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Rezumat

Lucrarea descifreaz pozitia si rolul femeilor din generatia Beat inrtextul
general al perioadei 1950-1960 si in cadrul speciil acestui grup cultural. Din
acest punct de vedere, studiul discuta categodiiurale de femeie-autor si de
femeie-personaj, accentuand asupra spiritului l@ kzistenta in fata discursului
masculin sau a normelor patriarhale. Mai putin faiase decat barbatii generatiei
Beat, mai putin prezente in fata camerelor de hkederi si cu productii literare de
dimensiuni reduse, femeile generatiei Beat au trassgeneratiilor ulterioare un
model al emanciparii si nonconformismului . Actiglaimtr-un spatiu centrat pe o
cultura a masculinului, aceste figure marginalizatg revalorizat, din pozitia lor
periferica, constiinta ideologica a decadei si asceris regulile literaturii boeme.

In the mid 1950s, the women writers of the Beat €ation were
considered of secondary importance to the develaopofethe Beat group and
had an exclusively peripheral position in the midhy of the movement.
Their artistic contribution was not considered maighy for publication and
their status was derogatively resumed to inferierms like “chicks”,
“girlfriends “or “common —law wives’. Recent criatwork did justice to these
formerly marginalized figures and demonstratedettent to which their work
and cultural presence shaped the ideological coansoess of the decade and
rewrote the rules of literary bohemia.

Despite their libertarian attitudes and ideologypefmissiveness, the
representatives of the Beat generation activated male-dominated milieu,
whose defiant masculinity accompanied by male cimm which inscribed
their cultural productions into a strict patriartpattern. This reflected into a
Beat ethos which placed women in inferior positicarsd assigned them
secondary roles. Adequate enough to be muses, mathkvers, women were
nevertheless unfit as artists. As Michael Davidsemarked, in spite of the
Beat ethos of communal tribalism, there is a riggehder distinction inside the
community. Barbara Ehrenreich goes a step furthdriaThe Hearts of Men
identifies examples of male chauvinism in the Biatature but considers that
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Beat ethos nevertheless offers the possibilityildration through alternative
roles. She also identifies a recontextualized A#yektitute paradigm —the
beatific whore in the writings of the male Beatters. The subcategories of
this principle are the fellaheen women —poorly eded or uneducated women
who barely speak English and the chick-who welcomsesual experiences
without asking for a marriage commitment.

The Beats are definitely “beat” in the way they caime of sex as “the
only holy and important thing in life" but are unane of being squared-headed
when presenting women as chicks “awfully dumb asmgbble of doing terrible
things ". In the overwhelming majority of cases,men are depicted as flat
characters, denied any real involvement in the ipugphere. Apart from
keeping a man sexually satisfied, the only taskeat l'voman is assigned is
“making breakfast and sweeping the floor". (Kerquam the Road56,
GinsbergSelected 8031

In most cases, women are presented as sexual pkgmaady to offer
and feel erotic pleasures either on door mats @blsy shacks or at ten
thousand feet at Mount Matterhorn. “[...] shore, coamewith us and we’ll
screw ya at ten thousand feet, and the way hetsamb funny and casual, and
in fact serious, that the girl wasn’'t shocked dt kalt somehow pleased”
(Kerouac,The Dharma27).

When captured in snapshots of blissful domestistence, a woman
(like Christine, Sean Monahan’s wife) is betterual if she is “a beautiful and
honey-haired girl’, who manages to agree with hesbland “in every detail
about how to live the joyous life in America wititauuch money”. In between
a child and a fully accomplished woman, she is esxgeeter when wandering
“barefooted around the house and yard, hanging aghvand baking her won
brown bread and cookies”. The climax of her indossness as a dutiful wife
consists in her tolerance and benevolence towaravild parties thrown by her
husband in their old wooden house”, in which bieaartists discus naked and
or her ability of “making food out nothing” (161).

In Ginsberg's poetry, apart frokaddish and White Shroudthere is
litle room for other women figures. Corso is everre extreme in his
grotesque approach of mother figures and Kerouawitadbluntly his sole
interest in the feminine: "As far as young womea e@oncerned, | can't look at
them unless | tear off their clothes one by onef¢kiac,Visions23)

Equating the feminine aspect with the static pregen of domestic
order, Burroughs opposes the instance of statusngonmbility with the bolder
one of a renegade and advocate of liberty. Loveorssidered a manipulative
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instrument conceived by diabolical female mindsameo trap male sexuality
. For Burroughs, the term love is replaced by auakty no longer veiled by
illusions or false sentiments.

The writer sees women were less than human, ratséuments of
manipulation sent from outer worlds, diabolic cueas attempting to conquer
the planet. Since their only beneficial role in isbc was to perpetuate
mankind, if man was able to find a find a form afghogenesis, they could be
eliminated altogether.

