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Since its publication in 1957, Jack Kerouac's On the Road has been
regarded more as a cultural artifact than a literary work. Yet the culture
for which it became a recognized symbol--the so-called Beat Generation--
is gone. Now we have only the novel itself, a flawed book, but nonetheless
one with significant virtues. Not at all a revolutionary work, On the Road
stands squarely in the tradition of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
American fiction. It is this aspect of the novel's character that I want to
address.

For those unfamiliar with the book, I offer a brief synopsis. Sal
Paradise, a young, recently divorced writer, recounts his friendship with
Dean Moriarty, five years his junior and the product of reformatories and
a hobo childhood. Most of their story occurs "on the road" as they journey
back and forth across the American continent. In the course of these trips
they visit old friends, listen to jazz in assorted night clubs, sleepwith various
women, and have numerous misadventures. They also intermittently discuss
the purpose of their wanderings: finding "It," the meaning of all things,
at a place referred to vaguely as "the end of the road." Their last trip is
to Mexico City. There Sal contracts dysentery. Dean leaves him to go back
to America. When Sal recovers and returns to New York, he falls in love
with a woman named Laura. Dean arrives to help move them to San Fran-
cisco, but they cannot afford the trip. Sal tells Dean goodbye, and the novel
ends.

The story's languageis typicallyAmerican in syntax, slang, and rhythm.
It is often decidedly unliterary . Yet it is also a wholly credible expression
of character and life-style. The novel speaks not with the language of the
"spontaneous composition" which Kerouac later made so notorious, but
rather in the vivid, enthusiastic vernacular of a young hipster: slangy,
breathy, often imprecise, compensating for imprecision with layer on layer
of description and celebratory invocation of setting and character. This
language is as natural to Sal as Huck Finn's was to him, though in Twain's
character we find a narrative voice more artfully conceived. Sal is more
opaque and self-conscious, less naive, and lacking the chimeric metaphoric
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