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  Introduction






  It is now (2007) fifty years since the publication of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road and fifty-one since that of Allen Ginsberg’s Howl and Other Poems.

  The anniversaries have been marked by a host of events, including interviews with surviving Beats, literary festivals, reassessments of classic texts, and plans for movie versions of On the

  Road and the life of Neal Cassady (the model for Dean Moriarty of On the Road). If anything, the central members of the Beat Generation are better known now than ever before, and it is

  evident that their legacy pervades many areas of American and global culture. The publication, with considerable fanfare, of On the Road: The Original Scroll, the text of the first version

  of the novel as typed by Kerouac onto a single roll of paper in 1951, to celebrate the half-century of its first issue, returns the book to the state that Kerouac intended, and the reception that

  it has received confirms that the Beat Generation won’t be forgotten anytime soon.




  ‘Howl’ and On the Road were responsible for bringing the Beat Generation to the attention of a ‘mainstream’ audience for the first time and remain its best-known

  texts. Upon publication, On the Road was reviewed fairly widely, featured briefly on bestsellers lists and prompted the appearance of the thirty-five-year-old Kerouac on NBC’s popular

  The Tonight Show with Steve Allen; although Howl was initially largely a local phenomenon in the San Francisco Bay region following Ginsberg’s reading at the Six Gallery in

  October 1955, the obscenity trial that followed its release by Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City Lights publishing house provided the publicity necessary to generate national and international

  interest.




  The media-shy Kerouac did his best to withdraw from public view – excepting a series of embarrassing drunken outbursts – and his other books generally sold

  poorly during the remainder of his life. In any case, his socially conservative views proved incompatible with the countercultural ideologies that superseded Beat thinking in the 1960s and at the

  time of his death in 1969 it appeared that his works would be remembered (if at all) as examples of a curious short-term event in American letters. Although On the Road never really

  disappeared from the must-read lists for would-be teenage rebels, it has only been in the past twenty-five years that Kerouac’s other books have been consistently in print, previously

  unpublished materials have been released and his estate has become a multi-million-dollar industry whose ownership has been vigorously contested by his surviving relatives. In contrast, Ginsberg

  remained at the heart of countercultural movements throughout the 1960s and 1970s and was a significant poet (and much featured talking head) until his death in 1997.




  The centrality of two writers and, specifically, of their respective most famous works has had significant ramifications in the manner that the Beat Generation has been remembered. First,

  because the books were published in the mid-1950s, in the middle of the Eisenhower presidencies, most readers tend to view the Beat Generation as a product of that time. In fact, many of the key

  players had met at or around the Columbia University campus in Manhattan a decade or more earlier and many of Kerouac’s books, including On the Road, are set during the late 1940s and

  early 1950s. Kerouac himself made a distinction between two moments in Beat history: the first, ‘a handful of really hip swinging cats’ in the late 1940s, ‘talking madly about

  that holy new feeling out there in the streets’, whose brief moment ‘vanished mighty swiftly during the Korean War . . . into jails and madhouses, or were shamed into silent

  conformity’; the second, ‘the Korean post-war youth [that] emerged cool and beat, had picked up the gestures and the style, soon it was

  everywhere’.1 Kerouac had written the majority of his major fiction between the publication of his first novel, The Town and the City (1950),

  and his second, On the Road, that is, in the period that separates his first and second Beat periods. Thus, apart from The Dharma Bums (1958), produced swiftly to cash in on

  Road’s success, Kerouac’s novels published in the late 1950s and early 1960s had been drafted several years earlier. On the Road itself had a history stretching back

  almost a decade before its publication and was subjected to a series of rewritings before Kerouac was able to find a publisher willing to release it.




