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Parallel Destinies ifhe Bell JarandOn the Road

Hilary Holladay, University of Massachusetts, Lolvel

There is no evidence that Jack Kerouac and Syhaith those two archetypes of
the confessional urge, ever met. But if they hashbiatroduced in the fall of 1957, when
Kerouac had just publishé€dn the Roadnd Plath was at Smith College (her alma mater)
teaching freshman English, they would have hadtplentalk about. They might have
discussed Joyce, Lawrence, and Dostoyevski, autheysboth greatly admired. They
might have talked about what it was like growingiupassachusetts, Kerouac in
working-class Lowell and Plath in Wellesley, anligycollege town. As the high-
achieving offspring of immigrants—Plath’s heritagas German and Austrian;
Kerouac's, French Canadian—they could have comphaed/ays their ethnic origins
shaped their identities and ambitions.

Other commonalities would have also beckoned. Rlathso strongly affected by
the death of her father, Otto, when she was eightsyold, that she would have been
curious about Kerouac’s relationship with his fatheso, who died in 1946 when Jack
was 24. Since she was at the time deeply in lotle Wed Hughes, the English poet
whom she had married in 1956, she would not haee bemantically interested in
Kerouac, but the sensualist in her would have agpgted his blue eyes and brooding
intensity. And if she had heard him read his owmlknadoud, she would have surely
admired the musical rhythms of his voice as wehiasnnate feel for language.

For his part, though he was not in the habit aitirgg women as equals, Kerouac
would not have been able to look down on Platerdity or intellectually. At 5 feet, 9
inches, she was as tall as he was, and she hateasity of her own, which Hughes later
uncharitably called her “particular death-ray quél{Hughes qtd in Ennis and Kukil 50).
Kerouac's aborted stint at Columbia College wowdgiéhpaled in comparison to her
degrees from Smith College and Cambridge Universitych she had attended on a
Fulbright scholarship after graduating from Sméhd though she had not yet taken

cross-country road trips the way he had, she vad in England and traveled in



Plath Profiles 62

Europe! Ten years his junior and in the late 1950s nopyedtlucing her most celebrated
work, Plath was nevertheless more worldly in mamyswhan Kerouac was. Alternately
bumptious and shy, he might have seen a flickelisafain cross Plath’s animated face if
they had met not long after the publicatiorOof the Road

That such a meeting never took place does not ne¢aopurse, that these two
were oblivious to one another’s existence. Althognouac may have overlooked the
author of the definitive Confessional poems “Daddgdl “Lady Lazarus,” since she was
just becoming posthumously famous in the U.S. dyitire last, difficult years of his life,
Plath could not escape some knowledge of Keroudd¢renBeat Generation. Ted
Hughes’s personal library, now owned by Emory Ursitg, contains a copy @n the
Road a 1961 Pan Books paperback edition printed indbon It has no marks indicating
that Plath read it, and Hughes may have acquiraftet he and Plath separated in 1962,
but Plath likely knew of the novel and had possitelgd her husband’s copy of'it.

We can say with much greater certainty that shevksfeKerouac several years
before he publishe®n the Roagdbecause one of her early publications indicdataswas
the case. In 1953, the year after John Clellon Hslitad published his essay, “This Is
the Beat Generation” ithe New York Times Magazjidath was chosen for
Mademoisellanagazine’s college board. As guest managing edibt@ wrote in an
introduction to the August 1953 issue, “Focusingtelescope on college news around
the globe, we debate and deliberate. Issues illat®ath academic freedom, the sorority
controversy, our much labeled (and libeled) gemana(Plath, “Mlle’s Last Word” 235).
The last item refers to “The Labeled Generatiorjlathearted essay by Joel
Raphaelson, identified in his biographical nota &sl-year-old Harvard graduate.
Writing for Mademoisells audience of young women in their teens and daminties,

Raphaelson tries to determine the most accuratekerdior their generation. He

! In the summer of 1959 Plath and Hughes made a-casntry trip to visit Plath’s aunt and uncle in
Pasadena, California. Their drive took them thropgtis of Canada as well as across the U.S.

