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T INTRODUCTION TO THE BEAT
GENERATION

More than mere weariness, it implies the feeling of having been used, of being raw. It
involves a sort of nakedness of mind, and, ultimately, of soul; a feeling of being redu-
ced to the bedrock of consciousness. In short, it means being undramatically pushed
up against the wall of oneself. A man is beat whenever he goes for broke and wagers
the sum of his resources on a single number; and the young generation has done that

continually from early youth. (Holmes 10)

The definition of the word “beat” above was written by John Clellon Holmes in
his 1952 article “This Is the Beat Generation.” Holmes, described in the article’s
introduction as the “26-year-old author of the novel Go, and therefore one of the
generation which he describes” (10), was the first person associated with what
would become the Beat Generation to publicly point to the rift between the cur-
rent and older generations in their life expectations. Holmes makes it clear that
labeling an entire generation with a single term is potentially problematic; never-
theless, he argues that the generation that experienced the Second World War,
whether directly or indirectly, has something in common. The eighteen-year-old
girl caught smoking marijuana, the disillusioned ex-GI who succumbs to the cor-
porate machine, or the secretary pondering whether to sleep with her boyfriend
now or wait; these and many others, Holmes claims, are the faces of a Beat Gen-
eration (10). While Holmes agrees that the complaint, “Why don’t people leave us
alone?” might seem tiring, he claims it is actually a dangerous statement to make
when opposed by society’s “enormous effort of righteousness” (10). Holmes’s es-
say paints a picture of a generation of young people who found out that the soci-
ety they had been growing up in was simply too distant in its morality and values
from their own ideas and dreams.
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Yet it was not until 1957 that the Beat Generation became a widespread phe-
nomenon. Two crucial events took place that year. First, Judge Clayton W. Horn
famously ruled Allen Ginsberg’s Howl and Other Poems not obscene. The court
decision by Judge Horn was a landmark case not only because the ruling set
a precedent for future cases, but also due to the exposure the Beats gained as
a result. That is not to say that there had not already been interest in the Beats.
For instance, Ginsberg’s public reading of “Howl” at the Six Gallery in San Fran-
cisco was certainly a defining moment in the history of the Beat Generation. The
reading featured five poets who were relatively unknown at that time - Philip La-
mantia, Michael McClure, Philip Whalen, Allen Ginsberg, and Gary Snyder - and
who were introduced by Kenneth Rexroth, an older and established poet tied to
the San Francisco Renaissance scene. When Ginsberg took the stage and started
reading “Howl,” it was clear to the audience that “a human voice and body had
been hurled against the harsh wall of America and its supporting armies and
navies and academies and institutions and ownership systems and power-support
bases” (Charters xxviii). Ginsberg’s poem not only decried the failures and con-
fines of a conformist life in a capitalist society, but for many it also foretold things
to come. As Ginsberg biographer Jonah Raskin argues, the reading helped create
the conditions that eventually led to both the San Francisco protests against the
House Un-American Activities Committee in 1960 and the Free Speech Movement
at Berkeley a few years later (7). The event, Raskin continues, was an affirmation
of artistic power that defied and eventually won out over McCarthyism, therefore
making the reading the most important public poetry reading in twentieth-centu-
ry America. Still, if it was not for the obscenity trial, Ginsberg would hardly have
acquired the status that he had. As Lawrence Ferlinghetti puts it, “Allen was totally
unknown until the book was busted” (qtd. in Cottrell 34).

The second milestone of 1957 was Gilbert Millstein’s enthusiastic review of On
the Road in The New York Times which made Jack Kerouac famous virtually over-
night. Kerouac was more than surprised by the general response to On the Road
and the excitement it produced; as Kerouac’s letters from that period show, he
even entered negotiations about a movie adaptation with the Hollywood screen-
writer and producer Jerry Wald. While nothing really emerged from their discus-
sions, it shows the sudden publicity and attention that the Beats had gained. The
late fifties were then a time in which the Beats were given the utmost attention
of the press, media, and general public. Yet the Beats have paid dearly for such
attention: the sudden interest also led to sensationalized treatment, and the Beat
writers were frequently seen as a novelty rather than serious artists. In addition,
it was this sudden attention that Kerouac had difficulties coping with, fueling his
alcoholism and eventually leading to his early death; the attention that Burroughs
abhorred for most of his life only to gain fame starting in the late seventies; and
finally the attention that only Ginsberg, a former market researcher, was able to
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handle to such an extent that some critics consider him the only modern poet that
ever gained the status of a true celebrity (Bawer 1). While this publicity turned
out to be a double-edged sword for the individual Beat authors, it is clear that the
Beats as a whole made a lasting impact on American culture.