  The success of On the Road and, to a lesser extent, The Dharma Bums has resulted in another distortion of Beat history. Because Kerouac’s work has been so much more

  successful than that of any other novelist associated with the movement, his version of events has often been regarded as historical ‘fact’. As several critics have recently reminded

  us, however, Kerouac’s books are works of fiction, not autobiography, and the temptation to read them for their strictly historical veracity should be resisted. Apart from the rather

  obvious point that, as an insider participant-narrator, Kerouac (or his fictional alter egos such as Sal Paradise) has a vested interest in reporting particular versions of his adventures, it is

  also important to remember that (despite his participation in mid-century avant-garde experimentation) Kerouac was following a well-trodden path for American writers. On the Road and The

  Dharma Bums, for example, both repeat the ‘classic’ pattern of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851) and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925) in

  their use of a participant-observer whose own experiences are regarded as secondary to those of the central protagonists Ahab, Gatsby, Dean Moriarty and Japhy Ryder. As this

  link suggests, ‘The Legend of Duluoz’ (as Kerouac labelled the entirety of his autobiographical-fictional oeuvre) is a highly romanticized account that mythologizes real events within

  national archetypes.




  A third consequence of the pre-eminence of Kerouac, Ginsberg and (to a slightly lesser extent) William Burroughs has been to give the impression that the Beat Generation was overwhelmingly the

  creation of a very few writers. There is an element of truth in this: the fact that so much of the movement’s major work was produced by a handful of poets and novelists living outside the

  norms of middle-class American life should lead to a questioning of whether the epithet ‘Generation’ is a grandiose misnomer for a relatively small band. Ginsberg’s tireless

  championing of his own friends’ work, both before and after publication, has played a significant role in this process. Although he was later an impassioned promoter of other authors, his

  determination to see his own group’s work in print and to promote it wherever possible contributed to the impression of a collective strategy even where individual writers were working to

  their own agendas. While there is no doubt, however, that Kerouac’s and Burroughs’s books have endured for reasons beyond Ginsberg’s public relations skills, the effect has been

  to negate the importance of other participants. The Beat Generation – plus connected movements such as the San Francisco Renaissance – was a loose affiliation of artists with many

  different political and aesthetic agendas, and writers such as Diane di Prima, Gregory Corso, Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Gary Snyder (alongside many others) feature significantly in its history. It

  is also noteworthy that – despite his centrality as a presence within and mentor to others in the Beat Generation – almost all of Burroughs’s major fiction was assembled and

  published well after the period usually associated with the Beat Generation. It was only during his collaborations with the English artist, musician, writer and film-maker

  Brion Gysin in Paris in 1959 (as the ‘Beat Generation’ was being replaced by a media-hyped ‘beatnik’ industry that appalled Kerouac and other original Beats), that Burroughs

  developed the cut-up techniques that would characterize Naked Lunch (1959) and his subsequent works, and he lived in exile in Mexico, Tangier, Paris and London during the Beat

  Generation’s most artistic and high-profile years, only returning to New York on a permanent basis in 1974. Novels such as Naked Lunch and The Soft Machine (1961) are in many

  ways far removed from the worlds represented by Kerouac or other Beats, and more closely resemble other experimental postmodernist fictions from the countercultural 1960s. As such, albeit

  reluctantly, I have omitted detailed readings of them from this book, which focuses on texts written during or directly about the Beat world of the 1940s and 1950s.




  The range and diversity of Beat literary production has been an important factor in constructing a narrative of the ‘Beat Generation’. Although it is not hard to make aesthetic links

  between, for example, Kerouac and Ginsberg, or to identify the influence of both writers on second-generation Beats such as Bob Dylan, attempts at wider definitions rapidly become problematic.

  Given the willingness of Kerouac and many other male Beats to adopt patriarchal values, even when challenging other aspects of American life, how can the proto-feminism of much Beat writing by

  women be situated as part of the same literary genre? Indeed, is such an approach desirable when it could be argued that the Beat Generation was more of a social than a literary

  ‘movement’, its bases in New York and San Francisco serving as artistic retreats for young people sharing a sense of alienation from the values dominant in post-war America, but

  pursuing a range of artistic ambitions? Perhaps it would be better to adapt James Freeman Clark’s classification of the Transcendentalists as ‘a club of the

  likeminded, I suppose, because no two of us thought alike’2 as an equally apposite definition of a group that was, in many ways, the

  Transcendentalists’ literary and cultural descendant.




