
fig. 1
Evergreen Review, Issue #81, August 1970, cover photograph by Richard Avedon
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Bob Rubin
Landsmen Lensmen: Richard Avedon 

and Allen Ginsberg

In 1956 a chronically broke, pansexual (but mostly gay) Buddhist poet 
named Allen Ginsberg published his Beat epic poem “Howl.” His eight-
month confinement at Columbia Presbyterian Psychiatric Institute seven 
years earlier was the source for many of the poem’s resonant images of 
“the best minds of [his] generation … destroyed by madness.”2 Ginsberg 
had been committed in lieu of a jail sentence he would have received for 
allowing Herbert Huncke—aka Huncke the Junkie—to hide stolen mer-
chandise in his apartment.

A year after “Howl” was published, Paramount Pictures released Stan-
ley Donen’s Funny Face. It made a photographer named Richard Avedon 
famous beyond the fashion-industry circles he already dominated. On-
screen, Avedon became Dick Avery, played and danced by Fred Astaire. 
(Ginsberg would play himself, Allen the vagabond poet, in Robert Frank 
and Alfred Leslie’s 1959 film Pull My Daisy.) Avedon was already rich by 
this time. According to a profile in the The New Yorker, he lived on Park 
Avenue and his “visual poetry of sophisticated urban life” earned him 
$250,000 a year—real money in the 1950s.3 Now he was also famous. 
Meanwhile Ginsberg and his “starving hysterical naked” mates lived in 
hovels and were “burning their money in wastebaskets.”4 Whatever he 
earned from poetry books and readings Ginsberg donated to “poets and 
artists whose work has not been properly rewarded otherwise.”5

And yet the paths of these two men would cross in symbiotic and 
sometimes surprising ways over the next three decades. Their relation-
ship traced an arc through the Movement (as both men referred to the 
stirrings of the 1960s) via the gay subculture of early identity politics 
(remember Gay Liberation?), as well as the trial of the Chicago Seven. 
But the culmination of their relationship was a two-panel group portrait 
by Avedon, Allen Ginsberg’s Family, Paterson, New Jersey, May 3, 1970 
(pp. 109–12), a meditation on generational conflict and enduring family 
ties in a changing world. Avedon once described the portrait to Ginsberg 
as “you and your family’s marvelous gift to me.”6 In it, a “doubled” Allen 

stands at the center of his family. To the left he is flanked by four of his 
young nieces and nephews, to the right by his father, Louis, and brother, 
Eugene, both of whom are “doubled” as well, appearing in the right panel 
as well as the left—a reference, perhaps, to their elevated status as poets 
in what Ginsberg often referred to as the “family business” (of which he 
was clearly the godfather). But where Allen is grouped with the kids, his 
brother and father are grouped with the elders as part of the panorama’s 
familial in-fill: a sister-in-law, two aunts, two uncles, and Allen’s step-
mother—a total of thirteen people, yielding sixteen figures. By contrast, 
Avedon had one sibling, a sister, who was institutionalized in her twen-
ties, and one son, John. Although he had many uncles and aunts (eight on 
his father’s side alone), he had few relations with whom he kept in touch. 
According to Ginsberg, Avedon was “interested in my relationship to my 
family, which was a big European-Jewish New Jersey family.”7 From a 
personal as well as a visual perspective, Avedon was clearly fascinated by 
the intactness of the Ginsberg clan in the face of mental illness (Allen’s 
mother, Naomi—the subject of his other major poem, “Kaddish”—died in 
a mental institution in 1956), financial cataclysm, and generational strife 
of various kinds.