Naturally, the United States was not the only country where a large rift be-
tween different social groups was becoming more pronounced. Soon, most of the
Western countries were swept by a wave of youth rebellion and social protests.
Though less discernible at first, this discontent was taking place behind the Iron
Curtain as well. The Czechoslovak Republic' was in the firm grip of Communism,
thus making open protest substantially more difficult. The communist takeover
in 1948 led not only to a wave of emigration, but also to the tight rule of the
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia which essentially controlled the whole public
discourse (Sdmal, “Cesta oteviend” 583). Importantly, one way of achieving such
control was through art.

The government-approved art style of socialist realism, which portrayed the
communist country in rosy colors, was omnipresent in the daily lives of the coun-
try’s citizens. For Klement Gottwald, President of Czechoslovakia and chairman
of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, artists were essentially political propa-
gandists in the service of the country, therefore art should strive to move society
toward the communist ideal (qtd. in Kopecky, “Literary America” 67). This view
then openly supported works aligned with the Party line while suppressing works
deemed deficient. Nevertheless, by the end of the 1950s the Party was slowly losing
its control over the Czechoslovaks and by the time the sixties were in full swing,
Czechoslovak society was showing a significant turn toward liberalization. For in-
stance, rock and roll music, which was termed “big beat” in Czechoslovakia, was
available through numerous foreign radio stations ignoring the closed borders
and widely sought after by Czechoslovak youth (Sebo 15). The state, however, did
not want to relinquish its powers voluntarily and acted accordingly. For instance,
youth sporting long hair, a trend from the capitalist West, experienced substantial
harassment for their nonconformist look. This systematic persecution of youth
indifferent to the values of Communist Czechoslovakia only mirrors the strategies
the regime employed towards anyone dissenting from the official discourse.

The route to gradual liberalization in the sixties eventually culminated in the
political liberalization of the Prague Spring in 1968, yet it was a slow and compli-
cated process. It should not then come as a surprise that the 1965 visit of the Beat
Generation poet Allen Ginsberg, which led to Czechoslovak secret police concocting
a plot in order to deport the poet, has had a significant impact on Czechoslovaks.
Despite their limited availability in the country, the Beats left a lasting impression

1 In 1960 the country was renamed the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, and the name remained
in place until 1990. Henceforth, the term Czechoslovakia is used to refer to both the Czechoslovak
Republic and the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic.
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on Czechoslovak readers. For instance, when Lawrence Ferlinghetti visited the Czech
Republic in the late 1990s, he received an ecstatic welcome from the public, which
he would not have received if he had not been strongly influential in the sixties.

1.1 The Beat Generation: The Artists and the Term

But who actually were the Beats? In its strictest sense, the Beat Generation was
a small group of artists composed of Herbert Huncke, Allen Ginsberg, William
S. Burroughs, Jack Kerouac, and Lucien Carr, who all first met in New York in
1944 (Charters xv). Soon, the term expanded outside this small social circle: while
Ginsberg, Kerouac, and Burroughs are understood as the core of the Beats, other
close associates include John Clellon Holmes or Gregory Corso. Nevertheless, the
term also often includes Kenneth Rexroth, Peter Orlovsky, Gary Snyder, Lawrence
Ferlinghetti, Bob Kaufman, Diane di Prima, or Anne Waldman due to personal
relationships or artistic affinities. Consequently, deciding on who is a Beat and
who is not can be quite problematic. For instance, Donald M. Allen organized the
poets included in his seminal anthology The New American Poetry into five groups:
Black Mountain Review, San Francisco Renaissance, the Beat Generation, the New
York group, and younger poets with no apparent ties to a single group. However,
since poets such as Snyder or Ginsberg belonged to more than one group, trying
to come up with distinctly separate groups has only led to confusion. To make
matters worse, some, such as Rexroth, later denounced their Beat allegiance, thus
muddying the understanding of the Beats as a group of authors even further.