In a suggestively entitled essay "Women: A Biolagidistake",
Burroughs concedes to the fact that he is widelgrpreted as a mysogynist
and suggests a science fictional scenario of 'sthees fusing together into an
organism" as "the next step "towards human pedec{iBurroughs,The
Adding 50 ) Burroughs’s misogynic character has alwhgsn intensely
praised or utterly hated by followers and detract@like. More than
demanding the subordination of the feminine prilecitp the masculine one,
Burroughs considered that the complete separatbmden sexes could be the
most desirable solution for their peaceful yet safgaexistence.Despite this
seemingly narrow perspective upon women, there ns emancipatory
dimension to his theory; the act of imaginig a groof homosexuals as
separated from women, does not exclude the possfblesbians organizing
themselves in gynocentric communities. SubsequeBtlyroughs’'sThe Wild
Boys may be interpreted as the anticipatory counterpaifeminist political
fantasies like Monique Wittig'ses Guerilleresand Joanna Russi$e Female
Man, since all these novels show a deep interestlitigiwed violence.

Consequently, one of the best strategies to cangethe faults would
be to read Beat male texts through the lens of rfestnicriticism. Instead of
simply repeating overtly sexist comments about wwn®e inadequacy and
inability to live up to male standards, one shopldbably highlight Ted
Joans’s delightful satire of " Jivey Leaguers, @reks, Folkniks" who are
represented as less macho, less charismatic, ésslly potent than the
idealized male-written novels. In Joan 's acceptatf the term ,a Jivey
Leaguer is a " half-way cat whose sole concerroibe a part of everything
which he puts down or cashes —in-on as it suiteteshal search for girls in his
well —dressed —to-bore-tight faggotair clothes".Cheepnik is someone "
always on the scene digging lonely young chickss preat are left alone, and
other valuables that he can steal". Finally, apgér —than —Thounik " is an "
overread writer or painter of sorts who speaksraastute authority on every
subject, even sex, which she knows only from bogksans 86)
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The decade certainly did not need female intelestand any attempt
from a woman to surface with literary productionssweither snubbed or
sneeringly reviewed. The critic Anatole Broyard gdamed about girls "who
wore their souls like negligees that they nevektoff* and university teachers
patronizingly dismissed women writings for being texistentialism-oriented.
(as qtd in Knight 68)

Yet, red diaper babies refused to conform and pedeto write
anarchic verse instead. Rebels were raised betiheamalls of convent-like all
girls schools and lesbian intercourses were hapgebetween students and
their teachers. Girls felt life was also sexual dnedd to compensate their
ignorance of sexual matters either by extensivdingaof obscene material or
by hanging out with male gangs. For a woman, beiggherself in an
apartment, away from the protection of parentsusbnd was inconceivable,
having sex was outrageously adventurous and bottiral procedures were
sure to bring about public disgrace.

Both a patron and a muse of the Beat spirit, Joatimér Adams
Burroughs was a figure of central importance inalgaing the various
directions of a countercultural attitude. A handsowoman of strong
convictions, she found it impossible to go alonghwhe rigid principles of her
wealthy family and the constraints of an excesgiyebtective family. In her
apartment at 421 West 118 th, she stayed with EBdiker-the boyfriend,
John Kingsland, her sixteen year old lover and lgdlhse. This unorthodox
group was often visited by Columbia student Luci@srr and his girlfriend,
Celine Young , Jack Kerouac , Allen Ginsberg ané tredominantly
homosexual William Burroughs. In that haven popdaby drug dealers ,
hobos, hustlers and prostitutes, Burroughs's aad'séove affair will start and
follow its course, ending and culminating at thene time in Joan's incidental
death after a William Tell act. Her death was themant to stir the demons in
Burroughs and, haunted by the ghosts of a horrad, e turned to writing as
the only instrument to keep the evil at bay

In the turbulent world of the beats, Carolyn Cags#tk legendary wife
of the legendary Neal Casady had many roles tdlfds Neal's wife, she had
to go over her husband's innumerable infatuatioite #mporary male and
female sexual partners. LuAnne Henderson and Ditaresen were only two
links of a longer chain of marital infidelities. &@ng a sometimes moody Neal
was not an easy job for a woman, while followinmton his journeys, and she
did her best to support emotionally her husbandjleainto drug dealings and
sentenced to prison. As a mother, raising thrédreim, she struggled to act as
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the breadwinner of the family, raising them as Iss& could, on and off the
road, as the wanderings of her husband would regds a friend of most Beat

members, Carolyn never overlooked the possibilityaaomance with Jack

Kerouac. Dealing with an embarrassingly protectinsband and a careless
spender and womanizer only seconds later askednf@normous amount of
patience nd understanding to re-assemble the brpkeres of a normal

relationship.

After the publication ofOn the RoadKerouac experienced both the
exultation and the pressure of becoming a pubdjaré. The public perceived
him as being as an "ecstatic, virile, latter-dayisoy, relentlessly and expertly
driving fast cars across the broad face of Amerecéothario whose sexual
drive and appetite for drugs were limitless, amamastic hipster with radical
values.”(Watson 213) The maintenance of this negdined success was a
heavy burden for the shy, conservative, motheruréigoriented Kerouac. The
sex bomb myth that made women go wild at the saflthe author ofOn the
Road was deconstructed and refashioned in a derisivenaraby Carolyn
Cassidy'sOff the Road She describes him as a " somewhat inhibited Tover
(35) and dealt a heavy blow to his masculine ititea of selecting female
lovers when she presented him as the "picked madgher than the "picky
one."

