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Teaching English through 
Allen Ginsberg´s poetry
Dr. Antonio Fernández Ferrer,

Faculty of Educational Sciences. University of Granada.
SPAIN


Allen Ginsberg´s work -the undisputed leader and founder of the American ‘Beat Generation’- has been studied under many angles, but apart from some biographical notes on him, detailed later in this report, we could not speak or write about his influence without mentioning the great role he played in that group of poets, singers and novelists of the 1950s.


We´ll try to summarize some of the aims of  these artists involved in politics, social movements, Civil Rights campaigns, advocacy of Zen Buddhism…who represented the anticonventional, the illicit, a different way of composing and writing: (a) they all wanted to repeat Walt Whitman´s experience in creating a specific North-American poetry, a poetry against some evils of the organized society, superficial and hypocritical, ruled by sentimentalism and stereotypes; (b) they pursued a different conception of poetry and verses, a new tradition, and answer to the obsessive question: what is going on in America, and what does one do to survive it?; (c) they also wanted to recover the word ‘bard’ for poet, and present the new poetry surrounded by hundreds of fans in enormous stages.


The term beat was coined by Kerouac in the autumn of 1948 during a conversation with the writer John C. Holmes in New York City. The word referred loosely to their shared sense of spiritual exhaustion and diffuse feelings of rebellion against what they experienced as the general conformity, hypocrisy, and materialism of the larger society around them caught up in the unprecedent prosperity of postwar America.

The ‘ill-spirit’ of the fifties was an important theme for the beat movement. They were the new rebel-heroes that Mailer described in “The white negro”. They called themselves ‘beats’ because they felt beaten, defeated by the society, and because they loved the strong, free beat of jazz rhythms. Some were ‘hot beats’, for them gear of the future was part of the illness of modern society, the lived for the joy of the enormous present, and enjoyed drugs, sex and wild trips around the country. Others were ‘cool beats’, who looked for a deeper spiritual life through Buddhism and other oriental philosophies. However, for all the beats, creating literature was a kind of performance that showed other people how deeply they felt. They often shouted out their poems in coffee houses and clubs, with jazz music in the background.

‘The beat generation’ is too vigorous, too intent, too curious to suit its elders. Nothing seems to satisfy or interest it but extremes, which if they have included the criminality of narcotics, have also included the sanctity of the monasteries. They all became the focus for a popular culture which would include James Dean Bob Dylan or Elvis Presley, reawaken mainstream America to the ‘blackness’ of jazz and blues and rock, cause fear as to what or what not might be soon to appear on TV or at the movie-houses and drive-ins, and reflect the growing discontent of women with their predestination as American moms and nice-girls. In Kerouac, Ginsberg, Ferlinghetti, Corso and the rest of the eddies and summonings of a new writer-dissident generation were to be celebrated or resisted. The times indeed were a-changing, as Bob Dylan stated in his song.


ALLEN GINSBERG (1926-1997) was born in Newark (New Jersey), his father was a school teacher in Paterson and his mother a Russian emigrant. Ginsberg graduated in 1948 from Columbia University, although, later on, he would adopt the attitude of the illiterate primitive, the scornful innocent of the academic culture…


His most important contribution to the ‘beat movement’ was a long poem entitled Howl, written in San Francisco (1955), and originally published in England with an introduction signed by William Carlos Williams. In 1956 this poem was edited in California, included in a volume entitled Howl and other poems. It was successfully accepted by some special reasons: its external wild violence and stridency, its powerful verses, full of imagination and inspiration, and the fact that Ginsberg were accused of obscenity.


Whatever it may be, it cannot be denied its documental value by transmitting the sensation of chaos and tension of those years, the recovering of Whitman´s tradition, and Ginsberg´s use of the anti-iambic verse. 
He then wrote and published some other works and poems as Empy mirror (1961), Kaddish and other poems (1958-61), The fall of America: Poems of these States (1965-73), among others. 

The inclusion of many names in his works is perhaps one of the first things a new reader might notice in Ginsberg´s poetry. Collected poems (1984) includes an index of proper names with accompanying notes. Some names occur only once, some a couple of times close together, others recur time and time again. He names friends and relatives, writers, politicians, musicians, radical heroes, criminals, and panoply of deities drawn from Judaism, Islam, Buddhism and Hindu cosmogonies, Blake´s prophetic books and ancient Greece.
Death to Van Gogh´s ear (1957) is the poem in which he first assembles large numbers of names, as in:


Where was the House of Representatives


when Crane read aloud from his prophetic books?


What was Wall Street scheming


when Lindsay announced the doom of Money?
But the multiplication of names into symbols systems is part of what attracts Ginsberg to all those cosmogonies quoted above. In Indian Journals (1970) the process of mapping one on to another is clear:


Krushchev´s mouth in Kennedy´s forehead…


Ganeshes for Peters, Buddhas for the Jacks,


Kalis and Durgas for Bill-
Let´s now centre our attention on three of his poems, chosen to describe Allen Ginsberg´s style and ‘beatnik’ approach to life and existence.