  

    

      

        

          TRANSCENDENTALISM


        




        

          The Transcendentalists were a loose affiliation of philosophers and poets largely based in New England and New York, who were most prominent between

          the 1830s and 1850s. Leading figures included Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–82), Margaret Fuller (1810–50), Henry David Thoreau (1817–62), Walt Whitman (1819–92) and

          Amos Bronson Alcott (1799–1888), while the American novelists Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–64) and Herman Melville (1819–91) were somewhat sceptical fellow-travellers.

          Emerson’s philosophy – often filtered through Whitman or Thoreau – is a key component of much Beat thinking. In essays such as ‘Nature’ (1836),

          ‘Self-Reliance’ (1841) and ‘The American Scholar’ (1837), Emerson argued that humankind had become over-civilized and increasingly covetous of material goods. An

          over-reliance on book knowledge and a fear of non-conformity were (for the Transcendentalists) the signs of a community in which economic comfort had become a goal that was destroying the

          human spirit. Emerson’s celebration of aboriginal, ‘primitive’ cultures as vibrant alternatives to white America anticipated Kerouac’s often naive and embarrassing

          representations of the African American or Mexican as an idealized counter to Eisenhower-era suburbia.




          Emerson’s response to conformity was to insist on the importance of spontaneity and self-trust. In a precursor to Kerouac and Ginsberg’s mantra,

          ‘First thought, best thought,’ he insisted that it was essential that the poet listen to his (sic) ‘Reason’, a concept that demanded a

          transcendental refusal to allow the mind to be constrained by cultural norms. Reason provided a form of access to the Absolute and it is unsurprising that the Transcendentalists looked to

          nature as the best guide to how the human mind could arrive at an order that moved beyond the artificialities of what they perceived to be stifling modernity. While Transcendentalism owed a

          large ideological debt to Kantian philosophy and British Romanticism, its celebration of the possibilities offered by the vast expanses of the American landscape led to the belief that

          European idealism could be brought to fruition in a United States that would turn to its poets for spiritual leadership. Alongside Emerson’s essays, the most significant

          Transcendentalist works for the Beat Generation were Walden (1854), Thoreau’s account of his time living in a cabin next to Walden Pond, which influenced both Kerouac and Gary

          Snyder, and Whitman’s Leaves of Grass (1855–1892), a repeatedly revised and expanded poetic representation of the United States, whose free verse style was the

          basis for ‘Howl’ and many of Ginsberg’s other poems. Ginsberg’s ‘A Supermarket in California’ (1955) acknowledges the debt, imagining Whitman

          transplanted to the West Coast of the 1950s.




          It is hard to identify a manifesto shared by all Transcendentalists, since, like the Beat Generation a century later, their insistence on spontaneous free thinking

          encouraged differences of opinion. It is, however, possible to identify two camps that also anticipate Beat politics: on the one hand, Emerson and Thoreau were examples of the sort of

          individualism increasingly championed by Kerouac as an antidote to the standardization he observed in mid-twentieth-century America. On the other hand, collective farming experiments such

          as George Ripley’s Brook Farm (1841–7; parodied in Hawthorne’s novel, The Blithedale Romance [1852]) and Bronson Alcott and Charles Lane’s

          Fruitlands (1843–4) provided models for the often equally chaotic communal retreats that would characterize much countercultural practice in the 1950s and

          1960s.