Diane di Prima' sMemoirs of a Beatnikyjoes a step further in
acknowledging women 's real involvement in the sh@apof the Beat
counterculture. Rather than being molded, as iremgpresentations, women
are the one with initiative, capable to assert thadaes by the act of writing.
More free spirited and opinionated than any womfat® 50s, Diane di Prima
has always had strong political beliefs and no fiearoicing literary thoughts
in her active correspondence with Ezra Pound, Kinkatchen, Lawrence
Ferlinghetti and Allen Ginsberg. Her cultural irgsts covered many fields,
ranging from the study of Zen and meditative contpms to the erotic
autobiographyMemoirs of a Beatnikher first bookThis Kind of Bird Flies
Backwardand her active publishing contribution to the jmalfyugenandThe
Floating Bear.

Her extraordinary versatility and flexibility erled her to start various
projects at the same time. She was either stayiit Wimothy Leary's
psychedelic community at Millbrook or traveling the Volkswagen van
trailing her children across America, getting inxed in charitable events
while staging political ones. Only towards her @ds she renounce this hectic
lifestyle for a more contemplative attitude. HemZeligious practices were
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then paralleled by her literary workshops and hewurges on the master
program in Poetics.

Joyce Johnson'8linor Charactersis an emotional account of the
author's coming of age in the background of aniimgpyet desperate group
under the crust of a rigid and conservative Amerid@e memoirs give equal
attention to other characters such as Elise Cowdrigettie Jones and capture
Kerouac in a decisive moment of his existencebbisoming a celebrity in the
aftermath of his On the Road. This woman icon &f Beat generation must
have greatly disappointed her parents. The wellJeffiish family had high
expectations for their only child and they could have possibly expected
their bright daughter to drop out before getting B&A. or to hang out with the
alcoholic, bohemian writer Jack Kerouac.

The sinuous process of Hettie Jones' maturatigoesically described
in herHow | Became Hettie Jonea memoir blending poetic sensitivity and
dramatic realism, while fusing intimate reflectiomsth humorous insights.
Dividing her time between editing Partisan Reviawl &ugen and organizing
poetry reading sessions in bohemian bars, Hettreslgave birth to two
biracial children, fathered by LeRoi Jones.

Joane Kyger's movement to San Francisco coinond#dthe rush of
events culminating in thélowl obscenity trial. After a four hour staging in
Kyoto practising Zen Buddhism and writing poetryiesreturned to San
Francisco were she engaged actively in the pastiaty scene, writing poetry
and giving public readings.

England's prodigy child Denise Levertov started feetic activity at
the age of twelve and received kind and enthusiassponses from public
figures of the period. Compared to Rilke and Brahthe baby of the new
romanticism was welcome by T.S.Eliot and KennetkrBi. The contact with
the European poetry from a very early age matusrddient and refined her
artistic tastes.

Her first book of poetry,The Double Image, crystallizing her
experiences as a war nurse was rated by some aarly sentimental ", yet
gave a good measure of her "strong social consogsssand...showed good
indications of the militant pacifist she was to &ee"( Gould 124) Her
moving to the United States gave her a plus ohgtrein poetic voice and
most critics acknowledged that her second bookoetny Here and Novwhad a
more sinewy energy, while her publication of hextrigook With Eyes at the
Back of Our Headfinally establishes her as an American poet. iVRebert
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Creely began to publish her work in The Black Ma@aumtReview, in the public
consciousness she became forever associated veitlitehary circle.

Joanna Mc Clure’s free spirit and poetic sensitiwas molded by her
living with Michael McClure at the heart of the Besctene in North beach, by
the long discussions about art and philosophy el@nsive readings, and the
influence of her Beat mentor Kenneth Rexroth urileasa new type of poetic
energy in her.

A beautiful account of the bohemian life stylete 50s, together with
the intimate details of her initiation into a Bedalistic existence is given by
Janine Pommy VegaSeeds of Travellhis first person narrative text offers a
sensitive insight into love making scenes and famalelations in a world of
temporary sexual commitment and transitory relathips.

Brenda Frazer is an authentic example of Beatllrebg living style.
Her bleached hair, ragged jeans emaciated facendyehe few of the physical
characteristics of a Beat girl ravished by abusine usage and prostitution.

One of the most influential women on the Beat podt Beat literary
scene was undoubtedly Anne Waldman, director of bloe¢ Seminal Poetry
Project in New York and The Jack Kerouac Schoddisembodied poetics at
the Naropa Institute of Boulder, Colorado. Her pmous talent in poetic
manifestations while still in her teens brought bkase to the key figures of
bohemian streets in Greenwich Village (GregorysBGpDiane di Prima, Allen
Ginsberg, Lew Welch, Philip Whalen, Michael McClund Brenda
Frazer)After meeting Gary Snyder and William Bugbs in 1967 and 1968
respectively, she considered herself part of whas W be termed "second
generation Beat". Mentioning the hardships she emeoed in asserting her
countercultural affiliations and fighting againsétprejudices she states:

The 50s were a conservative time and it was diffifar artistic bohemian

women to live outside the norm. Often they wereainerated by their
families, or were driven to suicide. Many talenteaimen perished. But male
writers of this literary generation were not eritiréo blame, it was the
ignorance of a wholgWaldman 98)

Searching for acceptance on the part of the maikersred her to the
exploration of a "hermaphroditic literature, a sBaestite literature and finally a
poetics of transformation beyond gender."(Waldmar) &nd vyet, she
acknowledged the tremendous help received fromntetors, and the great
benefit she derived from their wisdom of writingehdship and support.