2 Harper and Row published the American editionlafts Ariel in June 1966; Faber and Faber published
a new edition ofrhe Bell Jar listing Plath as author (instead of her pseudoRyetoria Lucas), in England

in September 1966. The first American editiorToe Bell Jarappeared in April 1971, nearly two years
after Kerouac’s death in October of 1969 (Middleik@27, 239).

% According to David Faulds, Rare Book LibrariarEatory University’'s Robert W. Woodruff Librar@)n

the Roads the only book by Kerouac catalogued to datdénHughes library. Faulds noted, however, that
the cataloguing of the Hughes library is not yahptete (Faulds email to author, Oct. 11, 2006).
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describes Holmes as “the talented young authorbafoik with the spirited title oo
[who] said moodily that we're the Beat GeneratiRight away | remembered that we
had been called the Silent Generationmbye€’ (Raphaelson 264). The word “beat”
inevitably leads him to Kerouac: “Beat wasn’'t ein Clellon Holmes’s own word. A
few years ago Mr. John Kerouac, still another t&éryoung novelist, had made a
significant remark to Mr. Clellon Holmes. “You kngWe said, “this is really heat
generation.” So | tried to get in touch with MrhioKerouac, but his publisher said he
was out of town” (355f.

The notion of a Beat Generation, though not yeeatBlovement, had entered
the national consciousness in the early 1950’svealof particular interest to young
writers like Raphaelson and Plath who did not ware typecast before they had their
own say. But Plath already had a beat sensibiidy was edging into public view; her
villanelle “Mad Girl's Love Song” appeared in thaense issue dflademoisellghat she
helped edit (Plath, “Mad Girl” 358). Like KerouandAllen Ginsberg, she was open to
the possibility that madness (with all of its viséwy associations) was a precondition for
revelation. With lines like “I shut my eyes andtaké world drops dead,” the poem could
well be titled “Beat Girl’'s Love Song.” There isidence in her journals, moreover, that
she was fully capable of writing “with a bebop s=p$fifties hip we normally associate
with Kerouac and company” (McMananiyBut it is The Bell Jar(1963), Plath’s only
published novel, that is especially compatible dtinthe Road

“ Kerouac was on the move for much of 1953. He bégaryear at his mother’'s home in Richmond Hill,

N.Y.; in February visited with his sister and hamily in Rocky Mount, N.C.; in the spring moved to

California to work for the Southern Pacific railchand then in the summer got a job aboardsh®.

William Carruth He ended the year back home with his mother aniRond Hill Selected Letters, 1940-

1956 395-404).

® As an example of her Beat sensibility, McManantgsPlath’s description of a student party in

Cambridge, England. It was at this memorable phdy Plath first met Ted Hughes, whom she would

marry less than four months later. Dated Febru@ryi 256, the entry reads, in part,
Falcon’s Yard, and the syncopated strut of agigpstairs, and oh it was very Bohemian, with
boys in turtle-neck sweaters and girls being {aye-lidded or elegant in black. Derrek was there,
with guitar, and Bert was looking shining andymt@s if he had just delivered five babies, said
something obvious about having drunk a lot, aeghim talking about how Luke was satanic after
we had run through the poetry in St. Botolph'd galled about it .... By this time | had spilled
one drink, partly into my mouth, partly over mgrfds and the floor, and the jazz was beginning to
get under my skin, and | started dancing withd.akd knew | was very bad, having crossed the
river and banged into the trees, yelling aboatgbems, and he only smiling with that far-off look
of a cretin satan.Upabridged Journal210-11)
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Because Plath did not associate with the Beat sgrédrd did not take an active
interest in them or their writings, she could nobW that the novel she would base on
her first psychological breakdown and suicide aitewould prove to be so consistent
with the emerging ethos of the Beat Generation—thosethat combined profound
disaffection with a yearning for spiritual consadat Yet both Plath and her
autobiographically inspired narrator, Esther Greaody can be seen in Holmes’s 1952
essay:

The origins of the word “beat” are obscure, butrtteaning is only too clear to

most Americans. More than mere weariness, it isghe feeing of having been

used, of being raw. It involves a sort of nakedr#saind, and, ultimately, of
soul; a feeling of being reduced to the bedroc&arfsciousness. In short, it

means being undramatically pushed up against tHeofvaneself.

