
 
Department of English 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jack Kerouac’s Poetics: Repetition, Language, and Narration in 
Letters from 1947 to 1956 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nicholas Charles Baldwin 
Master’s Thesis 

Transnational Creative Writing 
Spring, 2019 

Supervisor: Adnan Mahmutovic 
 



                                                                                                                        Baldwin                                                                 2	

 
Abstract 

 
Despite the fame the prolific impressionistic, confessional poet, novelist, literary 
iconoclast, and pioneer of the Beat Generation, Jack Kerouac, has acquired since the late 
1950’s, his written letters are not recognized as works of literature.  The aim of this thesis 
is to examine the different ways in which Kerouac develops and employs the poetics he is 
most known for in the letters he wrote to friends, family, and publishers before becoming 
a well-known literary figure.  In my analysis of Kerouac’s poetics, I analyze 20 letters 
from Selected Letters, 1940-1956.  These letters were written before the publication of 
his best-known literary work, On The Road. The thesis attempts to highlight the 
characteristics of Kerouac’s literary control in his letters and to demonstrate how the 
examination of these poetics: repetition, language, and narration merits the letters’ 
treatment as works of artistic literature. 

Likewise, through the scrutiny of my first novella, “Trails” it then illustrates how 
the in-depth analysis of Kerouac’s letters improved my personal poetics, which resemble 
the poetics featured in the letters. 
 
Keywords: Poetics; Letter Writing; Impressionism; Confessional; Repetition; Language; 
Vertical and Circular-Narration; Jack Kerouac; 1947-1956 
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For My Parents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From the late 1940’s until the middle 1950’s Jack Kerouac (1922-1969), relatively 

unknown to the public as an author, was writing novels, poems, and letters extensively.  

Later in the 1950’s Kerouac became the figurehead of the Beat Generation.  Discovering 

how much his letters to friends, family, and literary agents contain insightful and 

significant work on his poetics (“linguistic techniques in poetry or literature” /New 

Oxford American Dictionary/) is interesting.  Selected Letters 1940 – 1956, edited and 

published by Ann Charters, is a great resource for the academic community interested in 

the Beat Generation.  Analyzing the letters as literature has yet to be done.  The letters 

Kerouac wrote offer insight into his poetics, in particular his usage of repetition, 

language, and narration.  This analysis treats 20 of these letters, written before he became 

a well-known author, as literary works. 

Being an impressionistic and confessional writer, I have a personal interest in 

understanding the context of how letters of this literary tradition are made, how 

repetition, language, and narration are employed. In the end, analyzing my own 

impressionistic and confessional novella, “Trails” I reflect on how conducting this 

research into Kerouac’s poetics improved my writing about personal events. 
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The Kerouac scholarship I quote in this paper pertains mostly to his writings and 

not necessarily the letters (unless otherwise noted). I apply the same theoretical 

groundwork to his letters as has been done to his other narratives.  I will contextualize his 

letters, presenting the way he discussed, tested, and developed his impressionistic and 

confessional style.  

 While Kerouac was writing his highly poetic, highly imitative novel of Thomas 

Wolfe, The Town and The City, he received a letter from Neal Cassady in December 

1947, which propelled Kerouac to deviate from traditional American literary poetics.  

I have always held that when one writes, one should forget all rules, 
literary styles, and other such pretentions as large words, lordly clauses 
and other phrases…Rather, I think one should write, as nearly as possible, 
as if he were the first person on earth and was humbly and sincerely 
putting on paper that which he saw and experienced and loved and lost; 
what his passing thoughts were and his sorrows and desires. (136) 
 

This letter affected Kerouac profoundly and he discovered a way to write free from 

Wolfe’s highly opaque, impressionistic and conventional influence.  By writing in the 

way Cassady describes, closely resembling a confessional, Kerouac’s poetics focused on 

three features: repetition, language, and narration, in order to achieve the effect Cassady 

highlights.  Kerouac valued a deliberate unrevised prose, a prose, “representing, 

ironically, the height of craft” (Regina Weinreich Kerouac’s Spontaneous Poetics, 3).  In 

Kerouac’s letter writing, the reader is exposed to Kerouac’s poetics used to produce a 

narration that exhibited an all-inclusive imagery aided by jazz motifs, sounds, and words 

in order to deliver a confessional impression.  The letters feature personal forms that tell, 

with openness, about his experiences regardless of inherited literary conventions.  Tim 

Hunt writes:  

Kerouac’s letters and journal make clear that he adapts his experiences to 
serve his thematic ends […] Melville was not writing autobiography in the 
usual sense, but […] the biography of his self-image. Kerouac also is 
writing a ‘biography of his self-image.’ Autobiography in the usual sense 
is unreflexive and anecdotal. (5) 
 

Hunt cites Kerouac’s work-journal about a creative writing class he was taking at the 

New School.  Hunt quotes, “Professor Weber explained that criticism should be 

understood intellectually, to which Kerouac replied, in effect, that emotion, not intellect, 
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was everything to him” (8).  This sets the frame for Kerouac’s letters: a weighted 

emotional importance rather than an abstract notion of intellect.  Furthermore, Ann 

Charters writes in The Beat Reader that Kerouac, “makes the world his pages chronicle 

as real as bodies with real skin, creating what he called, ‘real unreality’” (221). 

In this thesis I argue that Kerouac’s letters are impressionistic.  Many of the 

stories he writes about to his associates do not contain a plot in the typical literary sense: 

Insofar as impressionism is an extension of realism in its 
sensational, experiential aspect, settings are established through the 
use of detail to give verisimilitude […] in which plot is frequently 
suppressed, in which characterization is often achieved by having 
the characters perceive something or somebody ‘other’ rather than 
acting or being themselves described by an implied author, in 
which setting may displace event, and in which the very sentence 
structures or figurative language may imply relationships not 
otherwise expressed. (Suzanne C. Ferguson, 20-23) 

 

Furthermore, Kerouac employs impressionism, which prioritizes emotion rather than 

intellect.  Nancy Armstrong argues that impressionists provide, “traditional closure [that] 

always signals a limited interpretation as opposed to accurate representation of 

experience” (331).  For Ferguson, the defining trend of impressionism as a literary style 

is found in the details, understanding impressionism to, “foreground style in the emphasis 

on rhythmic prose, exact diction, and a high reliance on figures, particularly simile and 

metaphor […] an atmosphere that binds the often disparate events and characters 

together” (19). Kerouac’s poetics aid the developing form and content of the 

confessional.  The events and emotions that confessionals recall, “all contribute to give 

rise to the textual materialisation of a self over which one does not have complete 

control” (Takolander 372).  

I find that Kerouac reveals himself to the reader through a process of writing 

letters as “open systems” (Glãveneau “Principles” 158) in joint interaction: the letters and 

the receiver of the letters are what produce the creative work.  A confessional must be 

understood this way.  It is through close reading of Kerouac’s poetics in letters that the 

reader witnesses “artful manipulation” (Gregory 35) of confessional writing.  Indeed, 

there is a corollary between his poetics and his letters as works of literature.  

Kerouac’s poetics appear in confessional narrative letters written to associates. 
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The confessional poet is self-consciously working within a genre: autobiography for an 

audience. Accordingly, the confessional poets “put into play a reality trope [...] to 

convince readers that their work deserves attention” (Gregory 36).  Regarding Kerouac’s 

open narratives, Ann Charters writes in The Portable Jack Kerouac that,  

Like Augustine’s Confessions, his works continued the Christian tradition 
of self-examination of the mysteries of his interior life. Perhaps the term 
‘confessional picaresque memoirs’ is the best description of his work, 
suggesting the originality of their form, which was as unconventional as 
his literary style. (9) 
 

According to Charters, Kerouac’s favorite definition of literature is, “a tale told for 

companionship and to teach something” (The Portable Jack Kerouac 18). For Ann 

Douglas, “few writers try to tell their readers everything that ever happened to them as 

Kerouac does” (9).   

Kerouac’s interior journey serves as a confessional in his letters. Before the 

publication of any of his novels, Kerouac was experimenting with confessional effect of 

writing in his letters.  The era in which Kerouac lived influenced his open prose without 

direct reference to it.  For Armstrong, impressionist authors, “supply neither rules for 

explaining events within the narrative nor practical information for the present social 

situation” (334). Kerouac exhorted himself against the societal norms of the time: his 

writing is in stark contrast to the rest.  His letters are plainly presented, making the 

literary quality especially unique.  