355

BDD-A3691 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.103 (2026-01-19 10:25:31 UTC)



Reconsidering margins./ Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 37-B90 (2005)

Sharing much of her father's s vision and attitutssling with largely
similar subjects, though driven by the same adventuspirit and deploring
the same solitude and alienation, Jan Kerouacoihechild of Jack Kerouac
nevertheless claimed to be a writer with her owterdiry voice. Her
autobiographical novel8aby Driver and Trainsong strikingly resemble her
father's narrative principles, though one can utakably detect a less
confessional propensity, a less emotional involvaenia the writing and a
more detached depiction of the subject. Familidhwhe life on the road, fully
accustomed to the excitement of dropping acid ahéoboredom of staying in
juvenile detention centers, Jan Kerouac startedingriner memoirs in an
attempt to come to terms with herself.

Imagined as a sequence to her memdedyy Driverdeals with Jan 's
initiation in a world of junk, free sex, with theail of advantages and
disturbances following itTrainsong, published in 1988 was imagined as a
sequel to the previous one, a vivid account ofjbarneys from Camden to
Casablanca and then to Berlin. On freight trainbyocar, on a direct route or
on winding roads, her “spontaneous” life was baitdrand indelible.

Better known for her poems, Joanne Kyger also preduemarkable
prose pieces in hefapan and Indian Journalsyhich chronicle the exciting
adventures as well as the fact of daily existent&myder, Ginsberg and
Orlovsky. Capturing the period of her marriage toycer, this collection of
essays is read by some critics as a “kind of captharrative, the controlled
maintenance and development of a relentlesslyilreissolated self” (Skinner
109)

She combines the reflexive, meditative style of @usdt extraction with
the jocular attitude of a woman-girl.
Gary says that women are always associated witbrywand holes are mystic
entrances. The well is essentially a woman’s thiAgd the well as
knowledge. Well | don't know. Well |1 do know. Complation and
awareness. Are you well. Well. Well, well, well,viamice to se you today

(Kyger, Japan34-5)

Her recent collectiond2henomenologicé1989) andJust Spacd 991)
voice more Beat influences and carry on the Beattigigm, while continually
infusing it with a sense of adequate modernitys [iroblematic to label Kyger
“a Beat poet”, yet one cannot deny the depth of bdluences in her literary
productions. Acknowledging her indebtedness to dhkural manifestations
reunited under the term “Beat”, Joanne Kyger akes pride in her own
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unigueness. Her originality consists in her degrassert her own singularity
while at the same time preserving the sense ofneig to a cultural
community.

Making up a literary history is the phenomenonaafding back and tryng to
make a picture of a puzzle. So trying to ask soraepow “what did it

feellike then”-1 didn’t think about it in that way, thought about it as a
practice of my own writing that | was interested amd certainly a lot of the
ideas that came through the Beat generation...No tdima it was a great
cultural stirring that was going on, the phenpmehgainting and writing

and jazz( Russo 5)

The literary productions of women writers challemgesocial
conventions about gender roles and sexual tababsarstituted the seeds of a
proto-feminist movement. Lenore Kandel was a regregive of the incipient
feminism of the 1950s, whose prophetic and incangyavoice bridged the
counterculture of the Beats and the aesthetickeohippies, by enriching Beat
art with the more daring tones of the 1960%ie Love Bookher 1966
collection, is an unabashed and defiant literat,felisplaying uninhibited
gestures in overtly sexual terms. It was confistated the author charged on
obscenity grounds, a few years after the trialsGafisberg’s Howl and
Burroughs’sNaked Lunch.

This second generation Beat writer who proclainmat las the god of
the new age came to symbolize the muse of poetthenage of political
activism. Her poetry book drew on hippie romantitiand feminist liberating
impulses and focused on slang words denoting hedgual intercourse, while
investing them with mystical connotations. Accusieat her Dionysian poems
of psychedelic sex and mystical love should be aeus for their use of
forbidden sex words and their bold depiction ofdexaking scenes, she
replied that four letter words have a beautiful meg, unlike war, Vietnam,
bomb and hate which are the real obscenities.

The feminine discourse of Beat writers, though Hehes and
emancipatory to a certain extent, also replicatesrépressive constraints on
women which they apparently rejected. Oscillatingtween sexual
emancipation and submissive subordination, thdirgaes through different
stages and phases. One may identify either paswéormity in sexual
attitudes or the happy acceptance of the traditiand patriarchal deification
of women. On the other hand, one should not ovkrldee uninhibited
language structures and the celebration of setffgrag sexual impulses. The
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conjunction of models of sexual freedom with theamditional adoration of
images of paradoxical liberation and a new typeswbjectivity , although
indebted to a central masculine status, also wsldhe rules of patriarchal
oppression. As Ronna C Johnson rightly remarked, ¢mancipation in
purpose and intention is not matched by adequatesgressive practices and
attitudes.

