.”



I did these slowly at work. It goes by itself in fits and starts, like the warming up of a motor.

Well, so much for all this B.S.

My life is quicksanding a lot because of work and because old friends from Denver and Frisco [Cassady] came to town. I am invited to go on an expedition to New Orleans to the house of a wonderful family—the people who lived in Texas [Burroughs]—and stay awhile work, see the Mardi Gras, and perhaps move on to Nevada—work on a railroad. I gave it up—too many personal complications, though the personal complications now have really lifted me up. I wonder if a plunge back into sexual anarchy is what I need. Sometimes I think so. I get locked up in a green serious world of—for—to myself when I’m alone. Anyway I think I will sit still in N.Y. And Paris! and independence! and blind action! Scenes, tableaux, intensity, a whole wilderness to explore. But I am afraid it is only a wilderness. Right here I am at least next to the wall. But the wall travels. You see I am taking back everything I say now so I will stop. Don’t answer as I also don’t want you to get hung up.

 



Allen Ginsberg.

P.S. I think something has started to happen—love.

 



 




[During the spring of 1949, Herbert Huncke came to Ginsberg’s door battered and worn out. Allen famously described him in Howl as someone “who walked all night with their shoes full of blood on the snowbank docks waiting for a door in the East River to open to a room full of steamheat and opium.” He welcomed him into his apartment and took care of him until he was stronger. Then Huncke, along with his friends Little Jack Melody and Vicki Russell, began to fill Allen’s place with stolen property. Allen could not, or would not, ask them to leave. He described the scene in this letter to Neal Cassady.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [New York, NY] to Neal Cassady [San Francisco, CA]  ca. April 21, 1949


Dear Neal:

 



Are you too occupied to write, or don’t you want to for some reason concerning your relationship with us in N.Y? No reason occurs to me that seems important, despite the usual fantasies of hassle.

The golden day has arrived for Jack [Kerouac] and he has sold his book [The  Town and the City]. He has a % promise, on sales, 85% on movie rights (which I believe will materialize as a matter of course after considering the nature of his work; but this has been my opinion for a long time; it now seems to be more generally accepted, and so may be true) and most important for the actual money, $1,000.00 (a thousand) cash advance, which has been in his possession for several weeks. He is not mad at you; as matter of fact 5 out of the 15 sandwiches he denied you in Frisco went bad before he could eat them.

Bill Burroughs has been arrested and faces a jail term in Louisiana for possession of narcotics and guns, etc. There is now no telling what will happen but he may get out of it without jail. Joan [Burroughs] wrote, and he wrote the next day having got out on bail quickly. If he is to be jailed I expect to invite Joan [to] NY to stay with me with children at my apartment. If he gets out, he will have to leave Texas and Louisiana as it is hot there for him; perhaps to Chicago, or Yucatan; doubtful of N.Y. as his family objects to this city, and much will depend on them financially, I think.

Claude [Lucien Carr] is writing stories and being psychoanalyzed. These are radical developments which I, at least, have hoped for and I believe it is the beginning of his regeneration and the assumption of an ideal power and humanity for him. He broke with Barbara this month. As long as I have thought of us as artists, it has been Claude who I thought of as central to any active inter-inspiring school or community of creation, and him to whom I have looked for the strength to assume responsibility for the truest aesthetic knowledge and generosity; it appears, somehow, that the unseen magnet has begun to draw him at last. And so a kind of potential millennium, that I dreamed of years ago with juvenile and romantic prophetic power, is being actualized in its truest forms, and in the only necessary and inevitable way. I talked with him all last night, heard him outline the method, plot, and technique (to give his ideas categories) and it sounded, what he had to say, essential, accurate, and so unexpected as to be inspired to my mind; and yet proceeding logically from his whole past position; but surpassing it. Anyway, another myth come true. His concern is with action and facts and things happening; but he seems (I say but because though that is the concern of all writers, ostentatiously, except crackbrained alchemists like myself) he seems successfully concerned with facts and their harmony and relationships, and all suggestion of what I would look for as the metaphysical or divine seem to rise from his stories as they do from life, and more so, because of the objectivity and sympathy and seemingly self enclosed structure of his tales; so that  there is nothing extraneous or purposeless in his work; he says everything he says because he intends to. This self evident principle I discovered for my own poetry (everything must have a point and not be rhetoric) last summer consciously; but I have not been able to perfect many poems to clear realization because of my own abstract and vaporous tendencies; but I see it successfully applied in Claude potentially more than Jack. When Claude’s imagination becomes freed of fear he will be a great man. I dwell so much on this because now Claude is again in the fold, the great RAM of the fold much improved from before; once again we are involved in the same work of truth and art all together. Maybe I am making too much of a good thing, however so let it pass.