        


      


    


  




  The above should provide some clues to the aims of this book. In it, I will provide an introduction to the history, reception and legacy of the ‘Beat Generation’

  which draws upon but also challenges the established narratives. Studies of the Beat Generation have tended to do one of two things: on the one hand, early works focused on Kerouac’s On

  the Road (1957) and Ginsberg’s Howl and Other Poems (1956) to the exclusion not only of other writers, but also of other works by Kerouac and Ginsberg. Where this kind of analysis

  does stray beyond On The Road and Howl, its scope remains narrow – generally adding Gregory Corso and William Burroughs to the Beat ‘canon’ and discussing seminal

  events such as the Six Gallery reading where Ginsberg performed ‘Howl’ alongside readings by other Beat poets, but leaving the central tenets of what it meant to be ‘Beat’

  unchallenged. More recent studies have questioned these narratives, noting the presence of women writers as well as the often-overlooked ethnic mix of figures associated with Beat. In general,

  however, these readings, have extended inclusiveness at the expense of a dilution of what it meant to be Beat and via over-critical attacks on Kerouac and – to a lesser extent –

  Ginsberg. While there have been recent approaches that have provided welcome rejoinders to the mythologizing tendencies of the Beat Generation and their early critics, there is still no coherent

  overview of this movement.




  The Beat Generation: A Beginner’s Guide aims to rectify the problems inherent to earlier studies, providing a clear historical narrative that chronicles the inner workings of the

  Beat movement. The book will look at issues of influences, origins and legacies, combining (brief) biographical accounts of the leading players with readings of selective texts within a history of

  Beat life. It seems self-evident that, half a century after the publication of Howl and On the Road, the Beat Generation continue to attract new readers in large numbers. While one

  reason for this is the extent to which their work has been incorporated by a ‘mainstream’ popular culture that now uses On the Road to sell jeans and

  parodies ‘Howl’ in The Simpsons, The Beat Generation will also stress the extent to which works by Beat writers are now regarded as significant contributions to the

  American literary canon as well as offering models of freedom and resistance to dominant structures that still appeal to new readers today.
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  Challenging ‘America’: Reinventing the arts in the 1940


  





  In this chapter, I will set the scene for the emergence of the ‘Beat Generation’. First, I will chart the cultural context – post-1945 American society

  – within which the Beat Generation emerged, noting not only the causes of alienation at the time – most significantly, a culture of consumption that invited conformity alongside

  restrictive sexual mores that indicated intolerance of transgression – but also the extent to which many ‘ordinary’ Americans found these values repressive. Thus, I will point out

  that while the Beat Generation’s ways of expressing alienation were often startlingly different from the norms of wider culture, the sense of alienation itself was much more widespread than

  would be imagined from glances at how ‘America’ generally represented itself at the time.




  Any narrative considering the range of locations in which the Beat Generation sought alternatives to post-war America is inevitably diverse. Their range of influences will necessitate – at

  different stages in this book – glances back to British Romanticism (in particular, William Blake), American Transcendentalism (especially Walt Whitman) and earlier twentieth-century American

  writers such as William Carlos Williams, Henry Miller and Thomas Wolfe, but in this chapter I will assess the degree to which the Beat Generation drew on contemporaneous figures in other genres,

  such as Charlie Parker/Bebop, Marlon Brando/Method Acting and Jackson Pollock/Abstract Expressionism. I take time in the following pages to assess the significance of the arts

  of the 1940s as models for the emerging Beat Generation. By resituating the Beat Generation within these historical contexts, I will undertake a reassessment of the romanticized narrative that has

  grown around the Beat Generation, challenging this story in a number of ways.