The proto —feminist glorification of female subjedly is simultaneously

negated by the traditional gender roles that lifaihale sexual abandon
(Johnson 233)

Mothers or daughters, wives or sweethearts, the emooonnected to
the Beat circle form a heterogeneous group, imptesso label by white and
black characterization. They enriched and diverdiihe personal lives of the
Beats and had a seminal influence in refining itezdry expectations of their
partners. Shaping and being shaped in the prodezdtoral affiliation to the
countercultural trend, they added their unique hegcto the Beat cultural
productions.

In a period in which rebellion was a romantic bebeal pattern
demanded or expected from men, Diane di Prima cedjanarchy through
Magic, Alchemy and healing but must importantlyptigh writing.

For her, the future of literature does not liethe discovery of a new
type of postmodern theory originating in Westerauigjht. She considers that
an infusion of Buddhist logic would solve the fmagton experienced by the
postmodern individual and vision, trance and tloyckng of old materials into
a blending of vision, words and sounds might belat®n to this crisis.

Unlike the male members of the Beat Generation mbbboth with the
delights and the annoyance of being famous anddibsy, Diane di Prima
has never known the angst of fighting the tiresqmelicity. And this is,
partly, because she has never enjoyed an exceasivent of academic or
public attention. This statement is fully demon&daif we consider that her
1960 poems appeared in underground press and oefy 34" book,
Recollection of My Life as a Womappeared under the imprint of a corporate
publishing house. When she finally signed the @mtteith Viking in 1993,
she also became acquainted with the constraintssetpby large corporations.
She had to renounce her former contract with timeirfist newsletter called
Mama Bear's Newsand endure the humility of having the languagenef
novel turned from vernacular into Standard English.

358

BDD-A3691 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.103 (2026-01-19 10:25:31 UTC)



Reconsidering margins./ Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 37-B90 (2005)

A versatile theorist, philosopher, teacher, astiand writer, di Prima
produced an impressive body of work. Her first bddks Kind of Bird Flies
Backward (1958) was followed by Memoirs of a Beatnik(1969),
Revolutionary letterg1971), Pieces of a song1990), Loba — a long serial
poem republished by Penguin in 1998 and her measht&ecollections of My
Life as a Woman: The New York Ye&601). Apart from these volumes, she
Is also a contributor to more than 300 literary amge and newspapers and
she has published in about 70 anthologies, tratslat thirteen languages
(Knight 345). The more unjustified seems then thek lof literary critics to
take a real and profound interest in her work. Thight be due to the fact that
contemporary male Beats living in the same culturdlieu “stole the
limelight” and made critics devote them their emtattention to the detriment
of women writers. On the other hand, the historyitefature records a long
tradition of under-appreciated female writers. Mwd women artists, for
example, are relevant examples on this issue. @nother hand, Italian
American scholars such as Fred Gardaphe, Heleriaend Mary Jo Bona
proved that Italian American literature produceditgn and especially woman
received very little academic attention

A poet priestess, leader, activist, mother, femjrpsblisher, Buddhist
woman, teacher and student at the same time, RiaRema was a feminist
avant la letre, and an artist who refashioned tlestdrn male — white oriented
culture forever

Memoirs of a Beatnikffers a vivid characterization of her life in New
York city, in Timothy Leary’'s experimental, psychedcommunity at
Millbrook and of her journeys across the countryanVW Bus to San
Francisco.

Memoirs of a Beatnik(1969) is her fictionalized autobiography
recounting in detail her Italian-American ancestsywell as “the way in which
she and her friends” “made art, smoked dope, dagnéw jazz and spoke a
bastardization of the black argot” (69). Her life a bohemian poet, her
freewheeling sexuality are two taboo topics givensiderable attention in the
novel. The revelation of her sexuality is recountedundertones of brash
courage and, at some other times, of innocent carslte has no qualms
admitting to being sexually aroused or “having Hw®ts” but in some other
cases she is extremely cautious with the informadigclosing her private life.
For instance, she gives few details about her agerto Alan Marlowe, a man
she did not love, and who threw away her letteis janrnals soon after they
met. She preserves the same tone when mentionmg hbér affair with LeRoi
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Jones and there is extreme ambiguity in her reciadle about their temporary

involvement.
| thought of myself as Jones’s mistress in the Rean
bohemian tradition. | had lovers before him, budidn’t fall in
love until I met him, and after him | didn’t falhilove for a
long, long time. He had political commitment andggan. The
relationship was creative and inspiring for bothusf101).

Memoirs of a Beatnils a cultural portrait of a decade and a self+adrt
at the same time. Committed to the life of an aft@m early adolescence, she
dropped out of college and started an adventurdfes $easoned with
innumerable love affairs with partners of both sexié is a book about the
value of art and experience, about the pains assigas of a woman artist and
a mother. It is at the same time a visceral insigta the nature of sex, drug
and freedom. Painful or intimate details concernhggy life, such as her
marriage to a homosexual or the desire to havdld o LeRoi Jones are all
recounted in the book, in a candid yet passiorate. t

Memoirs of a Beatniks an exercise in emancipation in more than one
way. First of all, discussing sexual life in hemiéy would have meant a public
disagree, “an inconceivable breach of etiquettedi (Prima, Memoirs 48).
Secondly, discussing openly about sexual affaitside marriage was an act of
immense bravery in 1969. By doing so, not only sl violate the cultural
taboos of her family that said that a decent gidsinot leave the paternal nest
before she is married, but she also defied mangrathltural prohibitions that
forbade lesbian sexuality or abortions.

