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Abstract: The Beat writers are known, besides their non-conformist literary works, to have  

managed to create liberating spaces in the disorienting and controlling spatial dimension of 

postwar America. Whatever work of the Beats one chooses to discuss, such as Allen Ginsberg's 

Howl(1956), Jack Kerouac's On the Road (1957)or William Burroughs' Naked Lunch (1959), 

space is either used as a writing tool, leading to the eradication of control or, when it comes 

to the cities, it is reshaped revealing journeys as spiritual escapes. At the same time, Lawrence 

Lipton's Holy Barbarians (1959) introduces Venice, Los Angeles, as a spatial dimension 

empowering “the rebellious, the nonconformists […] the misfits, the broken, the doomed, the 

drunk and the disillusioned” to form their own identities, to manifest their visions and show 

their power(16-17). The present article deals with the way space is related to culture, identity, 

power and resistance in the works of Beat writers such as Lawrence Lipton, Allen Ginsberg, 

Jack Kerouac and William Burroughs. 
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Introduction 

When reading Lawrence Lipton’s The Holy Barbarians (1959), one can hardly forget the 

depiction of Venice, the Beatniks’ place of residence in south in Los Angeles. Described as the 

“Land’s End”, the “time-rotted ruin”, it was actually a place where people came to “refresh 

their souls” and experience those “strange pleasures” in rituals and derelict acts which came 

with the “shock of non-conformism” (Lipton 17). This article will explore the way in which 

the Beats became part of such a wide cultural attitude and the extent to which their 

manifestation against the traditional thinking influenced social changes and people’s 

perspective about Venice. The focus will be on the way the Beats were seen as cultural 

producers as well as products in relation to their opinions of themselves and how popular they 

were at the time as part of mass or elite culture. We also intend to analyze how the emergence 

of countercultural movements influenced the development of inclusive perspectives on culture. 

The premise is that powerful and complex manifestations of culture can reshape the spatial 

dimension that a (counter)cultural group is inhabiting. This idea is supported by the works of 

several researchers, such as Gary Burns, Christopher Gairand, a few members of the Frankfurt 

School, like Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno and Herbert Marcuse. 
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 At the same time, since Venice is described as a decaying space, one may also need to 

take into consideration the way in which Allen Ginsberg’s Moloch terrorizes the city in the 

famous poem Howl (1956) and how the poet desacralizes churches and demasks post-war 

society’s false idols, revealing a decaying space. The city will also be investigated by looking 

at the postwar, industrialist, social background. One question that arises is how the Beats 

manage to find alternatives to the spaces in which the Western society is exercising control. 

Two articles are relevant at this point and will be focused on: Adina Ciugureanu’s “Between 

Realism and Phantasmagoria: The City in Allen Ginsberg’ Howl and T.S. Eliot’s The Waste 

Land” (2004) and Tim Cresswell’s “Mobility as Resistance: A Geographical Reading of 

Kerouac's On the Road” (1993). 

 The innovative way in which Jack Kerouac and William Burroughs use space as writing 

tools will also be analyzed, starting from Robert Tally’s perspective on space in Spatiality 

(2013)in which he claims that “human condition is often one of disorientation” and “we are 

frequently encouraged to imagine other spaces” (43, 145).  Jack Kerouac uses the spatial 

dimension of writing to escape the Western tradition of materialism, while William Burroughs 

is concerned with the destabilization of language and spatiality in his very own narrative as an 

attempt to escape normality and, again, tradition. We will discuss the use of the travel narrative 

in Kerouac's On the Road (1957) and the use of ‘cut-up’ narrative in Burroughs' Naked Lunch 

(1959). 

 

The Beat Culture 

In the 1950s, after the WWII, mass culture generally served the middle classes to live a 

conformist life. As John Arthur Maynard states in Venice West: the Beat Generation in 

Southern California (1991), it made the working classes feel good about themselves, producing 

and consuming, doing the “right thing” and enjoying entertainment, while it also made the 

intellectuals define themselves in opposition to what was served on radio, television or in 

newspapers and magazines (9).  