Kerouac’s ethos of openness, his insistence that he comes before us totally 
unarmed, unprepared, and unguarded, ready to keep absolutely nothing 
back, makes the most sense when we realize that he was writing at a time 
when national preparedness, particularly military preparedness, took on 
proportions unprecedented in Western history […] Kerouac’s effort was to 
declassify the secrets of the human body and soul. (Douglas 9-14) 

 

Fundamentally, confessionals are distinguished by the revelations of a person’s deeper 

motivation.  These events are normally kept secret and this is the scope of these examined 

letters.  Significantly, the reader is exposed to revealed events about the author’s life, 

which can or cannot be regarded as truthful.  However, it does mean that these letters 

merit literary consideration, as they incorporate literary poetics.  

Considering the claims that Charters, Douglas, and Armstrong make, one clearly 
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sees Kerouac fitting in with the working definitions of confessionals and impressionism, 

thereby setting the context for the thesis’ selected letters.   

Between October 1950 and January 1951, Kerouac and Cassady exchanged 

confessional letters in an ascetical manner.  In Selected Letters, Charters writes, “In the 

fall of 1950 Kerouac wrestled with the problem of breaking free of the hold of his 

previous model, Thomas Wolfe (230) […] as if he were talking to Neal on the front seat 

of a car, ‘driving across the old U.S.A. in the night with no mysterious readers, no literary 

demands, nothing but us telling’” (267). This context highlights the determination 

Kerouac and Cassady took their literary notions into letter writing.  

On January 10, 1951, Kerouac confesses to Cassady,  

Please be a witness to this…parenthetically: that in the fiction of Town & 
City I gathered those informations which had truly & sincerely to do with 
my life, but I muddled them for the sake of ‘art’ and not only that but 
foreshortened them, as in this convenient dream in the midst of the ‘plot.’ 
(305) 
 

The reader hereby witnesses Kerouac’s hierarchy of literary codes dealing with the truth, 

which do not include plot.  “There is a story to be told, a story that insists on being told, 

even if there is no truth to find” (Douglas 13).  

Weinreich argues Kerouac’s musical motifs, “Kerouac reveals in his theory of 

‘breath as measure’ his acute care for the sentence, which he otherwise denounces; and, 

perhaps most important, he acknowledges the control of cadence. The intrinsic elements 

of Kerouac’s writing are therefore structurally similar to a musical motif” (9).  Kerouac 

acknowledges musical motif in a letter he wrote to Cassady on October 9, 1951, “I’m 

sending you these 3 revised pages of my re-writing ROAD…to show you that ‘Dean 

Pomeray’ is also my finally-at-last-found style & hope; since writing that I’ve come up 

with even great complicated sentences & VISIONS-So from now on just call me Lee 

Konitz” (326).  In this extraction, Kerouac feels he had found a way to write in his own 

way that gave him licenses parallel to a jazz musician, and he revises his poetic.   

Hunt argues, “Quirks of syntax, favored sounds, meters, and individual words, 

that are used and reused in different contexts parallel the jazz musician’s vocabulary and 

make Kerouac’s performances […] recognizably his own” (146). Furthermore, Justin 

Trudeau writes, “Kerouac was enthused by his literary process, one that abandoned […] 
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careful meditation of structure and sentence form” (43). This philosophy of writing is 

often obvious in his letters.  To John Clellon Holmes on June 5, 1952, Kerouac wrote: 

I went out and walked around feebly in the moonlight of the park with no 
coat on wanting to sit in the grass and stay near the ground all night by 
moonlight, with the lights of the show and the houses all flashing, flashing 
in my eyeballs not in Technicolor riot but in a great flapping of light that 
clapped over my eyes in intervals, as if, and I knew, light was a throb, and 
is. (370) 

 

The letter to Holmes is an example of cultural ethos and an instance of his poetic 

techniques: gerund phrases and their congruent nature. In this case, “wanting” and 

“flapping” associate with the adjectives “in intervals.”  The lights “throb” while the 

repetition of  “and” highlights an ongoing movement.  In continuation of the letter,  

Someday I’m going to write a huge Dostoevskyan novel about all of us 
[…] what I am beginning to discover now is something beyond the novel 
and beyond the arbitrary confines of the story…into the realms of revealed 
Picture…revealed whatever…revelated (sic) prose...wild form man, wild 
form. Wild form’s the only form holds what I have to say-my mind is 
exploding to say something about every image and every memory in-I 
have now an irrational lust to set down everything I know-in narrowing 
circles around the core of my last writing, very last writing, when I am an 
old man or ready to die, will be calm like the center of whirlpools and 
Beethoven’s quartets-I love the world, and especially do I love the 
external eye and the shining heart of pure heart-to-heart mornings in a 
sane eternity, with love and security, but at this time in my life I’m making 
myself sick to find the wild form that can grow with my wild 
heart…because now I KNOW MY HEART DOES GROW…SALUD! 
HEALTH! JOY! WRITE TO ME SOON! LOOK FORWARD TO A 
HUGE JOY IN THE VERY NEAR FUTURE-I see it […] in the sky. 
Someday I am going to be a hermit in the woods…very soon now I’ll visit 
my site. (371) 
 

Kerouac envisioned his “wild form” bringing stories out of their confinements, deciding 

this meant trusting his own artistic impulse over any learned sense of what writing 

involved.  In Holmes’ words to Kerouac, “dismantle all his hard-learned ‘artistries’ ‘to 

free the whole range of your consciousness to the page’” (Crooked Road 122).  

Kerouac’s poetics work with images that aid in the heightening of the repetition of 

“rooms” “I know” and “revealed” as an example of the line spacing between thoughts. 

This forces the eye to read the clauses as quickly as possible in a singular catalogue of 
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images.  The underlying theme of the letter is to do with time.  One notices Kerouac’s 

jump from “I have to say” “mind exploding” “ever memory in” “I am an old man” “I 

have now” “I know” “ready to die” and “I love the world” employing an impermanence 

to mark the scene.  

Kerouac abandons the linear narration of saga for a literary strategy based 
on the juxtaposition of the images that produce experience, expressed 
differently at different points in time. Each repetition of events represents 
them in the ‘now,’ in the present, in the truth of the moment-much as a 
jazzman blows the notes out of a horn, even though, of course, this ideal 
‘now’ is itself constituted by temporality […] these repetitions bespeak a 
stylistic attempt to redefine legend. (Weinreich 12) 
 

In this letter to Holmes, the descriptions begin with the image of the “jewel 

center” (The Portable Jack Kerouac, 485), which is, “[s]omeday I’m going to write a 

huge Dostoevskyan novel about all of us.”  It is through this key-word phrase the reader 

transports to the unconscious state, which Kerouac aspires to achieve through employing 

repetition into his poetics.  Repetition of “I know” and “I have” develops in a typical 

buildup so that the pacing of the unconscious exposition gains momentum, heightened 

further by the repetition of “revealed” “wild form” “someday” “future” “very soon.”  

This creates an impending force of time serving to be contrasted with phrases like “sane 

eternity” rhyming with “love and security.”  Further into the passage comes all capital 

letters, followed by “very new future.”  “Sky” is repeated in the next breath almost 

lethargically ending with “very soon now” which heightens the meaning of his realization 

as a panoramic vision not confided to the concrete fixture of time.  

 Kerouac’s language is used to incite the “semi-trance,” the state “without 

consciousness” which he recommends for all writers in his “Essentials Of Spontaneous 

Prose.” On the page he sets up an impressionistic canvas for the reader where forms 

break apart. “[T]he world” “external eye”, serve as though he were looking through a full 

spectrum lens. The sentiment is contained by words like “narrowing circles” and 

“whirlpools” presenting the reader with images to build upon: circular and everlasting 

like “Beethoven’s quartets.”  Kerouac uses nature and music alike to suggest eternity to 

the reader.  It is an image of something that never changes, the final end, which is his 

“wild form” of writing.  