A more quiet form of transgression deployed by min@ may lie in her
writing about herself in the first place. Writing an American woman with
Italian undertones demonstrates her desire to ssifee limits which demand
silence from herself and from her family. Di Prirheeaks the tradition and
code of silence and exposes the secrets of hetyfavhile exposing herself,
her body, her pleasures, her sexual habits.

Memoirs of a Beatnilcan be considered an authentic feminist epic
poem and a classic of the turbulent Beat yearserdff a complex panorama
of the bohemian life in the 1950s, the book is @&al a personal account of a
woman artist.

Her more recenRecollections of My Life as a Womanovides an
accurate picture of her artistic and intimate retaghips with him, her decision
of becoming pregnant by him against his wishes. Vdleme stands out as an

360

BDD-A3691 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.103 (2026-01-19 10:25:31 UTC)



Reconsidering margins./ Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 37-B90 (2005)
Impressive collection of family portraits. Her & grandmother Antoinette,
her mother Emma, her maternal grandfather, Domekiatiozi, the Italian-
born anarchist and atheist, Marlowe, her husbarddestinct and vigorously
outlined characters of her autobiography.

Recollectionsgives a free account of the first three decadeshef
author’s life. Born to a Italian-American family @maised in Brooklyn, Diane
di Prima spiritually renounced the conservativaitran of her family and
immersed herself in the bohemian life of the ealys Manhattan. Her
fascinating narrative is about the becoming of ayao, through the triumph of
imagination and the courage of sexuality and expentation.

The book chronicles the effervescences of the countercultura
movements taking place on the East and West codlsei1l950s and 1960s. A
revolutionary woman in both her private and pubife, Di Prima offers some
emotional portraits for Merce Cunningham, Frank @& Audre Lorde,
Trisha Brown. Candid at times, daring in most casks volume gains in
authenticity through the intense cultivation of dwloquial and lyrical idiom
altogether.

Recollectionss structured as a mixture of journal writing,gnaents of
poems, and unsent letters taking the form of arcawe style. One of the
defining moments in her life as an artist is theich between art as human and
art as a divine process, as magic. It is the sgaginMichael McClure’'sThe
Blossomby The Poet’s Theatre, and the frenzy, the chaddtee magic arising
from art which will convince her of the necessibycreate art as Logos and not
as a form of entertainment.

The tone modulates with each story, moving fromdiedid one while
recounting her love affair with Bonnie the paintethe tragic story of Freddie
Herko’s demise. The quest of feminity in a revalotry age takes her from
various stages of spiritual development. She lehowsto react or fight against
the prejudices of a racial society. She also lehove to understand art and its
conditioning. The recollections of her meeting witfallace Berman or the
artist/witch Cameron are some events paving her asa real artist. The
process of maturation would not be complete withaartreturn to insights into
childhood and maternal feeling the story about geandfather Domenico
Mallozi, the Sicilian anarchist, and her initiationto the mysteries of the
universe through Dante an Bruno, the emotionalystdrher five-year old
daughter Jeanne and her telekinetic powers areaofdy stories to prove her
sensibility and her subtle artistic inflections.
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Her personal journey is projected onto the late0s9America, a site of
creative eruption, in which the arts were breakinigs and a new ground in
culture. On an artistic scene dominated by menn®i Prima maintained an
active life and learned the demanding way of thienageneral. In a period in
which the close scrutiny of the decency patrol tefthing unchecked, she had
the courage of having lesbian and sexual intereouasid an illegal
abortion.She was one of the catalysts of the WestisCcommunal scene,
actively contributing to the radical politics angetconsciousness-expanding
strategy of the period.

Recollectionsemploys a more fragmented, less unitary compositio
technique. The writing is formed by journal entrieffering captivating
reflections on her life as a poet and activisthie tontext of the 1950 New
York. In a cultural milieu in turmoil with war prests, Civil Rights
demonstration Second Wave feminism and sexualailmer campaigns, Diane
di Prima was more than an observer. She was m@htiand emotionally
involved in those moments. Her activities were elpdinked to two important
revolutionary figures of the decade. Her proliftationship with LeRoy Jones
fulfilled both at the physical and spiritual levdlhe founding of the poetic
journal The Floating Beamlnd her collaboration with Jones, might have had a
definite impact upon his contribution to contempgrgoetry and Black
liberation. Through her longtime friendship with dve Lorde, di Prima
contributed indirectly to the emergence of blackblan feminism and to the
development of the consciousness of colors. Thé& kaplores the implication
of a childhood trauma of ethnic nature on her fitdevelopment. Her artistic
dilemma was first uttered by her father before Bianleaving home for
college.

