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About the Author

Allen Ginsberg was born in Newark, New Jersey in 1926. As a Columbia College student in the 1940s he began close friendships with William S. Burroughs and Jack Kerouac, forming the core of the Beat Generation, and, while living in California in the mid 1950s, befriended, among others, San Francisco Renaissance poets Gary Snyder and Michael McClure. It was in California, in 1956, that he published his first volume Howl and Other Poems. ‘Howl’ overcame censorship trials to become one of the most widely read poems of the century.

A member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, Allen Ginsberg was awarded the medal of Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et Lettres by the French Minister of Culture in 1993, honoured as Harvard Phi Beta Kappa Poet 1994 and co-founded the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics at the Naropa Institute, the first accredited Buddhist college in the western world.

Ginsberg died in New York, where he lived for most of his life, on 5 April 1997. He continued to write until the last few days of his life and died surrounded by his friends and family. His recent publications include the annotated Howl, White Shroud: Poems 1980–1985, Cosmopolitan Greetings, Journals Mid-Fifties: 1954–1958, Collected Poems 1947–1985 and Selected Poems 1947–1995. Rhino Records released his four-CD box Holy Soul Jelly Roll: Poems & Songs 1949–1993.
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or laying in a hotel room over the body of some suffering man or woman;





Allen Ginsberg



HOWL

Selected Poems
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To Gregorio Nunzio Corso

Wisdom Maestro

American Genius of Antique & Modern Idiom

Father Poet of Concision





‘No suffering, no cause of suffering, no nirvana, no path; no wisdom, also no attainment because no non-attainment.’

Prajnaparamita Sutra






I.

EMPTY MIRROR: GATES OF WRATH (1947–1952)


‘To find the Western path

Right thro’ the Gates of Wrath I urge my way;

Sweet Mercy leads me on:

With soft Repentant moan

I see the break of day.’




‘Thus is the heaven a vortex pass’d already, and the earth

A vortex not yet pass’d by the traveller thro’ Eternity.’




‘The yearning infinite recoils,

For terrible is earth!’



To HERBERT E. HUNCKE

for his Confessions




In Society


I walked into the cocktail party

room and found three or four queers

talking together in queertalk.

I tried to be friendly but heard

myself talking to one in hiptalk.

“I’m glad to see you,” he said, and

looked away. “Hmn,” I mused. The room

was small and had a double-decker

bed in it, and cooking apparatus:

icebox, cabinet, toasters, stove;

the hosts seemed to live with room

enough only for cooking and sleeping.

My remark on this score was under-

stood but not appreciated. I was

offered refreshments, which I accepted.

I ate a sandwich of pure meat; an

enormous sandwich of human flesh,

I noticed, while I was chewing on it,

it also included a dirty asshole.




More company came, including a

fluffy female who looked like

a princess. She glared at me and

said immediately: “I don’t like you,”

turned her head away, and refused

to be introduced. I said, “What!”

in outrage. “Why you shit-faced fool!”

This got everybody’s attention.

“Why you narcissistic bitch! How

can you decide when you don’t even

know me,” I continued in a violent

and messianic voice, inspired at

last, dominating the whole room



Dream New York–Denver, Spring 1947




The Bricklayer’s Lunch Hour


Two bricklayers are setting the walls

of a cellar in a new dug out patch

of dirt behind an old house of wood

with brown gables grown over with ivy

on a shady street in Denver. It is noon

and one of them wanders off. The young

subordinate bricklayer sits idly for

a few minutes after eating a sandwich

and throwing away the paper bag. He

has on dungarees and is bare above

the waist; he has yellow hair and wears

a smudged but still bright red cap

on his head. He sits idly on top

of the wall on a ladder that is leaned

up between his spread thighs, his head

bent down, gazing uninterestedly at

the paper bag on the grass. He draws

his hand across his breast, and then

slowly rubs his knuckles across the

side of his chin, and rocks to and fro

on the wall. A small cat walks to him

along the top of the wall. He picks

it up, takes off his cap, and puts it

over the kitten’s body for a moment.

Meanwhile it is darkening as if to rain

and the wind on top of the trees in the

street comes through almost harshly.



Denver, Summer 1947




The Trembling of the Veil


Today out of the window

the trees seemed like live

organisms on the moon.




