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Greenwich Village has undergone many shifts in purpose. Originally a swampland section of Manhattan Island, the Village would eventually become the home of several of the most influential writers, artists, poets, rebels and thinkers in American history. During the latter half of the 1850’s, literary master Walt Whitman frequented Pfaff’s Saloon at 653 Broadway, near Bleeker Street. (The Walt Whitman Archive) Nearly 100 years later, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg and William Burroughs ambled through Washington Square Park and sat on benches at night to discuss their works, find inspiration in one another, contemplate life and challenge the norms of their day. The local newspaper The Village Voice promoted progressive ideas and provided news coverage of locals and editorials about controversial issues like sex. The infamous Stonewall Riots of 1969 took place in Greenwich Village sparking a Gay and Lesbian civil-rights movement. Raising awareness of the unfair treatment and misrepresentation of homosexuals in America gave collective consciousness to homosexuals in New York City and the rest of the country. 

Non-conformity not only marked the history of the people of Greenwich Village, but also its physical architecture and print media. There is no mistaking the rest of NYC for Greenwich Village. Buildings in the Village are much shorter and less intimidating than their sky-scraping counterparts, and its newspapers are anything but conventional. Above all, the neighborhood served an important role in the intellectual history of the United States as a major cultivation spot and cultural safe-haven for artistic, creative production and free thought. The Washington Square Park area and The Village Voice exist because of the innovative mindsets of the people of Greenwich Village and serve as facilitators for the revolutionary ideas and works they would produce. Many advances in modern thought that were forged in the heart of Greenwich Village might not have come to fruition without the existence of these hugely influential neighborhood components.  

Literature Review

There is a distinct fascination and sense of longing present in much of the current literature on Greenwich Village.  As a preface for each of their work, the authors of these many histories attempt to recreate their own first experiences with the downtown Manhattan neighborhood. Some describe the Village as overwhelming and intoxicating while others idealize it as a star-crossed lover whose intangibility fuels an everlasting romance with it.  The pieces reflect the provocative and captivating nature of the Village while simultaneously providing rich historical biographies and accounts of the people and places that brought it to life. 

Luther S. Harris writes in his history of Greenwich Village entitled “Around Washington Square” about the many changes that Greenwich Village underwent. He discusses the importance of Washington Square in the formation of Greenwich Village, a “neighborhood made famous by a cavalcade of world-famous writers, artists, and musicians who once lived or worked in this historic place.” (Around Washington Square p. ix) Compiling research for over 20 years, he chose to order his work chronologically, dividing the history of Greenwich Village into eight movements, each lasting roughly 20 years. The book follows the many ideological shifts that occurred in the Village, contextualizing them with Washington Square Park, the social centerpiece of the neighborhood. The park is the most visually recognizable constant in the Village and a central figure throughout its history.  As the role of Greenwich Village changed from 19th century “elegant residential district” to 20th century “bohemia U.S.A.” and beat-generation Mecca, Washington Square park remained the landmark meeting ground for people to share ideas and experiences.  

The events that took place within the Village are similarly deconstructed in the collection of essays “Greenwich Village: culture and counterculture”.  The book “treats the Village as an urban microcosm, exploring its architecture and art, its cultural aspirations and achievements, its political life, and the people and groups who have laid claim to it.” (Greenwich Village: culture and counterculture p1) The first section, “Washington Square in the Growing City”, discusses the relevance of the park not as a representation of the rest of the city’s booming economic developments, but as a relief from them. It cites the Village as a steady reminder of “old New York” during a period of NYC history where the rapid changes of industrialization left little time for history and imagination in its approach to street naming and planning, opting instead for the efficacy of a numbered grid system. In latter sections, countercultural movements are explored with more depth, and Greenwich Village is revealed as a

“peculiar social territory in which the normal social constraints on behavior seemed to have been suspended and where men and women built unconventional lives outside the family nexus.” (Greenwich Village: culture and counterculture 163)

The book furthers this, describing the beat generation, who established Washington Square Park as their central headquarters, as a multitude of writers and poets, who used the park as a place for discussion and growth. 


The remaining sources are appropriate for the project in that they are collections of writings conceived in or depicting Greenwich Village. While many of these writings reference the neighborhood or the park directly, the majority are simply examples of the fruits of Village labor.  “The Voice: Life at The Village Voice” by Ellen Frankfort is a chronicle of the staff of The Village Voice that depicts the conflicts and developments that occurred during the early years of the paper as its all-male staff battled with feminism and the limitations of running a business in the Village.  “The Village Voice Reader”, a compilation of articles from the paper and multiple archival articles from The Village Voice website grant readers insight into the content of the paper from its birth in the 1950’s.   “Kafka Was the Rage” by Anatole Broyard, a memoir of a man who moved to Greenwich Village, observes the many quirks of the area, while Richard Miller’s “Bohemia” touches briefly on the life of the beats.