Allen’s collection was not the only work which indirectly problematizes the
understanding of what the Beat Generation is. Similarly, the first Beat anthology
to specifically name the authors as the Beat Generation - The Beat Generation and
the Angry Young Men (1958) - not only includes the core Beats in its discussion, but
also writers who focused on hipsters and had no direct ties to Beats or their writ-
ing (Belletto 8). What is more, the canon of the Beats is prone to being continu-
ously expanded. As Kurt Hemmer explains in the introduction to the Encyclopedia
of Beat Literature, the book contains the work of such figures as Abbie Hoffman,
Timothy Leary, or ruth weiss as a way to acknowledge all Beat-associated people
and artists (xi). To add to the confusion, American media often referred to the
Beat Generation as standing in for contemporary American youth, or at least for
a substantial segment of it. The complexities of membership of the Beat Genera-
tion then show that attaching a label to a literary group affects who belongs to the
group as well as the responses the label itself elicits (Challis 2). In other words, the
further one gets from “the Big Three” - Kerouac, Ginsberg and Burroughs - and
their immediate circle of friends, the more blurred the line between Beat and
non-Beat becomes.
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The confusion surrounding membership of the Beat Generation is best ex-
plained by analyzing the term “Beat” itself. Even when one ignores the use of “the
Beat Generation” to delineate a significant portion of the youth, there was still dis-
agreement among the Beats themselves on what the term actually represents. As
Jack Kerouac writes in his essay “The Origins of the Beat Generation,” the term
“beat” was first mentioned in a conversation with John Clellon Holmes about the
Lost Generation and Existentialism; when Kerouac commented that “this is really
a beat generation,” Holmes reacted with an enthusiastic, “That’s it, that’s right!”
(70). Inidially, after being introduced by Holmes, the term not only expressed
a general sense of being “beat,” that is “down,” but it also emphasized the experi-
ences of the poor and the marginalized such as drug addicts, homosexuals, or va-
grants. In other words, the term reflected a sense of marginalization and rejection
by society - a sense of otherness. The image of the outcast certainly had its allure;
as Ann Charters points out, the term caught on because it “suggested the arrival
of something unconventional and different from the mainstream, marginalized
yet possessing potential force and authority” (xx). Jack Kerouac later provided an
updated explanation of the term for Playboy magazine: although originally stand-
ing for “poor,” “down and out,” or “deadbeat,” “Beat” was expanded to include
people who have “a certain new gesture, or attitude” best described as “a new
more” (“Origins” 73).2

Charters points out that another reason the term was adopted by many was the
fact it could be made to mean anything (xx). However, since the term was open
to interpretation, it was also open to exploitation. As a result, the term became
used in connection with juvenile delinquency and the Beats themselves were seen
as condoning violence. One of the many ways this connection with violence mani-
fested itself was the Albert Zugsmith-produced film The Beat Generation released
in 1959: in spite of the title, the film is in fact a crime thriller in which a detective
searches for a serial rapist. Faced with such sensationalist and frequently exploit-
ative representation in the press and popular magazines such as Time or Life,
Kerouac eventually modified the term as originating from the word “beatitude.”
Despite his best efforts to distance himself from the media image of the Beats,
the damage had already been done and Kerouac became so disillusioned with the
improper use of the term that he eventually stopped using it altogether. The term,
in other words, has been used to represent anything from a close-knit group of
friends based in New York to a whole generation of people.

Not only is the label rather ambiguous when used to delineate the Beats as
a group, but it is also unsuitable as a description of a unified approach to litera-
ture. While the Beats often shared certain sensibilities, their writing styles differed

2 Similarly, Gary Snyder understood the label to represent “a particular state of mind” (Charters
xvi).
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significantly from one another. Kerouac, for instance, tried to advance his writ-
ing philosophy dubbed “spontaneous prose,” that is an approach which favored
improvisation and free writing. In contrast, Burroughs preferred disjointed nar-
ratives that resist a straightforward interpretation, as exemplified by his “cut-up”
method which involved inserting scrambled portions of other authors’ texts into
his own writing. Finally, Ginsberg’s poetry often mixes cries of social injustice
and protest with religious imagery, thus leading Ginsberg to categorize himself as
a visionary poet in the tradition of William Blake or Antonin Artaud (Portugés
3). The differences are obvious even when comparing only the Beat poets: apart
for their disdain for formalist rules of poetry writing, their approaches to writing
vary substantially from one another. As a result, Beat poetry includes Snyder’s
eco-consciousness with Eastern influences as well as Corso’s playful portrayal of
everyday experiences.

