An Excerpt from Robert Sandarg, "Jean Genet in Chicago" (Romance Quarterly 38.1, February 1991, pp. 39-48)

In late August 1968, Jean Genet entered the United States clandestinely, via Canada, then traveled to Chicago where he spent a tumultuous week covering the Democratic National Convention for Esquire magazine. In Chicago, Genet made immediate contact with American radicals gathered to protest the convention: he twice addressed crowds, speaking through his interpreter, Grove Press editor Richard Seaver, and participated in several demonstrations, during which he was pursued and teargassed by the authorities. Frequently, Genet was shadowed by FBI agents who recorded his actions but made no attempt to detain him. The present study is based largely on Genet's FBI dossier, released in 1989 under the Freedom of Information and Privacy Act (FOIPA), and on the recollections of Seaver, who spent ten full days with Genet. This study reconstructs Genet's summer sojourn in Chicago and examines the two prose pieces it inspired: "The Members of the Assembly," Genet's day-by-day convention reportage for Esquire, and "A Salute to 100,000 Stars," his denunciation of American involvement in Vietnam and of American culture in general, published by the Evergreen Review. 

Genet always maintained that he was obliged to enter the United States secretly because the American Embassy in Paris had denied him a visa. However, Genet's FBI file provides a fuller picture of his immigration difficulties.[1] On October 21, 1963, he had, in fact, been issued a visitor's visa; but ten days later, when a routine investigation revealed his unsavory past, Embassy officials revoked the document. Nevertheless, the visa was never physically cancelled, since Genet stubbornly refused to relinquish it. In November 1965, when he made a second application for an American visa, his request was summarily rejected, for by this time Embassy personnel had ready access to data that made Genet dearly ineligible for entry under three separate sections of the Immigration and Naturalization Act: he was considered a "sexual deviate," had been affiliated with a "proscribed organization," and possessed a lengthy criminal record.
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Thus in 1968, Genet was obliged to fly from Paris to Montreal, where he would devise his entry into the United States. Seaver recounts that Genet was recognized in Montreal by a student of literature who first showed him the city and later drove him without incident across the border, then on to New York.[6] On Wednesday, August 21, Genet checked into the Biltmore Hotel in Manhattan, then contacted Seaver, whom he had specifically requested as his interpreter. Genet and Seaver had been friends since the early 1950s, when Seaver had published excerpts from Notre-Dame-des-fleurs (1948) in the literary journal Merlin. Seaver had eventually become Genet's editor at Grove Press and had overseen the American publication of Our Lady of the Flowers in 1961 and The Thief's journal in 1964. 

Genet, Seaver, and Seaver's French-born wife, Jeannette, spent Friday, August 23, together in Manhattan. Despite the oppressive summer heat, Genet insisted that they dine at a sidewalk restaurant. When Mrs. Seaver took Genet on a tour of the Times Square red-light district, he found the sexuality displayed there to be gloomy, tragic, and devoid of real eroticism. On Saturday, the three flew to Chicago; Genet's baggage consisted of a small briefcase containing a notebook and one change of clothing (Seaver). 

~~~~~~~~

By Saturday evening, Genet and Seaver were in the Downstairs Lounge of the Chicago Sheraton, having drinks with novelists William S. Burroughs and Terry Southern, also members of the iconoclastic Esquire reporting team. Burroughs describes Genet as casually dressed in shirt sleeves and "an old pair of corduroy pants no jacket no tie. He conveys a remarkable impact of directness confronting completely whoever he talks to."[7] The group drank for two hours, then visited David Dellinger, head of the National Mobilization to End the War in Vietnam, and a key organizer of protests during convention week. 

At 9:30 p.m. Genet and his cohorts drove to the Lincoln Hotel in search of Allen Ginsberg. The poet was not in his room, so they walked to nearby Lincoln Park where they found him amidst a crowd of 600 long-haired young men and women who were singing and playing guitars around several small bonfires. Charmed by the scene, Genet "showered dollar bills on the hippies and received a hippie ring in return. `They are so beautiful; they are such angels,' he murmured."[8] In "The Members of the Assembly" he wrote: "The demonstrators are young people of a gentleness almost too gentle."[9] When police moved in to enforce the 11 p.m. curfew, Genet wished to remain and be arrested, preferably by Secret Service agents; but Ginsberg insisted that they return to his hotel room. Although most of the protectors were peacefully dispersed, a dozen were subsequently apprehended. 

