Tarvin 2

ALLEN GINSBERG
(1926-1997)
This handout was prepared by Dr. William Tarvin, a retired professor of literature. Please visit my free website www.tarvinlit.com. Over 500 works of American and British literature are analyzed there for free.

I.  INTRODUCTION 

1.    The   1956 publication of   Ginsberg's   long   poem “Howl,” with its memorable opening, "I have seen the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness," gave birth to what has been called "the Beat Generation."   


2.  Modeled on the term "the Lost Generation," referring  to dissatisfied young writers after World War I, the Beat Generation refers to an emerging counterculture which ridiculed and raged against the  social  and  personal principles  which  dominated  American society after World War II.  


3.   The Beat writers called for a person's freedom to do with his or her body as he or she wishes, even if one (in Ginsberg’s case) wished to destroy it with alcohol, hallucinogenic drugs, and homosexuality.  


4.   Ginsberg’s poems praise a free life style--sometimes designated as “hippie"--particularly regarding dress   codes, personal appearance, sex, and the use of illegal drugs.  


5.     Other   major   Beat   writers    include    Lawrence _________________________ and Jack ______________.


6.   Ginsberg’s overriding theme is that America has declined.  Its decline resulted from an emphasis on materialism and from a desire to conform which has cost the country its freedom.  Materialism and conformity are the two evils in Ginsberg’s poetry (1208).


7.   Technically Ginsberg's poems use long verse lines, imitative of Walt ________________, and are structured by extensive enumeration (of objects, of incidents, of things condemned or praised, etc.).

III. “A SUPERMARKET IN CALIFORNIA" 


1.   Theme:  Like Lowell's "For the Union Dead,"  Ginsberg's poem  contrasts  the past (Whitman's vision of America  with  its freedom  and  individuality) with the ____________  (the  slavish conformity  and materialism which Ginsberg saw in America  during the 1950s).  Line 11 refers to "__________ America."


2.   Background:   According to Ginsberg himself, the poem describes a night when he was living in a garden cottage on Milvia Street near the University of California campus in Berkeley.   That night he had been reading Walt Whitman’s poetry and also was a little "high" on drugs.  Hungry, he decided to walk the few blocks from his cottage to the all-night supermarket on University Avenue to get (probably shoplift) some food.


3.    In   the   poem,   the   speaker--certainly   Ginsberg himself--presumably because of the drugs he has taken,   hallucinates seeing Whitman wandering down the supermarket's aisles.  




Whitman is described as a “_____________ old grubber," who is "eyeing" the grocery stock boys (4) and mumbling nonsense to himself:  "Who ____________ the pork chops?" (5) Here Ginsberg makes Whitman look senile and ridiculous.  


4.   Ginsberg then notices, or senses, that "a  ____________ detective"  (6)  is  tailing  him  (and  also  his   hallucinated Whitman),  suspecting  them of shoplifting.   




This detective, a symbol of American materialistic justice, unites Ginsberg with Whitman. 


5.  Their "______________ in the supermarket" (9) ends with the two poets walking out of the store together, "never passing the ____________" (7), another "evil" symbol in Ginsberg's mind, this time of American materialism.


6.   In the third stanza, Ginsberg ceases his ridicule of Whitman.   He  expresses his feeling of  companionship  with  the "lonely   old  _____________"  (4),  whom  he  now  calls   "dear ____________,  graybeard,  _______________  old   ______________-teacher" (12).   


7.   Like Whitman, Ginsberg says that he shared a dream “of the _____________ America of love" (11).  




At this point, the poem takes on a serious and melancholy tone, and the speaker identifies his fate with Whitman’s:   "we’ll both be ___________" (10) because their shared values are so different from that of mainstream America.  


8.   Ginsberg's  phantasmal Whitman--who  disappears  beyond "the  black waters of ________" (12; as fn. 8, p. 1216,   states, Lethe  means  "_____________________")  at  probably  the  moment Ginsberg's hallucinogenic drug wears off--has taught Ginsberg the "courage"  (12)  which a nonconformist needs to survive  in  this "lost" America (11).


9.  Style:  The poem uses several of the stylistic features of Whitman's poetry:  humor, long __________, his catalogue-style listing, and his vernacular diction.