I am again in a doldrums, a weak link in a chain, only surpassed in weakness by yourself perhaps. Herbert has been with me draining my money and vitality for months; now Vicki and a man named Little Jack have joined us, and are operating out various schemes successfully. Money is beginning to come in; I am to sublet my apartment to join Joan and Bill [Burroughs]: they will pay my way (Little Jack, etc.) in return for apartment for summer and now. But Bill’s arrest casts a shade on that and I do not know what I will do. I would like to leave the city for the summer (June, July, August) if possible to stay with Joan and Bill. I am not writing much or well, but I have always been dissatisfied with what and how I have written; now however my artistic impotence now seems more real and radical and I will have to act someday, not only writing more, but on large scale, commercially usable (poetic dramas for television as I dream) etc. However my theoretical and visionary preoccupations—fixation, based on experience which was gifted, as it seemed, from a higher intelligence of conscious Being of the universe, or hallucination, as the doctor dismissed it when I went to arrange for therapy beginning September, has left me confused and impotent in action and thought and a prey to all suggestions, winds of abstract thought, and lassitudes and sense of unworthiness and inferiority that rise continually before my now dulling eyes, and a prey to all suspicions, my own and others, that come forth. The household set up which I both hate and desire, that I have, is an example of my uncertainty of path and dividedness. It seems that the road to heaven or back to sanity require me to deal in realities of time and circumstance which I have never done, and to learn new things, which I’m unused to. But I seem to have, like Joan, passed some point in my brain which I cannot go back from, and for the moment forward either except by some violent effort I have been incapable of since I can remember.  But perhaps therapy will help me. Anyway, I am making preparations to teach in Cooper Union College this fall, and so have some financial security more than now at A.P. Then I will be by myself and try to think unless something unexpected happens from the outside to change me or my relations with others. Next year this all amounts to saying, I will try again; now I am caught up in weariness and defeat and sterility and circumstances which have no end or meaning. Perhaps by leaving town I will activate and escape this inertia. Perhaps if you thought well of it I will come to California. At the moment however, I am not in any active suffering, and my mind is active and comparatively clear. It is long inaction and too much introspection and lack of practical ambition that weighs me down. However my pad is hot, and I expect a visit from the narcotics people since they seized several of my letters to Bill in the course of his fall. If I were able to keep clean that would be OK, but with Vicki and others pursuing their busy rounds there is always something for the law to object to. I can’t seem to put my foot down, or make up my mind to, mostly because that is why they are using my pad in the first place, to operate out of, and my end is to get enough to travel off their work. Perhaps I shall find that I have been self destructively greedy on this score. But when I see the treasures rolling in I find it a powerful argument against any cautionary impulses, of mine. And maybe nothing will happen. That about summarizes what goes on on York Ave. General intimidation. Herbert was beat, and now just begins to prosper, so I can’t well put a stop to it all. Or not easily anyway. I guess this sounds cowardly; or maybe it’s only a balloon I blow. Claude and Jack don’t seem to approve, and that is why I am concerned at all. Or what brings the concern to my mind, anyway.

