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Jack Kerouac’s most famous book was withheld from publication for six years while editors vainly attempted
to persuade the author to delete or rewrite potentially shocking portions. But this formless and irreverent novel
was an instant success and remains a best-seller. It placed Kerouac firmly at the center of the literary
movement he helped to found, and to this day it is one of the two or three works most closely associated with
the Beat generation.

The novel’s two principal characters are the narrator, Sal, and his companion and hero, Dean Moriarty--thinly
veiled versions of Kerouac and his friend Neal Cassady. The book unfolds as a loosely connected series of
episodes that document the pair’s adventures during a drunken and drug-ridden odyssey through the United
States. Along the way, they meet and befriend an unforgettable gallery of American types: jazz singers, drug
addicts, hitchhikers, and drifters. Their journey culminates in a revealing and darkly humorous stay in
Mexico.

Much of ON THE ROAD is barely disguised autobiography, a document attesting to the alienation felt by
Kerouac, Cassady, and other members of the Beat group in Eisenhower’s America. This group, which also
included the poets Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, and Gary Snyder, and the novelist William
Burroughs, sought to transcend the conformist values of the 1950’s through such diverse channels as sex,
drugs, alcohol, Eastern mysticism, and the poetry of William Blake. Their works were meant to shock the
middle-class establishment, by which these writers felt beaten down and disenfranchised.

Though ON THE ROAD is basically apolitical, it and other Beat writings had a profound influence on the
countercultural movements of the 1960’s. Kerouac himself did not survive that decade, dying at the age of 47
in 1969.
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