 More recent studies aim to identify different ways in which mass culture and its elitist, 

populist or affirmative features have developed. Gary Burns, for instance, describes popular 

culture as the “fulfillment of the 1960s” and discusses it as “revolution”, “explosion” or 

“movement”, in opposition and resistance to the so-called “1950s-style elitist blanket 

condemnations of ‘mass culture’”(4-7). He argues that no works of art such as literature should 

be judged as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ according to a number of oppressive, undemocratic norms, which 

are relative in terms of context and purpose, of the person practicing critical theory on the 

particular cultural product. Burns explains how popular culture forms are important and worth 

analyzing because they can reveal “complex dimensions of otherwise inaccessible historical 

experience” and “evidence about the social context and lives of people whose stories were not 

present in the official archives” (14-16).  
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The Beats’ Venice and the Venice Beats 

Venice (California) became one of the preferred venues of the Beat Generation poets, who 

counted, among their Venice members, Kenneth Rexroth, Lawrence Lipton, Craig Rice, Diana 

Trilling, Stuart Perkoff, Charlie Foster and even, for a while, Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg. 

One of the beatniks who moved from Chicago to Venice, Lawrence Lipton, a journalist, poet, 

and essayist, published, in 1959, The Holy Barbarians considered to be the first biographical 

volume dedicated to the beatniks, in which he tries to explain the ideology of the movement 

and the unconventional behavior of its supporters. He opens his book with a long, ironical 

description of Venice: 

 

It is Sunday in Venice, not the Venice of the Piazza San Marco and memories of the 

Doges, Venice, California, the Venice of St. Mark’s Hotel where the arched colonnades 

of plaster, scaling off now and cracked by only a few decades of time, earthquake and 

decay. This is Venice by the Pacific, dreamed up by a man named Kinney at the turn of 

the century, a nineteenth-century Man of Vision, a vision as trite as a penny postal card. 

He went broke in heart and pocket trying to carry Mr. Cook’s Tour memories of the 

historic city on the Adriatic into the twentieth century. (Lipton, 15) 

 

Venice (or Venice West, as it was often called) is the space of fallen dreams, especially if the 

dreams are absurd or too far-fetched. Venice had remained to the American intellectuals only 

the Americanized version of a truly historic city, a place in which San Marco becomes St. 

Mark. The fall of the visionary theme park, which Lipton describes in the subsequent 

paragraph, is caused by several reasons, besides the Americans’ lack of musical taste which 

made the Venice Pier Opera House and the ballroom “[go] into history” (15). It is partially 

caused by the Japanese who came to reside in the area and “set up gambling wheels and fan-

tan games on the ocean front” and partially by the oil derricks which “fouled up” with Kinney’s 

canals. Consequently, “the night air was filled, not with the songs of gondoliers, but with air-

splitting screams from the roller coasters of the Venice amusement park,” (15) an excellent 

description of the Americans’ general preference of local popular entertainment to European 

culture during the first decades of the twentieth century. In the 1950s, the period described by 

Lipton, all that remained of Kinney’s “Folly” are  

 

a few green-scum-covered canals, some yellowing photographs in the shop windows of 

old store keepers who “remember when” and the PWA mural that decorates the Venice 

Post Office, in which the oil derricks are superimposed on the colonnades in a montage 

that is meant to be at once ironical and nostalgic. (15-16)  

 

Lipton portrays the new “Doges” of Venice West, as “a gang whose teen-age members 

sometimes scribble the name on the fences, smear it on shop windows and even carve it into 

walls and bus seats, defacing private property and earning themselves the epithet of juvenile 

delinquents” (16). It is against this background that “the rebellious, the non-conformist, the 



60 
 

bohemian, the deviant among the youth” could find shelter. According to Lipton, the beatniks 

chose Venice as a living and working location, because it represented, in a nutshell, the general 

dysfunctions of the post-WWII American society. Venice West stood, therefore, as a 

metonymic representation of the American city in general and of the metropolitan Los Angeles 

in particular. 