A Sort of Pinup

Ginsberg recalled meeting Avedon: “Avedon photographed me when I 
first went over to his studio. … He got interested in photographing me 
and Peter Orlovsky naked, among some other pictures (pp. 117–21 and 
123). Marvin Israel, who designed some albums for Atlantic Records at 
the time, used one of the Avedon pictures for the cover of a recording of 
Kaddish that Jerry Wexler put out.”8 The album he refers to, Allen Gins-
berg Reads Kaddish: A 20th Century American Ecstatic Narrative Poem 
(1966), features an Avedon close-up of the poet’s face (fig. 2). In 1960 
Ginsberg sat for Avedon with the manly Irish playwright Brendan Behan 

I sometimes think 
That little Jew bastard 
That queer ugly kike 
Is the bravest man 
In America             
Norman Mailer, “Ode to Allen Ginsberg”1
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(pp. 98–99). A photograph of Ginsberg naked, his left hand covering his 
groin and arranged in a Buddhist gesture signifying contemplation, his 
right hand raised palm out in the abhaya mudra, a gesture of reassurance, 
was published in Nothing Personal, a collaboration between Avedon and 
James Baldwin, in 1964, opposite an image of a George Lincoln Rockwell 
“stormtrooper” youth in Nazi salute (p. 12). Another photograph of Gins-
berg by Avedon—one of Ginsberg and Orlovsky, his life partner, in naked 
embrace—was the cover of the August 1970 issue of Evergreen Review 
(fig. 1).

To the extent possible in that pre-Internet age, these images—particu-
larly the one of Ginsberg and Orlovsky—were circulated virally within the 
Movement, especially within the gay underground. Ginsberg would later 
refer to the Evergreen image as having “wide use as a sort of a pinup.”9 

Avedon gave him several copies of the photograph, which he distributed 
with missionary zeal—though he was careful always to ask the photog-
rapher’s permission for any formal publication. 

In 1971 Ginsberg asked Avedon if he could to use the Evergreen image 
to accompany an interview to be published in Gay Sunshine Collective, 
and requested a new print “without the genitals darkened out.”10 (Wheth-
er or not Avedon ever saw the cropped version of his photo from Nothing 
Personal on the cover of Gay Sunshine is not known.) A year later Gins-
berg asked Avedon for images again, for possible publication “in other pa-
pers affiliated with Gay Liberation movement.”11 In 1980 Ginsberg asked 
Avedon’s permission to use the photo of him and Orlovsky as the fron-
tispiece of his forthcoming book Straight Heart’s Delight, an anthology 
of letters and poems between the two men: “Your photo is straight that’s 
why it’s good. It has aura of 1890’s Tennysonian and Whitman photos, 
so it would be appropriate as old fashioned frontispiece to such literary 
memoir book, [which is] both anthology of our sexual poetries and com-
pilation of unselfconscious letters of 50’s and early 60’s about love and 
literature.”12 He also told Avedon he felt that the photo had been defaced 

on the Evergreen cover, the “dark shadowed at bottom obliterating some 
portions of body clearer in your prints.”13 Ginsberg’s modesty is evident, 
as always, when he asks for permission to use the photo for his own pur-
poses: “I realize you’ve been very generous to us over the decades and I 
don’t want to cause you anxiety of decision. If you have very clear plans 
for an exclusive single shape for your picture don’t let my explanation 
dissuade you.”14 Avedon agreed to Ginsberg’s request, and the poet sent 
him a touching bread-and-butter note in the form of a picture postcard of 
himself and Orlovsky with a handwritten message, also scribbled on by 
Orlovsky: “Hi Richard: Hope yr in good health & Have you heard of 1 tea 
spoon of Bee Pollen, a day, chewed well, has all 22 elements in the Human 
Bodey—known as supper Health Food—Happey apple juice to you & I’ll 
send you my book of poems. Tickles. Peter Orlovsky.”15 

Avedon was happily complicit in Ginsberg’s shit stirring. In May 1967 
the image of Ginsberg from Nothing Personal figured prominently in a 
flap over a planned poetry reading by Ginsberg at Portland State College. 
Just before the event, the student newspaper published an article claim-
ing that “the school requested and [Ginsberg] complied with a request to 
behave … with some especial ‘propriety.’”16 The article was accompanied 
by Avedon’s photograph (fig. 4), which so outraged the college president 
that he seized the day’s run of the paper and suspended the editor. Gins-
berg defended the image to the editor of the Portland Oregonian: “There 
is nothing in the picture to offend, unless one is offended by the sight 
of a not-quite-naked person; in which case any slick magazine or local 
newspaper carrying bathing suit or shower soap advertisement might 
be found offensive, but they are not. … I am not one to be insulted by 
my own physical image, especially photographed in the act of making 
religious hand signs.”17 He denied that his appearance at the school was 
“an un-American attempt to subvert our tender youth who should be in 
training to die in Vietnam rather than listening to filthy poetry readings.”18 