[F]or today's young people there is not as yehglsiexternal pivot around which
they can, as a generation, group their observaéindgheir aspirations. There is
no single philosophy, no single party, no singtéwate. The failure of most
orthodox moral and social concepts to reflect ftitlg life they have known is
probably the reason for this, but because of ihgerson becomes a walking,
self-contained unit, compelled to meet, or at leasture, the problem of being
young in a seemingly helpless world in his own w#iolmes 223, 227)
Although the twenty-year-old Plath, who would toykill herself not long after her
summer job amMademoiselleended, may not have given much credence to that“Be
Generation” label, the thirty-year-old who publidiighe Bell Jarin England just a few
weeks before ending her life had helped documsmxistence. It is not much of a
stretch, after all, to include Plath among theliant minds Ginsberg commemorates in
“Howl.”® And Plath, sorting through ideas for a novel (gjtonot necessarily foFhe
Bell Jar) in July of 1957, was prescient enough to realipest-as Kerouac had—that she
could draw on her life experience to create a gatest who would speak to and for her

peers: “Make her enigmatic: who is that blond giHe is a bitch: she is the white

® Note the way that Plath’s Esther Greenwood dessiiter visit to her father's grave: “I laid my faoethe
smooth face of the marble and howled my loss iméocold salt rain” (167).
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goddess. Make her a statement of the generatiorchvihyou” Unabridged Journals
289).

Yet it is precisely becauskénhe Bell Jarpays no notice to the Beat Generation or
the coterie of male Beat writers that it is ablen®etOn the Roadthe Beat Generation’s
defining prose work, on equal terms. By comparh®gtivo novels, we can see that
Esther Greenwood has much in common with KerougaldParadise. Both of these
protagonists are preoccupied with death and dyaoth) yearn for understanding and
connection while remaining at odds with the worldwihich they live. But while Sal
Paradise feels some fleeting kinship with “a neatlyeneration that | was slowly
joining” (On the Road4)—Esther portrays herself as an anomaly witloytgroup to
call her own. Though Plath had wanted to creataafe character who would be “a
statement of the generation,” Esther is a staddjaie figure. That is the distinguishing
truth and tragedy of her story.

The Bell Jarbegins in New York City in the summer of 1953,ntlhe 19-year-
old Esther Greenwood, a student at a prestigiousemés college, working as a guest
editor for a fashion magazine. Ambitious and statusscious, she is worried because
this glamorous summer job is not making her feeMiay she imagines other people
think that she should. Rather than enjoying hef ltefary assignments and the parties
that go with the turf, she obsesses over Julius=thel Rosenberg, the Jewish couple
who will soon be electrocuted for Communist spyiMigich to her own discomfiture, she
finds herself identifying with these doomed outsdél couldn’t help wondering what it
would be like, being burned alive all along yourves” (1). Her preoccupation with the
Rosenbergs not only foreshadows her traumatic esquer with electroshock therapy but
also allies her with Kerouac’s Sal Paradise, wkewiise identifies with the marginalized
and dispossessed.

Like Paradise, moreover, she is never able to @leothis identification with an
innate sense of upwardly mobile entitlement—whatol§iec’s narrator calls “white
ambitions” On the Road 80). A walking embodiment of the Cold War corfliEsther
hears so much about the Rosenbergs that “I coulgt’them out of my mind” (1), while
simultaneously tormenting herself with the knowledigat she is “supposed to be the

envy of thousands of other college girls just lke all over America who wanted
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nothing more than to be tripping about in thoseesaire-seven patent leather shoes I'd
bought in Bloomingdale’s one lunch hour” (2). Beslterself with frustration, she
continues to spin out the fantasy she imagines @beple have for her: “Look what can
happen in this country, they'd say. A girl livessame out-of-the-way town for nineteen
years, so poor she can’t afford a magazine, amigshe gets a scholarship to college and
wins a prize here and prize there and ends upisteew York like her own private

car’ (2). This is, of coursder fantasy, a fantasy rooted in the “white ambitiotisit
caused her to pursue the New York job in the fifate.