What are you doing? When will your heart weary of its own indignity and despotism and lack of creation? Why are you not in N.Y.? Can you do anything away from us? Can you feel anybody as you can feel us, even though in N.Y. you did your worst to surround yourself with a sensate fog of blind activity? Or are you learning something new wherever you are now? If you wonder the motive for these questions don’t undercut it with suspicion of sexual motives of mine; I have none now and was not dominated by them when you were last in N.Y. [...]

Love,

 



Allen

 



 




[On April 21, the police discovered the burglary ring operating out of Ginsberg’s apartment, and Allen was arrested. He was eventually sent to a mental hospital instead of prison. There seemed no other reason except insanity that would have made Allen allow the criminals to take over his home as they had. In this letter he revealed how frightened he actually was of putting his friends in jeopardy on his account.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [Paterson, NJ] to Jack Kerouac [New York, NY] early May 1949

 



Dear Jack:

 



I am back, as you put it, in the bosom of my family. It’s quiet around here but I can get work done if I want to. I filled a 150 page notebook in the last 4 days with a detailed recreation of the events of the last month. This was for my lawyer who wants to get to understand me and find out why I associated with such people and did the things I did. He asked me to write him a journal. I didn’t work it out carefully, but in the writing (and before) I think I came to a clear understanding at last of Huncke and his total relationship with people; something I have been seeking for a long time, and the lack of which left me powerless to act towards him before in a positive way. I (perhaps we) had dehumanized him before. The nearest and clearest of him he himself obscured to us all; he needs a mate first like anybody else. The same with me, and Neal, too. I spoke of this to Vicki and I found that she, too, had never realized just what Huncke secretly wanted from us, or we from him. I guess Bill knows Huncke.

My family problems have become more complicated and strange since my mother first was released from the hospital. She is living for the moment in the Bronx with my aunt. I saw her Monday. She is a little flighty, but natural, and my aunt doesn’t understand that; but she is a sister and there are other sisterly understandings. I don’t know what she will do, or be done, next. Gene and I will not live with her; I’m afraid to, and besides the doctors (at the hospital) forbid it; so that problem isn’t mine. But Naomi will have to be financed by my brother and father and aunt, and so that puts an added financial strain on them. Everything seems to have happened all at once.

I don’t know what is happening on my case; it is mostly out of my hands in the lawyers’. My family and lawyers are taking the attitude that I am in bad company, so that will make a lot of long range social problems for the future, since I’m so far in as far as having to (gratefully) accept their financial and legal aid. Also they would want me to betray and squeal on everybody to get myself  out. It is past the point where I, like Huncke, can try to explain my position with any certitude on my part or assurance of understating, and so I am uneasy. Fortunately I know so little that I have little to squeal about. But presumably Vicki, Herbert, and Jack [Melody] will try to arrange the guilt among themselves according to their own lights, and I fear to be maneuvered into some statement which will disrupt their own stories. The situation is delicate. Of course it won’t exist as anything meaningful in another (or 10) years. But at the moment I am prayerfully walking a tightrope. I would hate to have to pick up the toilsome balloon and try to maneuver my own lawyer to advance my case according to my own wishes; but that seems to be my present responsibility. At any rate, he thinks I will have to plead guilty, have charges dropped, be placed in the hands of a psychiatrist; or take a suspended sentence with psychiatrist. I saw Trilling, who thinks I am crazy; and Van Doren, who thinks I am sane but doesn’t sympathize beyond a limit (he kept winking at me as we talked). He wrote Morris Ernst, a big criminal lawyer. But it is too late for Ernst for my family already have arranged for lawyers. I also saw Meyer Shapiro (Trilling sent me to him.) He told me to come over, and sat talking with me about the universe for 2 ½ hours; also told me about how he was in jail in Europe for being a stateless bum. He asked about you, apologized again for not being able to get you into his class. My problem, vis-a-vis the above with my lawyer, would be less complicated were it not for Bill’s letters, which make it imperative for me to settle on other terms than my own nearest and clearest and easiest, and get them out of harm’s way before lightning strikes Bill again. It’s possible; I am afraid to take chances. I have no idea how deep the Divine Wrath has been planned and will continue.