In Sunflower Sutra we can find special references to urban way of writing poetry based on some principles carried out by the beat generation, as the enumerative and magic sense of poems, represented by Ginsberg himself and some others: William Burroughs, Gregory Corso, Lawrence Ferlinghetti and, specially, Jack Kerouac who wrote On the road (1957), considered as the ‘bible’ of the Beat Generation, a collection of poems entitled Mexico City Blues, Satori in Paris and some essays.
Kerouac was one of Ginsberg´s close friends, and his early death (1969) left him a deep feeling of solitude and sadness. They both quoted each other in their poetry, as Ginsberg does in ‘Sunflower Sutra’:

I walked on the banks of the tin-can banana dock and sat down


under the huge shade of a Southern Pacific locomotive


to look at the sunset over the box house hills and cry.


Jack Kerouac sat beside me on a busted rusty iron pole,


companion, we thought the same thoughts of the soul,


bleak and blue and sad-eyed…
One of the features of Ginsberg´s poems was his personal use of lines modeled  on speech and breathing patterns, alliterations, parallelisms and repetitions. But ‘Sunflower’ also meant an approximation to surrealism and absolute and rude reality in descriptions as:

…dead baby carriages, black treadless tyres forgotten


and untreaded… condoms and pots, steel knives –


nothing stainless, only the dank muck and the razor –


sharp artefacts passing into the past-
Speaking of this ‘locomotive’ (Sunflower) he also describes it using metaphors and parallelisms, and comparing it with the plant:


How many flies buzzed round you innocent of your grime,


while you cursed the heavens of the railroad 

and your flower soul?


Poor dead flower, 

when did you forget you were a flower?


When did you look at your skin and decide you were


an important dirty old locomotive?

This work assumes that poetry as meaning is neither plain sense nor nonsense, but a form of imaginative sense. If we say that a lyric poem does not “mean” but “is”, we assert not a different mode of being but that its emotional values cannot be translated. Indeed we can speak of the meaning of a poem as its mode of apprehension or as a synthetic principle controlling the elements in which its feelings take shape.


On a lower level it is no more and no less than the metrical syntax of the poem. Without its consideration any discussion must be aimless, without it a poem cannot have an apprehensible being.


If poetry doesn´t reveal intention, criticism is reduced to the uncontrolled response of impressionism, but poetry of the unconscious is a contradiction; otherwise the poet is a maker of accidents. We do not require a restructured theory of literary history to enjoy Ginsberg´s poetry, but what Allen Ginsberg knew raises the issue of the historical paths which lead to future writing.


In Ginsberg´s Kaddish we might say that death, as a lover, is an old theme, traditionally applied to the death of young women, but he applies it to his mother, Naomi Ginsberg, who died in 1956. The emotional reaction meant to be triggered by this poetic topic was so accepted that Edgar A. Poe (The philosophy of composition) chose it as the poetical topic par excellence. Both Poe and Ginsberg note a lewdness connected with the death of women. In Poe it derives from the arousal which death provides for the reader, but it is not Ginsberg´s case:


…realizing how we suffer-



sing, remember, prophesy as in the Hebrew Anthem



or the Buddhist Book of Answers-



and in my own imagination of a withered leaf –at dawn-…

In reading Ginsberg one is obliged to follow the order of the ideas or the parts for the significance of their relationships. His suppression of ordinary connectives doesn´t mean either confusion or disorder. The succession of words is not random, but connected or related –often in an obvious rather than a devious way-. Ginsberg employs rational connections, writes in accordance with the inferences which are probably to be drawn from certain situations, responses and relations.


No attempt has been made to give full readings or analyses of the poems, only to offer some guidance to the evident but not obvious pattern of his poetry. The intention is not to try to state what a poems means, but what it is about, or the terms in which it is developed; even when a representative of the Beat Generation speaks about his particular idea of God:



Yesterday I saw God.


What did he look like?



…He was a lonely old man


with a white beard.



I cooked supper for him. I made him a nice supper:



lentil soup, vegetables, bread and butter –miltz-



He sat down at the table and ate,



he was sad.



I told him, ‘Look at all those fightings and killings down there…


What´s the matter? Why don´t you put a stop to it?

Finally, in Supermaket in California, we´ll refer to Ginsberg´s idea of coming back to Whitman´s influence in his poetry, quoting some verses in which there is also a reference to García Lorca:



What thoughts I have of you tonight, Walt Whitman,



for I walked down the sidestreets, under the trees,



with a headache, self-conscious, looking at the full moon.



In my hungry fatigue, I went into the neon fruit supermarket….



And you, García Lorca, where were you doing down



by the watermelons?



…I saw you, Walt Whitman, childless…



are you my Angel? 


If Whitman has been considered the American poet of ‘wholeness’, we should say that Ginsberg could be the American poet of what is broken and absent: he knows himself but he also knows by experience how the self  breaks upon its encounter with the way things are.


Allen Ginsberg used free-form poetry to praise the free life-style. His poetry almost always has a message: defending drug-taking and homosexuality or attacking American society and politics. He is still popular among American young people today, even after his death, but not as popular as he was in the fifties and sixties. He was always interested in Zen Buddhism, and used Zen idea of ‘spontaneity’ as an unplanned action in his poems. Sometimes the results were quite good, because this spontaneity could give emotional power to his writings, but it often caused carelessly written poetry.
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