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Two of the founding members of the Beat Generation of the 1950s wrote dream books with almost identical titles: Jack Kerouac’s Book of Dreams (1961) and William Burroughs’ My Education: A Book of Dreams (1995). This paper queries the function of such dream books, both from a perspective of seeing dream writing as a confessional genre, and from the perspective of didacticism implicit in sharing one’s dream life with one’s readers. What role does memory, politics, fantasies and reality play in communicating with and via dreams?

In 1961 Jack Kerouac published a Book of Dreams containing a number of hastily scribbled accounts of dreams Kerouac remembered immediately after waking up from a period of sleep. Somewhat strangely the book contains both a “Foreword” and a “Preface”, both penned by Kerouac, explaining its genesis in very similar terms, leaving one to wonder why both texts are there. The two introductory texts do, in fact, contradict one another in the details of the process of dream collation and writing: “They were all written spontaneously, non-stop” (Foreword) vs. “When I woke up from my sleep I just lay there looking at the pictures that were fading slowly. As soon (one minute or so) as I had assembled them […] I got my weary bones out of bed & […] scribbled in pencil in my little dream notebook till I had exhausted every rememberable item” (Preface). Also in the sets of political or religious implications Kerouac wishes to draw from the universal experience of dreams there is a striking discrepancy between the two texts: “The fact that everybody in the world dreams every night ties all mankind together shall we say in one unspoken Union and also proves that the world is really transcendental which the Communists do not believe because they think their dreams are ‘unrealities’ instead of visions.” (Foreword) vs. “That is because the subconscious mind (the manas working thru from the alaya-vijnana) does not make any mental discriminations of good or bad, thisa and thata, it just deals with the realities.”(Preface) Thus, the spontaneity emphasised in the Foreword is replaced by a more mediated process of assembly in the Preface’s account, and the anti-Communist discourse of the Foreword is replaced by a Buddhist credo in the Preface.
Kerouac’s didactic programme also emanates from these contradictory prefatory statements: The poet’s role as an individual channeller of experience is emphasized in his manifesto “Belief and Technique for Modern Prose”: “Write what you want bottomless from the bottom of the mind/The unspeakable visions of the individual/No time for poetry but exactly what is/Visionary tics shivering in the chest/In tranced fixation dreaming upon object before you […] Write in recollection and amazement for yourself. (59)” Kerouac here suggests much the same as in the prefatory texts to Book of Dreams, namely that dreams and reality are not oppositions (as he claims in the political critique that “Communists” do not understand), but versions of one another. Similarly the process of writing involves both visions (or dreams) and realities, as the poet sets before his mind a real object on which he then proceeds to write, riff, improvise or sketch.
The Preface’s description of the process of writing a dream is very similar to the process of sketching which Kerouac describes in his other poetics manifesto “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose”, where the role of an object that so to speak primes the poetic pump of improvisation is described in some detail: “SET-UP The object is set before the mind, either in reality, as in sketching (before a landscape or teacup or old face) or is set in the memory wherein it becomes the sketching from memory of a definite image-object. PROCEDURE Time being of the essence in the purity of speech, sketching language is undisturbed flow from the mind of personal secret idea-words, blowing (as per jazz musician) on subject of image.” (57) It is thus clear that memory and dream are almost identical in their function as provider of raw material for improvisation for Kerouac, and dream writing is just another form of sketching.. The similarities are perhaps further highlighted by the use of the word “scribbled” for the writing process both in connection with dream writing and with sketching, viz. “Belief & Technique” which begins “Scribbled secret notebooks, and wild typewritten pages, for yr own joy”. Kerouac’s Book of Dreams can therefore be read as an exercise in the vindication of his own poetics of spontaneity which he detailed in the manifestoes for prose writing and living quoted above. Dreams to Kerouac were guaranteed unmediated and uncensored (“bottomless”) experience to be channelled straight onto the page.