Her automotive metaphor calls to mind Dean Morigittg recreational car thief
and socially marginalized hero ©h the Roadvho spends all of his (and his wife’s)
money on a 1949 Hudson. For both Dean and Estieecar is the ultimate American
status symbol, a capitalist means to an escapilstiemically and tellingly, Dean
destroys the Hudson with his rough handling ohid @nds up on the last page<of the
Roadbegging Sal for a ride to Penn Station. As a tnutsider, he has not been able to
buy or steal his way into mainstream society; hstrdepend on private charity or public
transportation to get from one point to the nexh@ncircular, never ascending path.

Something similar is true for Esther. As she prepao leave the mental
institution where she has endured electroshoclagheiinsulin treatments, and
unpleasant company, she has this to say: “Therbtpluthought, to be a ritual for being
born twice—patched, retreaded and approved forahd” (244). Still clinging to the car
metaphor, she imagines herself as a retread—disagrticomedown from “steering New
York like her own private car.” Though she may l@skgood as new to the doctors
whose approval she needs in order to reenter gosiet knows, just as they do, that she
will be more vulnerable than most to the hazardhefroad ahead.

The groundwork for her imperilment is laid earlytive novel. While maintaining
the arch tone of someone seeking to amuse the doinsfass, Esther reveals that her
depression is rooted in her slightly threadbareldhetclass home life. When she returns
home from New York, her mother picks her up atlausiban Boston train station. A
widow with two college-aged children, Mrs. Greendaupports the family by teaching
secretarial classes at a university in Boston.tAdba martyr figure, she seems intent on

responding to Esther’s every need. From Estherspeetive, however, her mother only
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makes things worse. The book is filled with exaregé&Mrs. Greenwood’s well-

meaning but obtuse reactions to her daughter's wAdfesr Esther’s suicide attempt, for
instance, Mrs. Greenwood tells Esther that sheulshbe grateful” that Philomena
Guinea, the romance writer turned philanthropist/ling her college scholarship, will
pay for her care at a private hospital (185). Aated, when Esther seems to have
recovered from her suicidal depression, Mrs. Gremuideclares that they can look back
on everything that has happened in recent montfistagere “a bad dream™ (237).

Such comments infuriate Esther, who at one point$®but to her psychiatrist that she
hates her mother (203).

It is not that Mrs. Greenwood says or does anytthiagis truly terriblelt is just
that mother and daughter do not live in the saraktyeHer attempts to shield her
daughter from sorrow and suffering—most promineatlgng-ago decision not to take
the nine-year-old Esther to her father’s funeralwehbackfired. Now, as a young
woman, Esther courts trauma as a way to make upefoperceived deficit of experience:
“If there was a road accident or a street fight tmaby pickled in a laboratory jar for me
to look at, I'd stop and look so hard | never fdrgol certainly learned a lot of things |
never would have learned otherwise this way, amh @vhen they surprised me or made
me sick | never let on, but pretended that’s thg iWanew things were all the time” (13).
Sheltered and naive, she treats human sufferiegaliother college course that requires
hard studying. She is not so much educating hetsaever, as she is doing violence to
herself. By pretending that the morbid and the rheecdo not faze her, she denies her
own feelings, her core humanity. That she doestthirerself is not her mother’s fault.
Instead, it is evidence of Esther’s essentiallyt beadition. Opting not to disclose her
private suffering, she is, to return to John Clelldolmes’s description, “a walking, self-
contained unit, compelled to meet, or at least emdhe problem of being young in a
seemingly helpless world in [her] own way.”

By suppressing her honest reactions to the scemksitaations that shock her,
she imperils the very self she is trying to pratd¢te more she relies on masks to hide
her feelings, the more unrecognizable she becomlesrself. We see the impact of this
virulent form of self-denial when she repeatedkglis herself to inanimate objects or