Each bough extended upward

covered at the north end

with leaves, like a green




hairy protuberance. I saw

the scarlet-and-pink shoot-tips

of budding leaves wave




delicately in the sunlight,

blown by the breeze,

all the arms of the trees

bending and straining downward




at once when the wind

pushed them.



Paterson, August 1948





A Western Ballad
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[image: One-page sheet music extract titled “A Western Ballad”, showing a vocal melody in treble clef with lyrics, chord symbols, and a Moderato tempo marking.]
LINK TO EXTENDED DESCRIPTION




When I died, love, when I died

my heart was broken in your care;

I never suffered love so fair

as now I suffer and abide

when I died, love, when I died.




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.




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.



Paterson, August 1948




Pull My Daisy


Pull my daisy

tip my cup

all my doors are open

Cut my thoughts

for coconuts

all my eggs are broken

Jack my Arden

gate my shades

woe my road is spoken

Silk my garden

rose my days

now my prayers awaken




Bone my shadow

dove my dream

start my halo bleeding

Milk my mind &

make me cream

drink me when you’re ready

Hop my heart on

harp my height

seraphs hold me steady

Hip my angel

hype my light

lay it on the needy




Heal the raindrop

sow the eye

bust my dust again

Woe the worm

work the wise

dig my spade the same

Stop the hoax

what’s the hex

where’s the wake

how’s the hicks

take my golden beam




Rob my locker

lick my rocks

leap my cock in school

Rack my lacks

lark my looks

jump right up my hole

Whore my door

beat my boor

eat my snake of fool

Craze my hair

bare my poor

asshole shorn of wool




Say my oops

ope my shell

bite my naked nut

Roll my bones

ring my bell

call my worm to sup

Pope my parts

pop my pot

raise my daisy up

Poke my pap

pit my plum

let my gap be shut



Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac & Neal Cassady New York, Spring–Fall 1949




The Shrouded Stranger


Bare skin is my wrinkled sack

When hot Apollo humps my back

When Jack Frost grabs me in these rags

I wrap my legs with burlap bags




My flesh is cinder my face is snow

I walk the railroad to and fro

When city streets are black and dead

The railroad embankment is my bed




I sup my soup from old tin cans

And take my sweets from little hands

In Tiger Alley near the jail

I steal away from the garbage pail




In darkest night where none can see

Down in the bowels of the factory

I sneak barefoot upon stone

Come and hear the old man groan




I hide and wait like a naked child

Under the bridge my heart goes wild

I scream at a fire on the river bank

I give my body to an old gas tank




I dream that I have burning hair

Boiled arms that claw the air

The torso of an iron king

And on my back a broken wing




Who’ll go out whoring into the night

On the eyeless road in the skinny moonlight

Maid or dowd or athlete proud

May wanton with me in the shroud




Who’ll come lie down in the dark with me

Belly to belly and knee to knee

Who’ll look into my hooded eye

Who’ll lie down under my darkened thigh?



New York, 1949–1951


Tonite all is well … What a

terrible future. I am twenty-three,

year of the iron birthday,

gate of darkness. I am ill,

I have become physically and

spiritually impotent in my madness this month.

I suddenly realized that my head

is severed from my body;

I realized it a few nights ago

by myself,

lying sleepless on the couch.



Paterson, Summer 1949




Fyodor


The death’s head of realism

and superhuman iron mask

that gapes out of The Possessed,

sometimes: Dostoievski.

My original version of D.

before I read him, as the dark

haunted-house man, wild, agèd,

spectral Russian. I call him

Dusty now but he is

Dostoyevsky. What premonitions

I had as a child.



Paterson, June 1949




Metaphysics


This is the one and only

firmament; therefore

it is the absolute world.

There is no other world.

The circle is complete.

I am living in Eternity.

The ways of this world

are the ways of Heaven.



New York, Mid-1949




Paterson


What do I want in these rooms papered with visions of money?

How much can I make by cutting my hair? If I put new heels on my shoes,

bathe my body reeking of masturbation and sweat, layer upon layer of excrement

dried in employment bureaus, magazine hallways, statistical cubicles, factory stairways,

cloakrooms of the smiling gods of psychiatry;

if in antechambers I face the presumption of department store supervisory employees,

old clerks in their asylums of fat, the slobs and dumbbells of the ego with money and power

to hire and fire and make and break and fart and justify their reality of wrath

and rumor of wrath to wrath-weary man,

what war I enter and for what a prize! the dead prick of commonplace obsession,

harridan vision of electricity at night and daylight misery of thumb-sucking rage.