  The United States at mid-century




  Histories of the Beat Generation tend to be constructed around a handful of ‘pivotal’ encounters and incidents: the first meeting between Kerouac and Ginsberg at

  Columbia in 1944 and the establishment of a small community also including William Burroughs, Lucien Carr, Hal Chase, Edie Parker and Joan Vollmer; the killing of David Kammerer by Carr; the

  introduction of Neal Cassady to this group and the intense effect that he had on Kerouac and Ginsberg; the shooting of Vollmer by Burroughs in Mexico in 1951 and Burroughs’s subsequent

  confession, ‘I am forced to the appalling conclusion that I would have never become a writer but for Joan’s death . . . The death of Joan brought me into contact with the invader, the

  Ugly Spirit, and maneuvered me into a lifelong struggle, in which I had no choice except to write my way out’;3 the night at the Six Gallery in San

  Francisco in October 1955 when Ginsberg performed ‘Howl’ for the first time and Gary Snyder, Michael McClure, Philip Lamantia and Philip Whalen also read; Kerouac and Cassady’s

  road trips across America; and the decline and early death of Kerouac.




  While there is no doubt that each of these incidents is of immense importance in the shaping of the Beat Generation, and I will discuss many of them in detail later in this

  book, there are also dangers in focusing on them too narrowly and forgetting the wider context within which they occurred. The America of the mid-1940s was a place of rapid political and cultural

  transition: the Depression of the 1930s, which had shaped the childhoods of most of the Beat Generation, had been superseded by American involvement in the Second World War and by the atomic

  bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, events that (among other things) had a profound effect on the counterculture of the following years. Domestically, the post-war era was marked by

  rapid improvement in economic conditions, by the emergence of what President Dwight D. Eisenhower would later (in his 1961 Farewell Address) label the ‘military-industrial complex’, by

  the birth of the ‘baby boomer’ generation that would invent an entirely new form of youth culture in the following two decades, and by the re-adoption of a culture of consumption

  (echoing both the 1890s and the 1920s) that encouraged the rapid standardization of family life and celebrated the belief that the nation was entering a golden age in which science would offer

  increased leisure and luxury for all.




  Within the general mood of economic confidence, there are several points that stand out. First, it is important to stress the links between the technological and ideological components of

  cultural change. With post-war prosperity, many Americans were able to take advantage of relatively new inventions such as the automobile, television and refrigerator and to move to large suburban

  homes where they pursued lifestyles unimaginable during the Depression. While some sociologists perceived threats to the sense of social cohesion or community in these large-scale relocations, the

  fact that viewing options were limited to a few channels whose output was largely determined by the need to satisfy corporate advertisers meant that viewer choice was strictly

  limited. Even if adults were no longer going out to the movies in anything like pre-war numbers, large numbers of Americans were watching the same shows and discussing them at work or school or

  home the next day, contributing to a sense of social cohesion and – more sinisterly – enabling the state–corporate system to maintain a form of ‘soft’ supervision of

  its citizens. The era in which the Beat Generation came to artistic maturity was, of course, the height of the Cold War, and the need to promise material success to loyal American citizens was

  integral to governmental efforts to demonstrate the nation’s ‘superiority’ to the Soviet Union both to its own citizens and to the rest of the world. While there were many

  Americans who were excluded from the model of suburban affluence (most notably, a high proportion of African Americans), what sociologist C. Wright Mills labelled the ‘Power Elite’ in

  the United States were remarkably adept in controlling the version of the nation that was represented in movies and television programmes.




  The counter to the economic rewards for loyalty to American Cold War ideology was an intolerance of even the suspicion of political dissidence. Most famously, the Wisconsin Senator Joseph

  McCarthy led a campaign of intimidation that resulted in the ‘outing’ of hundreds of individuals with real or alleged ties to communism. The House Un-American Activities Commission

  (HUAC) and the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, as well as the FBI, headed by the passionately anti-communist (and, later, anti-beatnik) J. Edgar Hoover, all campaigned against not

  only workers in political institutions, but also against anyone in the arts and media who was perceived to be left-leaning. Stephen Vaughn has noted, for example, the ‘virtual impossibility

  of bringing an openly anticapitalist picture to the screen’, since the studio system excluded writers offering well-disposed representations of radical causes. Even when such a movie was

  made, its distribution would be stymied. Thus, for example, Herbert Biberman’s Salt of the Earth (1954), a sympathetic and accurate portrayal of working-class

  life in the United States, was delayed while Biberman was imprisoned (following a HUAC investigation) and, despite winning numerous awards in Europe, only received proper national distribution in

  1965.4 Ironically, Hoover would even identify the Beat Generation as a threat to American society, despite the fact that many, including Kerouac, were

  social conservatives who chose to live outside mainstream America rather than attempting to convert it.