In this context, the Venice Beatniks, with their special, countercultural movement, 

could be seen as a particular case of non-conformist producers of culture that shifted from 

underground, to popular and elitist productions. Other non-conformist groups living in Venice 

at the time were Mexican immigrants and drug dealers who provided the misfits and the 

Bohemians the drugs that would make them feel that life was worth living. Such a space, 

according to Lipton, was “a go-to-church-Sunday soul bath”, “a place where Hollywood 

writers came to refresh their souls [and] look for the shock of nonconformism”, in which one 

could take “creative energy to turn it into the Big Money” (17-18). Lipton tries to suggest that 

the elite writers came there precisely for the unconventional atmosphere of the place, looking 

for inspiration and creativity. But what about the other writers? They were interested not in 

making Big Money, but in “exploring ‘other realities’ with the help of pot and jazz rhythms” 

(33).  

Lipton talks about the “taste of intellectual honesty and artistic integrity”, something 

that the “Big Money seekers” could find in Venice and, most possibly, something 

representative for the on-going movement at that time, the Beat movement (18). A disaffiliated 

generation with the so-called ‘honest’ intellectuals, who have not received high education and 

yet managed to ‘revive’ poetry and music by means of creative abilities driven by their fight 

against the so-called ‘social lie’ and ‘conspicuous consumption’ (293-309). 

 Chris Nelson, one of the Beat writers whose biography is to be found in Lipton’s book, 

seems to define himself in opposition to the intellectuals. He is discussing Carl Solomon’s 

homosexual proclivities and simply calls him a ‘homosexual’ (Lipton 36). However, when 

talking about Allen Ginsberg, he calls him a “weird, intellectual type of homosexual” (Lipton 

36). Carl Solomon was not that famous, but Allen Ginsberg was part of the New York Beats 

and was considered at that time and long after the leader of the movement. It seems as if, by 

calling him an ‘intellectual’, Nelson disassociates himself from this group of people and 

accepts his and others’ conditions as ‘middle/low class’. When looking at Chris Nelson’s 

background, one can see that he did not receive high education. He abandoned school in the 

eighth grade and then went into reform school while “the rest of [his] education is a story of 

public libraries, bookstore browsing and people” (Lipton 51). The way the author discusses 

Nelson’s self-education is also interesting. Lipton describes him as one of the “bohemians and 

rootless hoboes in the jungles of on-the-go America” and “beat generation youngsters who can 

discuss the most erudite subjects knowingly in the language of juvenile delinquents” (52). Chris 

Nelson is the working-class representative blurring the lines between intellectual writers or 

poets and family men or other outcasts willing to create pieces of art by letting themselves 

enjoy jazz music, drugs or alcohol.  
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 Just as Lipton’s oxymoronic title mentions, they were both ‘holy’, creating upstanding 

art, acting in this way as intellectuals, and ‘barbarians’, adopting a decadent lifestyle, living in 

decadent places and acting either as typical middle-class workers or simply against the way 

most artists or high-class people would at that time. Defining Beat culture as elitist or populist 

is not problematic only by means of identifying patterns of actions, lifestyles, individuals, 

social classes, locations or the processes of producing art. This division is also ambiguous in 

terms of time and space: what was once valueless and part of populist culture would become, 

dozens of years later, part of the most appreciated selections of the Western canon while 

decadent, decaying places managed to become revival places for literature, poetry and music.  

 

 

Resistance as a Writing Tool 

Several studies have been made on the issue of space in post-modern literature and poetry. The 

novels and poems discussed in the present article are very much related to the innovative use 

of the spatial dimension not only due to the authors’ and poets’ highly creative writing skills, 

but also due to the post war, post-industrial era in which they lived and manifested their non-

conformist views. Tally notes that “after the Second World War, space began to reassert itself 

in critical theory” (3). Thus, in an era of spatial reconfiguration and rapid infrastructural 

advancements, mobility and acclamation of space are impossible to ignore. 