In contrast to Kerouac’s credo of spontaneity as guarantor of the truest form of communication between writer page and reader, his fellow founder of the Beat lifestyle and circle of writers known as the Beat Generation, William Burroughs, used his My Education – a Book of Dreams from 1995 as a form of memoir writing to stand in lieu of the autobiography he never wrote. While My Education also contains actual dream transcripts, based on “hastily jotted notes on scraps of paper and index cards and pages typed with one hand”, the dream segments are interrupted by ‘locators’ dating and explaining some of the dream entries. (Occasionally Kerouac also employs this device.) These locator paragraphs function as the editor instance required but often left implicit in autobiographical writing. My Education is, however, typical of Burroughs’ writing style with its notorious cut-ups of existing texts palimpsested on with new writing, emanating more or less spontaneously from Burroughs’ both creative and selectively editorial mind. It is also very different from the dream writing of Kerouac which never explicitly admits to being edited or re-written. While Kerouac argues that his Book of Dreams can be read as a continuation of his autobiographical and confessional novels (“The heroes of On the Road, The Subterraneans, etc. reappear here doing further strange things for no other particular reason than that the mind goes on”), Burroughs deliberately manifests and emphasises the real-world correlative to his writing in My Education, while actually availing himself of all the techniques he normally uses in his fiction practice. The two dream books thus represent two different strategies within the shared didactic endeavour of all confessional writing: one strategy, Kerouac’s, is implicit (except in the introductory texts) and the other, Burroughs’, is explicit in its insistence that autobiography is meant to instruct the reader in matters of general significance concerning life and how to live it: It may be “My Education”, but the reason it is here written down is that you as a reader might also benefit from this education.
The role of real life references illustrates the difference between the two books further. Strangely (perhaps), both books contain dreams in which references to President Eisenhower occur: Kerouac’s book contains four, and Burroughs’ book contains one reference. These references to dreams involving Ike are on one level quite similar. They feature a figure well-known from the public conscious, but each dream revisions him in subtle ways. Thus Kerouac’s first “I Like Ike” dream: “I make goofy tape records with Eisenhower, he condescends, but is actually friendly and has fun and doesnt mind leaving his goof words to posterity unlike real life politician” (14) Here Eisenhower is a fellow poet, improvising into the tape recorder’s microphone, leaving evidence behind of his goofiness, which to Kerouac is a synonym for hipness, viz. his nickname for one of his hipster culture heroes, Neal Cassady, “the holy goof”. Eisenhower’s status as goofy poet further separates him from any “real life politician” who would never want to go on record as having said anything spontaneously. 
However, in another Eisenhower dream the President makes a speech in a basement church, but Kerouac is sidetracked from eulogising the politician by a “beautiful honeycolored girl” whom he proceeds to have sex with in the anteroom to the church, presumably while Ike is speaking inside. This dream leaves Ike in the background while the dreaming I fulfils his sexual desires – a theme recurring in numerous of the dreams recorded by Kerouac.

The third and fullest Eisenhower dream goes like this: “Previous, Eisenhower is president of heroic America thru gray decades up to 1980's and we're all amazed to see him champion childlike cause after childlike cause, arms folded, a Saint, & I like him.----Cant afford to hate him 'cause I'm a child---Passing new paper laws, deep dream laws applied to childlike civilizations on an arbitrary gray map called the world---I cant remember the details of this bottomlessly gone dream, on waking I had no recollection or wanted more even of the barest details concerning what the Lincoln-like heroic laws were that E. passed but it seems I knew him in a dark house where's a Tolstoyan dance going on & events & crash! ---nobody loves me 'cause there's no me.” (164) Here Ike is sanctified through his purity (“childlike” being the operative often repeated word signalling this quality), “a Saint” whom Kerouac not surprisingly “likes” (echoes of the “I Like Ike” slogan no doubt subconsciously filtering through). Eisenhower is a utopian president combining future and past, as he reigns for decades into the future, yet evokes the most sacrosanct past president, Lincoln, in his legislative efforts. Significantly the contents of this dream legislation are lost beyond memory in the dream writing. The dream is “bottomlessly gone”, a phrase that eerily echoes the formulation of the poetics manifesto: “Write what you want bottomless from the bottom of the mind” (59) One is here tempted to read “gone” in the hipster meaning of “so far out that it is beautiful” as in the epithet “a real gone chick” frequently used by Kerouac in his novels.