On Sunday, August 25, Genet went to Midway Airport to cover the arrival of presidential hopeful Eugene McCarthy. Genet was impressed by the Senator's young supporters, whose faces reflected "that peculiar image which only profound honesty and hope can give" ("Members," p. 89). He called them a "flower crowd," for their signs were "devoid of the customary slogans but generously bedecked with flowers drawn or painted each according to the bearer's whim" (p. 87). After the rally Genet went to McCarthy headquarters at the Hilton. Concerning the candidate, he wrote: "All his speeches, all his statements reveal intelligence and generosity" ( p. 87). 

When the convention officially began on Monday, August 26, the Esquire contingent spent a quiet morning in Lincoln Park, mingling with the crowd. Genet was unimpressed by the scope of Chicago. He wrote: "If man is, or is searching to be omnipotent, I am willing to accept Chicago's gigantism; but I should also like the opposite to be accepted as well: a city that would fit in the hollow of one's hand" ("Members," p. 86). He later told Burroughs: "I can't wait for this city to rot. I can't wait to see weeds growing through empty streets" (Burroughs, p. 89). That evening Seaver drove Genet, Southern, Ginsberg and Burroughs to the convention. As they approached the Amphitheatre, Southern feared that Genet was going to be physically ill. Genet later explained. "What your television fails to bring you is the odor.... The Democratic Convention is being held right next to the stockyards, and I keep asking myself whether the air is being befouled by the decomposition of Eisenhower or by the decomposition of all America" ("Members," p. 87). After passing through barbed wire barriers, electronic checkpoints and platoons of security personnel, the group entered a convention that Genet found unoriginal, ostentatious and decidedly undemocratic. 

At midnight the five returned to Lincoln Park, where violent clashes between police and demonstrators had been erupting for hours. Norman Mailer saw the group entering the park "with the determined miserable look of infantrymen trudging to the front."[10] Ginsberg waved and Burroughs nodded; Genet glanced at Mailer "with the hauteur it takes French intellectuals at least two decades to acquire" (Mailer, p. 48). When police swept in at 12:30 a.m. Genet was at the edge of the crowd. "Suddenly he was enveloped by tear gas, and the police headed toward him.... But the 58-year-old author had not lost the skills he once used as a professional thief. He slid into an alley and evaded his pursuers."[11] 

Caught in a later melee, Genet was almost clubbed by a charging policeman but "calmed his assailant with a beatific smile" ("Eccentric View," p. 53). Southern reports that as another officer raised his nightstick to Genet, "the latter, saint that he is, simply shrugged, half lifting his arms in a Gallic gesture of helplessness. And the blow didn't come."[12] Eventually, a young woman allowed Genet and his companions to enter the lobby of her apartment building. Burroughs recalls that once inside, Genet "knocked on a door at random, saying 'C'est monsieur Genet.' The occupant of the apartment, it fumed out, was a graduate student who was working on his thesis on him."[13] When the street finally cleared at about 2 a.m. Genet and his cohorts returned to their hotels. 

The morning of Tuesday, August 27, was calm. Genet spent the afternoon at the Amphitheatre; concerning the convention he enigmatically wrote: "It is there for the purpose of concealing from you a game both simple and complex which you prefer to ignore" ("Members," p. 87). At 7:21 p.m. the Chicago FBI sent a teletype message to FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C., reporting that Genet had been observed near the old Chicago Coliseum on South Wabash Avenue.[14] He was there to participate in the Lyndon Johnson Unbirthday Party, a mockery of the President's sixtieth birthday organized by Jerry Rubin and the Yippies as part of their Festival of Life. 

