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 On Criticism and Clay's Howl: Recollections for Posterity. A grandiose title. This is what struck 
me first. That was unusual. For it has  been rare as a I dig through the file after file of half aborted 
stories and reviews locked away for years in a burnished oak writing desk, to find something so 
declarative, strident almost. He who was so circumspect, hesitant, and what is more went about all 
his work with that complete and overt lack of fluency, in that agony of creation which is the 
researcher or the archivists joy. A paper trail, of uncertain beginnings, forks in the roads, doublings 
back and reworkings. It is, strung together, rather like a huge folk song, certainly a folk memory, the 
constant variations on a theme like a symphony of the century's soul born of one its finest minds. Our 
passion, to solve these puzzles becomes ever rarer now, as our contemporaries exchange this 
alchemy for the base metal coinage that rewards those who ferret in the sewers of the internet, their 
sole intent to bring down, humanize they call it, the peerless voices of the past. In other contexts we 
would, and should, regard them as vermin. 
  This then was clearly not his own work, although the handwriting is identical. How odd to 
copy such a thing out by hand. Here, my friend you will find traces tantalising indeed, for it is my 
belief that the whole academy knows nothing of the works mentioned therein, works that might shed 
new light on the world in which he lived and the workings of his mind. Tell me that I am wrong. Yet as 
I re-read it I cannot help but find in it an ill augury, this work so ostentatiously complete, so 
impervious, amongst page after page of long hand notes crossed and crumpled, as though left just for 
me, for the last of my kind, except you perhaps, mon cher. To ask not that I withhold judgement but 
simply stop, that I refrain from asking. I can do nothing now but ask if it is not the same for you? 
Again I say, tell me it is not so: 
 

 