1.2 The Beat Generation as an Attitude

In other words, what the term “Beat” or “the Beat Generation” actually stands for
frequently varies from person to person. Nevertheless, there is a shared thread
running through the definitions of the term and the various approaches to the
Beats: that of communitarian identity positioning itself as the direct opposite of
the public. As Barry Miles explains, it was a “fraternity of spirit and attitude” that
connected the New York Beats together (£l Hombre 2). This attitude, Miles contin-
ues, was “an adverse reaction to the ongoing carnage of World War II, the drop-
ping of A-bombs on civilian targets, and the puritan small-mindedness that still
characterized American life.” The label is, due to its many possible connotations,
imprecise, yet it still, in the words of David Sterritt, “suggestively evokes a youth-
centered ethos that felt the weight of conventional social norms as a burden at
once punishing and exhausting - inflicting on individuals a sense of being both
‘beaten,” or assailed and tormented, and ‘beat,” or worn down and defeated” (2).
The Beats were driven by a combination of alienation, anxiety, idealism, and intel-
lectualism, and they also rejected conventional social norms, choosing instead to
focus on individuals’ ability to define themselves - and their realities - through
their choices, decisions, and actions. For example, many of the Beats drew their
inspiration from jazz and bebop; this can be seen in their use of hipster slang that
evolved in the jazz and bop scenes, their experimental techniques such as Ker-
ouac’s spontaneous prose, and the stylistic similarities between many of the texts
and jazz improvisations. It was not just the music, but also the rebellious attitude
of many jazz musicians that served as an inspiration to the Beats. As Douglas Mal-
colm further explains,
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[a]lmost as soon as jazz became popular in the early 1920s, young men who considered
themselves outsiders identified with jazz musicians’ marginal social status in hegemonic
white culture. While bop was more complex and the musicians more rebellious than
their antecedents, the impulse of these young white men toward jazz had as much to

do with ideology as it did with a particular style of music (104).

The Beats searched, in Kerouac’s words, for a “new more,” and this took various
shapes. These new vistas were often geographical, as many of the Beats, had spent
years and even decades living abroad. They were also spiritual, and the “new more”
in such form could be reached not only through jazz music, but also through sex
or experimentation with drugs, both of which were taboo at that time.

Consequently, the Beats decided to form their arguments through a seemingly
negative dialectic as a means of opposing conventionality, materialism, repressive-
ness, regimentation, and corruption with the opposites of these qualities. Their
writing protested the conformist malaise of the 1950s United States which, the
Beats unanimously argued, crippled the human spirit while promoting superficial
concerns such as material well-being. They emphasized otherness and personal
exploration over the dull conformity of the current society. Ultimately, “Beatness”
became associated not only with a literary movement, but also with an attitude
and a set of ideas, feelings and opinions. Therefore, the Beats were seen by many
as the spokespeople of those who opposed the values of the society. Bruce Cook
confirms the sense of a generation gap by regarding the Beats as his generation
because of “the same keen sense of identification with them that thousands of oth-
ers my [of his] age did” (3). As Holmes further comments on the generational atti-
tude and ideals: “The absence of personal and social values is to [this generation],
not a revelation shaking the ground beneath them, but a problem demanding
a day-to-day solution. How to live seems to them much more crucial than why” (19).

Simply put, the Beats not only associated themselves with those generally mar-
ginalized and even victimized by their societies, but also emphasized breaking
away from the values of such society. Consequently, this appealed to the younger
generations, which was noticeable at many poetry readings the Beats gave. Bruce
Cook recalls that at one such event in early 1959 there were more than seven hun-
dred people in attendance, not only exceeding in every way the expectations of
the academic crowd that usually composes the majority audience at such events,
but also forcing the event organizers to turn people away due to overcrowding
(12). The audience, Cook continues, was both younger and older than the av-
erage college student and young teacher, and therefore had “a distinctly non-
academic, almost proletarian appearance” (12-13). The audience’s reaction was
unprecedented: not only did they applaud at the appropriate places, but they also
applauded at inappropriate places and did a bit of cheering and stamping, thus

15



1 Introduction to the Beat Generation

resembling the openness and spontaneity of a jazz concert rather than poetry
reading (14).

A similar enthusiastic response occurred during Ginsberg’s 1965 visit to
Czechoslovakia. As a part of the stay, Ginsberg participated in the King of May
elections, traditionally a part of the student-organized Majdles festival taking place
on May st alongside the official May Day celebration. By coincidence, the 1965
festival was the first Majdles in nine years to be held without direct interference
from the state: students taking part in a parade and carrying various slogans is
a vital part of the Majdles tradition and these slogans had to be closely regulated,
as they were often the products of independent thought and therefore dangerous
to the regime (Svatos 95). While the students participating in the 1965 parade
more than enjoyed their recently-gained freedom by carrying various satirical and
provocative slogans, the pinnacle of the event, however, was electing Allen Gins-
berg the King of May. When reaching the stage in order to make his pre-election
speech, Ginsberg was cheered by tens of thousands of people. After chanting
a Buddhist mantra while playing small hand cymbals, Ginsberg started to sing “At
zije krdl majales™ in his broken Czech; after a while, the organizers announced
that Ginsberg had been elected the King of May.