Kerouac’s idea of revelation turns on how natural objects can conjure 
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universal, eternal truths. The desired end of the natural flow of language is 
thus the same as the desired end of myth. The buildup and repetitive sound 
patterns mark the now familiar circular motion. (Weinreich 47) 
 

Kerouac’s writing techniques are measured and deliberate. Even though Kerouac is 

writing intimately, he is in fact addressing a fellow academic.  The content of the letter 

deals with Kerouac’s serious devotion to writing.  It is justifiable to claim he was in 

control over the words he used, how he referenced and placed words in their particular 

way.  The words convey his point and provide an exemplary instance in the way the 

poetics function.  In such instances of craft,  

The words and phrases that occur between dashes have the semblance of 
linguistic entities unaligned with the conventional subject-verb 
arrangement of English sentences.  A different notion of time exists in 
these linguistic configurations. The sentence traditionally functions by 
framing statements and ideas within a past-present-future arrangement. 
The sentence fixes time and does not allow the movement, flashes, and 
fluctuations of Kerouac’s intent. Thus the musical analogy allows Kerouac 
to work out a notion of time distinct from the temporality of conventional 
writing, less prosaic and more poetic, less linear than the overall structure 
[…] phrases become poetic utterances. (Weinreich 42) 
 

Kerouac developed a relationship with the modernist poet William Carlos Williams. 

Kerouac incorporated the influence this relationship had into his “Essentials.”  Regarding 

language and diction in letters, one understands why Kerouac attributes Williams to the 

‘Method’ section of his manifesto, “measured pauses which are the essentials of our 

speech divisions of the sounds we hear, time and how to note it down (W.C. Williams).”  

To his first editor, Robert Giroux, Kerouac outlines his plans for further writing 

techniques in 1954,  

…and I’m now going to endeavor to write pure narrative…but new 
narrative, unplanned, ored up from the bottom of the mind, orgasmically 
rushing from the center out-in any case, pardon this intrusion into your 
privacy. I’m drinking beer and feeling good and wanted to tell you how 
really grateful I am. (445) 
 

Here the reader witnesses Kerouac furthering his plans concerning the creation of a new 

mode of writing that would later become his “Essentials.”  Regarding the confessional 

aspect, Kerouac confides in his editor that he is drinking.  The reader understands that all 

formalism is absent in Kerouac’s letters.  Later, Kerouac writes to the literary critic, 
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Alfred Kazin, explaining his writing methods on October 27, 1954. 

The main thing, I feel, is that the urgency of explaining something has its  own 
words and rhythm, and time is of the essence-Modern Prose […] I don’t use 
periods and semicolons, just dashes, which are interior little releases, as if a 
saxophonist drawing breath there. The effect is good prose […] certainly not 
obtuse, opaque, heavy-handed or dull. Certainly not baroque. (450-1) 

 
Kerouac’s letter writing states his philosophy and employs many elements of his 

impressionistic, confessional poetics: repetition, language, and narration.  With each of 

these elements addressed separately, a few of these letters will highlight techniques that 

characterize Kerouac’s poetics. 

 

Repetition  
Kerouac employs repetition in letters in order to control meaning.  Trudeau argues that 

this repetition fits in with the confessional genre of writing.  Trudeau writes, “[t]he 

confessional style favors the act of repetition and ‘literary preambling’ […] where ideas 

are put forth, returned to, and sometimes shared as experiences themselves” (52).  

Trudeau further offers insight into potential reasons for Kerouac’s personal reason of 

choosing repetition. 

Reich stipulated that the body could unlearn such coded behaviors by 
naturalizing sexual behaviors through spontaneous fulfillment in an 
attempt to cure neurosis. Kerouac was one of Reich’s fans, and he used 
Reich’s ideas a model for his writing […] Kerouac told friends that 
writing […] was ‘a form of sexual activity for him.’ […] allows him to 
achieve climax over and over, as the role of repetition allowed him to 
return to the subjects of his spontaneous process. (58) 
 

Looking at repetition in his letters, on December 15, 1948, Kerouac wrote to 

Allen Ginsberg after receiving a telephone call from Cassady.  In the letter, Kerouac 

transcribed what Cassady said. 

That’s what I was going to say now. To save you the hitch-hiking trip out 
to the Coast, see, I will break in my new car, drive to New York, test it, 
see, and we will run back to Frisco as soon as possible, see, and then run 
back to Arizona to work on the railroads. I have jobs for us, see. Do you 
hear me, man? (177) 
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In the letter, the word “see” is written 14 times, almost exclusively coming from Cassady. 

On the topic of repetition, the transcription becomes indicative of Kerouac’s interest in 

using repetition in his poetics, while also harkening what his friend Neal Cassady wrote 

him in 1947.  At the end of this letter, Kerouac writes to Ginsberg, “you may not believe 

this but as I write, a little child is looking over my shoulder...a real little child who is 

visiting us with his aunt, and who is amazed because I type so fast. Now what that little 

child is thinking is it, see” (180). Kerouac confesses he types so fast, while 

simultaneously subconsciously acquiring the “see” from Cassady in his writing.  “The 

invention of creative process lies not in the originality of the phrase as such, but in the 

way it is used in a frame of reference” (Weinreich 8).  

In a letter to Ginsberg on June 10, 1949, Kerouac writes, “[s]o roll your own 

bones, I say” (194).  “Bones” significance for Kerouac extends 18 days after he initially 

mentions the word to Ginsberg, in a letter to his New School professor, Elbert Lenrow, 

outlining the importance specific words had to him.  

I conduct private philologies of my own in a notebook, concentrating 
mostly on tremendous words like ‘bone’ and ‘door’ and ‘gold’ and ‘rose’ 
and ‘rain’ and ‘water’ […] it is possible to pluck up perfect golden bones 
of images […] anything goes, one point of reference is as true as another 
[…] In Chaucer, by the way, ‘bone’ is PRAYER. ‘Lawdy dem bones, dem 
bones, dem dry bones.’ And Ginsberg’s latest poem: a skeleton lamenting, 
‘take my flesh, take my eyes, take my love, take my life, but leave my 
bones alone.’ To which I add: The God-Bone will prevail. Isn’t this 
interesting? (204-7) 
 

The word “bone” is influencing Kerouac’s repetition to convey some special significance 

to his phrases.  Essentially, it is a development of Kerouac’s poetics and many of these 

words are repeated in later letters. 

In a letter written on December 28, 1950 to Cassady, Kerouac moves in a 

chronological, linear fashion detailing certain choice events in his life. This letter 

employs a poetic register inspired by impressionistic Wolfean prose.  Weinreich writes, 

The correspondences between these writers [Wolfe and Kerouac] is 
evident in their treatment of the effect of sensation: the child’s delight in 
sheer sensation […] the wild expectancy that flourishes in youth […] 
exulting in landscapes, weather, awakening [...] their reliance on the 
dominance of the autobiographical impulse. (19) 
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With the employment of various linguistic registers, Kerouac repeats and shows a panel 

vision of aural and lofty images of ethnic sounds drawn from memory and imagination, 

accomplishing simultaneity in a narrative. 

There is a picture of me in a wickerbasket baby carriage parked near the 
wall of a greystone garage […] I’m in my mother’s arms; she’s wearing an 
old brown bathrobe […] I could not live without this confession […] 
French tenement with wash hanging in mid-air and the great drowse of 
afternoon falling over it […] I saw in the drowse of the afternoon…Uncle 
Joe was a vociferous, mournful, tearstricken Kerouac-man and when he 
talked it sounded like “AH-BWA AH-BWA AH-BWA” as you see not 
quite the usual bla-bla. I imitated this not for fun but in utter seriousness 
about the world […] from the tenement, a woman yelled at me to shut up; 
I hear her voice ringing in the afternoon drowse; I see the rippling wash on 
the line; I see the sun […] And Mexico because of the sun, the drowse 
[…] you never spoke my tongue nor lived in foreign neighborhoods, spent 
noons musing in washlined alleys [...] in the hot strange sun and jabbering 
hum of French-Canadian time. (250-55)  

 

Here, “[t]he descriptive technique is Kerouac’s form of synaesthesia […] where sensation 

is produced at a point different from the point of stimulation” (Weinreich 67).  Repetition 

of words reveals an all-inclusive, antithetical imagery through juxtaposition.  Weinreich 

writes, “this long prose line develops over the course of Kerouac’s career, it acquires a 

musical lyricism by which Kerouac’s best prose comes into its own” (29).  The letter’s 

tone is elegiac in its movement and repetition.  It features choice words and images that 

Kerouac devotes himself to, by employing his senses and striving for a balance of 

oppositions.  The line “I could not live without this confession” places the reader in a 

confessional context.  The letter begins with Kerouac’s life in a basket then in his 

mother’s arms.  He reveals the relationship he perceives by senses.  Kerouac’s 

“wickerbasket” is “parked” by the “greystone garage.”  His mother “parks” him and takes 

him into her arms.  These movements are juxtaposed.  The colors aid the progression of 

images of being held in his mother’s arms, clad in a “brown bathrobe” to a wickerbasket 

(brown). The reader perceives the entire French tenement scene as brown, an instance of 

synaesthesia.  His “seriousness” is in imitation of an uncle, yet suppressed by the voice of 

an unrelated person cutting through his peace and drowse of the sunny afternoon, thus 

contrasting the peace of the quiet alley. Words like “AH-BWA” “rippling” “drowse” 

juxtapose each other, while “wash line” provides the most powerful image in the image-
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circle.  These images can be defined as antithetical.  They are rhetorical devices that 

convey opposite ideas and are put together in a sentence to achieve a contrasting effect. 