 In her article "Between Realism and Phantasmagoria: The City in Allen Ginsberg’ Howl 

and T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land”, Adina Ciugureanu notes that the Beats seem to have rejected 

the “sacred, aesthetic city” which, vertically constructed, gave way to the ascension of its 

inhabitants’ souls into a spiritually higher dimension (165). By desacralizing churches and by 

demasking post-war society’s false idols, Ginsberg manages to create a “profane city” which, 

due to its horizontal construction, forces time to be “linear and chronological” (Ciugureanu, 

166, 167). In this way, the city’s inhabitants forget about ways to ascend vertically towards 

heaven or any other way of freedom and eternal life, suicide being the only solution, according 

to Ginsberg’s poem. 

  As Michel de Certeau also puts it when discussing about New York in Walking in the 

City, “extremes coincide - extremes of ambition and degradation, brutal oppositions of races 

and style” (91). Linear time only causes people to get lost in the vicious circle of working to 

buy more and more, of wishing to attain a higher and higher social status in the same time 

ignoring the injustice caused by race or gender privilege. Big, gray buildings, as well as large 

factories polluting the air block the citizens’ view of light, both physically and spiritually in 

the same way in which Ginsberg's Moloch terrorizes the city in the famous poem Howl. 

 De Certeau’s view is that “perhaps cities are deteriorating along with the procedures 

that organized them” (95). Indeed, a decaying space is related to the failed relationship between 

individuals and ideals imposed on them by society and inevitably leads to the rise of  powerful 

countercultural movements and can leave traces or even reshape the spatio-temporal 

dimensions in which the resisting groups are reacting against the ones holding control and 

power. 
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Although they had little interest in World War II or any other political aspect, the Beats 

reacted to the consequences of the war, when technologies such as the television, although 

developed much earlier during the war, started to enter households. As regards the way the 

wars ongoing in the 1940s and 1950 shaped the lives of Beat authors and poets, David S. Wills 

states, in his online article “The Beat Generation at War”, that, while “Allen Ginsberg was an 

icon of the anti-war movement”, deciding that the war had to do only with the “greed and 

prejudice a few powerful men”, Kerouac, who enrolled in the US Marine only for the 

Brotherhood of his fellow soldiers, but quickly gave up as being unfit for such duties, was 

unsure whether to think pro-war like his mother or anti-war like his father. He was “a patriot 

in a country sick of war”, feeling guilty both for hating the Communists and for supporting his 

capitalist American countrymen’s battle, making himself responsible for the killing of a 

massive number of people in the Vietnam War (Wills, www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-

at-war/). Unlike the two previous writers, Burroughs was a lot more concerned with the wars. 

Not as emotionally involved as Kerouac or Ginsberg, Burroughs looked at the Cold War and 

the Vietnam War from a more practical perspective, for him the war being “no longer a matter 

of simple territory or loss of life, but a war into the mind”, “[...] an existential battle” (Wills, 

www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/). 

After the end of World War II, “the United States and its Western allies had been 

engaged in a conflict of words, ideas, and influence against the Communist-led Soviet Union” 

as Tim McNeese states in his book on discovering US history, The Cold War and Postwar 

America 1946-1963 (2010) when discussing the thin line between a cold war per se and a 

possible military confrontation involving nuclear weapons (7). The Cold War and the 

Communist threat created the need to keep the society conservative and obedient to the 

emerging capitalist society and subversive to countercultural, bohemian subcultures such as 

that of the Beats. 

 

Mobility and Spiritual Escape 

In Naked Lunch (1959), William Burroughs creates the same perspective of the city as the 

nutshell of the American dream, with citizens adhering to all the rules of the conservative 

agenda. Language is to Burroughs in this novel, what mobility and the road are to Kerouac in 

his 1957 novel, On the Road. Frederick Whiting discusses his concern to language and notes 

that the main idea exposed in the novel is that the failure of communication and “linguistic 

falsification” led to the destruction of the “large-scale structures of societal organization that 

informed postwar American identity” (154). Language reshapes our imagination, 

communication can be a means of social control and it sets the stage for creating spaces in the 

readers’ minds. As this system fails and the words are left unbound, having escaped control, 

people are free to think for themselves, to rearrange meanings and reinterpret everything in 

uncountable ways. 