I am at present thinking a lot about Thomas Hardy’s poem “A Wasted Illness,” p. 139 of his Collected Poems, if you run across a copy. I wonder what Lucien thinks of it, or if he takes it (that particular poem) seriously? The poem is all clear, and as far as I am concerned especially the last stanza. It comes a page after the poem you drew my attention to at Lenrow’s15 house, “The Darkling Thrush.” I have also been reading Shakespeare—Macbeth. The irony of neglected and forgotten misunderstandings and complacencies returning like ghosts to wreak vengeance.

I would like you to come to Paterson.

Write me about Lucien. Has he told you his stories? Has he begun writing them? Also, please write Bill again, telling him, if you haven’t, the total situation.  Tell him to clear his household of crime entirely, wherever he is. I said so. He doesn’t need it. Has Neal written?

 



Mustapha16


 



[To protect his friends from possible legal difficulties, Allen began to use pseudonyms in his letters much more frequently. While waiting to enter the New York State Psychiatric Institute of Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, he continued to keep in touch with his friends and correspond about literary matters.]

 



Allen Ginsberg [Paterson, NJ] to Jack Kerouac [Denver, CO]

June 15, 1949

 



Dear Jack:

 



I got your letter today, so add this as a postscript to one which I wrote yesterday, and which you received a week ago. Great news: Pomeroy’s address [Neal Cassady] in Frisco is 29 Russell St. I got a letter from Goodyear Service requesting information, so I sent them a recommendation of his vigor and imaginativeness, congratulating them on their association with him, assuring them he’ll give them satisfaction. Reminds me of the time he told [Hal] Chase’s woman to leave a note in her box. Poor Pomeroy, imagine him depending on beat out refugees like me to be his solid stable reference. Oh, what we dancing masters don’t have to endure. Well, write him; I will not (as with Denison [Burroughs] or anyone else) for a time; maybe just a couple of months. Give regards, explain events. Also, my lawyer tells me that I have been cleared by grand jury; no indictment, though Melody, Vicki, and Herb were indicted. I was not at hearing, did not even know it had taken place till later; fine lawyer is keeping me away from all the melee; all the war goes on in upper airs. Apparently an analyst, Van Doren, Mr. and Mrs. Trilling, and Dean Carman17 had to be present and speak; I don’t know any details. But I must say that’s mighty cricket of them all. I was really worried last month; and I had reason to be, except for work of others who assumed all the burden. I feel grateful. Shouldn’t I? That’s what Van Doren means by society I suppose; people getting together to keep each other out of trouble (or away from tragedy) till they got an inkling of what they’re getting into. Do you know, incidentally, that 22 years ago Van Doren wrote a little book on Light and E. A. Robinson, “It is not good,  one can imagine Mr. Robinson saying, to know too much of anything; but it is necessary for great people thus to err—even while it is death for them to do so. Tragedy is necessary.“ He ends beginning half of book so. In and out are comments like, “Bartholow, in other words, has seen too much; he is blinded by his light.” And “I have spoken more than once of the image of light as being the image in which he saw life reflected. The six poems are all concerned with men who have seen a light and who are both punished and rewarded for doing so.” I believe that Van Doren is talking about that specific miracle of vision which I have attempted to point to and specify the last year; his poems are about it; and in conversation with him it seems so; but since 22 years ago he has gone on beyond that light and seen its relationship to the world of time or “sober but hateful sanity”; I say gone on beyond not to mean that he has abandoned it or it him, but that it has assumed a new significance beyond its original occasional appearance as the actual existence of some transcendent fact; perhaps he has learned to see eternity in human laws, to put it bluntly, and god’s ways in organized society; perhaps he even believes now without a further thought any, even to us weak willed, complaint against lawbreakers and holds the lawbreakers responsible for some outrage against other men which they really were aware of; and if they (like me) were not aware of it it’s just as well that folks give them “a good slap in the face, so that they can hear the ring of iron.” The quote is from his lecture to me. Maybe he sees me and the hipsters hassling against society while cream and honey pour down unnoticed. Maybe he thinks it’s all a big secret joke, and that the trouble with me is that I am taking it (and myself) too seriously. In fact, these are his opinions. However he had an exaggerated idea of my self hood based on what recently he had been told by Hollander 18 and others about my fancying myself as Rimbaud. Oh those pinheads. Yes, he thinks I am taking myself too seriously. Is there anything more hateful to hear from a wise man? Jack, your book is a big balloon, you take yourself too seriously. And it’s true. O Lord what temptations thous placest in the way. Deliver me from my own thoughts and the thoughts of others, too. I think Van Doren probably thinks almost the same as you, that it’s all a matter for the giggling lings, so what’s all this intense investigation of evil?

