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by Jack Kerouac, and its publication

is a historic occasion in so far as the
exposure of an authentic work of art s of
any great moment in an age in which the
attention is fragmented and the sensibilities
-are blunted by the superlatives of fashion
(multiplied a millionfold by the speed and
pound of communications).

This book requires exegesis and a detall-
ing of background. It |s possible that it will
be condescended- to by, or make uneasy, the
neo-academiclans and Llhe "official” avant-
garde critics, and that it will be dealt with
superficially elsewhere as merely '"absorb-
ing" or “intriguing” or “plcaresque” or any

. of a dozen convenlent banalitles, not exclud-
4 ing “off-veat.’ But the fact is that *On the
Road’” {s the most beautifully executed, the
clearest and the most important utterance
yet made by the generation Kerouac himself
named years ago as “beat,” and whose prin-
clpal avatar he is. ’

Just as, more than any other novel of the
Twentles, “The Sun Also Rises” came to be
regarded as the testament of the “Lost Gen-
eration,” so it seems certain that-*On the
Road” will come to be known as that of the
“Beat Generation."” Thers is, otherwise, no
| /similarity between the two; technlcally and

philosophically, Hemingway and Kerouac

are, at the very least, a depression and a

world war apart,

The ‘Beal’ Bear Stigmata

Much has been made of the phenomenon
that a good deal of the writing, the poelty
and the painting of this genecration (lo say
nothing of its deep interest in modern jazz)

* has emerged in the so-called “San Franclsco
. Renaissance," which, while true, is irrelevant.
| It cannot be localized. (Many of the San
t Francisco group, & highly mobile lot In _any
! case, are no longsr resident in that benign
. city, or only Intermittently.) The “Beat Gen-
eration” and |ts artists display readfly recog-
y hlzable stigmata. . ... o |
OQutwardly, these may be sumn}cd up as
* the {renzied pursuit of every possibje sensory
i impression, an extreme exacerbation of the
i nerves, & constant outraging of the body.
i (One pgets “kicks”; one "digs" everything,
, whether it be drink, drugs, sexual promis-
culty, drlving at high speeds or absorbing
Zen Buddhism.)
Inwardly, these excessey are made to serve
- a spiritual purpose, the purpose of an affir-
mation still unfocused, still to be defined,
unsystematic, It {s markedly distinct from
the protest of the “Lost Gencration” or the
political protest of the "Depression Gen-
eration,"

The “Beat Generation" was born disillu-
sioned; it takes for granted the imminence
of war, the barrenness of politics and the
hostility of the rest of society. It Is not
even impressed by (although it never: pre-

. tends to scorm) material well-belng (as dis-
tinguished from materialism). It does not
know what refuge i% is seeking, but it is

. seeking, -

As John Aldridge has put it in his critical
work, “After the Lost Generation,” there
were four choices open to the post-war

. writer: novelistic journalism or jourralistic

“ON THE ROAD"* is the second novel

rnovelswriting; rwhal ltlle subject-inatter that =~

had not been fully exploited already (homo-
sexuality, raclal conflict), pure technique
(for lack of something to say), or the coursp
1 feel Kerouac has taken—assertion “of the
need for belief even though it Is upon a
background in which belief {s impossible and
in which the symbols are lacking for a
genuine affirmation in genuine torms.”

Five years ago, in the Sunday magazine
of this newspaper, a young novelist, Clellon
Holmes, the author of a book called "Go,”
and a friend of Kerouac's, attempted to de-
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fine the generation Kerouae had labeled. In
doing so, he carried Aldridge's premise fur-
ther. He said, among many other pertinenc
things, that to his kind "the absence of pci-
sonal and social values * * * is not a revela-
tion shaking the ground benecalh Lthem, but
a problem demanding a day-to-day solution.
How to live scems to Lthem much more cri-
cial than why.” He added that the difference
belween the "Lost” and the "Beal” may le
in the.latter's "will to believe even in lle
face of an inability to do =o in convention..d
terms'; that Lhay exhibited *on every siue
and in a bewildering number of facels a
perfect craving to believe

Those Who Rurn, Burn, Burn
That is the meaning of "On the Roac."
What does its narrator, Sal Paradise, say ?
* * % The only people for me are the m.d

.

- ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad

to talkk, mud to be saved, desirous of eveiy-
thing at the same tuime, the ones who never
yawn or say a commonplace thing, but
burn, burn, burn like fabulous yellow ronmun
candles, * = *"

And what does Dean Moriarily, Ss!'s
American hero-saint say? “And of cou.sse
no one can tell us that there is mo God.
We've passed through all forms, * * ® Every-
thing is fine, God exists, we know time, * * ¢
God exists without qualms, As we roll alung
this way I am positive beyvond doubt that
everything will be taken care of for uzi-——
that even you, as you drive, fearful of the
wheel * * * the thing will go along of its2't-
and you won't go off the road and I cun
sleep.”

This search for affirmation takes Sal on
the road to Denver and San Francisco; l.os
Angeles and Texas and Mexico; somelinies
with Dean, sometimes without; sometimes
in the compuny of other beat individials
whoge tlics vary, but whose scarch is very
much the same ynot infreuently endin ¢ in
death or derangeingnt; the search for belivt
is very likely the most violent known to man),

There are sections of “On the Road" in
which the writing is of a beauty ajmost
breathtaking, There is a description of a
cross-country automobile ride fully the equal,
for example, of the trauin ride told by Thomas
Wolfe in "Of Time and the River.” There
are the details of a trip to Mexico (und an
interlude in a Mexican bordello) that are,
by turns, awesome, tender and funny. And,
finally, there is some wriling on jazz that
has never been equaled in American fiction,
either for Insight, style or technical vir-
tuosily. “On the Road" is a major novel.