Inside the cavernous, dilapidated Coliseum, an estimated 3,000 persons listened to music and speeches. Enthralled, Genet wrote: "Here, all is joy.... Order, real order is here: I recognize it. It is the freedom offered to everyone to discover and create himself" ("Members," p. 87). Southern and Burroughs read condemnations of the Chicago police, and Genet read a statement in French that Seaver translated. Genet denounced the police as "mad dogs," then continued: 

I find it perfectly natural that these dogs wanted to bite, and even to eat, hippies, students, and journalists, and it does not displease me that white Americans find themselves threatened by these dogs who for the past 150 years have done the same thing, with even greater brutality, to the blacks. It is, therefore, good that American dogs are trying to devour American whites. Let me make myself very clear. I will always be on the side of whites bitten by the dogs; but people should realize that the dogs have finally reached the point where they are also capable of attacking the president of General Motors who is vulnerable at last. 

Hippies, you have responded to the downlike convention, which indeed is conventional, the Democratic Convention, by your demonstrations in the park, charged with poetry. (Buckley, p. 135) 

Allen Ginsberg followed Gene to the podium, then comedian-activist Dick Gregory gave the final address. Around midnight, Genet and his group joined protectors in Lincoln Park, for earlier that day Genet had told Burroughs: "It is time for writers to support the rebellion of youth not only with their words but with their presence as well" (Burroughs, p. 89). In the park, Genet, Burroughs, Southern, Ginsberg and Seaver were watching a religious service when floodlights suddenly cut through the darkness and waves of police advanced, swinging riot batons and hurling tear gas canisters. Forced to flee beneath this onslaught, the five took refuge in Ginsberg's hotel room, where a volunteer medic poured water into Genet's stinging eyes. Genet was in a foul temper. "The water spills over me down to my feet. In short, in their blundering clumsiness, the Americans have tried to bum me and a few minutes later to drown me" ("Members," p. 87). 

On the early afternoon of Wednesday, August 28, Genet heard Black Panther Party Chairman Bobby Seale speak in Grant Park. Later that day, an estimated 10,000 demonstrators gathered around the Grant Park band-shell for an anti-war rally. After someone lowered the American flag and ran up a red cloth in its place, police intervened and there ensued a vicious, twenty-minute brawl during which dozens of people were injured. Ginsberg calmed the crowd by chanting "Om" and Genet gave a brief speech described in a second FBI teletype message as "not containing advocacy of violence or disruptive tactics."[15] Through Seaver, Genet said: "It took an awful lot of deaths in Hanoi for a happening such as is taking place here to occur."[16] 

The rally ended at 4:30 p.m. and David Dellinger then led a nonviolent march to the Amphitheatre. Genet was in the second row alongside Seaver, Ginsberg and Burroughs. When the marchers were stopped by National Guardsmen and refused to disperse, Seaver spirited Genet away before he could be arrested. That night, Genet returned to the convention and was in the press section when Hubert Humphrey received the nomination. At the same time, the worst violence of the week was occurring in the streets of Chicago, and Genet later witnessed appalling scenes of police savagery. Burroughs wrote that Genet, "who has considerable police experience, says he never saw such expressions before on allegedly human faces" (Burroughs, p. 89). 

On Thursday evening, August 29, Genet was among the crowd that heard Eugene McCarthy speak in Grant Park. When Dick Gregory later invited all 3,000 listeners to a party at his home in South Chicago, Genet joined the group that began walking three abreast through a gauntlet of Guardsmen. The march was halted at Michigan Avenue and 18th St. by a double line of troops backed by jeeps and an armored personnel carrier. When some demonstrators surged forward, they were beaten. Gregory was arrested; Genet and most of the protectors returned to Grant Park. Thus ended Jean Genet's improbable involvement in the 1968 Democratic National Convention. 

During his week in Chicago, Genet developed extremely hostile feelings toward the American power structure. In "The Members of the Assembly" he calls the United States "a heavy island, too heavy.... And it would be good for America, and for the world, for it to be demolished, for it to be reduced to powder" (p. 88). Genet foresaw "a new continent, an Earth of Fire rising strangely above, or hollowed out below, what once was this sick country--an earth of fire first and if you like, an earth of flowers" ("Members," p. 88). Young radicals would lead a global struggle against the American establishment and the unjust war it was waging in Southeast Asia. "Hippies! Glorious hippies, I address my final appeal to you: children, flower children in every country . . . unite, go underground if necessary in order to join the burned children of Vietnam" ("Members," p. 89). 