Though each of these pieces is thorough and informative, they are generally strict accounts of the life and work of residents of the Village and do not comment about future prospects for Washington Square Park and its inhabitants, nor The Village Voice and its audience. There is little sense of what the future role of these components of the Village should be despite much detail on their roles in the past. 

Methodology

Knowing little more about the island of Manhattan than its relative distance from my house and the grandness of its many skyscrapers, I was initially torn when deciding which neighborhood to research.  I knew of Chinatown’s restaurants, markets and cheap intercity busses, the brightly lit pinball machine known as Times Square, and the wealth of the Upper East and West Sides, but I wished to study something with more substance and character.  I had always heard Greenwich Village was hip and eclectic, and not being traditionally either of those things myself, I saw an opportunity to learn. 


My first experience walking around the Village was rushed, but not necessarily unproductive. I did not have the opportunity to see every crossroad or café, but I reached Washington Square Park and was able to understand immediately how architecturally unique the Village is in comparison to the rest of Manhattan. The buildings were not tall or overwhelming and there was a surprising amount of open space in and around the park. I found myself unable to easily navigate my way through the unnumbered streets, and soon after I arrived, had to leave for the New York Historical Society. 

Though the staffs of the research and print libraries were of great service and hospitality, I was only able to scratch the surface of my research in the time allotted. The majority of books I would come to use were available in Philadelphia, and even though the multitude of rare artifacts and manuscripts from the society rarely appear directly in my work via quotes or paraphrases, they supplemented it by painting for me a vivid mental picture of what the Village was in the past. 

I was originally interested in studying the cultural and countercultural movements of the 1950’s, 1960’s and 1970’s. Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Bob Dylan and those associated with Gay liberation all seemed important to the culture of the Village, and so I outlined my project based on the people that lived there. The names of these writers, folk-singers and civil-rights activists appeared often in my research, but hardly ever without mention of Washington Square or The Village Voice.  I began to realize that what I actually wished to discuss was not just the great cultural influences of Village inhabitants, but also the role of Washington Square and The Village Voice as the infrastructure that assisted these people in their pursuits and encouraged their subversive behavior. I found it more fruitful and appropriate instead to unify these movements in the context of the park and newspaper in which they were nurtured.  

Analysis

Throughout the 20th century, there have been many notable occurrences in Greenwich Village history. Literary masterpieces were produced, people of different backgrounds and influences had the opportunity to interact, and the homosexual community, which had up till then, been dehumanized, analyzed and treated for their “ailment” would face their breaking point and ensuing rebellion. Both Beat Generation and the LGBT community constitute a significant portion of Greenwich historical identity, and their stories and experiences were occurring constantly in and around Washington Square Park, while they were being printed in The Village Voice.
The three most idolized Beats originally met in the Upper West Side section of Manhattan, however, Greenwich Village would play a much more significant role in their lives. Allen Ginsberg was a freshman at Columbia University while Jack Kerouac had at that point claimed dropout status. Their charismatic companion William Burroughs lived in the surrounding area. Though there was a large gap in their ages, 16, 22 and 30 respectively, they all “shared an affinity for New York City and a contempt for postwar America” that would shine through in their discussions and in the works they developed during this time. (Harris, 2003, p.264) They were disheartened by what they felt were xenophobic and outright terrible actions against Japan and the Japanese-Americans restrained in concentration camps. This combined with a general disgust for conservative attitudes about life, art and society led them to favor what they felt was more real and purposeful: a life of artistic integrity, intellectual pursuit and tolerance. They sought to explore their intellectual and spiritual potential, spending endless nights engaged in conversation in Washington Square or the San Remo bar on nearby Bleeker Street.  