In contrast to Kerouac’s praise of Eisenhower, Burroughs is terser in his dream writing of Ike: “Talking to Michael Portman and Ted Morgan. Ted is much younger, and slim. We are talking in a cafeteria. President Eisenhower, also slimmer and younger, shows me the entrance to a building. I have to pack and there is very little time.” (41) Eisenhower is modified, since he is “also slimmer and younger”, and therefore potentially sexually attractive to Burroughs, who elsewhere in the book recounts a number of ‘packing dreams’ that culminate in him ejaculating in his sleep. Eisenhower, however – unlike in Kerouac’s dreams – doesn’t speak, legislate or perform any remotely presidential tasks. Yet the function of him showing Burroughs the way into a building might suggest that even for Burroughs the hipper and slimmer Ike might be a potential dream guide. The ambiguities of Eisenhower in both writers’ dreams might indicate that politics was never far from their unconscious mind, perhaps reflecting anxieties that both writers might justifiably have held considering their position as outsiders or even outlaws in/from America for large segments of their lives.
One of the few reality locators in Kerouac’s dream book is found after the dream that he has on the day after the publication of his instant bestseller and ticket to fame, On the Road: “Had a white bandage on my head from a wound, the police are after me around the dark stairs of wood near the Victory Theater in Lowell, I sneak away---come to the boulevard where a parade of children chanting my name hide me from the searching police as I duck along their endless ranks, keeping low---The parade of children is endless--Chanting and singing we go marching into Mongolia with me with my white bandaged head in front (dreamed the day after the publication of On the Road)” (173-4) The time locator here adds to the significance of the dream, as it is clear that the event of finally getting his masterpiece published leaves Kerouac with conflicted emotions, both a strong desire to be celebrated (by the parade of cheering children – his heroes again), and the fear that he has to escape the authorities for having done something illicit, such as telling too much about himself in his autobiographical fiction. Therefore the dream casts him as a wounded hero, forced to go into exile, yet triumphantly carried by his followers. This dichotomy between pleasure and guilt haunts most of the dreams in the book, where authority figures such as Kerouac’s dead father, president Eisenhower, of course, and various law enforcement agents chase him and often interrupt his quest for pleasure (sexual and otherwise) and recognition.
A corresponding locator is found in Burroughs’ book: “This dream occurred approximately thirty-five years ago, shortly after the publication of Naked Lunch with the Olympia Press in Paris in 1959” (1). The dream itself entails Burroughs being rejected by an airport functionary (“a gray woman behind the desk with the cold waxen face of an intergalactic bureaucrat”) who informs him that “You haven’t had your education yet.” (1) This rejection dream in some ways parallels Kerouac’s anxiety ridden dream after his moment of break-through publication, but in Burroughs’ case he is prevented from motion (escape), whereas Kerouac was transported to a safer place. Burroughs’ lack of “education” can be read as his failure to pass a rite of passage: publication of one’s first masterpiece is good, but not sufficient payment of dues in the world of writing and living. Hence the didactic project of here documenting “My Education” and passing it along to his readers is tantamount to paying those dues, thirty-five years later.
Burroughs’ tone is generally much more sardonic and observer-like than Kerouac’s. Early on in the book we are presented with a meta-comment on dream writing: “For years I wondered why dreams are often so dull when related, and this morning I find the answer, which is very simple – like most answers, you have always known it: No context … like a stuffed animal set on the floor of a bank.” (2). Burroughs continues with a dismissal of dreams “approved by the psychoanalyst” which refer to the dreamer’s waking life “by obvious association” (2). Such dreams nevertheless make up the bulk of all dream books, and his own or Kerouac’s for that matter are no exceptions. One could, however, suggest that My Education attempts to provide the lacking context by way of stylistics. Burroughs adorns the dreams he recounts with a layer of palimpsesting, fragmentation and cutting-up which make his dreams distinctly Burroughs-like to those who know his style from his fictions from Naked Lunch and onwards. Many dreams also read like the quasi-comic ‘routines’ which Burroughs used to intersperse his narratives even in his earliest works Junky and Queer.
