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

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

angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to
the starry dynamo in the machinery of night,

who poverty and tatters and hollow-eyed and high sat up smoking in

~ the supernatural darkness of cold-water flats floating across the tops
of cities contemplating jazz,

who bared their brains to Heaven under the El and saw Mohammedan
angels staggering on tenement roofs illuminated,

who passed through universities with radiant cool eyes hallucinating
Arkansas and Blake-light tragedy among the scholars of war,

who were expelled from the academies for crazy & publishing obscene
odes on the windows of the skull,

who cowered in unshaven rooms in underwear, burning their money
in wastebaskets and listening to the Terror through the wall,

who got busted in their pubic beards returning an:mr Laredo with a
belt of marijuana for New York,

who ate fire in paint hotels or drank gmbgm in Paradise Alley,
death, or purgatoried their torsos night after night

with dreams, with drugs, with waking nightmares, alcohol and cock
and endless balls, .

incomparable blind streets of shuddering cloud and lightning in the
mind leaping toward poles of Canada & Paterson, illuminating all
the motionless world of Time between .

who broke down crying in white gymnasiums naked and trembling
before the machinery of other skeletons,

who bit detectives in the neck and shrieked with delight in policecars
for committing no crime but their own wild cooking pederasty and
intoxication, .

who howled on their knees in the subway and were dragged off the
roof waving genitals and manuscripts,

who let themselves be fucked in the ass by saintly motorcyclists, and
screamed with joy,

who blew and were blown by those human seraphim, the sailors, ca-
resses of Atlantic and Caribbean love,

who balled in the morning in the evenings in rosegardens and the
grass of public parks and cemeteries scattering their semen freely to
whomever come who may .



ALLEN GINSBERG

From Howl

1956

“Stonewall didn't just happen,” declared the Homosexuals Intransigent! president Craig
Schoonmaker in 1979. “Gay Liberation rose at Stonewall from a launch pad created 20
years earlier by men of inspiring courage who dared, in the Fifties, to speak the unspeak-
able.” Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997) was one of those men; his long poem “Howl,” which
rejects rigid form and restrictive content, shattered the stifling silence of the 1950s. He
first unleashed “Howl” at a gathering in San Francisco, in October 1955. When Lawrence
Ferlinghetti’s press, City Lights, published the poem in 1956, mmﬂ_wzmrmﬁ was brought to
trial on charges of obscenity. But after a widely publicized case, the judge ruled that
“Howl” was not obscene, and the way was opened for more literature of homosexual
love and sex.

Halfway through Ginsberg’s first reading of “Howl” in 1955, his friend and fellow Beat
writer Jack Kerouac began chanting “Go! Gol”—the poem was a communal, oral event,
breaking down the dichotomies of oral/written and individual/community. “Howl,” like
Ginsberg’s own fluid sexuality and persona, also broke down dichotomies of male/
female, sacred/profane, madness/sanity, mystical/everyday. Ginsberg then bridged an-
other divide, between the 1940s-1950s Beats and the 1960s radicals: he marched for
civil rights, against the Vietnam war, and with the Black Panthers.

“Howl,” with its long catalogues, revises Walt Whitman’s euphoric lists in Leaves of
Grass (1855), and one passage directly echoes it. Whitman had written, “I make holy what-
ever | touch or am touched from,” and Ginsberg writes, “The tongue and cock and hand
and asshole holy!” Whitman was more than a footnote in gay history, though summoned
here in Ginsberg’s “Footnote” to “Howl.” Ginsberg later made the same observation of
Whitman that activists made of Ginsberg: “Whitman opened up a lot of political space,
simply by changing poetry from a very fixed and classical form, to an open form that any-
body could participate in.” He even claimed Whitman as a lover four times removed.

Other gay liberationists looked back to Whitman, claiming him as a prophet of gay
rights, and his poems were read aloud at Gay Liberation Front meetings in the early
1970s. Whitman’s promise, “l shall . . . filter and fibre your blood,” was then resonant for
AIDS protest writers: in Tony Kushner’s play Perestroika (1991), the Angel echoes Whit-
man (“I stop down the road, waiting for you”), and in 1997 the activist Jack Nichols, who
edited GAY, America’s first gay weekly newspaper, from 1969 to 1973, observed, “I can
hear him now, speaking in the midst of the AIDS crisis, he who once traversed bloody
battlefields as a male nurse.”

Further reading: Nicholas Edsall, Toward Stonewall (2003); Michael Schumacher,
Dharma Lion (1994).
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