From Chicago, Genet returned to New York with the Seavers. He checked into the Hotel Delmonico where he penned a florid anti-American diatribe entitled "A Salute to 100,000 Stars," each star representing one American soldier destined to die in Vietnam.[17] For Genet, these gold stars lack all significance; they are empty symbols serving as mere household decorations. The North Vietnamese and Viet Cong have no such flabby customs: their mourning is "poetic like your hippies' trips" ("Salute," p. 52). In the most fanciful terms, Genet predicts an American defeat: "you are losing the war because you are ignorant of elegant syntax.... Because you do not hear the singing of the hippies.... Because you invented Coca-Cola.... Because only the Italians have mastered the art of putting their hands in their trouser pockets" ("Salute," pp. 51, 52, 87). 

This work goes on to denounce American racism and technology. Senator Fulbright wants peace in Southeast Asia "the better to count and subdue his blacks over here" ("Salute," p. 88). The United States is rich only in murderous military devices and in childish gadgets such as plexiglas buses and "toilets that slush and flush" ( p. 88). America is fundamentally absurd. "You have built expressways so wide and so long that they border on the ridiculous, that your dogs call you by your first name, that your horses make speeches to you to which you reply with conviction" (p. 87). Fortunately, the nation is doomed. "A higher culture than yours is being perfected in the undergrounds of Vietnam" (p. 88) and the mammoth American cities are "eternal for only a few more years" (p. 51). 

Perhaps Genet's visit, which took place amidst the turmoil of the convention, had given him an unclear picture of the United States; on the other hand, perhaps he had seen the true face of the nation. Genet would have surely chosen the latter, for he had visited two major American cities, albeit briefly, and closely observed the inner workings of the democratic process. But although he forsaw the impossibility of an American victory in Vietnam, his most apocalyptic predictions concerning the United States have yet to occur. 

Shortly before his departure from New York, Genet had a bitter disagreement with Esquire editor Harold Hayes. Although Genet had been commissioned to write two articles for the magazine at $1,900 each, Hayes accepted only one. Genet refused to pose for the Esquire cover photograph unless he was compensated for both pieces. Burroughs recalls that Hayes called Genet a thief "and Genet said, 'Mats bien entendu, monsieur' " (Morgan, p. 447). Genet soon received $3,800 from Esquire--in cash, as he had insisted (Seaver). He then flew to Montreal and from Canada returned to France. 

Genet's activities in Chicago were part of a major transition in his life, for after writing Les Paravents during the early 1960s, he had abandoned literature for radical politics. In 1966 he marched with left-wing Zengakuren demonstrators in Japan, and during the evenements of May 1968, he joined Parisian students occupying the Sorbonne and the Odeon-Theatre de France. Genet was arrested in Paris on January 10, 1970, for participating in a demonstration protesting the deaths of five immigrant workers. Two months later, he returned to the United States and spent ten weeks crisscrossing the nation in support of the beleaguered Black Panther Party. In July of that year, he wrote an introduction to Soledad Brother (1970), the collected prison letters of black militant George Jackson. 

Genet lived with the PLO in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria from late 1970 through 1972. Shortly after his return to Paris, he was arrested on the afternoon of December 16, 1972, while marching to protest the death of an Algerian worker in police custody. In 1977 Genet wrote "Violence et brutalite," a succinct apologia for the Baader-Meinhof gang's terrorist philosophy.[18] In 1984 he began writing Un Captif amoureux (1986), a 504-page chronicle of his days with the Palestinians, published posthumously. 

Until his death on April 15, 1986, Genet remained a partisan of causes opposed to the bourgeois Western establishment that he had always detested. As he told the Syrian dramatist Saadalah Wannous: "J'ai toujours eu le sentiment . . . que j'etais physiquement du cote des desherites et des persecutes. Et, lorsque leur revolte ou revolution eclate, je suds instinctivement de leur cote.... Ce qu'il faut faire ... c'est detruire ['Occident et sa culture."[19] And among his twenty years of often febrile action toward this end, Genet's week in the streets and parks of Chicago stands out as an important early involvement. Moreover, the distillations of this visit, "The Members of the Assembly," and "A Salute to 100,000 Stars," remain as Jean Genet's first overtly political writing. 
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