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Author’s biography


 

Jack Kerouac was born on March 12, 1922, to a Québécois family originally from Brittany, France, and which had settled in Massachusetts. His real name was Jean-Louis Keroack, and he had an older brother who died at the age of nine. This death deeply traumatized him.

With a printer father, Jack Kerouac learned how to use a typewriter early on. At the age of 11, he wrote his first novel, Mike Explores the Merrimack. He also enjoyed drawing and writing comic strips. Although his athletic talent could have carried him far, Kerouac wanted to become a writer. In high school, he befriended Seymour Wyse, who introduced him to jazz and brought him to Harlem bars showcasing stars like Charlie Parker and Count Basie. Kerouac then started writing a music column for his school’s paper, and later enrolled at Columbia University in New York. He also began using drugs during this period. In his novel Maggie Cassidy, Kerouac writes of his early life and an early romance with a girl named Mary Carney. He wanted to travel and took up various odd jobs, eventually joining the Merchant Marine in 1942. Following this experience, he wrote The Sea is My Brother, and enlisted in the U.S. Navy in 1943. Eager to escape, however, he feigned madness and was placed in a psychiatric hospital.

Upon his return, Kerouac ventured into the New York drug scene, met his future wife, Edie Parker, and three other members of the Beat Generation – Lucien Carr, Allen Ginsberg, and William Burroughs. In 1943, Kerouac started writing The Town and the City, which was published in 1950. In 1944, Kerouac helped Lucien Carr hide the body of a teacher he had stabbed to death. Kerouac was imprisoned, but Edie Parker’s father paid his bail, hoping that he would marry his daughter in return. Kerouac did so. After, he returned to New York to rejoin his friends. Life with Edie didn’t suit him, though. In 1946, he started writing On the Road. Between 1947-1950, Kerouac went back and forth between New York and San Francisco, then headed to Mexico with his friend Neal Cassady. 

When On the Road was published in 1957, it was an unanticipated success. Kerouac became leader of the Beat Generation, helping to usher in the free spirit of the ‘60s that would take hold of the world. Kerouac made a lot of money, but rejected his new status and the surrounding media interest. He started drinking more heavily and distanced himself from his friends. On the Road, however, was not well received by the critics.  

Nine years later, Kerouac published The Dharma Bums, which critics also panned. Kerouac traveled to San Francisco, and then returned to New York. The tensions within his circle were brewing. In 1963, he published Visions of Gerard, a story about his older brother’s life and death. Two years later, two more books appeared – a poetry collection, Satori in Paris, and one of his first novels, Desolation Angels. In 1968, Vanity of Duluoz came out. Kerouac died on October 21, 1969, of an internal hemorrhage. His third wife and mother were by his side in Saint Petersburg, Florida. 

 

 

 

 


Work Presentation

 

When On the Road was published, Jack Kerouac was still a young writer, having only produced The Town and the City in 1950. To write his road epic, he put together a 40-meter long roll of paper and reportedly typed it one continuous stretch. In the story, he describes his wild youth, a false start from New York, and his experiences traveling between New York, San Francisco and Mexico. Kerouac’s animated tale – fueled by drugs, alcohol, and the desire to live in the moment - unfolds in an improvised and personal style. His spontaneous prose, inspired by his era’s music, would become both symbol and masterwork of the Beat Generation.

Published in 1957 by Viking Press, with its pornographic content edited, On the Road was a global success. It was translated into thirty-two languages and received several million printings. Beyond its commercial fame, the novel would also have a strong impact on Kerouac’s contemporaries. Taken as a symbol of the counterculture, the novel would infuse traditional American society with the free spirit and anti-materialism the new youth – the Beat Generation – craved. “It changed my life, like it changed the lives of everyone,” Bob Dylan said. Kerouac was opening Pandora’s box by lifting the curtain on the everyday, precarious lives of hobos, free spirits, drug addicts, immigrants, jazz and bebop musicians. He offered a new vision of life to a generation that didn’t identify with their parents’ values. Kerouac foreshadowed the Hippies and generated a new myth - that of the Road. 
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