The election of an American as the King of May, together with many of Gins-
berg’s anti-Soviet remarks made during his stay in various meetings with students
and Czechoslovak artists, caused a huge embarrassment to the regime and ulti-
mately led to the poet’s deportation from the country a few days later. Despite
this apparent setback, Ginsberg and other Beats had a substantial impact on life
in 1960s Czechoslovakia, and Ginsberg’s expulsion by the regime further codified
the Beats in the country as standing for personal freedom and resistance against
oppression. Among those who hold this opinion is none other than Vaclav Havel,
playwright, dissident, and the first democratically-elected President of Czecho-
slovakia and later the Czech Republic. As he famously writes in the preface to
Spontaneous Mind, a collection of interviews with Allen Ginsberg released in 2001,
“Beat poetry and prose have most likely been perceived in our unfree conditions
as even more rebellious than in the land of their origin” (ix). The encouragement
of the Beats to renounce the establishment and pursue individual dreams and
goals, Havel continues, took on a whole new level in Czechoslovakia, because it
also provided one with “a potential instrument for resistance to the totalitarian
system that had been imposed on our existence.”

Similarly to the United States, the Beats represented to Czechoslovaks liberty
and new lifestyles; however, these ideas were even more symbolic due to the na-
ture of the totalitarian regime. Thus to Czechoslovaks, the Beats became syn-
onymous with resistance toward authoritative power even more so than to the

3 “Long live the King of May” in English.
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American public. The theatre and poetry critic Miroslav Kovarik further explains
that the events of the sixties foretold the eventual return of Czechoslovakia into
Europe, and the Beats’ courage to directly address society’s taboos played a vital
role in the era’s liberal atmosphere (“U kavy”).

1.3 Controversies and Criticism

Naturally, the Beat Generation writers were not without controversies; after all,
two of the seminal texts - Burroughs’s Naked Lunch and Ginsberg’s Howl - faced
obscenity charges. As Meagan Wilson elucidates, the former was celebrated as
“a work of genius” and “a masterpiece of experimental fiction,” but also vili-
fied as “a piece of filth, an exercise in pornography” or “a composition without
merit” (98). The common elements of Beat writing, such as homosexuality or
drug abuse, were too controversial in the fifties to be ignored, which led many
critics to comment on the works’ apparent controversies rather than on the lit-
erary work itself. According to Ronald Oakley, the writers of the Beat Genera-
tion were seen by the public as not only idealizing, but also supporting “soci-
ety’s outcasts and misfits — blacks, drug addicts, prostitutes, bums, migrant farm
workers, and petty criminals,” and these themes were a direct threat to the safe,
middle-class, white Anglo-Saxon Protestant morality of the average American in
the 1950s (398).

One of the most scathing critiques of the Beat Generation was penned by the
literary critic Norman Podhoretz; the essay title - “The Know-Nothing Bohemi-
ans” - already suggests some of the points Podhoretz is about to make. He starts
by discussing the bohemianism of the 1920s and 1930s as represented by such fig-
ures as Hemingway, Fitzgerald, or Pound, claiming that “[a]t its best, the radical-
ism of the 1930s was marked by deep intellectual seriousness and aimed at a state
of society in which the fruit of civilization would be more widely available - and
ultimately available to all” (307). Unlike the bohemianism of the 1930s, however,
the bohemianism represented by the Beats is “hostile to civilization” in its worship
of primitivism, energy, or “irrationalist” philosophies while at the same time ex-
pressing contempt for “coherent, rational discourse which, being a product of the
mind, is in their view a form of death” (307-308). Podhoretz argues the lifestyles
of the Beat writers - and in effect their writings as well - celebrate criminality,
violence, drug addiction, and madness and concludes his essay by explaining that
the Beats and their supporters are against intelligence itself (318). Diana Trilling
was another voice critical of the Beats. Writing for the same outlet as Podhoretz,
the Partisan Review, her article on a poetry reading by Allen Ginsberg, Gregory
Corso, and Peter Orlovsky is especially noteworthy for its chastising tone. Describ-
ing the audience of the reading as a “rabble” - and also expressing her surprise
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that the auditorium did not smell bad when a single look at the crowd made her
certain it would (224) - Trilling’s critique is based mostly on her beliefs about
what is allowed and what is not: “Taste or style dictates that most intellectuals
behave decorously, earn a regular living, disguise instead of flaunt whatever may
be their private digressions from the conduct society considers desirable” (223).
The Beats, put simply, were not “proper” enough not only in their writing but also
in their behavior, tastes, or preferences, an understanding which had significant
impact on discourse related to Beat writing and the Beats themselves. The popu-
lar image of the Beats thus portrayed them as a threat to mainstream society who
lacked moral values. Importantly, this depiction relies heavily on the ambiguity of
the term, thus yet again blurring the lines between specific Beat authors and the
segment of society they were supposed to be representing.