“Now, don’t expect too much. | want you to alwaymmember that
you're Italian. Not that we weren’'t any good, butwever good we were, we
could be held down. Or back. An underclass”. (Dirfa; Recollection$5)

This cultural inferiority felt as an Italian addéa the low status of a
woman. However, the transgressive nature of hetingriies in her desire to
surpass the limits of ethnicity and womanhood. Wtescribing the moments
of tension or inner struggle, her tone moves fronset-reflexive one to
contradictory. The value of her memoir consistairiting history as it is lived,
thus preserving the complexity of phenomena anddémse of “immediacy” in
action.

Few women have enjoyed the same amount of attenhotme part of
the Beat men-poets. Allen Ginsberg acknowledged:
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Yet, it's all right to blame the men for exploititige women — or, | think the
point is, the men didn't push the woman literally aelebrate them... But
then, among the group of people we knew at the, tim® were the writers
of such power as Kerouac or Burroughs? Were they@ &don’t think so.
Were we responsible for the lack of outstandingiggeim the women we
knew? Did we put them down or repress them? | dtmftk so... Where
there was a strong writer who could hold her ovwke Diane di Prima, we

would certainly work with her and recognize {&insberg,Journal
157-8)

Diane di Prima’s art is the enduring expressioa sfrong yet sensitive
woman artist who evolved from the early years oéé€bmwich Village through
Beatness, jazz and drugs into the revolutionaryegts of the 1960s and early
1970s. From flower power and Vietham war, her ditgrcareer, seasoned with
Buddhism, Hinduism and Zen would take her intorttegurity of the 1980s.

When di Prima’s work was reviewed within the largpedy of Anglo-
literary productions, it sometimes received somgatige comments. In the
Dictionary of Literary BiographyGeorge Butterick considers that her literary
productions were never the embodiment of solidditg theory or poetic a
style (16), but the reflection of a lifestyle,. Thwst insightful analysis of her
work is offered by Blossom S. Kirshenbaum who ptaber in the larger
Italian American context. The critic demonstrates way in which her “very
Italian” work moves away from the conservative nsrof her ancestry into the
realm of unconventional thought and subversivelampo

It is almost common knowledge that in the Beateuil women never
received the same appraisal as their male coumtsypa at least a fair share of
approval and recognition. Some, like di Prima angcd Johnson published
many volumes of poetry or autobiography, otheruiest briefly in anthologies
and magazines. When public recognition (at leadighadid come along for
few of them, they had to struggle a lot to outgrtve status of “minor
characters”, or “chicks” expected to sit quietlydalisten, be sympathetic,
prepare food and ensure the sexual satisfactidhenf male companions. The
lack of respect for women in the postwar years arasinquestionable matter,
preserved as such by all social or gender categgviwemen included) and
taken over even by the most rebellious culturainelets. The Beats were no
exception to that. As Gregory Corso once admitted:
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There were women, they were there. | knew them tamilies put them in
institutions, they were given electric shock. Ie 80s if you were male you could be a
rebel, but if you were female your families had ylooked up. There were cases, |

knew them, someday someone will write about t{gnight 141).

In such a hostile milieu, women concealed theitipaxpectations and artistic
talents, hid their pregnancies and raised moneyabmrtions on their own,
sometimes even supported financially the men, #nabling them to pursue
freely their artistic interests. Under best circtamses, Beat women assumed
the Romantic role of muses and sources of inspirdir their male friends,
lovers or husbands. A truly archetypal Beat Womsee (Watson 270), di
Prima is the perfect combination of bold indepemd@endaring sexual
experimenter, drug use and bohemian pioneering.

Winner of the 1983 National Book Critics Award fopest
autobiography, Joyce Johnson produceMinor Charactera memoir of love,
and maturation. It is a story of passion and adwentibout the men and
women who made the concept of Beat famous, prajeafgn an almost
sacrosanct space and time. On a blind date in @tekrVillage set up by
Allen Ginsberg, Joyce Glassman met Jack Keroud®8v. The relationship
between the 21 year old girl and the anonymouse2b gld Kerouac lasted for
two years. The structure of the memoirs displagerges of letters the lovers
sent to each other, interwoven with many commesdadn Johnson’s side,
who reflects on what it meant to be young and welm the tumultuous years
of the 1950s. Apart from this central event in &, Joyce Johnson also
describes the period before her meeting Kerouawsigbefamily life on New
York’s Upper West Side) and after this event (tbese of loss, her becoming a
mother and an artist).

Unlike most feminists who considén the Roadh specimen product of
male hegemony, Joyce Johnson 's appraisal of mase generous and
somehow more maturely balanced. She draws attetttitive social context in
which the book was written and to the sense of lpeop it pioneered. For both
male and female readers, On the Road brought thie oka sexual revolution-
the same revolution that was to grant innumeraiglets to women and gave
birth to women's liberation movement. It gave therdv"choice” a new
meaning, and regardless of their sex , people vpeesented with the
possibility of being free to experiment. Ratherntlsrictly following parental
patterns, the new generations were now encouragegpand their needs and
diversify their intentions.
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The memoir is remarkable for the intuition with ian it portrays the
young and vulnerable Kerouac before and duringyde® whenOn the Road
was hailed as the symbol of the youth counterceltliralso displays a moving
portrait of a young woman trying to gain experiertme fighting against
coercive gender rules. Her will to become an arsisi powerful thread along
the story. When she met Kerouac, she was workinigeoriirst novel and after
they parted, she went on to write with three maveets, while pursuing her
interests in investigative journalism as well.