The following August Dick Bakken, editor of the magazine Salted 

fig. 2
Allen Ginsberg Reads Kaddish: A 20th Century American Ecstatic Narrative 

Poem, 1966, album cover photograph by Richard Avedon

fig. 3
Gay Sunshine Collective, Issue #16, January–February 1973, 

cover photograph by Richard Avedon





fig. 5
Jacob Israel Avedon, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1974, installation view, photograph Richard Avedon Studio

previous page: fig. 4 The Vanguard, Vol. 22, #34, May 19, 1967, cover photograph by Richard Avedon
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Feathers, wrote to Avedon, asking for permission to use the Nothing Per-
sonal photo as well as images from the Ginsberg/Orlovsky photo shoot. A 
far cry from Harper’s Bazaar, Salted Feathers was one of those mimeoed 
“little” magazines that are midwifed on a shoestring and disappear after 
a few issues. Bakken decided to go out with a bang by publishing a last 
issue, Ginsberg/Portland, in the form of a book, to include contributions 
by Ken Kesey (whose bus Ginsberg would shortly board) and to be dis-
tributed by poet/publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City Lights Press. In 
his letter Bakken quotes Ginsberg as saying that Robert Frank thought 
it one of Avedon’s best photos—an encomium Ginsberg himself would 
repeat on many later occasions. Bakken also mentioned a radio talk show 
on which Ginsberg and “several old ladies” had discussed the Portland 
incident.19

Avedon replied enthusiastically in the affirmative to Bakken, and 
asked him for a copy of the tape or transcript of the radio show he had 
mentioned in his letter for an upcoming exhibition at the Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA), where he wished to use “documents relating to my 
photos.”20  The MoMA show would be a major focus of Avedon’s exchang-
es with Ginsberg over the next several years. In one letter he suggested 
that Ginsberg round up William Burroughs and Jean Genet (pp. 58–59) 
for a sequel to his Brendan Behan sitting of 1960.21 He even raised the 
possibility that Ginsberg write the catalogue text for the show.22 Clearly 
the exhibition was meant to be Avedon’s crowning artistic achievement 
to date, and its panoramic possibilities preoccupied him. Scheduled quite 
precisely for March 1972, according to Avedon in a 1970 conversation, 
it would never, in the end, come to fruition, though a small kabinett of 
Avedon’s images of his father were exhibited at MoMA in 1974 (fig. 5).23

Battles of the Bards (Fathers and Sons)

The first mention of a possible sitting by Ginsberg and his father, the 

poet/schoolteacher Louis Ginsberg, for Avedon appears to have occurred 
in October 1968.24 It would take two years for the sitting to take place, at 
which point it would include the entire Ginsberg tribe of aunts, uncles, 
siblings, nieces, and nephews. Compared to other group portraits Avedon 
had taken—of Andy Warhol and members of the Factory (pp. 217–21), the 
Mission Council (pp. 162–67), and the Chicago Seven, Chicago, Illinois, 
November 5, 1969 (pp. 49–52)—which had required considerable effort 
to assemble the participants, the Ginsberg family portrait took little to 
arrange. Ginsberg and his father were scheduled to do a joint poetry read-
ing at the Alexander Hamilton Hotel in Paterson, New Jersey, on May 3, 
1970, in connection with the publication of Louis’s new book of poems, 
Morning in Spring. Allen had promoted the book to the publisher, William 
Morrow, and had contributed a deep and moving introduction.25 The fam-
ily would gather in Paterson for the reading, and this is when the sitting 
would take place.

Two months earlier, in March 1970, Ginsberg had come to Avedon’s 
studio and recorded a conversation with Avedon and writer Doon Arbus 
in which the photographer enthusiastically sketched out the format of 
his planned MoMA show. The trio looked at and talked about many of 
the pictures Avedon had already taken for the exhibition. In addition to 
elaborating Avedon’s vision for the show, the conversation sheds a great 
deal of light on the complex dynamics of generational relationships with-
in both Avedon’s and Ginsberg’s families.