It was there they would exchange ideas and criticisms, for at the time,

“The Village, like New York City itself, had an immense, beckoning sweetness… like Paris in the twenties… charming, shabby, intimate, accessible, almost like a street fair. [They] lived in the bars and on the benches of Washington Square. [They] shared the adventure of trying to be, starting to be, writers or painters,” (Broyard, 1993, p. vii)

This journey toward success was rooted in the square and surrounding area, perhaps because the beats rarely had permanent residences. “Kerouac, for instance, never had an apartment of his own” and would do the majority of his thinking and journaling in this public space. (Beard and Berlowitz, 1993, p.174) The avant-garde writers initially had much trouble getting published, as Burroughs autobiographical novel Junky vividly depicted life as a heroin addict and Kerouac’s On the Road was much too radical in form, following the spontaneous, grammarless flow of his mind as opposed to the conventional structures of more technical writers.  The area surrounding Washington Square was prosperous for others as well, and in the 1950’s, additional beat writers of the time made extensive use of the 8th Street Bookshop nearby.  The store provided an array of services to the Villagers “functioning as a publisher, bookseller, promoter, way station, mail drop, friend, and sometimes employer.”(Harris, 2003, p. 265)  Surprisingly, despite the apprehensiveness of its publication, On the Road was an instant classic. Kerouac gained recognition and financial stability from his work, but as a result, the Village “began to fill with ‘weekend beatniks,’” and the authenticity of the Beat Generation died with this popularization.  Close friend and often host to Kerouac and Ginsberg, San Franciscan Kenneth Rexroth was highly critical of what was occurring in the Village during this time.  He regarded the new beats as little more than a “Madison Avenue gimmick” and expressed to The Village Voice that Kerouac and Ginsberg were the last of the true beats, writing, 

“One thing about Jack and Allen Ginsberg, who, I remind you, are Villagers, and were temporarily on loan to San Francisco: I had to come back to New York to realize just how good they are.” (Rexroth, 1962, p.338)

It was in The Village Voice that these minds were able to critique not only the rest of American culture, but also the newfound influx of pretenders who unintentionally mocked what it was they were trying so desperately to be a part of.  

Created in 1955, The Village Voice was a journalistic experiment in a time where “regular” media in NYC had become inactive and repetitive. Since its launch, the paper has had the reputation of being funky, unconventional, and often controversial. No news organization had paid as much attention to alternative culture and politics at the time, and though it 
“wasn't born gay… its queerness was certainly overdetermined. The paper grew up with gay liberation. It not only covered the movement from its inception, but helped shape—and was shaped by—it. (Solomon, 2005)
The staff of the Voice chronicled the violence and injustice suffered on the night of the Stonewall Inn riot, followed the development of the gay rights bill in New York from 1971-1986, and provided “honest queer coverage” of untouched issues, namely the AIDS epidemic. The Voice presented the confusion and fear that permeated the community as well as the death and extreme emotional trauma of living with AIDS. 


The Village Voice of the new millennium is at risk of straying from its original role. There is no extreme conservative agenda trying to end the paper’s life, no angry threat of violence, it is the subtle menace of LGBT passivity and desire for cultural absorption that has the potential to destroy its integrity as the representative of the neighborhood. Without The Village Voice, would there be such a strong identity among villagers?

In either case, Greenwich Village’s defining mark is neither solely an ornate marble archway nor a progressive local publication. It is not the strong smell of espresso or beer lingering on the beard of an aspiring writer. It is not famous just for historically cheap rents or eclectic shops. It is not the distant uproar of oppressed and misunderstood homosexuals amidst a revolt.  It is instead a combination of all these; of all those who flocked to its quaint streets, the writers and dissenters, the people of character and individuality, and the radical views they brought forth to the rest of society that have preserved Greenwich Village’s position in history. As mainstream values shifted focus in post-WWII America towards materialism and comfort, the Village became an area where rebellion was the norm, where money was secondary to culture and where there was respect for the challange of being different, in opinion or in lifestyle. Some of the most fantastic ideas have sprung from the minds of Greenwich Villagers, and these people shared their thoughts in the pages of The Village Voice and on the benches of Washington Square Park. 
Conclusion

There is no mistaking the importance of difference in society as a protection against cultural and social hegemony, and at present, there seems to be as definite a need as ever for this sort of active cultural and sociopolitical investment. The potential of public expression of opinion is no longer explored with such depth and follow through as it was during the Beat Generation and Gay liberation movements of the 20th century even though the core ideas remain. What this says about the identity of Greenwich Village is difficult to say, but there is a strong sense that the countercultures of the Village, of New York, and of the remainder of the country have lost potency and vivacity in recent years. It was the proclaimed purpose of the Village, 

 “To create ideas; to give everybody who has something to say a voice… to act as a free forum accessible to everybody who has something that he considers worth while, to give him a chance to be heard by an unprejudiced audience.” (Edison)

Without this philosophy, there would be no Greenwich Village, as it exists today. It is because of these radical and progressive ideas that we are able to have increasing tolerance and open-mindedness in our society. Greenwich Village’s function as a means of expression and as a welcoming place for experimentation is what allows it to maintain its importance among the hustle and bustle of New York City, 
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