An example of a ‘routine’ is the GAP-dream recounted on pp. 27-29: “I am using myself as a reference point of view to assess current and future trends. […] Observer William: 023. Trends can be compacted into one word … GAP. Widening GAPs. GAP between 023 and those who can club seal cubs to death, set cats on fire, shoot out the eyes of lemurs with slingshots. […] Fact is Homo Sap is fracturing into subspecies: 023 predicts that this trend of separation will continue and escalate and will be reflected in basic biological differences rather sooner than later. […] The violent bigots will become more and more bestial, degenerating into a hideous subspecies of vicious and graceless baboons. “We know our duty.” “Vast army of purple-assed baboons” The scientists will continue to reject the evidence with regard to ESP and UFOs and withdraw into academic vacuums. GAP. GAP. GAP.” This stream of consciousness may be regarded as dreamlike in its escalation of rhetoric beyond logical foundation, but hardly qualifies as a typical dream narrative as it progressively begins to read like a political harangue, punctuated with dialogic representations of the baboons’ voices uttered in favour of the controlling powers that be. Much more the GAP-sequence displays the rhetorical virtuosity of vintage political satire in the Burroughs-mode, known from the Dr. Benway sequences of Naked Lunch, completed with fragmentation, double-voicing, and riffing or palimpsesting over pre-existing texts such as newspaper reports etc. 
Pages 133-134 feature another routine that looks like an outtake from Burroughs’ science fiction-like novels Nova Express, or mythology palimpsests such as The Wild Boys:  “The boys set up a guerrilla unit with the young Maize God. Travelling in time on the sacred books, they pick up allies: Tío Mate, an old assassin with eight deer on his gun, followed by El Mono, his adolescent Ka. Wild boys with eighteen-inch Bowie-knives, head hunters and bandits, Castro and Chinese guerrillas, Black Panthers and hippies.” As an agent attempts to infiltrate this guerrilla unit he is given a bizarre polygraph test by a “Death Dwarf with larval flesh and skeleton face”. Not surprisingly the narcotics agent fails this test miserably and his head is shrunk and added to the head hunters’ trophy shelf. This micro-narrative stands uncontextualised in the dream book, but seems perfectly in tune with Burroughs’ other fictional riffs on drugs, power and death.
Reality correlates do, however, predominate in the dreams in Burroughs’ book. References to Ted Morgan (4) and James Grauerholz (33), both well-known Burroughs associates and/or biographers are numerous, providing a stable link to an auto-biographical reality, and they are ultimately a context provider in themselves. Collaborators such as Brion Gyson are mentioned no less than 38 times in the books. There is thus in My Education  a strong reality effect in the sense of Roland Barthes’ idea of how the rustle of descriptive language and the use of proper names create an illusion of mimesis in a textual universe. The collision of this mimetic universe with the fantasies of the routines and palimpsests helps generate the level of interest in Burroughs’ dream book that keeps us reading until “My/Our Education” is complete.
In conclusion, one might argue that both Kerouac and Burroughs have produced dream books that partake of the same poetics as these writers’ “normal” fictions. The difference seems rather to be between these poetics strategies, where Kerouac emphasizes the element of fictionality and inspiration and improvisation in his writing, whereas Burroughs re-writes, dialogises and palimpsests over other texts and current political issues. Both writers successfully avoid the dullness often exhibited by dream books that too often seem suited only for psychoanalytic dissection, and both books could use more critical attention – attention hitherto only afforded to the explicitly novelistic portions of the two writers’ output.
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