A particularly pregnant moment occurs when Avedon shows Gins-
berg the contacts from the Warhol sitting. The poet evokes Sassetta’s 
panorama of St. Francis in Borgo San Sepolcro, Italy (fig. 6),26 and Avedon 
is fascinated by the reference: “I didn’t realize that … that’s terrific,” he 
says. “I feel that’s very much what I’d like to do with you.” Apart from 
demonstrating Ginsberg’s remarkable art historical erudition, his allusion 
to Sassetta highlights the deep roots of Avedon’s device of repeating a 
key figure in a visual narrative in different poses. Ginsberg also tosses 

fig. 6
Sassetta, Saint Francis before Pope Honorius III; The Stigmatisation of Saint Francis; 

The Wolf of Gubbio; from the San Sepolcro Altarpiece, 1437–44
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out Arthur Schnitzler’s 1897 play La Ronde as a literary precedent. As 
they continue to talk about the Warhol proofs and contacts, Ginsberg asks 
about Candy Darling, then says: “It’s nice to have them all naked like that.”

Discussing his plans for the MoMA show, Avedon describes an exhibi-
tion that will include three hundred to four hundred portraits, all the same 
size so no one person is more important than the other, but “deeper, more 
autobiographical, not just a list of everybody in the Movement.”27 They 
talk about a contact-printing machine in the studio that prints from 8 x 
10 negatives in ten seconds. Ginsberg is fascinated by the possibilities. 
Avedon suggests they could have several such machines at the show 
and make “twenty exhibitions in two nights” to  “quickly get this out 
to the kids,” a radical departure from mainstream photography shows, 
which travel serially and are, Arbus says, “all very precious.” “It needs 
a museum for a kind of establishment view of it and then to the high 
schools,” Avedon explains. Arbus comments that making the prints “on 
demand” would be like getting a ham sandwich at the Automat. Ginsberg 
is intrigued that the printer does not permit “artifying” or even cropping 
of the negative. Avedon is particularly focused on the timing of the show 
relative to the 1972 presidential election.

In addition to discussing the exhibition itself, Avedon, Arbus, and 
Ginsberg talk about the proposed catalogue, a hefty publication evoca-
tive of a phone book, with an image on one side of each page and text 
on the other. The texts were to be transcriptions of brief interviews with 
the portrait subjects by Arbus, during which each sitter would be given 
fifteen minutes to say whatever was on their mind. Arbus and Avedon felt 
there was something more authentic about this format than giving the 
sitter license to ponder, edit, and submit what they wanted to say about 
themselves. In the case of Avedon’s father, the result is certainly raw.  Ja-
cob Avedon rambles on nervously about real estate deals he is involved in 
with his son, who interjects intermittently, “Of course … I’m sure you’re 
right, Dad. … You sound very good. Do you feel good?” while Jacob talks 

about getting deals closed and making sure that Richard and his family, 
rather than his second wife, Eleanor (Jacob had left Avedon’s mother), 
are the beneficiaries of all this activity if he passes away.28 It is unsettling 
to read; one feels the uneasiness in the spaces between the transcribed 
comments. Avedon describes these real estate dealings to Ginsberg and 
Arbus as “sort of a made-up thing that I do with him,” mentioning that 
relations between them hadn’t been good for many years and that at one 
point he had thought his father was senile, “but now his mind is infinitely 
sharper.” Ginsberg expresses a more acute connection with his own fa-
ther, after decades of conflict: “I was finally able to help him instead of 
being too embarrassed … or unable to confront his work, which is pretty 
good.”29

The joint readings with his father, affectionately promoted as “The 
Battle of the Bards,” were a gracious gesture by Ginsberg. Louis Ginsberg 
was certainly an established and respected minor poet in his own right—
he was included in Louis Untermeyer’s canonical Modern American Po-
etry and Modern British Poetry—but Allen was a rock star poet. This is no 
oxymoron: he would perform in the Rolling Thunder Revue concert tour 
in 1975–76 with his acolyte Bob Dylan. At times Louis must have thought 
himself a latter-day Job, like Larry Gopnik in the Coen Brothers’ 2009 film 
A Serious Man. After dealing with Allen’s mother Naomi’s mental illness, 
and then Allen’s homosexuality, etc, he saw his own reputation as a poet 
eclipsed by his son’s. When William Carlos Williams took Ginsberg fils 
under his wing and helped him shed his early derivative style on the way 
to the wholly more original cadences of “Howl,” to which he wrote the 
introduction, Ginsberg père might have felt slighted; Williams, a lifelong 
resident of nearby Rutherford, had never given him the time of day. But 
Louis was above all proud of his son’s success in the family business. 
(Ginsberg’s brother, Eugene Brooks, an attorney, was also a privately pub-
lished poet on the side, with an assist from Allen.)