1.4 Understanding the Beat Generation

Despite the marginalization of the Beats by the public and the intellectual commu-
nity in the 1950s and 1960s, they managed not only to survive but also to prevail
(Cook 17). Currently, the Beats seem to be enjoying more attention than ever.
Their texts are being released in countless new editions, collections of critical es-
says on their works are being published, and courses on the Beat Generation are
being taught. They have withstood the test of time - something unimaginable for
many 1950s and 1960s reviewers - and to a certain extent also entered the canon
in both the United States and the Czech Republic. Although enumerating all
milestone events would take up a vast number of pages, limiting the overview to
the last several years still gets the point across: How! (2010) and On the Road (2012)
have been turned into major motion pictures with well-known Hollywood actors
such as James Franco, Kristen Steward, or Viggo Mortensen; Kerouac’s On the
Road has been released in its famed original scroll version; numerous new editions
of original Beat texts, collections of letters, and critical collections have been pub-
lished; the European Beat Studies Network has been founded; and Ferlinghetti’s
aforementioned visit to Prague was a notable event attended by many dignitaries.
In other words, it is safe to say that interest in the Beats is thriving more than ever.

If one accepts Kenneth Rexroth’s premise that against “the ruin of the world,
there is only one defense - the creative act,” one observes that Beat works in
one way or another contributed in their own ways to stopping the world’s ruin
by encouraging the civil rights protests of the 1960s and by inspiring thousands
to challenge conformity and stifling social norms (325). Nevertheless, the cre-
ative act should not be limited to writing a literary text. As previous pages have
already shown, one’s understanding of what the Beats are and what they stand
for may have varied substantially from someone else’s: while some point out their
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experimentation with drugs and sexuality, others emphasize the Beats’ critique of
the establishment or their literary experiments. For some, the Beats are literary
visionaries, though others might view them mostly as a historical phenomenon.
Simply put, while the readings of the Beats share the same subject, they often lead
to quite different results, since different readers emphasize different aspects of
the Beats. Linguistically speaking, the signifier “the Beats” may signify something
else, and this signifying process depends on many factors such as the reader’s
background or the context of reading. Creating such meaning is ultimately also
a creative act, albeit slightly different than what Rexroth originally had in mind.

The above is not to say that two people reading a text have to understand
it in a completely different manner. Insisting on such a view would be endors-
ing a rather nihilistic outlook in defiance of common sense. After all, the very
fact that a work of art can resonate for the same reason with readers from en-
tirely different cultural backgrounds and walks of life makes it clear that gen-
eral agreement on a text’s meaning can be reached. Nevertheless, different au-
diences and different contexts often lead to variations in interpretations - at
times rather slight, other times more pronounced. As Justin Quinn notes on
the publishing and reading dynamics in Czechoslovakia of the 1950s, claiming
that the context of the time did not influence the production and reading of
literature seems “intentionally limited and even suspiciously ideological” (108).
These different contexts are especially pronounced when dealing with works by
foreign authors. The resulting different readings can be grossly oversimplified
or even misinterpreted when compared with the work’s original context (Zima
164). However, such readings are also often revealing, as they relativize the origi-
nal context, and thus highlight the openness of the text or its ideology (165).
Importantly, providing a comprehensive study of the various interpretations of
the Beats and their work by comparing their reception in different contexts is
the purpose of this book.

The reception of the Beats is analyzed in two different time periods: the
1950s,/1960s and late twentieth century/early 2000s. However, rather than focus-
ing on the reception in one country, the text analyzes the writing dealing with the
Beats from two countries: the United States and Czechoslovakia, later the Czech
Republic. This approach, a combination of a synchronic and diachronic inquiry,
thus also acknowledges the shift toward trans-nationalism in both Beat studies and
in American studies in general. Polina Mackay and Chad Weidner explain that the
European Beat Studies Network, whose inaugural conference took place in 2012,
was formed in order to advance the discussion on the Beats’ relations to Europe:
the ESBN “fosters dialogue on European influences on the Beats, on Europeans
influenced by Beat tropes and esthetics, and on transnational and international
approaches to the Beats and their legacy” (221). This recent development in Beat
studies, Erik Mortenson points out, thus reflects the shift toward trans-nationalism

19



1 Introduction to the Beat Generation

which American Studies as a whole has recently undergone (328). The Presiden-
tial Address to the American Studies Association, delivered by Shelley Fisher Fish-
kin in 2005, makes this shift clear. In the address, Fishkin explains that “[w]e need
to understand the cultural work that forms originating in the United States do in
cultures outside this country, studying their reception and reconfiguration in con-
texts informed by a deep understanding of the countries where that cultural work
is taking place” (qtd. in Mortenson 328). In other words, once a work is taken out
of its original setting, it can adopt new shapes and new meanings, thus further
illuminating the interpretive possibilities of the work as well as contributions to
political and social change. Importantly, these findings would be impossible if one
limited a work’s analysis to its original context or even a formalist approach. As
such, a transnational and comparative approach therefore offers not only fresh
perspectives on the subject matter, but also new understandings on how culture
and context can reconfigure a work of art.