alienated minorities. Describing the early dayb@af depression in New York, she writes,
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“I felt very still and very empty, the way the egka tornado must feel, moving dully
along in the middle of the surrounding hullabal@d). She reports that her faded suntan
makes her look “yellow as a Chinaman” (8), and véwen she is on a date with a man
inconveniently shorter than she is, she feels “gasrkd morbid as somebody in a
sideshow” (9). Standing beside her self-confideenfl and fellow guest editor Doreen
at a bar, she melts “into the shadows like the tnegaf a person I'd never seen before in
my life” (10). Watching Doreen and the disc jockeanny Shepherd dance at Lenny’s
apartment, she feels as if she is “shrinking tmalkblack dot against all those red and
white rugs and that pine paneling. | felt like dehim the ground” (16). Back at the
Amazon hotel where she and all the other guestrsdiire staying, she boards the
elevator and glimpses “a big, smudgy-eyed Chines®awn staring idiotically into my
face. It was only me, of course” (18). On her waynke from New York, The face in the
mirror looked like a sick Indidin(112).

Again and again, Esther sees herself as a repeliaet. As the eye of a tornado,
a photographic negative, a black dot, or a hotbénground, she registers herself as a
dark abstraction, an absence without independeahimg or value. Her racial shorthand
builds on this notion, revealing that she has bexber own state enemy. As a sick
Indian (no gender specified), yellow Chinaman,maudgy-eyed Chinese woman, she
imagines herself as alien, repellant, weird—a fgrfiom the smart, successful, and
alluring young white woman that she thinks shaijgg®sed to be. In all of these
instances, which build on her preoccupation withRosenbergs, we can see Edward
Said’s concept of a pejoratively defined orientaliat work. Esther simultaneously
identifies with and rejects the very groups thpbhtically and socially defensive white
U.S. society cannot countenance—the disenfranchigbdns, the Communist Chinese,
the Jewish Communists. Although she neither sa8rizerself for taking this untenable
stance nor does she satirize the national climatesan still glimpse something of
Ginsberg’s “America” (1956) in her. Like Ginsbergiarrator, who says he “used to be a
communist when | was a kid I'm not sorry,” onlydeclare later, “Asia is rising against
me” (Ginsberg 40, 41), Plath’s protagonist seemsetsonify the major political clashes
of her era.
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One might say, after Whitman, that she containditadks, but there is no
Whitmanian joy or Ginsbergian laughter for Estireeheér own multiplicity of identity.
Because the society she lives in does not likeust tvomen who stray from the
conventional script, she sees no obvious way ton@te the competing desires—the
competing selves—struggling to cohere within hesr tfresome boyfriend Buddy
Willard has often quoted his mother’s fake peamvifdom: “What a man is is an arrow
into the future and what a woman is is the plaeeattnow shoots off from” (72). Esther
knows in her heart that “The last thing | wantedwdinite security and to be the place
an arrow shoots off from. | wanted change and erwnt and to shoot off in all
directions myself, like the colored arrows fromauFh of July rocket” (83J.Like Sal
Paradise, she wants to make a gaudy mark on tHd.wter vividly expressed passion
for a life fully lived irresistibly calls to minchbbse “mad ones” who captivate Sal—
“desirous of everything at the same time, the ovies never yawn or say a
commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn, like falnsl yellow roman candles exploding
like spiders across the stars” (6). That is justgbrt of person Esther wants to be, and be
with, but she never encounters anyone remotelyDigan or Sal. Unable to “shoot off in
all directions” and ultimately afraid of what mighéppen if she did, Esther remains
alarmed by the alien entities that seem poisedke tver her very soul. She is the
walking embodiment of a very dangerous Cold Watr ithaimultaneously personal and
political ®

Her sense of profound dissociation does not enldl mét suicide attempt. She
wakes up in a hospital, bruised and battered asudtrof a sleeping-pill overdose in a
basement crawl space, and discovers that she tdindt as she is erroneously informed.
Even though she can see, she is nonetheless unregblg to herself. Handed a mirror,

she mistakes it for “a picture”:

’ Plath returned to the image of the arrow in “Ati@ which she writes, “And | / Am the arrow, The
dew that flies / Suicidal, at one with the driviato the red // Eye, the cauldron of mornin@o(lected
Poems239-40).

