Allen Ginsberg
(1926-1997)

llen Ginsberg, like most

Apoets, wrote poetry as a

very personal exercise. It's “a

form of discovering who |

am.” he said, “and getting be-
yond who | am to free awake-

ness of consciousness, to 3

self that isn't who | am. Its a

form of discovering my own

nature, and my own identity,
or my own ego. .. "

The son of Louis Ginsberg,
and poet of conventional tendencies and mod-
est reputation, Ginsberg was born in Newark,

15 New Jersey. He was brought up in nearby Pat-
erson, the industrial town given literary promi-
nence by William Carlos Williams, the poet
who came to be young Ginsberg’s spiritual fa-
ther and poetic master. Like Williams, Ginsberg

0 was at first attracted to the great poets of Eng-
land. But in what amounted to a |80-degree
turn in his thought and practice, Ginsberg soon
became one of the staunchest promoters of the
American idiom and of poetry that echoed the

6 rhythms of American speech. He saw himself as
a direct descendant of the great nineteenth-
century American writers Henry David
Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Herman
Melville, and Walt Whitman.

380 At Columbia College, Ginsberg associated
with the novelist Jack Kerouac and with other
young writers who would eventually constitute
the literary movement known as the Beat Gen-
eration. In footloose travels “on the road” (as

S Kerouac’s popular novel was called), Ginsberg
typified the restless and alienated nature of the
Beat Generation and its subculture. When, at
the age of thirty, he published his long poem
Howl, Ginsberg became one of the Beats’ most

{0 famous members.

Ginsberg and other Beats eventually joined
l::;ir:ce.!‘eri_ing_het‘ti. Gary Snyder, and other

with similar ideologies or techniques
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and established a group known as the San P |
Francisco Renaissance. Ginsberg's influence A
broadened, and his role as a kind of literary, %
philosophical, and political guru made him the 2
standard-bearer of dissent in the conduct of life %
as well as in the practice of his art. b
Open-minded and inquiring, Ginsberg 508
explored Eastern and Western mysticism from 3

part of his effort to understand the human p
che and to attain self-fulfillment. Though in- 3
tensely concerned with the life of the mind, he S5
also played influential roles in practical efforts &
to end American involvement in the Vietnam
War, protect the natural environment, and p!
vent curbs on human freedom. All in all, he was]
a person “in the tradition of the oldtime Amef
can transcendentalist individual,” as Ginsberg §
ronce classified himself.
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