Remember the discussion about prayer we had? I had this week a trembling on the edges of revelation again, and came up with a fish, half flesh, half abstract; no real revelation so no true fish (incidentally I do not believe that I will have any more guideposts of Light given free for a while now). I have been  praying previously for God’s love; and to be made to suffer; and to be taken (I wish he’d pull my daisy); it says here in my (new) notebook, for June 14 “Say not, Love me, Lord,” but “I love you, Lord!” Only lately has this aspect of the way been clear to me in its meaning. You have said this in one form or another to me a number of times; and Claude [Lucien] has told me the same. I was wrong.

Of your poetry. Yeats warns to beware of Hodos Chameliontos. You know what that is? (I was reading his autobiography, borrowed from Lenrow). That is a big dragon, all Chinese, except that it is a chameleon; and one minute you have one Chinese image, the next minute you are bumping along on a Mayan spider; and before you know it it turns into a North African porpentine, and an Indian Geek, and a Western Cat.

“Worry therefore not for green, / And dark, which deceptive signs are, / Of golden milk. / Beelzebub is just a lamb.” Or “Twas a husk of doves.”

Hodos Chameliontos is also worrisomely mechanical, and very abstract. Do you know that my lecherous wink is by now become so repetitious and stale and mechanical that I am caught with my pants down? This is because I am not dealing with real things; but abstract relations between values; on the basis of a true inspiration; but the inspiration is departed, the lesson remains and is repeated by rote with many changes of symbol but not of formula. But that is the way my mind works, in its illusory Beulah. Beulaah. Beulaaah. That is the trouble I suspicion in the Myth of the Rainy Night, as far as symbols are concerned; that also was what was wrong with my Denver birds and nightingales and dawns; I got so hung up on a series of words that I went around abstractly composing odes, one after another, until even now I can’t tell them apart and what they mean, and had, for instance, to throw all of the birthday ode of Willi Denison [Burroughs Jr.] out the winder, when I was making up my book. That is what is the trouble with the “Divide where the rains and river are decided.” Well, you have worked out a myth for the symbol (rain being Time, events, things; the river and sea all the holy raindrops connected) (No?) and these are good and stable currency to work with; will you have trouble amplifying and extending? Eliot complains that Blake was, alas, a great minor poet, not a major one, since he made up a lot of crazy symbols of his own which nobody understands. Even I can’t read the weird beautiful prophetic books because they are full of Hodos. (I’m reading a commentary on them now by Mona Wilson) whereas I get not only understanding but the actual illumination of wisdom from the short “Ah, sunflower.” That is why you are so lucky and wise to  be a novelist with an epic of storied events to work on; and why you are inclined (is this not so?) to leave the Myth of the Rainy Night a great big detailed fable-story, and not (as I was trying to suggest,) an allegory with a big worked out symbolism. The Giggling Ling itself is not an aspect of Hodos, for instance, because in addition to its Chinoiserie, it also winks out a stale real sound effect which gives it away; it is an actual emotion of reality reconstructed. So the thousands of details of Myth of Rain, will reveal themselves; not through an artificial system of thought. I hearken back to your letter to say, that the dirty ditty in my work comes from the feeling that I have that all I and other people secretly want is... also it’s happened to me several times that while walking up a rainbow, when I get to the other side I find not a pot of gold but a bedpan, full. But I am not disappointed, because shit is gold. What else would gold be, but that, and rain? or water? So that the key, has been to remind them (people) that the shroudy stranger has a hard on; and that the key to eternal life is through the keyhole; and so I make great big sensual hints; and not dirty jokes, mind you, but