
The Fight to Publish Allen Ginsberg's Howl: A
Battle for Freedom of Expression

In 1956, Allen Ginsberg's groundbreaking poem Howl was published by
Lawrence Ferlinghetti's City Lights Bookstore. The poem, which celebrated
the Beat Generation's rejection of societal norms, quickly became a
bestseller. However, it also sparked a legal battle that would ultimately test
the limits of freedom of expression in the United States.

The obscenity trial of Howl was one of the most important free speech
cases of the 20th century. The prosecution argued that the poem was
obscene and should be banned from circulation. The defense, led by
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attorney Jake Ehrlich, argued that the poem was a work of art that was
protected by the First Amendment.
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The trial was closely watched by the literary world and the general public. It
became a symbol of the struggle between the forces of censorship and the
forces of free expression. In the end, the jury found Howl not to be
obscene, and the poem was allowed to be published.

The fight to publish Howl was a landmark victory for freedom of expression.
It helped to establish the principle that art is not subject to censorship
simply because it is controversial or offensive. Howl remains one of the
most important and influential poems of the 20th century, and it continues
to be read and studied by readers around the world.

The Beat Generation and Howl

The Beat Generation was a group of writers and artists who emerged in the
1950s. They rejected the materialism and conformity of postwar America,
and they sought to explore new forms of expression. Howl was one of the
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most important works of the Beat Generation, and it captured the spirit of
the movement.

Howl is a long, rambling poem that is full of energy and passion. It
celebrates the Beat Generation's rejection of societal norms, and it
explores themes of sex, drugs, and spirituality. The poem is written in a free
verse style, and it makes use of unconventional language and imagery.

Howl was a controversial poem from the start. It was banned in several
countries, and it was the subject of an obscenity trial in the United States.
However, the poem's reputation has grown over time, and it is now
considered to be one of the most important works of the 20th century.

The Obscenity Trial of Howl

The obscenity trial of Howl was one of the most important free speech
cases of the 20th century. It tested the limits of the First Amendment, and it
helped to establish the principle that art is not subject to censorship simply
because it is controversial or offensive.

The trial began in 1957, and it lasted for several months. The prosecution
argued that Howl was obscene and should be banned from circulation. The
defense, led by attorney Jake Ehrlich, argued that the poem was a work of
art that was protected by the First Amendment.

The jury was instructed to determine whether Howl was obscene according
to the following criteria:

Whether the average person, applying contemporary community
standards, would find that the work, as a whole, appeals to prurient



interest.

Whether the work lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific
value.

The jury found that Howl was not obscene, and the poem was allowed to
be published. The verdict was a victory for freedom of expression, and it
helped to establish the principle that art is not subject to censorship simply
because it is controversial or offensive.

The Legacy of Howl

Howl remains one of the most important and influential poems of the 20th
century. It is a powerful and moving work of art that celebrates the Beat
Generation's rejection of societal norms. Howl has been translated into
more than 20 languages, and it continues to be read and studied by
readers around the world.

The obscenity trial of Howl was a landmark victory for freedom of
expression. It helped to establish the principle that art is not subject to
censorship simply because it is controversial or offensive. Howl is a
reminder of the importance of freedom of expression, and it continues to
inspire artists and writers today.
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