The antithetical images are achieved by repetition and are: dirty/clean, wicker/stone, 

parked/carried, silence/hum, musing/jabbering, and light/dark.  

When Kerouac writes to Carolyn Cassady, the wife of Neal Cassady, on May 17, 

1954, he uses repetition. 

[T]he womb of the woman in the middle of the Womb of the Dream, 
leaving that heaven, that moveless emptiness void of spontaneous and 
radiant effortlessness, that golden dream deep in the womb of mind, to 
take a crack at dark sad ether, at six million discriminated anxieties and 
self-misleadings about ‘happiness’ the slew of suffering on all sides in the 
name of some gutsy human idea, some divinity without lucidity and 
without self cause, liquid as water in a dream, unsatisfyable as a drink of 
dream water in a thirsty mournful dream, the lugubriousness of it all, the 
mindless selfbelief and malicious flailing to hunger after hungering, the 
cry on all sides ‘More life! More life!’ and all the time the dead know 
better […] we just think that we’re being born, when we’re born…we just 
think that we’ve got a self nature, when we think of ourselves…we just 
think that we’re dying, when we die…it is like the castle of the 
Gandharvas, castles in the air…a world reflected in a mirror-the end. […] 
And remember to have a big spacy backyard for Old Jack who may yet 
pitch a shack back yonder and grow latelife beans and grapevines…and 
have a place to go if I get fare money, so… (423) 
 

In this letter, repetition evolved from words like “gold” “born” “dream” to include word 

orders of coherence, sounds, and tropes.  Regarding Kerouac’s general usage of these 

techniques, Weinreich writes, “his acute care for the sentence, which he otherwise 

denounces; and, perhaps most important, he acknowledges the control of cadence” (9). 

Furthermore, “again the oppositions of sounds and images, the rendering of key words in 

repetition, all contribute to speed and simultaneity, all moving toward the final image of 

joy and sadness” (72).  By incorporating “liquid as water in a dream,” adds to the word 

order of coherence, while antithetical too with words like “anxieties.”  “Dream deep in 

the womb of mind” is Kerouac using repetition of  “dream” while playing with the 

sounds and syllables.  

In this letter, Kerouac’s writing reaches the “semi-trance” as the concrete physical 

images in nature remind Kerouac of eternity, the sought-after ideal, that which never 

changes.  It is the end of the search, at rest, in the grave.  This notion is established with 
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the repetition of words “the womb” “suffering” “anxieties” “thirsty” “dream” “More 

life!” which progress the sentiment of life and death, while gerund phrases such as 

“flailing” “hungering” “being born” suggest ongoing movement.  “Die” “Old Jack” and 

“latelife” carry the ongoing movement of dream and life towards its ultimate conclusion: 

the metaphor of the womb with death, an evolution of the trope.  “Kerouac’s use of tropes 

are original and yet follow a system that can be analyzed and determined […] this 

language, especially in its ability to hold a sustained tension both optimism and 

pessimism, up and down, becomes indistinguishable from what they are conveying” 

(Weinreich 90) are evident in this letter.  Lastly, Kerouac makes use of cadence and 

repetition to create a pulse arising from the aforementioned tropes: life and death.  The 

vowels in “Old Jack who may yet pitch a shack back yonder,” add to the cadence.  This 

letter comes full circle to a release in a metaphysical image, which explains the lyrical 

quality of the repetition that adheres to what Kerouac identifies as the ideal “Yeats’ semi 

trance” (The Portable Jack Kerouac 485; letter to Ginsberg, 356). 

The following letter Kerouac wrote to his literary agent and editor Malcolm 

Cowley.  The letter employs many of Kerouac’s tangential poetics by means of 

repetition.  From September 11, 1955: 

I self taught myself […] to write SPONTANEOUS PROSE so that though 
the eventual LEGEND will run into millions of words, they’ll all be 
spontaneous and therefore pure and therefore interesting and at the same 
time what rejoices me most: RHYTHMIC – It’s prose answering the 
requirements mentioned by W.C. Williams, for natural-speech rhythms 
and words […] Kerouac is walking around in ecstasy[...]tranquil 
meditation […] I foresee a new literature on account of this-but it’s hard, 
it’s paradoxical, i.e., it’s taken me all my life to learn to write what I 
actually think-by not thinking…the whole Duluoz Legend is regarded as 
one great dream with a unified spontaneous language lulling out the report 
forever so that in my sleep-bed the uproar continues- and the uproar, like 
uproar, has no beginning and no end, so that in the end the WRITTEN 
Duluoz Legend is only a tiny fragment of the huge ignorance of 
consciousness […] excuse me for running along long -(515-17) 
 

Here, Kerouac explains his writing style. The repetition of “along, long” and 

“spontaneous” drives the thematic point, while the line dashes are incorporated to force 

the reader to read the clause quickly in a catalogue of images.  There is alliteration in 

“language lulling.”  W.C. Williams inspires Kerouac to employ a lexicon of “natural 
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speech rhythm.”  The notion of rhythm references the jazz influences.  The wisdom of a 

Buddhist sutra of meditation, of life being a “dream,” which Kerouac contrasts with a 

repetition of words like “uproar” further elucidates this antithetical image, while his 

mentioning things having no beginning and no end echoes a use of the tropes life and 

death, while tacitly associating it with Buddhism.  Thus, the letter aptly shows a control 

of how Kerouac’s poetics deal with repetition. 

Concluding this segment is a letter to Holmes dated October 12, 1955. 

[W]ith murder anger screech stops a brand new 1955 Mercury Montclair 
[…] with blonde beautiful blonde in strapless white bathing suit at wheel 
and wearing little thin gold bracelet at sweet anklet, I run, jump in, she 
yawns, keeps yawning […] I am bloody well afraid to look at her, the curl 
of her milk armpits, the flesh of her cream legs, the cream, legs, curls, 
love, milk, wow, did I love that, not looking, but giggling, hearing she has 
been driving all the way from Fort Worth Texas without sleep I say, “O 
how would you like some Mexican Benzedrine?” (which I have in big 
battered pack that I just been sleeping on beach in cold night of sea fog 
coast with, sad, talking to old sad Greeks at noon, the old Greek taking his 
annual vacation wanders up and down the sands looking at driftwood) […] 
she mumps out jumping […] the impossibility beautiful California dry 
blue-sky sundowns […] ‘O the great city is ahead of us’ (jazz is on the 
radio, everything is wild […] all America’s picking up, changing, 
becoming sweeter […] she lets me off at great sad South San Francisco 
yards where I was yardclerk in 1952 and everything ties in like the purple 
sundowns across eternity, I wander around (waiting for train into main 
part of city) […] the bole of the bole of the bole of the bole of the bole of 
the BOLE of my flower, John-train going into town[...]going to the 
racetracks with Neal, playing the horses, high, as of yore, high, and as of 
yore with my father at Rockingham-mad characters of the tracks, humor, 
the nostalgia, the nostalgia of the racetrack train on which he is brakeman 
and after the losses of the day the train comes back to the great sad white 
city at the end of the land thru sad blue and blue-red sunsets and sad hills 
and fog comin in over the milking hills-drunk, at poetry reading […] in the 
swirl I go away wild, we make collections for wine, it’s all too sad. (522-
4)  

 

This letter employs all of the poetics presented thus far, including: alliteration of “blond 

beautiful blonde” “yawn, keeps yawning,” adding to the movement in the car with gerund 

phrases. The repetition of “bole” “yore” “sundowns” are a case of emphasis.  “Cream” 

associates color with “milk” and her skin.  “Mumps out jumping” rhymes and heightens 

the frenetic movement of the scene “driving.”  “Sweet sweat” is alliteration, but also 
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“sweet” is repeated from the beginning of her “sweet anklet” so the reader tacitly 

understands that she is “sweet” simultaneous with “America becoming sweeter.”  “Purple 

sundowns across eternity” is an eternal element of Buddhism tied together with “heaven.” 