8 In regard to the Cold War context in which Platiswyriting, Robin Peel observes, “The change lig, tit
from the original ‘Diary of a Suicide’ tdhe Bell Jaris indicative of a shift in perception and foclike
first title suggest that the subject is the sél& second the influence of something beyond thigithdal on
that self. A bell jar is a vessel used in a phyaitd chemistry lab for experiments in which thelesexd
material is denied oxygen and condemned to extinciihat definition provides echoes of the effettioe
atmosphere of surface nuclear tests, which sctergied governments made possible” (Peel 66-67).
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You couldn’t tell whether the person in the picturas a man or a woman,

because their hair was shaved off and sproutedstiyh chicken-feather tufts all

over their head. One side of the person’s facepmggle, and bulged out in a

shapeless way, shading to green along the edgdsham to a sallow yellow. The

person’s mouth was pale brown, with a rose-coleéd at either corner. (174)
She has now become the sideshow freak that sHekée#arlier in her story. Upon
smiling at the “picture” and seeing her wounded]esss image smile back, Esther throws
down the mirror, smashing it to bits. For once dbes not try to tamp down her horror.
It is both sad and extremely revealing that thegenthat finally provokes a
spontaneously visceral response from her is nobdd accident or a street fight or a
baby pickled in a laboratory jar” but her own ragddace. Her transformation into a
monstrous other is complete—and she is both theecand the most horrified witness of
the spectacle.

Esther’s dual roles—as victim and perpetrator, ctg@d subject, colored suspect
and white woman of the world—make her a hard chiardo pin down. She is
simultaneously fragile and thick-skinned, naive patteptive, purposeless and driven.
Given all of these contradictions, it should coreena surprise that her story resists
definitive interpretation. So much of what happember can be taken in more than one
way. As Ted Hughes has observed, “[lJn each episbdee novel [a] deeper pattern
contradicts the ritual on the upper level; everyghon the upper level, every step of the
ritual dance that is trying to compel ‘the goodtys to happen,” acquires a tragic
shadow” (Hughes 10). In keeping with this formwatiwe can see Esther’s destruction
of the mirror as either the first step in her ptakisg reconstruction of a viable identity
for herself or one in a long line of symbolic actself-denial manifested as self-
violation.

The unsettling pattern that Hughes discerns iscglhenoticeable in the last two
chapters of the novel. Although formulaic conventibctates that Esther should be on
the mend, spiritually and physically, she nearsdrom hemorrhaging upon losing her
virginity to an unattractive young math professsinortly thereafter, her leshian admirer
and doppelganger Joan Gilling, who had taken hdrdé@mergency room the night of

her hemorrhaging, hangs herself in the woods meamiental institution where they have
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both been patients. Although Joan’s suicide magndée a necessary sacrifice so that
Esther can emerge as the sole survivor, the epsardalso be read as a ghastly
commentary on Esther’s sexual initiation and amditation that her own prognosis is
far from optimistic. Buddy Willard underscores baibssibilities when he implies, at the
end of the novel, that Esther may never marry. &lgh the recuperating Buddy still
resides at a sanatorium for tuberculosis pati¢retsloes not seem worried about his own
prospects. No, it is Esther, who has endured asping one-night stand (unbeknownst to
Buddy) and logged time at a mental institution, wis&s the perception of damaged
goods. As she prepares to return to the seemingaloy of college and society at large,
she is reminded that her inner resources are Hgrea defense against a world full of

passive-aggressive “Buddys.”

Though his story follows a different arc from EstheSal Paradise is caught in a
bind similar to hers. In his mid-twenties, at loes®ls, and with a failed marriage behind
him, he, too, is looking for ways to shake off @ission. The arrival in New York of
the “young jailkid” Dean Moriarty presents him wigdhmuch-needed diversio@i the
Road3). When he decides to take a trip West, it isaf desire not only to catch up
with Dean, who has returned to his hometown of [@enbut also to see the country
Dean has seen. Knowing that Dean is out there stwrewexcitedly observing
everything around him and making the most of higaa life, inspires Sal no end. With
Dean as both catalyst and destination, Sal istaliteagine and then embark on a new
phase in his own life.