Notwithstanding all the generational Sturm und Drang, Allen and 

fig. 7
Robert and Pablo Frank, 1984, photograph and annotations by Allen Ginsberg



fig. 8
Richard Avedon, self-portrait, Mabou Mines, Nova Scotia, July 17, 1975
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Louis were extremely close, and grew closer as time passed. No subject 
was taboo between them: drugs, religion, the CIA, Vietnam, Israel. Family 
Business: Selected Letters between a Father and Son, which collects their 
correspondence, attests to the enduring power of family ties in a world 
where, as the old Marxist chestnut goes, everything solid was melting 
into air. It is a cornerstone of the personal archive Ginsberg left behind, 
an important map to the territory of his life and work.  

The cover of Family Business is by Avedon. It is a photograph of Louis 
and Allen, taken in Paterson on the same occasion as Allen Ginsberg’s 
Family. Louis, in a suit, jacket buttoned, tie, pocket square, and white 
shirt, stands facing the camera, near a flagstand carrying an American 
flag. He is clean-shaven and functionally bald; his stance, at once soldier-
ly and world-weary, obscures the few remaining wisps of hair he keeps 
short and combed. Allen, to his right, also wears a light-colored shirt, tie, 
and jacket, but he is disheveled and stands sideways, slightly stooped, 
right knee bent, gesticulating with his hands. He too is partly bald, but 
his hair and beard are pouring out of his skull. The flag is limp and only 
partly visible. This is Avedon at his finest, an essential photograph on its 
own and a rich sample of the bigger familyscape that would result from 
the same session.

Snapshot Poetics: The Eighties and Beyond30

Avedon and Ginsberg had a more intermittent, though equally affection-
ate, relationship in the decades that followed. In the 1980s Ginsberg fo-
cused on his avocation as a photographer. Images by both Ginsberg and 
Avedon appeared in the winter 1985 issue of the photography magazine 
Aperture, a special issue with the theme “The Human Street.” Selections 
from Avedon’s In the American West, his landmark exhibition that opened 
that year at the Amon Carter Museum of American Art in Fort Worth, ap-
peared along with Ginsberg’s annotated snapshots of Jack Kerouac, Neal 

Cassady, William Burroughs, Avedon, and the nine-hundred-pound gorilla 
in the room of fine art photography, Robert Frank (fig 7). (Avedon twice 
made the pilgrimage to Nova Scotia, in 1972 and 1975, to photograph 
and be photographed by the reclusive maker of The Americans (fig 8), 
and Ginsberg would write with pride about Frank’s having taught him 
about taking pictures.) In the interview that accompanies these images 
in Aperture, Ginsberg describes an approach to photography that is quite 
the opposite of Avedon’s: “I was always uneasy with the photographic 
motivation of fixing the so-called decisive moment or attempting to cre-
ate something monumental out of something fleeting.”31 Ginsberg’s mod-
est picture-taking method was more of an extension of his diary than a 
separate foray into another medium: “[My photos] are like the journals I 
keep—30 years of epiphanies and moments that I’ve noticed. So I notice 
many things, then notice that I notice, and eventually I make a picture of 
it.”32

Ginsberg’s particular contribution to the visual vernacular was to con-
flate his photo album and his diary by writing captions around his imag-
es. Their patient script and ostensible matter-of-factness belie a resonant 
content. On his photograph of Avedon  featured in Aperture, Ginsberg 
wrote: “He took a great picture of me and Peter Orlovsky naked in 1964, 
and gave us copies (fig 9).” The giving of images to a mystic whose pri-
mary economic system was potlatch obviously meant a lot. He would 
later send the studio a book of his poetry, “Inscribed for Richard Avedon / 
in thanks for his / eye through decades.”33