“Bole” is a sizeable juxtaposition with “my flower.”  The inclusion of a torrent of vivid 

color from “beautiful blonde” “milk and cream” and “purple sundowns” radiates an all-

inclusiveness image “across eternity” which comes to repeat itself in full spectrum, from 

“milk” and “cream” representing white and sweet, to the “sad white city.”  The purple 

sundowns become “sad blue and blue-red sunsets and fog comin in over the milking 

hills.”  Kerouac’s repetition is an ecstatic repetition of happy color which will inevitably 

be followed by a sad meaning, as per the multiple repetitions of the word “sad” (9 times) 

and “nostalgia” (2 times) and the reader expects sadness to come from earlier, “great sad 

South San Francisco” thereby completing the impressionistic vision through repetition. 

 Kerouac’s repetitions in letter writing are deliberate provisions for the reader to 

isolate key figures in a representation of word groups, phrases, and images.  This allows a 

matrix of varying levels of significance to come through by means of a unique 

confessional and impressionistic literary effect, given the historical and literary context in 

which they were written. 

 In my novella, “Trails” I employ repetition similar to Kerouac’s use of antithetical 

imagery, similar to the letter from December 28, 1950.  By repeating “cobwebs” and 

“drafts” I achieve a sensation of a decaying house, which is emphasized by “windswept 

house” and “crumbling porch.”  The characters are seated on a carpeted floor by a 

radiator, from where the narrator can see everything outside.  Using “ice” and “white” 

with sauce “bubbling” on the stove and a smell of wood smoke, suggests it is warm 

inside and cold outside. Further, they are seated under “brown portraits” suggesting a 

contrasting with the colors of outside. The narrator’s sense of stillness is reinforced by 

phrases: “safe at peace” “drowsily” and “ice cream melting” provide an effect at once 

heightened by contrasting sounds: “noise down cellar”, the creaking upstairs of “an aunt 

milling about”, “whining radiator” and “ticking kitchen sink” thus completing an all-

inclusive, antithetical imagery through juxtaposition.  The images are those of warm/cold, 

peace/noise, light/dark (9-10). 

 Generally similar to Kerouac’s repeated “bones” in letters, I repeat “cobwebs” in 
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the majority of scenes.  When the blue smoke (11) and pink and blue Jesus picture from a 

childhood scene is referenced first (12) then the object changes, becoming the 

technicolors playing over Clark by the slough (41).  

In continuation, as “bones” has multiple meanings, I referenced a word 

(repetition) throughout the story at three times (circular narration), each taking on its own 

significance and intertwining tropes (language syncopation), is the word “mug.”  “Mug” 

is placed in scenes where there is a happy setting: the Italian language lesson, as a vessel 

delivering ice cream (10).  The principal characters are “smiling” thus the vessel tacitly 

reminds the reader of the colloquial expression “smiling mugs.”  This sentiment 

progresses into intensity.  The bass player (32) takes a mug of alcohol, and “purses his 

lips.” The sentiment, conveyed with the repetition of “mug”, is syncopation, the 

intertwining of tropes: growing up and how objects’ significance changes.  Here, the mug 

of alcohol has adult connotations.  Lastly, the sentiment inevitably changes to a form of 

sadness when the uncle “mugs” proportionate servings of ice cream for himself and his 

nephew, the narrator, “sad” about his teenage girlfriend (46).  Likewise, “mug” becomes 

a verb instead of a noun. “Sad mug” hints at the narrator’s sad countenance.  These 

examples of repetition by means of syncopation I learned to use in my writing from 

reading Kerouac’s letters.  This turned out to be useful in my attempts to incorporate 

repetition together with other poetic techniques I examine. 

 

Language 
Kerouac’s language gives his letters a sense of unified form.  Hunt writes, “it was 

Kerouac who developed a sense of language, a style in the richest meaning of the term 

[…] ‘Jack’s phrasing was archetypal for this moment of consciousness enlarging in 

wonderment to notice Americanist minute particulars from the centers of Attention-

Power’” (133).  Kerouac writes in a letter to Ginsberg on December 26, 1956, “‘It was 

not only from Neal’s letters but from your wild racing crazy jumping don’t care letters 

that all that sketching came out, it broke me off from American formalism a la Wolfe…’” 

(593). Trudeau offers insight when examining Kerouac’s use of impressionism in 

language and sketching. 
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Approaching his […] ‘jewel centers’ in the now via spontaneous 
sketching, the technique allowed Kerouac to produce meaning on more 
than one level, an unmediated moment of discovery between himself and 
the object of his sketches […] the immediacy dictated the flow of 
language as it was happening, not beforehand […] impressionists hoped to 
create what Monet called, ‘a spontaneous work rather than a calculated 
one.’ (46) 
 

Weinreich explains, “Kerouac employs a literary language that involves experimentation 

with nonlinear writing to achieve meaning in a circular fashion through a matrix of 

impressions” (60).  In a letter to a book reviewer in a French-Canadian Worcester 

newspaper, Kerouac offers background of his relationship with language on September 8, 

1950. 

All my knowledge rests in my ‘French-Candianness’ and nowhere else. 
The English language is a tool lately found…so late (I never spoke 
English before I was seven). […] The reason I handle English words so 
easily is because it is not my own language. I refashion it to fit French 
images. (228-9) 
 

 In his essay “Essentials” Kerouac states, “[m]odern bizarre structures […] arise from 

language being dead, ‘different’ themes give illusion of ‘new life’” (485) by associating 

language with images.   

Kerouac’s letters employ a plethora of rhythms and cadences of poetry with jazz 

influences.  According to Hunt: 

In order to write with the freedom that comes from utilizing the 
discontinuous nature of speech […] the language itself must have an 
impulsion, a forward moving energy phrase to phrase, that creates a sense 
of momentum and the illusion that a story is being managed. Kerouac 
places great emphasis on the need for a phrasing that is jazzlike, rhythmic, 
and runs in time and to the laws of time. (251) 
 

To friend Philip Whalen dated February 7, 1956, Kerouac’s letter outlines this claim.  

My writing is wilder than ever. Here is description of New England Spring 
example: Comes the cankerous rush of spring, when earth will fecundate 
and get soft and produce forms that are but to die, multiply-and a thousand 
splendors sweep across the March sky, and moons with raving moons that 
you see through drunken pine boughs snapping. (549) 
 

This letter achieves a musical lyricism despite the choppiness.  The aggrandizing images 

“cankerous rush of spring” links the phrase to the next one, completing repetitions of 
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sibilant sounds, contrasting long and short vowels.  “But to die, multiply a thousand 

splendors sweep across the March sky” is a deliberate musical rhythmic language.  The 

“New England Spring” winter draws the reader in with phrases like “a thousand 

splendors sweep across the March sky” and their alliterative “s” mix with the long and 

short vowels to create a strong cadence and a texture that imitates the texture of the object 

(season) in change.  The present participles elongate the action, until the end with the 

gerund.  The syntax of this particular description underscores the thematic scope of 

change: both his writing style and the seasons.  This sense of impressionistic language 

and change are evident in, “functional or behavioral traits are organized in terms of cause 

and effect […] for the narrative to be meaningful and coherent and achieve its purpose of 

persuading by example” (Armstrong 324).  