To provide a truly comprehensive analysis, the text acknowledges the impor-
tance of popular interpretations by incorporating the popular reception of the
Beat Generation alongside their critical reception. Describing the popular recep-
tion is a laborious subject to tackle; after all, there is a thin dividing line between
popular and personal reception. Nevertheless, navigating the analysis through
a wide variety of sources with the use of several case studies provides the text with
a reliable account of the Beats’ popular image. Finally, by analyzing both popular
and critical readings of the Beats, the text also comments on the mechanisms
through which various readings are manifested and subsequently proliferated into
future discourses. Consequently, while the text generally uses the term “the Beat
Generation” to represent a rather small group of writers centered on Ginsberg,
Burroughs, and Kerouag, it will also comment on the use of the term as epitomiz-
ing a certain attitude or philosophy. As the research presented in this book shows,
this is an inherent component of the Beats’ reception.

The book is separated into several chapters. Chapter II provides a general
discussion of the theoretical approach of the text. While not appearing through-
out the book, this literary theory serves as the stepping stone framing the overall
methodology. Chapter III contextualizes the Beat Generation by describing the
life and society of the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. Although it was
a period of conformity, it also signified the beginning of protest against Ameri-
can society. Chapter IV analyzes the reception of the Beat Generation in the
USA of the 1950s and 1960s. Among the chief foci is the creation of the “beat-
nik” stereotype and the portrayals in popular media which often depended on
it; in addition, the chapter also addresses the slow acceptance of Beat poetry or
the position of academia and literary critics on the Beats. Subsequently, Chapter
V provides an overview of the current American reception. Among other topics,
the current concept of the Beats within Beat Studies is addressed.
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Chapter VI studies the political and social situation in communist Czechoslo-
vakia leading up to the Prague Spring. Socialist realism significantly affected the
literary criticism of the era, therefore substantial space is dedicated to discussing
its ethos and modus operandi, though the text also covers the events surrounding
Ginsberg’s visit in Prague in 1965. Chapter VII analyzes the ways the Beats were
portrayed in Czechoslovakia in the 1950s and 1960s. Its main objective is the
changes in literary critiques and various paratextual material which occurred be-
cause of the gradual liberalization and therefore the abandoning of socialist real-
ism; nevertheless, newspaper treatment of Ginsberg’s two visits is also document-
ed. In contrast, Chapter VIII discusses the position the Beats hold today in the
Czech Republic, and one of its primary concerns is the coverage of Ferlinghetti’s
visit to Prague in 1998. Finally, Chapter IX examines the results of the preceding
chapters, and further specifies and modifies their discussion. This chapter ties in
all the various observed aspects of the Beats. Ultimately, this chapter is a closing
explanation of all the case studies from the previous chapters.

Several points have to be made before proceeding to the next chapter. First,
while the book offers a comprehensive account of the ways the Beat Generation
was and is approached, the account is not exhaustive. Trying to include all the
available sources regarding the Beats would not only be impossible, but it would
also result in a text that would be simply unreadable. Still, the large variety of
sources used for the case studies of the book offer a rigorous analysis of the re-
ception.

Second, after glancing at the book’s contents, the reader will notice that not
all topics of case studies from one country match those from the other country.
For instance, there is no thorough debate of a single event in the American chap-
ters, while the Czech/oslovak chapters have two: Ginsberg’s visit in 1965 and
Ferlinghetti’s stay in 1998. However, this is not an omission, but actually helps
show the different ways the Beats were understood in the two countries. The
availability of several Beat texts, or rather unavailability, in Czechoslovakia and
the Czech Republic further illustrate the difference in understanding what the
Beat Generation is. As a result, trying to come up with equivalent case studies in
the two countries is doomed to fail: since the Beats are not treated evenly in the
discourses of the two countries, finding truly matching case studies is simply im-
possible. This is most notable in the amount of sources available: while there are
scores of texts on the Beats in the US - from well-known critiques to innumerable
columns from local newspapers - the amount of texts mentioning the Beats in
Czechoslovakia is by several orders of magnitude smaller. In other words, trying
to use only case studies equivalent to one another would be missing the point:
the American Beat Generation simply differs from its Czech/oslovak counterpart,
which the discrepancy in existing sources helps illustrate. That being said, while
the book focuses on the reception of the Beats in both countries, it slightly leans
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toward the exploration of its Czech and Czechoslovak reception. The reason for
this is simple: it has not been done in such a comprehensive manner before, and it
is this more detailed analysis which further illuminates the reception of the Beats
in the United States.