A sour note was struck briefly in 1991, in the course of an exchange 
on how to caption Allen Ginsberg’s Family for an upcoming retrospective 
of Avedon’s work at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York.34 

Avedon took Ginsberg to task for pointing out the repetition of figures in 
the image, as if the photographer perhaps had not noticed. Avedon was 
exercised: “I’m stunned at your lack of visual imagination! Do you think 
I didn’t know that I was repeating members of your family? . . . Allen, 

fig. 9
Richard Avedon, 1984, photograph and annotations by Allen Ginsberg



fig. 10
John and Richard Avedon, Nova Scotia, October 21, 1973, photograph by Robert Frank
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you’re the poet. How is this lack of poetry possible?”35 
Ironically, it was Ginsberg who had helped validate this visual tech-

nique for Avedon, with his citation of the powerful art historical prec-
edent of Sassetta’s St. Francis. 

By the 1990s as the lifetime achievement awards rolled in, both Ave-
don and Ginsberg were increasingly focused on their respective posteri-
ties. Ginsberg died in 1997. Two years later the collaborative project on 
the Movement that Avedon and Arbus had planned in conjunction with 
the proposed MoMA show finally emerged, thirty years late and in book 
form only, as The Sixties. Though not the “phone book” with integrated 
image and text as originally envisioned, it did record the words of some 
of the photographs’ subjects. Given Avedon’s earlier insistence on taxo-
nomic precision and honesty—on pinning down his subjects for fifteen 
minutes of live, unedited words to accompany his images “to keep the 
truth of what they’re about”36—there is something oddly confected about 
his own biography on the book’s endpaper.37 The Whitney retrospective, 
In the American West, the Carnegie International, MoMA, and other art-
world moments of Avedon’s career are nowhere to be found in the bio—
and forget about Funny Face, or anything to do with fashion and France, 
including his very productive stint at Egoiste. The seventy-six-year-old 
Avedon omits his aspirations as a “fine artist” in favor of foregrounding 
his street cred. The late Allen Ginsberg, featured prominently in the book, 
was already peacefully ascendant as the patron saint of Beats, hippies, 
and punks. Our visual memory of him remains bound up in Avedon’s pho-
tographs. 

Without being overly reductive, we might consider Avedon’s shift to 
the Movement from fashion in the context of his own family dynamics. 
Avedon’s son, John, was a draft-age young teen in the mid- to late 1960s, 
deeply involved in political protest, Eastern religion, and alternative edu-
cation (fig. 10). For Avedon père, Ginsberg may have been an acceptable 
version of what Avedon fils could become. At the same time, Ginsberg 
was another middle-aged, middle-class Jewish guy just like Avedon, only 
more comfortable in his own skin than Avedon in reconciling his radical 
artistic ambitions with his plain origins. At some level I wish that my par-
ents would have found Allen Ginsberg an acceptable role model for me 
in my teenage years, but at the same time I am relieved that they never 
abandoned the more conventional goal of doctor/lawyer (with dentist/
accountant as default setting). After all, one needs constancy to rebel 
against. Louis Ginsberg held his own against his son Allen, and vice ver-
sa, and both men lived richer lives having each other. 

Because of its more limited exhibition history, the Ginsberg family 
portrait is less well-known than Avedon’s Warhol, Mission Council, and 
Chicago Seven groupings. It is also the subtlest of the four, because it has 
only one celebrity to hook the viewer. Rather than a phalanx of powerful 
or bohemian or charismatic people, its cast of characters is more mun-
dane and therefore less daunting. But it is no less magisterial. One has 
only to glance at Elsa Dorfman’s snapshot of the family standing against 
Avedon’s white paper backdrop in between “takes” (fig. 11) to understand 
just how transformative Avedon’s “artified” image is. Avedon’s portrait 
makes a Jewish poet clan, fressing after a mock-Oedipal literary battle 
(think Sassetta meets Sarah Lee), into a monumental visual meditation 
on family at an American moment driven by generational conflicts. It is 
Avedon’s gift to us.
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