I would rather go mad, gone down the dark road to Mexico, heroin dripping in my veins,

eyes and ears full of marijuana,

eating the god Peyote on the floor of a mudhut on the border

or laying in a hotel room over the body of some suffering man or woman;

rather jar my body down the road, crying by a diner in the Western sun;

rather crawl on my naked belly over the tincans of Cincinnati;

rather drag a rotten railroad tie to a Golgotha in the Rockies;

rather, crowned with thorns in Galveston, nailed hand and foot in Los Angeles, raised up to die in Denver,

pierced in the side in Chicago, perished and tombed in New Orleans and resurrected in 1958 somewhere on Garret Mountain,

come down roaring in a blaze of hot cars and garbage,

streetcorner Evangel in front of City Hall, surrounded by statues of agonized lions,

with a mouthful of shit, and the hair rising on my scalp,

screaming and dancing in praise of Eternity annihilating the sidewalk, annihilating reality,

screaming and dancing against the orchestra in the destructible ballroom of the world,

blood streaming from my belly and shoulders

flooding the city with its hideous ecstasy, rolling over the pavements and highways

by the bayoux and forests and derricks leaving my flesh and my bones hanging on the trees.



New York, November 1949




The Archetype Poem


Joe Blow has decided

he will no longer

be a fairy.

He involves himself

in various snatches

and then hits

a nut named Mary.




He gets in bed with her

and performs

as what in his mind

would be his usual

okay job,

which should be solid

as a rock

but isn’t.




What goes wrong here?

he says

to himself. I want

to take her

but she doesn’t want

to take me.




I thought I was

giving her * * *

and she was giving

me a man’s

position in the world.




Now suddenly she lays

down the law.

I’m very tired, she says,

please go.




Is this it? he thinks.

I didn’t want it

to come to that but

I’ve got to get out

of this situation.




So the question

resolves itself: do

you settle for her

or go? I wouldn’t

give you a nickel,

you aren’t much of a doll

anyway. And he




picks up his pride

and puts on his pants

—glad enough

to have pants to wear—

and goes.




Why is it that versions

of this lack

of communication are

universal?



New York, Late 1950




Marijuana Notation


How sick I am!

that thought

always comes to me

with horror.

Is it this strange

for everybody?

But such fugitive feelings

have always been

my métier.




Baudelaire—yet he had

great joyful moments

staring into space,

looking into the

middle distance,

contemplating his image

in Eternity.

They were his moments

of identity.

It is solitude that

produces these thoughts.




It is December

almost, they are singing

Christmas carols

in front of the department

stores down the block on

Fourteenth Street.



New York, November 1951




A Crazy Spiritual


A faithful youth

with artificial legs

drove his jalopy

through the towns of Texas.




He got sent out

of the Free Hospital

of Galveston, madtown

on the Gulf of Mexico




after he recovered.

They gave him a car

and a black mongrel;

name was Weakness.




He was a thin kid

with golden hair

and a frail body

on wire thighs,




who never traveled

and drove northward

timid on the highway

going about twenty.




I hitched a hike

and showed him the road.

I got off at Small Town

and stole his dog.




He tried to drive away,

but lost control,

rode on the pavement

near a garage,




and smashed his doors

and fenders on trees

and parked cars,

and came to a halt.




The Marshal came,

stopping everything

pulled him out

of the wreck cursing.




I watched it all

from the lunch cart,

holding the dog

with a frayed rope.




“I’m on my own

from the crazyhouse.

Has anybody

seen my Weakness?”




What are they saying?

“Call up the FBI.

Crazy, ha? What

is he a fairy?




He must do funny

things with women,

we bet he * * *

them in the * * *.”




Poor child meanwhile

collapsed on the ground

with innocent expression

is trying to get up.




Along came a Justice

of the Supreme Court,

barreling through town

in a blue limousine.




He stopped by the crowd

to find out the story,

got out on his pegleg

with an angry smile.




“Don’t you see

he has no legs?

That’s you fools

what crazy means.”




He picked the boy

up off the ground.

The dog ran to them

from the lunch cart.




