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“Join or do not join?
The question does not
arise for me. It is my
revolution”. VLADIMIR
MAYAKOVSKY
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REVOLUTIONARY WORDS
LAWRENCE FERLINGHETTI AND THE BEAT GENERATION LEGACY
The publisher as political activist

I have dreamt / that all my teeth fell out / but my tongue lived / to
tell the tale. / For I am a still / of poetry. / I am a bank of song. / I am
a playerpiano / in an abandoned casino / on a seaside esplanade / in
a dense fog / still playing.
Autobiography, from A Coney Island of
the Mind © 1958 by Lawrence Ferlinghetti
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Poet, painter, performer, intellectual activist, militant pacifist and avantgarde publisher, Lawrence Ferlinghetti was a weaponless revolutionary
who gave voice to new, irreverent and powerful words, becoming the
heart and soul of the American underground during the 1950s and 1960s.
Lawrence Ferlinghetti was the son of Carlo Leopoldo, an Italian who
immigrated at a very young age to the United States from Brescia, Italy.
In 1953 Ferlinghetti founded, together with Peter D. Martin, a professor
and bookseller, the City Lights Bookstore in San Francisco. It started as
an independent bookstore, then became a publishing house, and in just a
few short years evolved into veritable melting pot of ideas and a point of
reference for dissident poets and intellectuals from all over the US.
Young writers and poets that popular culture considered “alternative”
gathered around Ferlinghetti and his bookstore, from Allen Ginsberg
to Jack Kerouac, Lucien Carr, William Burroughs, Gregory Corso, Neal
Cassady, Gary Snyder, Norman Mailer, Philip Lamantia, Diane di Prima,
Janine Pommy-Vega and Anne Waldman. They read their works in the
“poet room” on the first floor, a place increasingly crowded with young
people, but also attended by American intellectuals who moved to San
Francisco, at the time the most liberal city in the United States.

The strong, revolutionary words that people
listened to at City Lights addressed sex, drugs
and homosexuality. They criticized politics and
the American system, rejected social norms and
the inherent materialism of American society.
In the minds of local authorities the group’s interest in experimenting
with drugs or following alternative Eastern philosophies or religions
cloaked the young writers and intellectuals in a sinister and dangerous
light, and they were kept under constant surveillance. Inside City
Lights, people were talking and writing about controversial themes that
created a sense of shock in the greater Puritan and bigoted America of
their day, where a fear of communism and McCarthyism remained in
full swing. Senator Joseph McCarthy continued to dictate censure rules
for Hollywood, and in the movies it remained illegal to show a man and
woman, even dressed, laying down alongside one another in the same
bed. The first publication in what would become the celebrated series
City Lights Pocket Poets, a line of publications destined to leave its
mark on that entire era, was Ferlinghetti’s debut collection of poems,
titled Pictures of the Gone World.Later City Lights would publish other
volumes – Allen Ginsberg’s Howl & Other Poems and Jack Kerouac’s On
the Road – that marked the start of the literary movement that would
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Lawrence Ferlinghetti Reading at the Royal Albert Hall, 1965.
Courtesy of City Lights. Unknown photographer

Lawrence Ferlinghetti "Welcome O Life! from James Joyce," 2008. Oil paint and
screen print on canvas, 38 x 30 in. Courtesy of the artist
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In an article published in The New York Times,
Clellon explained that the word “beat” has
multiple meanings in English: beat as in beaten
or defeated, but also as the root word for
“beatitude.” At the same time it is part of a
musical vocabulary, that of jazz in particular:
beat as in rhythm, drumbeats.
It wasn’t until after publication of Ginsberg’s Howl & other poems
in 1956, and On the Road the following year, that the media began to
talk about the “Beat Generation” as a way of identifying that group
of writers bound together by a shared sense of rebellion against the
system and a search for new forms of literary expression. Ferlinghetti
was arrested and accused of obscenity merely for having published
Howl & Other Poems. The fact that he took center stage, publicly
adopting countercurrent positions and paying personally for his
unorthodox views, helped define a new role: the publisher as political
activist. Ferlinghetti became the interpreter of and spokesperson
for not only the political and societal foment of those years, but also
(and most of all) for major social themes. He was an anomalous and
innovative publisher, a man who forcefully championed progressive
ideas, openly challenging conservative forces and censure, staking out
clear, democratic political positions. City Lights became a place for
spontaneous gatherings of people from all over the city who wanted
to hold political protests. These culminated during the 1970s when the
anti-Vietnam War movement was in full swing. The bookstore’s fame as
a guiding light for freedom of expression and thought even extended to
Europe, and Ferlinghetti was seen as its greatest champion.
Ferlinghetti’s most famous literary work (as well as the best-selling
book of poetry in America) was A Coney Island of the Mind, published
in 1958 by New Directions. Translated into ten languages and with over
a million copies printed, this book can be considered a manifesto for
Ferlinghetti’s poetics. It was a sort of “circus of the soul” (as he himself
described it), interwoven with all those themes the poet held dear: from
the exaltation of Eros and political condemnation to art and the social
conscience, and anarchy and a search for the magical in everyday life.
Today there is no longer a City Lights storefront in Columbus Avenue.
But that doesn’t stop tourist buses from ferrying people in search of
a few “beatnik” holdouts. City Lights continues to fascinate, keeping
the revolutionary inheritance passed on by the Beat Generation alive,
from political protest against authoritarianism to defense of civil
rights and alternative political thinking. The bookstore’s original
spirit is still alive and kicking, and its soul hasn’t changed with the
times: today City Light’s collaboration with the SF Print Collective (a
group of printers who use graphic methods including posters, murals
and more) is designed to support communities and movements seeking
social justice, creating banners that hang over the bookstore’s location
in order to stimulate dialogue, feeding debate and dissent.
Today Ferlinghetti is 98: nearly a full century of extraordinarily
intense living, and still betrays the same combative, alternative spirit
that distinguished him as a young man. His name has become legend,
and he has written of himself: “I hope my painting and my poetry,
taken together, will shine on through the years of life and death, like a
lightning bug in an increasingly darkened sky.”
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Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti & friends at City Lights Bookstore, 1963. Coutesy of City Lights. Unknow photographer
Ferlinghetti in front of the Trans-Siberian train, 1967. Courtesy of City Lights. Photo by Heiner Bastian
Ferlinghetti at Ellis Island, 1994. Courtesy of the artist, Sausalito, California. Photo by Christopher Felver

The Santa Giulia Museum in Brescia is celebrating the poet with the exhibition A Life: Lawrence Ferlinghetti, open from October 2017 to January 2018. Curated by Luigi Di Corato, Giada Diano and Melania Gazzotti, set-up by Fabrica.

come to be known as the Beat Generation. The expression was first
introduced in John Clellon Holmes’s 1952 novel Go.

Ferlinghetti in a Statue of Liberty mask, Sausalito, California, 2000
Courtesy of the artist, Photo by Christopher Felver