The language in this letter serves as a vehicle of change, paralleling the 

mechanisms of change by reflecting a revolt in sensibility, “drunken pine boughs 

snapping” suddenly dislocates the reader in the change: the present participle changes for 

the gerund and Kerouac’s drunk. He knew what he was doing by “dislocating” his 

readers.  Kerouac was inspired by Melville’s literary capacity to incorporate movement 

within language.  Hunt writes, “Kerouac’s stylistic attempts […] like Melville’s, not only 

dealt with the world but was poetic […] pure attention to the nature of the language” 

(96).  Regarding Kerouac’s language, Hunt writes: 

Details pile up in the order they strike the senses, and the passage is 
emphatically present tense, moving from the immediate scene, through 
association, to a recognition of and release from the initial interest […] It 
is as if the sketcher compensates for his austerity toward his reader with an 
almost overripe sense of language. The sketches, though they do not 
actually use a speaking voice, have a strong sense of words as voiced 
objects. (169)  
 

I review a series of letters Kerouac writes to Cassady, outlining his plans for 

writing, while writing by example.  In a series of letters dating from October to 

December 1950, Kerouac writes: 

The pain of writing is just that…physical cramps in the hand, nothing else, 
of course. (Incidentally this voice I now speak in, is the voice I use when 
writing to YOU.) How can I reconcile myself to printing this? I never 
would…What I’m going to do is let the voices speak for themselves. (233) 
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Through these claims, the reader witnesses the ambition Kerouac has in his writing.  By 

reading this letter written in a voice for Cassady alone, it shows that Kerouac is capable 

of oscillating between varied voices and language, a testament to how serious Kerouac 

approaches language.  The following quote will illustrate Kerouac’s use of voices: 

Then I shall say, Neal, I hereby renounce all fiction; and say further, dear 
Neal, this confession is for YOU and through you to God, and through 
God back to my life, and wife […] I have renounced fiction and fear. 
There is nothing to do but write the truth. There is no other reason to write 
[…] I kneel before you in spirit and pray for honesty…I aim to employ all 
the styles and nevertheless I yearn to be non-literary. Nonliterary. 
Dribbledrags. (246-8) 
 

Most important in this letter concerning Kerouac’s poetics is his control over literary 

forms.  He repeats “nonliterary.”  Furthermore, the language he embarks on has a 

religious theme.  Both he and Cassady were raised Roman Catholic.  Portions of this 

letter reflect the expansion of an enlightened state, one unified with the ultimate divine.  

It is fascinating how the last word, “dribbledrags” takes on a religious significance.  The 

degeneration of language toward the end of the letter from clear, expansive language, to a 

nonsensical word, as often is the case in recorded religion ascension, has “invoked the 

ineffable nature of the mystical state, which defies verbal expression” (William James 

267).  Therefore, Kerouac’s voice is that of a language of rising to a higher level.  The 

letter’s hypostatizing highlights Kerouac’s yearning to write the truth: achieved through 

language. A periphrasis develops in Kerouac’s poetics; specifically, his language, 

exemplifying himself as a writer.  The contemplations written in this letter initiate an 

upward movement in order to “pray for honesty and spirit.”  Then in a downward 

movement “kneeling” as if he were moving through strata of life, from his earthly self to 

his celestial self, then downward again to his written word and Cassady. The word 

“renounce” resonates with religious themes, as do “truth” “fear” and “dream.”  The letter 

is an integration of life and art in writing confessions for his “wife” by means of kneeling 

and praying for “truth” through Cassady to “God” and back again.  Importantly, 

Kerouac’s life is dedicated to writing, which he considers a holy act.  The “I know what 

I’m doing…I know I don’t dream” (242-3) serves as a minor explanation of his interest in 

the form of voices, serving as the vehicle of perception in his language, as a discovery of 

his language, which is truth. 
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In conjunction with the religious language, on January 3, 1951 Kerouac writes to 

Cassady, “I believe that memories are inseparable from dreams. […] where did it come 

from; it comes from that part of his brain which has stored up a subconscious vision of an 

actual experience […] all dreams come from visions of experience; they are released 

because they are already there in the mind” (268). Joseph Roach writes, “In the 

improvisatorial behavioral space, memory reveals itself as imagination” (29).  Therefore, 

the language of dreams is the language in which Kerouac writes confessional truths. 

In a letter to Holmes dated March 12, 1952, Kerouac exemplifies concerns 

pertaining to the development of his poetics. 

Ho New Orleans hear that? Hear that you goddamn motherfucker Frisco; 
you pissy ass Seattle, you dullpoke old Minneapolis St Paul, you lakey 
crakey flakey Mineeapolakey, you wild up Duluths of the blue moose and 
doggerel of the snow, you hoar river, you beginning wildlands, you never 
did piss on me enough did you damn river? […] but the key is there, the 
wild heartbreaking soft harmonic hint of all our hong song hearts, the 
central pit and prunejuice of poor old Jazz, mind you, pit and prunejuice 
[…] in the background as he bignecks to his work, dig that gone verb, dig 
that bone verde, merde, shit, I don’t know where to stop or start, dig? But 
now let’s get on the beam, I want to continue, I got this sax and can blow 
it real well now […] but instead, passing thru New York soon as a seaman. 
(336) 
 

Interestingly, Kerouac outlines he would write on this topic ten years prior in a letter 

(39).  Additionally, Kerouac refers to himself as a jazz musician.  In this letter, the 

incorporation of “bone” “verde” “merde,” is an attestation to Kerouac’s versatile use of 

English, Spanish, French respectively.  Regarding Kerouac’s use of language, “The 

actual description, the play of images and the puns on geographical names, creates a 

charged metaphorical realm.  Kerouac is ‘swimming in a sea of English with no 

discipline other than rhythms of rhetorical exhalation and expostulated statement’” (Hunt 

125).   Kerouac writes he knows not “where to stop or start” and “[T]hru New York as a 

seaman” charges the letter’s metaphorical realm.  

Next the thesis explores how Kerouac employs the use of free prose poetics in his 

letters. Straightforwardly, these letters read as a methodical undertaking of Kerouac 

displaying a varied innovation in language.  Free prose, Weinreich writes, “is based on 

the irregular rhythmic cadence of the recurrence, with variations, of phrases, images, and 
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syntactical patterns” (61).  In a letter to William Seward Burroughs from May 1955, 

Kerouac writes: 

Here I am in the heart of the cotton fields and tobaccy fields, bored. Of 
course in the middle of the night, when the orange moon sheds dips from 
big glory clouds and you don’t hear even a dog bark, and I sit in the dark 
yard in white chair with drink…but I’d rather be in the native quarter of 
Tangiers, I tell you. (480) 
 

This free prose contains the exuberance of natural speech, adding to the natural flow of 

the involuntary thoughts, making it easily understood.  It is the circular design of a matrix 

of impressions beginning with “Here I am.”  The letter extends an “orange moon sheds.” 

“Shed” has either the capacity of taking a verb form or the noun variant, which adds to 

the free prose, as the shed is lit up by the night in the field, or shedding the “dark yard” 

hinting at the antithetical meaning, which Kerouac creates after much brightness of 

clouds and the orange moon, thus enabling him to highlight the simultaneous antithetical 

movements of this brief letter, ending in “I’d rather be in the native quarter of Tangiers” 

ultimately forcing the reader to see that Tangiers must be the opposite of the setting he 

describes, which Kerouac is explaining the “now.”  This is the free prose method.   

On August 25, 1955, Kerouac received a letter from Ginsberg, attesting to 

Kerouac’s “free prose” model. Ginsberg writes, “I don’t know what I’m doing with 

poetry. I need years of isolation and constant everyday writing to attain your volume of 

freedom and knowledge of the form” (508).  The next letter incorporates the control of 

pacing.  Kerouac writes to Ginsberg on May 10, 1952: 

[W]e went on a weekend to Tenencingo in the mountains, did some 
shooting […] Bill was up on the hill striding along tragically; we had 
separated at the river in order to go separate ways-always take the right 
road Bill had said night before about cobblestone road and asphalt regular 
road to Tenencingo-so but now, he was taking left road, climb along ridge 
to mouth of cut, and back along, to road, avoiding river-I wanted to in the 
inexpressible softness of Biblical Day and Fellaheen Afternoon wash my 
feet at the place where the maidens left their cloth parts, and sat on a rock 
shook spiders from it first but they were only the little spiders that watch 
the river of honies, creek of God, God and honey, in the flow of the gold, 
the rocks are soft, the grass just reaches to the lip, I washed and laved my 
poor feet, waded across my Genesee, and headed for the road (holes in my 
shoes now, I’m at my last ten bucks in this foreign land), interrupted just 
once by canyon where depth and tragedy made me circle further, met Bill 
in a Tenencingo soda fountain waiting. (353) 
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The language resembles the two walking, adding to the impermanence marking the scene. 