He put them both in

the back seat of his car

and stood in the square

hymning at the crowd:




“Rock rock rock

for the tension

of the people

of this country




rock rock rock

for the craziness

of the people

of America




tension is a rock

and god will

rock our rock




craziness is a rock

and god will

rock our rock




Lord we shall all

be sweet again.”




He showed his wooden leg

to the boy, saying:

“I promise to drive you

home through America.”



Paterson, April 1952




II.

THE GREEN AUTOMOBILE (1953–1954)




The Green Automobile


If I had a Green Automobile

I’d go find my old companion

in his house on the Western ocean.

Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha!




I’d honk my horn at his manly gate,

inside his wife and three

children sprawl naked

on the living room floor.




He’d come running out

to my car full of heroic beer

and jump screaming at the wheel

for he is the greater driver.




We’d pilgrimage to the highest mount

of our earlier Rocky Mountain visions

laughing in each other’s arms,

delight surpassing the highest Rockies,




and after old agony, drunk with new years,

bounding toward the snowy horizon

blasting the dashboard with original bop

hot rod on the mountain




we’d batter up the cloudy highway

where angels of anxiety

careen through the trees

and scream out of the engine.




We’d burn all night on the jackpine peak

seen from Denver in the summer dark,

forestlike unnatural radiance

illuminating the mountaintop:




childhood youthtime age & eternity

would open like sweet trees

in the nights of another spring

and dumbfound us with love,




for we can see together

the beauty of souls

hidden like diamonds

in the clock of the world,




like Chinese magicians can

confound the immortals

with our intellectuality

hidden in the mist,




in the Green Automobile

which I have invented

imagined and visioned

on the roads of the world




more real than the engine

on a track in the desert

purer than Greyhound and

swifter than physical jetplane.




Denver! Denver! we’ll return

roaring across the City & County Building lawn

which catches the pure emerald flame

streaming in the wake of our auto.




This time we’ll buy up the city!

I cashed a great check in my skull bank

to found a miraculous college of the body

up on the bus terminal roof.




But first we’ll drive the stations of downtown,

poolhall flophouse jazzjoint jail

whorehouse down Folsom

to the darkest alleys of Larimer




paying respects to Denver’s father

lost on the railroad tracks,

stupor of wine and silence

hallowing the slum of his decades,




salute him and his saintly suitcase

of dark muscatel, drink

and smash the sweet bottles

on Diesels in allegiance.




Then we go driving drunk on boulevards

where armies march and still parade

staggering under the invisible

banner of Reality—




hurtling through the street

in the auto of our fate

we share an archangelic cigarette

and tell each other’s fortunes:




fames of supernatural illumination,

bleak rainy gaps of time,

great art learned in desolation

and we beat apart after six decades …




and on an asphalt crossroad,

deal with each other in princely

gentleness once more, recalling

famous dead talks of other cities.




The windshield’s full of tears,

rain wets our naked breasts,

we kneel together in the shade

amid the traffic of night in paradise




and now renew the solitary vow

we made each other take

in Texas, once:

I can’t inscribe here …

• • • • • •

• • • • • •




How many Saturday nights will be

made drunken by this legend?

How will young Denver come to mourn

her forgotten sexual angel?




How many boys will strike the black piano

in imitation of the excess of a native saint?

Or girls fall wanton under his spectre in the high

schools of melancholy night?




While all the time in Eternity

in the wan light of this poem’s radio

we’ll sit behind forgotten shades

hearkening the lost jazz of all Saturdays.




Neal,1 we’ll be real heroes now

in a war between our cocks and time:

let’s be the angels of the world’s desire

and take the world to bed with us before we die.




Sleeping alone, or with companion,

girl or fairy sheep or dream,

I’ll fail of lacklove, you, satiety:

all men fall, our fathers fell before,




but resurrecting that lost flesh

is but a moment’s work of mind:

an ageless monument to love

in the imagination:




memorial built out of our own bodies

consumed by the invisible poem—

We’ll shudder in Denver and endure

though blood and wrinkles blind our eyes.




So this Green Automobile:

I give you in flight

a present, a present

from my imagination.




We will go riding

over the Rockies,

we’ll go on riding

all night long until dawn,




then back to your railroad, the SP

your house and your children

and broken leg destiny

you’ll ride down the plains




in the morning: and back

to my visions, my office

and eastern apartment

I’ll return to New York.



New York, May 22–25, 1953
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