The memoir also describes the love affairs betwiese’s best college
friend Elise Cowen and Allen Ginsberg and givesadigular attention to the
uniqgue bohemian feeling of Greenwich Village andrrdad College. The
coercion experienced in family and college make detach from the world
outside. In this world fraught with the sense oémion, even grammar was
taught under restrictive rules.

[...] no writer who break such rules are ever nant&tect is something we
girls have no right to. Only after years of labosty equipping each sentence
with subject and predicate, as with boots and ulahrean we hope to earn

it. Perhaps not even thddohnsonMinor 54).

Bored with the dullness of grammar lessons, shadaefuge in the
culture of jazz and clubs and is lured and confusedhe same time by
concepts like Jungian, Existentialism and AbstEqgpressionism. Coming of
age in the companionship of men, she feels friestrathen comparing the little
freedom experienced by women to the amount oftlfeexperienced by men.

[...] in the ripening atmosphere of some midnight emdlessly beery
afternoon came the moment when the absolutely raghd perfect, irreducibly

masculine thing was said onrdemonstrated unforgigtta (JohnsonMinor 39)

Her entrance into the realm of real life is madadgally, as she moves
from the mystique of fascination to the sordidnegsexistence, from the
evanescence of pure thought to mundane trivialitgr reflections upon
gendered emotions are both emotional and convincing

I'd learned myself by the age of sixteen that jast girls guarded their

virginity, boys guarded something less tangible clhithey called
Themselves. They seemed to believe they had aamigsilife, from which

365

BDD-A3691 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.103 (2026-01-19 10:25:31 UTC)



Reconsidering margins./ Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 37-B90 (2005)
they could easily be deflected by being exposedom much emotion

(JohnsonMinor 96).

Joyce Johnson'’s first nove&lome and Join the Daneeas published in
1962. It presents a week in the life of Susan Llieawi between her last
examination and her graduation from college. Afann the dull experiences
of a bookish existence, she is enchanted with #we experiences of sexual
self-discovery. In the end, Susan chooses thdifealver a livresque existence
and rejects the standards imposed upon her. Sastionally fails the gym
class, implicitly her graduation exams and chodisegotal freedom instead.

Her second book calld8iad connectiongpublished in 1978, deals with
the life of a divorced mother. Molly is in her milirties and works as an
editor. The change is the narrative person (thenfinctuates between het' 1
and & person) emphasizes the tension experienced byvtmean, in her
determining whether her life would be more mearuhgf the company if man
on or her own.

More than one decade later, Johnson publigihéte Night Caf¢1989)
a novel which explores the end of the Beat eraree@wich Village. The love
story between Joanna Gold, the protagonist (shapedt probably after
Johnson herself) and Tom Murphy (based on Jim doHrend his unfortunate
death in a motorcycle accident are the highlightshe story projected on a
beautiful mosaic of artistic, political and sexeaknts ending the 60s.

Raised in a family with strong bohemian connewjoAnne

Waldman is more than another artist joining the Néwvk City scene in the
tumultuous years of the mid 1960s. Her energettt @assionate personality
got her involved in innumerable cultural projectsoserwhelming value for
the Beat generation. For many years, she was tie anganizer of a series of
readings and workshops. The manifestation wasct#tle Poetry Project at St.
Mark’s church in the Bower and it was famous beeatiseunited important
Beat artists with younger artists. It also occastbriruitful exchanges of
experience between generations, giving them allcttence of experimenting
new writing strategies or modes of perception. W fears later, together with
Allen Ginsberg, Anne Waldman founded the Jack Kacouschool of
Disembodied Poetics at the Naropa Institute in BexylColorado. Unlike the
other women whose lives were related to the Beaeigg¢ion one way or the
other, Anne Waldman never produced an autobiograPhly her recentVow
to Poetryincludes a generous selection of her essaysyviews and poetic
manifestos, thus offering a good insight into tlegspnal and artistic life of
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Anne Waldman. Devoted to poetry throughout her whidle, she is the
recipient of many grants and awards. She won atdram the National
Endowment for the Arts, the Poetry Foundation amel $helley Memorial
Award for poetry. She used poetry as an end inf ilsg also as a means to
explore the sense of community, with its spiritaial political life.

Though less famous than the men of the Beat geoer&tss present in
front of camera lens, the women of the Beat gemgrawere nevertheless
important in transmitting the Beat cultural legaGarolyn Cassady and Jan
Kerouac, Mary Fabili , Helen Adam are only a fewtloé¢ women whose art
reflected the mood of the 1950s and the ennui gkmeration. Before the
emancipation brought about by the second femingstejyand anticipating it in
more than one way, these women made their way to Bancisco and
Greenwich Village. Their unconformity on the liteydevel was matched by
their shocking life-style. Staying unmarried yetng with men, going in for a
literary career rather than manifesting interestifiousehold activities, giving
birth to biracial children or raising families w&il'commuting” on the road,
these women repelled the aristocratic common sehstheir upper class
families and the public taste in general.
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