 I first read Clay's howl at 4 o'clock on a cold English morning in the empty house of 
my parents – empty except for the family dog – between the afternoon and evening session 
of the second Ashes test. Tea on day two. Endless tea. Tiffin time Australia. I call it Clay's 
Howl, rather than referring to the work by its full title, Howl in a Belgium Supermarket, for two 
reasons. It is not just that it is as Clay's Howl that posterity has come to know the work, it is 
that this, Clay's Howl, is both exactly what the work is, and is not. Searingly individualistic in 
style, fragmentary, replete with the disorientations and acute observations that is the lot of 
ever lonely consciousness, the work is, as the poet archly supposes, very much his own 
howl. This though is at least a duet, for there is yet that second voice steadily leaking, 
erupting, from the text. I speak of course of Ginsberg, or more precisely of Ginsberg's Howl, 
as we have in time learned to call  it. For it is not only when Ginsberg speaks to us directly 
through Clay, nasally brandishing his heterosexual dollar, that he is present. He is always 
there. That sallow, immobile, heavily hirsute Buddha peeping out from the taught 
effervescent surface of his successor, as unimaginable in his absence as the snow in that 
later work. 
  So it is again with Ginsberg's Howl, it's very name an acknowledgement that it too 
does not stand alone, that it too is equally unimaginable without Clay, peeping out of and 
popping back into the pocket-darkness of Ginsberg's orbit from the date of his first 
publication. And it is just so that both are forever tinged, for me and only me with the sound 
of Dylan and his band, somewhere in a Woodstock basement more than 40 years ago, 
howling out to the four walls the words See you later Allen Ginsberg. So goes the strophe, 
followed with the ecstatically inane anti-strophe  In a while crocodile.  This, for me, was and 
is the spirit of the ;60s. Released in 1975 though recorded some 8 years earlier, it's very 
laggardness representative of that belated age. An age Ginsberg never did quite capture, 
though he accompanied Dylan on his Rolling Thunder tour the year those Basement Tapes 
went public, occasionally reading his Howl to youths who had known less than its 20 years 
and no longer pallid or bemused. This was the spirit of the age, this and the exuberant 
opalescence of I'm Your Teenage Prayer, which follows hot on unexpected heel from that 
marijuana infused inanity - on my recording at least (there are, it has since emerged, many). 
All then, all so different, all invisibly linked by a thread of continuity that is part public, part 
private, so that they must meet in comfort somewhere I will never understand. Once I  
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disregarded this association as evidence of my own indulgence, discounted it from my critical 
artillery in favour of what I took to be a more sober, penetrating judgement. I say now that 
this lack of generosity, as much to myself as to others, was a youthful mistake, though even 
after these years of silence, the cost, I suspect, has been  less than you believe. 
 Looking back then, I can find nothing but astonishment at my decision to re-read 
Clay's Howl. I say re-read, although in truth it was a first reading in all but name, discounting, 
as I insist we must, that light fingered and light brained perusal of the printed text from which 
the poet himself had read the night the worked debuted – in a circle much less select than is 
imagined now. How could this not end in tears, this science and persuasion for grown ups, 
this Criticism. It is very well to posit that grown men who have conversed freely on subjects of 
art and music and women and drink, with drink - free drink drunk freely, that grand tenet of 
our departed youth – so to speak in the thick of life, are belittled by this holding back of 
intimacy. It is very well but it is surely ingenuous. No matter men's years on earth, man's 
years together there is always this primal mistrust, this rankling in the face of criticism. 
Veracity is neither here nor there and indeed the truer an observation  it is there always that 
the offence is rankest, that our carefully fletched arrows drive home. It may not be so 
troubling if the criticism is not understood, if it can be rejected out of hand. It may even be 
mitigated if it has been recognised and acknowledged. If the sin has been owned. If not then 
it is worst. Why should this be, why should we prefer the shutter play of daily life, the veiling 
and unveiling of shades of truth in indecipherable gestures, silences, a glance. Where words 
can always be taken back, mitigated, an alloy or compound created from the rawest cut. As 
though the spoken word is not believed. As though we really did not think before we opened 
our mouths, that we really did make such simple mistakes, as if we did not fletch those 
arrows before firing.  Whereas written words, mere disembodied imprimatur on a page are 
dwelt on for furious hours, irrevocable, distilled, definitive, final. The letter killeth. And it is 
perhaps just this, this light and subtlety which is the stuff of life that so makes the verdict of 
the voice somehow more gentle and easy to bare, as though in its frailty it acknowledges in 
advance the frailty of our judgement, temporal, individual, ill-informed and weak. Those 
triumphant oscillations of ululation I once took such pains to mock the play of. Stanzas of 
gibberish, rabidly piling up, as Clay so nearly put it.  
  What then, is it, that lead me, (and leads us all still) willingly into this most overt trap,  
that made it ineluctable, when offered the chance, that I would have to set down thought on 
paper, to say that which I had to say – at least that which I had claimed to have - careless of 
the consequences. Or rather not careless, I was both conscious of the risk and concerned for 
the consequence, yet there was a slovenliness to my labours that I must regret. Cowardice 
too perhaps. No. It was, as I have said, ineluctable. For a man must stand up or fall by what 
he says. This as we have established is the stuff of life. And so it is never possible when 
invited to put down in strings of hieroglyph what was casually uttered in the off-hand moment 
to say simply 'oh, you see, that was casually uttered in the off-hand moment', or even 'I am 
no longer sure that I mean that', still more to admit that you were not listening with an 
undivided attention, that you may perhaps for whole seconds at a time have been both 
listening and thinking of a women, or your work. These excuses, so plausible in the 
instantaneous moment, if only you are prepared to accept a little loss of face, are now void. 
For you have time, and, it is thought, an infinite resource, the resource of language. You are 
given a free hand, and it is as if that free hand is a symbol of the death of spontaneity, where 
there will be no more mistakes and slippage. Here it is you can express yourself not only with 
perspicacious honesty, but with delicacy too. To construct that bridge between you and the 
other person . A bridge that can start where you start and end where they end, a straight and 
true bridge that will stand the freight of 'the world outside and does not do an injustice to 
either. To find, as that other poet said, words at once true and kind. Or at least not untrue and 
not unkind.' It is absurd, utopic. And yet, and yet.. 
 And yet we are compelled, compelled to write, to record, just as we are to speak, 
extemporise. And it is perhaps in desperation to defend such urgings that I write this apologia 
for my criticism, believing almost against reason that now, as I failed to do those years ago 
when I wrote with haste through the frozen dead of night, now I will find those words not 
untrue and not unkind, words to transmogrify the past. That I will not forget that beneath this 
harmonious veneer we carry not only probabilities, as Marias would have it, but also histories 
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in our veins, broiling a millimetre from the surface. Cut veins do not easily forgive. But that it 
still is possible, with just such a certain surety and lightness of touch as this that we may 
seep ourselves into the life blood of the other unnoticed, like a disease, like a cure, a critique 
of all the changes come with time. Vulnerable, yet invulnerable, is that not the essence of 
writing, of art, the seductive disclosures and the calculated withholdings.  A dichotomy 
perhaps, but such are the unique privileges of  the Practitioner-Critic I would wish to claim. 
What a thing to be. Almost unimaginable to certain frames of mind, that of the artist, that of 
the theorist, which though I understand them, are not mine.   
 No, now more than ever it seems to me I am Clamance, judge-penitent , and this is 
still as much a confession as were those barbs of my youth, except now I am always already 
ahead of that audience I need and cannot bare. Yes, I needed that audience. And so  it 
seems in that critique that was also a performance I had elected Clay to be judge at my own 
trial. The sentence was severe. I need that audience still. On appeal, I turn to you, my jury, 
that other bastion of autumnal England cartographised, good men and true. That, in those 
days long past, was my Howl too. I confess what I can never outrun, yet in this forced 
confession freely given perhaps you will see Moloch too, my sacrifice and my offering. I  
hope, at least, you have been entertained as I. My jury, speak.  
 
So you see I am pre-empted. For I too would ask you to speak from that distance that divides us. I 
would ask if you too were entertained, but my heart sinks uneasily at the jest. I would say no more, 
for I would not have my own distempered thoughts poison your sagacious counsel. I will say no more. 
Where do we take this. I hope that you will write soon. 