 As regards the structure of Naked Lunch, Burroughs himself describes it as a “mosaic 

of juxtaposition” (97). He uses cut-up narrative, where plot, conventional transitions or useful 

descriptions are nowhere to be found. In his quest to liberate language and free the text from 

https://www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/
https://www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/
https://www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/


63 
 

any means of control, he makes the reader responsible for adding order, values and meanings 

to the text, as one may like. One striking example of such a technique is the title of the first 

chapter: “and start west”, which makes the reader fall in the trap of wishing to find out what 

happened before. 

 Burroughs fellow writer, Kerouac, expresses mobility in configuring his novel. As 

Cresswell notes, “On the road takes jazz music as its central structural metaphor and Kerouac's 

writing techniques move the reader across the pages at a fast pace as the central characters race 

across the land” (256). By using spontaneous jazz music as a model for the structure of the 

novel, Kerouac breaks with the traditional linearity of the narrative, in a successful attempt to 

escape normality and the control of Western dogmatism.  

The space in On the Road (1957) is not similar to the one described in Holy Barbarians. 

In Kerouac's novel the focus is not on one space developing at the same pace with the 

subculture inhabiting it, but rather several spaces revealing to the characters one by one. Tim 

Cresswell argues that “in On the road there is a repeated pattern of excitement with the prospect 

of a new city, a period of exploration then dejection and sadness followed by continued travel” 

(254), the only hope they have left is the next destination, thus mobility becoming the central 

theme, spaces being formed gradually. Sal, a character from the book states that: “we were all 

delighted, we all realized that we were leaving confusion and nonsense behind and performing 

our one and noble function of the time, move. And we moved” (Kerouac, 127). The city, being 

too affected by materialism, industrialism and the celebration of the consumerist and 

conservative Western tradition, as equally seen in Ginsberg's Howl, has nothing genuine 

enough to offer the Beats. This is the reason why they cannot find any logic to stay and find 

joy only to be ‘on the road’, moving, travelling. 

 The city, a static place was nothing to offer besides ‘confusion and nonsense’. Space is 

no longer one that can be imagined in terms of dimensions, meter, colour, number of trees 

along the streets. It is experience and exploration at spiritual level, since mobility and ‘going’ 

is everything that makes sense. As Cresswell claims, “it never matters where they are going; 

they are just going celebrating travel itself” (Cresswell, 255). Therefore, the title of the novel 

evokes the most celebrated motif in the novel: the road. It represents the ability of the characters 

to move from one space to another in order to satisfy their desire to be free, to liberate 

themselves from the constraints of the society, to experience travelling. 

 Both authors use exceptional literary techniques as a way to react to the disorienting 

contemporary context of the Beats, struggling to make a point by rejecting normality and the 

spaces created by the wars, consumerism and conservative, traditional thinking. 

 

Conclusion 

Postwar America became a space that was gradually reconfiguring, the perfect scene for 

innovative and tenacious manifestations of countercultural movements, among which the Beats 

reigned supreme. Having identified the distinctions between traditional and critical thinking, 

as well as elitist and popular culture, and having analyzed some of the most provocative 

sections from Lawrence Lipton’s work, it is obvious that the Beats in Venice contributed to the 



64 
 

critical understanding of elitist and populist culture as a juxtaposed phenomenon, by resisting 

traditionally confined thinking and by seeking beatific experiences while also giving Venice 

California a new significance as the place made to “refresh one's soul.” 

 By opposing the historical and socio-political background in postwar America and 

looking at the metropolis as a preview of apocalyptic scenes, the Beat writers dared to subvert 

the traditional rules imposed by society on lifestyle and novel writing and reconfigured the 

spatial and temporal dimensions of their writings. The way mobility is translated into a spiritual 

search and is used as an alternative to avoid decaying cities became the major theme to be 

explored in Jack Kerouac's novel, On the Road.  

 Cityspace, the configuration of the space in the novel and the immensity of space 

offered by the road reveal the desire and struggle to break rules and conventions on the one 

hand, and the innovative spirit of the free mind to rise above the material world and live 

according to sensory and spiritual experiences, on the other. Reaching a spiritual dimension of 

life separate from the material world was the Beats’ ‘holy grail’ which they endeavored to 

experience through writing, non-conformity, and mobility.  
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