Third, it should be added that not every source mentioned in the American
sections is necessarily American; for instance, the scholar Oliver Harris or the
novelist J. G. Ballard are both English. One of the reasons behind grouping a few
English sources in the American reception sections is the dilemma of providing
a sufficiently descriptive term to characterize the object of this research: “English
reception” sounds as if it might exclude American reception; “English-language
reception” could also include responses written in English by non-native speakers
of English; and “reception from English-speaking countries” is not only a bit of
a mouthful, but would also include countries such as Kenya in which English is the
official language. Naturally, a possible solution to this naming conundrum would
be to simply avoid using any non-American sources, to which I mostly yielded. As
a result, several important milestones for the reception of the Beats in the United
Kingdom, such as the Times Literary Supplement controversy surrounding Naked
Lunch or the “beatnik” riot at the third Beaulieu Jazz Festival in 1960, are reduced
to mere footnotes if mentioned at all. Nevertheless, a few British sources are still
used, though mostly limited to a few newspaper articles by British novelists or
scholars.

In addition, as the preceding pages indicated, there are various opinions on
who is or is not a Beat. Naturally, there were many Beats and Beat-affiliates pub-
lishing during the 1950s and 1960s. Several important Beats of color, for example
Bob Kaufman or LeRoi Jones, as well as a few women Beats and Beat associates,
such as Diane di Prima or Joyce Johnson, were either some of the most prolific
Beats of the period or those who had a significant influence on the Beat Gen-
eration. In other words, while the Beat Generation is often portrayed as being
composed solely of white men, that is not an accurate depiction. That being said,
the book mostly focuses on “the Big Three” - Ginsberg, Kerouac, and Burroughs
- for practical reasons. Trying to include too many Beats in the discussion would
not only result in a babel of a text, but many of these Beats were simply unknown
in Czechoslovakia and are still rather obscure in the Czech Republic, which would
again make comparison difficult.* Simply put, the book mostly discusses Gins-
berg, Kerouac, and Burroughs, though special attention is paid to Ferlinghetti and
Corso in the Czechoslovak and Czech Republic sections. Focusing on the three
Beats should not be interpreted as an act of “whitening” the canon of the Beats,
but rather as a pragmatic decision which should lead to the most comprehensive

4 For instance, the first poetry collection in the Czech Republic by Diane di Prima was released in
2004 and there are no books by Jones available in Czech translation.
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study possible. In addition, the unavailability or obscurity of some of the Beats in
Czech translation again underlines the different contours the label takes in the
two countries.

An objection could be raised against comparing receptions in countries with
different languages. Since the languages are not the same, the argument might be,
they do not produce works of the same meaning, therefore the Czech audience
reacts to slightly different texts than their American counterpart. Nevertheless,
that would be a rather simplistic view of translation processes, and it would also
have to ignore the fact that an innumerable number of works of art have been
successful across different cultures and traditions. As Anthony Pym in Explor-
ing Translation Theories explains, while there are several paradigms which try to
explain the way translation works, none of them are actually applicable on their
own (165). Granted, the notion of linguistic equivalence, that is two different lan-
guages sharing the same values, is often thought to be outdated; however, Pym
further adds that the concept also “merits a serious place alongside and within the
more recent paradigms” (6). Albrecht Neubert joins Pym in defending the notion
of linguistic equivalence. He explains that a translation simply must have “some
kind of equivalence relation to the original,” where the equivalence relationship is
the outcome of translation (413-14). Therefore, Neubert continues, “equivalence
in translation is not an isolated, quasi-objective quality, it is a functional concept
that can be attributed to a particular translational situation” (414). Admittedly,
this research essentially somewhat sidesteps this issue by being interested in what
the Beats and their texts mean for their audiences in the two countries, thus
allowing for difference in interpretation. Nevertheless, for the purposes of this
publication, translating Beat literature is considered as producing texts equal to
their English counterparts.

Finally, the vast majority of Czech sources used in the book are in Czech, and
since providing both the Czech original text and its English translation would be
rather cumbersome, I have opted to include only my English translations of such
texts. Nevertheless, a few of these texts, for example Havel’s essay “The Power of
the Powerless,” have existing English translations, and these have been used in-
stead. If the reader is in doubt about the original language of a quoted text, please
consult the bibliography section.
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