  Dissonant voices: Acting, music, painting




  Despite the kind of conformity increasingly demanded by state and corporate authority, resistance surfaced in a variety of places. The 1940s were an age of great artistic

  innovation and the challenges to the orthodoxies of the previous decade – for example, Bebop’s dismantling of the structures of Swing in jazz and Abstract Expressionism’s

  emergence as a counter to the social realism of the 1930s in painting – offer indications of the zeitgeist that would shape the ideology of the early Beat Generation. Likewise, Marlon

  Brando’s portrayal of Stanley Kowalski in the 1947 Broadway production of Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire indicated a move in the arts towards establishing the

  primacy of the gesture and of unmediated passion above the traditional stress on clarity of verbal expression.




  

    

      

        

          MARLON BRANDO


        




        

          Marlon Brando (1924–2004) was in many ways the archetype of the Beat-made-good. After his father abandoned the family, Brando experienced a

          nomadic childhood, travelling with his alcoholic mother and siblings through Depression-era Nebraska, California and Illinois. While this early life bears resemblance to that of Beat icon

          Neal Cassady, Brando’s youth also has an uncanny similarity to that of William Burroughs, Brando’s dispatch to the Shattuck Military Academy in Minnesota seeming remarkably akin

          to Burrough’s relocation to the Los Alamos Ranch School in New Mexico, in both cases after being perceived as a troublemaker at school. While the Academy did appear to stimulate

          Brando’s long-held interest in acting, it was also the scene of further insubordination (a Kerouacesque refusal to obey orders from officers) and he dropped out of school. By the

          early 1940s, Brando had moved to New York and combined hanging out in Greenwich Village with studying acting at the New School’s Dramatic Workshop, where he practised the Stanislavski

          system, in which the actor was encouraged to identify as closely as possible with his or her role in order to bring it to life. The system demanded that actors imagine what their character

          would do in a range of different situations in order that their stage performances would convey a sense of authenticity. Great stress was laid on the significance of physical action, with

          an actor using the limitless possibilities of his or her body as the primary means of communicating with the audience.




          Brando’s 1947 stage performance as Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire virtually single-handedly effected a revolution in American stage and

          screen acting, and led to the emergence of Method Acting as the dominant form of the 1950s and beyond. Brando himself swiftly adapted his stage success to screen roles, including Elia

          Kazan’s 1951 version of Streetcar. Brando’s role as biker gang leader Johnny Stabler in Laslo Benedek’s The Wild One (1953) was instrumental in establishing

          the image of alienated youth that would be so significant in American popular culture in the 1950s. When Johnny is asked, ‘What are you rebelling against?’

          and replies, ‘What’ve you got?’ he articulates the sense of total alienation from mainstream culture that would reside at the heart not only of the Beat desire to move

          beyond the ‘Plastic Fifties’, but also called out to James Dean, Elvis Presley and a generation of teenage baby boomers about to come of age as a new counterculture.




          Brando’s early parts are characterized by the establishment of a screen persona that transcends individual roles. Brando was – on screen and in his early

          life – a kind of spiritual brother to Neal Cassady (or, better, the Dean Moriarty of Kerouac’s imagination in On the Road), representing an untameable force of nature

          that refuses to cooperate with or correspond to the demands of white mainstream American life. Like Moriarty, he seemed to be particularly threatening to this world because of his appeal to

          sexually repressed women (Kathie Bleeker in The Wild One, Camille in On the Road) who had been denied any kind of expression of their latent passions in their own

          communities.
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