The beginning, “we went on a weekend” beckons the sharp, necessitating ending, “in a 

soda fountain waiting.”  The effect of all-inclusiveness is conveyed through the language. 

The pacing of Kerouac’s letter enables the simultaneous images and movements to 

progress the narration.  Repeated dashes force the reader to read the clause quickly in a 

catalogue of images, adding to a set language, pacing the narrative. Heightening the 

movement: “road” “climb” “river” “headed” reminds the reader of the movement’s pace. 

“We went on a weekend to Tenencingo” gives the letter a context: this general statement 

is used to locate Burroughs and Kerouac within the narrative, and gives it significance for 

the Beats (Kerouac, Burroughs, Ginsberg) with meaning and excitement.  This extends 

into the phrase, “the inexpressible softness of Biblical Day.”  The hyperbolic aspect of 

the road separating into various ways adds to this key theme, ending at the same location. 

The reader sees the ecstatic side of walking and climbing and shooting.  Roads and their 

material take the reader to a place where “maidens” are, heightening the fantastical aspect 

of the location: by a river of honey and God1.  After such celestial and fantastic events are 

presented, the mundane will follow.  It will complete the spectrum of effects and events, 

ending with a commonplace, “at a soda fountain waiting.”  

Weinreich writes that Kerouac’s narratives “exemplify […] mature, panoramic 

vision, which in one sweep will acquire the ability to heap detail upon detail so that the 

entire picture is seen at once, not piecemeal” (27).  This statement applies neatly into the 

above-mentioned letter’s many details.  Weinreich further explains the effect of 

Kerouac’s works: 

[…] is broken up by long phrases set off by dashes, not by the long and 
short pauses indicated by periods and commas in conventional sentence 
patterns. Rather, Kerouac’s method achieves (1) the effect of the long 
breath (synchronicity), (2) the effect of the intertwining tropes 
(syncopation), and (3) the effect of the long bombardment of images 
(synaesthesia). These aesthetic effects together achieve the effect of 
simultaneity. The structure, furthermore, is not random but reveals the 
tendency of Kerouac’s writing to radiate an all-inclusiveness. (64) 

 

																																																								
1 Kerouac’s fascination with words like “Gold” and “water.” Reading the letters together, Repetition and 
Circular Narration becomes like one drawn out impressionistic confession (202).	
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Kerouac achieves the effect of the long breath (synchronocity) as seen from “Bill was up” 

until the first dash appears “regular road to Tenencingo.”  Kerouac intertwines tropes of 

religion and women and the mundane, “Biblical Day” “maidens” “washing my poor feet” 

respectively, together in an illusion that everything is happening at once (syncopation).  

While bombarding the reader with images “grass reaches the lip” “walking tragically” 

“holes in my shoes” necessitating “last ten bucks” “spiders of God, gold and honey” 

(synaesthesia). This letter’s language achieves all-inclusiveness from the mentioning of 

“shooting” to “holes in shoes” to “circle further” to then crossing the river in order to 

meet Bill at “the soda fountain.”  Trudeau’s perspective on free prose language aids this 

analysis, “[I]n between is the vocabulary of the improvisation, a vocabulary that moves 

from the memory of the river, to the imagined history of its geography, to poeticized 

reflection and, finally, back to the original source of the composition” (52). The letter 

narrates movement.  It is a collapse of everything happening at once. 

Kerouac’s language in letter writing shows how linearity and temporal 

progression breaks down into smaller structures and phrases that collapse and rebuild 

themselves through free prose’s language details. Kerouac chooses to confess to his 

closest cohorts by employing these poetic techniques through language.  The techniques 

are unique given the historical and literary context in which these impressionistic and 

confessional letters were written.  

In my novella, “Trails” I create a language that provides a unified structure.  

Immediately the story begins with a musical, rhythmic pattern of rhyme, setting the 

narrator’s contentment in lyrical prose.  Further, each scene’s language incorporates the 

thematic ends accordingly.  For example, the scene with the girl from Denmark, in her 

kitchen (29-31), is characterized by free prose.  The language moves through a series of 

heightened moments where movements of “up” “under” “down” serving as linguistic 

experiments, highlighting the narrator looking for “truth.”  “Truth” is both integral to the 

notion of the narrator’s past and towards the now in Oregon.  The cyclical movement of 

tropes from the kitchen scene becomes “care” “trembling” “language” and “games” that 

culminate in “I truly thought.”  

Similar to Kerouac, the paragraph begins with a jewel center and a gerund phrase, 

“my face now peering” which suggests ongoing movement, incorporated by further 
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gerund phrases.  The scene ends with the present participle, “wrap” and “tired sobs” (45).  

The movement is heightened by diction “take him” “little ski trips” “creeks” “snow” 

“glades” reminding the reader of the movement’s pace. “Following Butternut Crick 

south” gives the letter a context: this general statement is for the reader to locate the 

narrator and family characters within the narrative, and gives it special significance for 

the narrator’s childhood with meaning and excitement, which extends into the phrase, 

“happy weariness at dawn” while incorporating antithetical imagery of curiosity/sadness. 

 

Narration 

Kerouac’s poetics in letters include circular and vertical narration.  The former relies on 

the association of objects, dictating movement in and out of time while retaining all-

inclusiveness; the latter gives the narrative depth, texture, and resonance. Vertical 

narration interrupts the chronological pace of a story and replaces simple linear 

movement with spatial complexity, where a thought supplants in order to explain the 

why. The following letters represent examples of what Hunt calls, “little or no 

‘horizontal’ or linear motion from one point to another. Rather, it relies on the 

associational logic of the speaker to build up the implications of the initial image” (129). 

Mikhail Bakhtin writes that vertical narration allows Kerouac to, “move in and out of 

time […] across space […] a transcendent move often bordering on the utopian” (148). 

Bakhtin provides the reader an explanation how to approach Kerouac’s poetics by their 

narrative unique quality.  Trudeau adds to this claim when he writes that Kerouac’s: 

Spatio-temporal reality places its emphasis in the present at the expense of 
the future [...] Kerouac places the importance of his prose within the now 
of his timing sections, a spontaneous chronotope that allows the author 
and reader a transcendental worldview found within vertical rather than 
horizontal discourse. (48) 
 

Bakhtin and Trudeau’s stances encourage the realization that Kerouac’s letter writing is 

unique.  Details are not expanded upon through vertical narration.   

The letter Kerouac writes to Neal Cassady on January 9, 1951 is a working 

explanation of vertical narration usage: 

I hurried through a slamming gang of truckmen who were pushing boxes 
out of the department store and ducked right across the street and into the 
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side entrance of the church. (Of course I didn’t duck through the 
‘slamming gang’ of workmen; actually I was across the street looking at 
them vaguely; I only brought them in because I’m going to use them later; 
and so I do, do, do renounce fiction.) (286) 

 

In the same letter, Kerouac employs circular and vertical narration: “And when I walked 

out of the Cathedral, and it was dark, that slamming gang of workmen was still there 

across the street, and I thought: ‘These men must make a living in the gloom of earth; that 

they yell and slam, doesn’t mean they are not humble and believe not in the Lord and the 

Laws of the Lamb’” (292).  These poetics rely on the association of objects, which 

dictates the capacity to move in and out of time while retaining the confessional aspect of 

the letter of all-inclusiveness.  My understanding of this letter and its narrative qualities 

rests on Trudeau’s stance, it “allows the reader to participate in the meaning making 

process, furthering the chain of transmission regarding the perception of subject” (47).  