serious hidden invocations. And when someone will read it, and see, under the surface of my poem, as under the surface of his mind, a golden pole, and a holey goals, and a silver shower; I hope to accomplish someday an outright sensual communion; and as my love grows purer and less lecherous, when someone peeks under the surface of what I say, they will really be made love to. And not only that, I’ll have this long serious conversation with them, just as if the two of us were in the same head. And furthermore, it will only be under the surface for those who are themselves under the surface; but anybody truly akin will recognize it outright, because that’s what I’ll be talking about all the time right on top down front. And I will be writing about boys and girls in love in dreamland, like Blake, about the pale youths and white virgins rising from their graves in aspiration for “where my sunflower wishes to go;” and, “if her parents weep, / How can Lyca sleep?” and “abstinence sows sand all over / the ruddy limbs and flaming hair.” And if I find out any more about death, as other poets actually have, so they say, then I will have a way of communicating that too. Unfortunately, my present hang up is sexual and so I have recourse to that for key symbolism; but that in time will evaporate into a healthier and less frustrated truthfulness. Also, I learned from a mutual acquaintance, learned “In bodily lowliness, and in the heart’s pride / A woman can be proud and stiff (i.e. love is physical) / When on love intent, / but love has pitched his mansion / In the place of excrement.” That’s my favorite poem of all, because it is so literal, it has really only one meaning, and that’s  what Yeats means. I am not just dirty to be cute; it’s partly that (when in a poem I say blows, not smokes the flower superfine); but because I am calling the attention of the poem and reader to a state of fact, which is hidden, either from consciousness, or real attention, if conscious. Yes, I too see Herrick in his cups writing soft lyrics about his lady’s petticoats. Remember walking down the street, reading the Bible, shouting from Jeremiah, “The filth is in her Petticoats?”

Ah, yes, I remember well the road leading to Central City, and the small hills there. I was hoping you lived there. Pommy [Neal] and I once rode around there all over the side roads leaving firecrackers under people’s porches in the middle of the night. When you write, tell me how your mother is feeling about Denver, and what she says. Also, is there any difficulty about writing? I mean, about your receiving letters from me? If there is, we should do something practical to straighten out that. I could write care of general delivery

When I next write—incidentally I will for sure be in the crazy house when I next write, so don’t worry—I will probably have finished a poem about the lines I wrote a while ago


 



“I met a boy on the city street, 
Fair was his hair, and fair his eyes, 
Walking in his winding sheet, 
As fair as was my own disguise.”



 



I have some of it written: it will tell Pommy; I am writing a prophetic poem for Pommy; it will see all, hear all, know all; I am the witness for Pommy though he doesn’t know; it endeth:


 



“And so I pass, and leave these lines 
Which few will read, or understand; 
If some poor wandering child of Time 
Sees them, let him take my hand.

 



And I will take him to the Stone, 
And I will lead him through the grave, 
But let him fear no light of bone, 
And fear no more the dark of Wave ...”



Followed by several more as yet unwritten stanzas describing the mansions of the Lord. Maybe I will also throw in, for good measure, that my name is angel and my eyes are fire, and that All Who Follow Shall Be Rewarded With My Favor.

May I have the title for “Tip My Cup,” to use bookishly? Also, think up more, and send them to me; better we will write our own mutual poem, and I will publish it in my book under your name, and you in yours in mine, and he and she in It’s. We’ll call it the Natural Top. Who shall it be dedicated to? Poe? Walter Adams? Ignu VII of Egypt? Oscar Bop? The survivors of Thermopylae? Bobby Pimples? Hysterical Larry?
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