Consequently, the narration represents the actual act of readers’ imagination and 

association by speculating the workers to be humble and believe in God, despite being 

gruff workmen.  The subject matter in the letter is simultaneous, vertical and 

performative, with words: “duck” “slamming” “pushing boxes.”  According to Bakhtin, 

the validity of the vertical performance in Kerouac’s aforementioned letters is attested in 

this quote: 

Should these vertical structurings turn out as well to be other-worldly 
idealistic, eternal, outside time, then this eternal quality is perceived as 
something simultaneous with a given moment in the present; it is 
something that which already exists perceived as better than the future 
(which does not yet exist and which never did exist). […] The past-which 
is more weighty, more fleshed out-to such a future. (148) 

  

Charters maintains in Selected Letters that, “Kerouac experimented with 

flashbacks and interjections within the chronology of his narrative” (267).  In another 

letter to Cassady dated January 8, 1951, Kerouac questions the notion of chronology: 

Who says that a work must be chronological; that the reader wants to 
know what happened anyhow, and by anyhow may be not mean any time, 
any where, any old thing, as the whore said to the man in the alley? Just so 
long as ‘it happened,’ as Allen said in the madhouse, and of itself in the 
really bleak enigmas of time. Let’s tear time up. Let’s rip the guts out of 
reality […] No, this makes sense, and connects darkly. (274) 
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Evidently, chronology was a concern of Kerouac’s poetics in regards to narration.  In this 

letter, the notion of time is ostensibly absent.  Regarding narrative time, Bakhtin writes, 

“where there is no passage of time there is also no moment of time” (197).  Douglas 

explains that Kerouac’s, “art which anarchic simultaneity rather than sequence is the 

principle of order, a narrative […] returning us to a state of mental and physical flux” 

(16).  Collectively, Kerouac’s vertical, performative, and circular narration techniques are 

deliberate and contribute to the letters’ literary quality.  

Kerouac expands his circular and vertical narration techniques by employing a 

writing method he referred to as sketching, aiding his poetics in narration2.  “Central to 

Kerouac’s method of spontaneity is his approach to sketching where he traces his 

subjects via free association in a meditation with his definitive image objects…the effect 

being a prose that consistently relies on vertical associative qualities and the confessional 

mode of personal narrative” (Trudeau 59).  To Ginsberg on May 18, 1952, Kerouac 

outlines his association with vertical narratives while providing some contextual insight 

into this literary discourse of sketching by exemplifying impressionistically: that which 

sketching is, and how it relates to vertical narration: 

On the Road took its turn from conventional narrative survey of road trips 
etc. into a big multi-dimensional conscious and subconscious character 
invocation of Neal in his whirlwinds. Sketching […] ‘Why don’t you just 
sketch in the streets like a painter but with words’) which I 
did…everything activates in front of you in myriad profusion, just have to 
purify your mind and let it pour the words […] I haven’t sketched in a 
long time now and have to start again because you get better with practice 
[…] I had to say in spite of myself…tarpaulin, don’t be frightened, is 
obviously the key...man, that’s a road […] In fact I distinctly remember 
hovering over the word ‘tarpaulin’ (even thought of writing tarpolon or 
anything) but something told me that ‘tarpaulin’ was what I’d thought, 
‘tarpaulin’ was what it is…Do you understand Blake? Dickinson? and 
Shakespeare when he wants to mouth the general sound of doom, ‘peaked, 
like John a Dreams’…simply does what he hears…’greasy Joan doth keel 
the pot (and birds sit brooding in the snow). (356) 
 

In this letter, Kerouac sets the trance by discussing his narration methods and words, to 
																																																								
2 A letter to Kerouac from Burroughs: “I have been attempting something similar to your sketch method. 
That is, I write what I see and feel right now trying to arrive at some absolute, direct transmission of fact on 
all levels.” Crooked Road (134). 	
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abstract notion of Shakespearean type prose before ending with a random abstraction of 

birds in the snow.  Trance writing is an association of words with other words in random 

time while heightening a circular narration technique to tie the narrative together by 

unconventional means.  Kerouac confirms that his language choices and sketching 

method require practice and deliberate thoughtfulness when considering word choice. 

Hunt explains, “Sketching views writing as the process of recording the artist’s act of 

perception […] of that experience. […] set in the memory wherein it becomes the 

sketching from memory of a definite image-object.’” (124)  

A circular narrative provides closure through a return to the opening material.  In 

the following letters, Kerouac narrates these confessionals by using circular narration and 

sketching, ending where the story originated by associating two specific emotions with 

one another: laughter signposts death and that they all will die, ultimately providing 

another layer of meaning within the circular narrative.  On December 28, 1950, Kerouac 

writes:  

[W]hen my father came home he laughed to hear Gerard had done it. 
There was another man with my father; he laughed too. Gerard drew still 
another picture to convince them and wore himself out all pale sweat to do 
so. Then my father did not laugh anymore; it was too late to laugh. 
Everybody in the family must have sensed his impending death. (254)  

 

Furthermore, “We told Pop about it and he laughed. One night, while sitting on the porch, 

he fell right through the rocker and completely demolished it. We saw the remnants of it 

in the morning: sticks and stones and bones on all sides of us.  Let the dead bury the 

dead” (284).  Kerouac incorporates “bones” again in free prose fashion, “Thus enabled to 

collapse the thematic material in favor of a circular design” (Weinreich 60) thereby 

achieving circular narration. 

Kerouac’s narration – vertical, performative, sketching, and circular – in his 

letters shows both the depth and persistence in his poetic project, a creation of a poetics.  

I have employed these features in “Trails” where I incorporate a now-scene with 

reflections on the past, distorting the spatio-temporal relationship, despite the past being 

distinguished through sections from the present.  While this method is difficult for the 

reader accustomed to linear narration, it is an effective method for building up the future.  

The most confessional part of the story incorporating circular narration technique is 
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similar to Kerouac’s poetics used in his letter (254, 284).  A segment starts on one page 

and finishes on another.  It ends where the original sentiment originated by associating 

two distinct scenes, with a similar emotion, with one another.  For example, the narrator 

was silent when he found out his girlfriend had an abortion (41) and confesses to the 

reader that he regrets having been silent. When Clark catches a fish (42), the narrator, 

after coming to terms with how he acted, takes an opportunity to make up for this 

transgression by spontaneously trusting himself to speak his opinion by pleading with 

Clark to release the fish, to not kill it.  By associating these two different situations 

together, the reader learns varying character traits through circular narration techniques: 

that the narrator believes in his relationship with Clark is more stable and equal than with 

his previous romantic partners.  This circular narration technique also highlights the 

narrator finding his own voice in Oregon where it had been ostensibly absent when he 

was in Scandinavia.  

Furthermore, there is circular narration through the narrator’s remembrances: 

“Grandma for the bread” (46) brings the reader back to the story’s introduction recalling 

Columbus Bakery (7).  By incorporating Kerouac’s poetic techniques into my novella, 

they form another layer of meaning within the circular narrative. 

 

Conclusions 
The research into the poetics of Kerouac’s letters was a continuation of the analyses of 

Kerouac’s “spontaneous poetics,” for which he became famous in his novels and poetry.  

From his letters, I presented Kerouac’s impressionistic vision of images and word groups 

through use of repetition, his language of natural speech, and his collapsing of thematic 

material in circular narrative design, all contributing to his poetics.  It is significant, as his 

letters have not been analyzed before in this way.  I understand the letters to be 

conversations with friends and represent literary tendencies, where the poetics are not 

only discussed, but also employed.  Isolating and analyzing three elements of his poetics: 

repetition, language, and narration, allows specific approaches to be used in the writing of 

my own novella (first person, impressionistic, confessional).  To my knowledge, there are 

no documented cases of other writers having tried this approach.  Writing about a 
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figurehead’s poetics demands research into their life and requires immersion in 

understanding their literary influences and their artistic vision: this is the writer’s job. 

Eric Heyne postulates, “Art will be enjoyed for its own sake long after the ‘discrepancies 

of fact’ have been forgotten” (482) and so too will these letters.  

The close reading of Selected Letters conveys how Kerouac’s poetics culminate 

and enhance a writer’s creative work. With the theoretical knowledge, I examined the 

letters and process of constructing a narrative, which is significant in contributing to 

scholarship on Kerouac.   

“Trails” is a work in progress incorporating the confessional, impressionistic 

poetics of repetition, language, and narration as seen in Kerouac’s letters. I am 

developing an understanding of craft and how writing can produce a prose comparable to 

Kerouac’s style.  As Hunt wrote, “perhaps the time will come when we recognize that 

such flaws of excess, of extreme emotional and aesthetic risk taking, have often marked 

the important and vital writers in the American tradition” (252). My example 

demonstrates the possibility of appropriately studying poetics and letters to produce a 

reliable depiction of an impressionistic, confessional narrative.  Writers should base their 

works on researching the scholarly literature that exists in the field of poetics and 

confessional writings.  
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