But first he has to get out of his aunt’s houser. iHaternal presence suggests that
Sal still needs looking after. Like Esther’'s mothshe is endlessly accommodating, even
as her opinion subtly infantilizes the would-be ladiMy aunt was all in accord with my
trip to the West; she said it would do me good bién working so hard all winter and
staying in too much; she even didn’t complain whasld her I'd have to hitchhike
some. All she wanted was for me to come back inpp@ee” (9). One gets the feeling
that she worries about Sal, just as Mrs. Greenwoadies about Esther. And there is

reason to worry, since Sal confesses to a “fe¢hageverything was dead” in the book’s
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opening paragraph (1). As the novel progressesesdghat he never entirely escapes this
melancholy feeling.

Like Esther, Sal is an ambiguous character on drgmus journey. We can'’t
say precisely how, or even if, he has changed égtid of his story, though we know
that he has gotten the material he needed fordbk Wwe are reading. He has in this
respect accomplished an important goal, just dseE$ias. But in other respects—such as
knowing himself and being comfortable inside hisnaskin—Sal is very much a work in
progress. Like Esther, he relies on comparisotisiio his identity or lack thereof.
Sometimes he imagines himself as a ghost; othestitme wishes he were a black man or
a Mexican. His comparisons are not inherently detfrading, however, the way Esther’s
are. They express, instead, feelings of yearnimgpemitence that grow out of a
preoccupation with death. In these instances, wetsg Sal is far from having conquered
the sorrows troubling him before his narrative begi

From the outset, he wrestles with an identity srisifter stopping at an
inexpensive hotel in Des Moines, lowa, on his firgt West, he awakens in the
afternoon after a long sleep: “I woke up as thewas reddening; and that was the one
distinct time in my life, the strangest moment ibf\ehen | didn’t know who | was—I
was far away from home, haunted and tired withafav. . | wasn't scared; | was just
somebody else, some stranger, and my whole lifeawesinted life, the life of a ghost”
(15). If he were merely at a symbolic crossroatisjfivay across America, at the
dividing line between the East of my youth and\tYest of my future” (15), as he seems
to hope, then he could expect to evolve into a legipmore mature version of his old
self. But the ghost metaphor is a tenacious o Sah repeatedly imagines himself as a
shade of the living.

Being alone in a strange location always heightenisnxieties. Arriving in San
Francisco for the first time, he writes, “I was eljolted in the bus station at Market
and Fourth into the memory of the fact that | waeé¢ thousand two hundred miles from
my aunt’s house in Paterson, New Jersey. | wandarelike a haggard ghost, and there
she was, Frisco—long, bleak streets with trollesewiall shrouded in fog and whiteness”
(60). Later, when he fears that his new girlfri@iredry is setting him up for a robbery, he

repeats his earlier description of himself: “I viike a haggard ghost, suspicioning every
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move she made, thinking she was stalling for tif@3). A ghost has known both life and
death and carries the burden of that duality wieersiting the world of the living. The
trouble for the “haggard ghost” is not that thereass and suspicions of the world are
foreign to him; it is that they are all too famili?As much as Sal had wanted a fresh start
once he hit the road, his initial “feeling that exteing was dead” has consigned him to a
post mortem perspective on his every move.

Sal is not the only ghost in the book. He dwellsahe length on “the Ghost of
the Susquehanna,” a “poor little madman” he mdetsgathe river near Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania (104, 105). After he escapes the coynplthe directionally challenged
hobo, he muses, “I thought all the wilderness ofefica was in the West till the Ghost of
the Susquehanna showed me different” (105). Desflitd his years roaming the
country, the Ghost of the Susquehanna has no itledwoad leads where. It is therefore
not just the wilderness of the East that he shov&at; it is the willful confusion of a
perpetually lost old man. Given his own problemsigg from place to place and
figuring out where he is headed, Sal can’t helptaké the old man’s plight personally.
After leaving the Ghost of the Susquehanna beliadinks into another apparitional
depression: “Isn’t it true that you start your ldesweet child believing in everything
under your father’s roof? Then comes the day olLtmdiceans, when you know you are
wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naltetiwith the visage of a gruesome
grieving ghost you go shuddering through nightniiéee | stumbled haggardly out of the
station; | had no more control” (106). Comparinmelf to a “gruesome grieving ghost,”
Sal is much worse off than the Ghost of the Susgued. He is lost not in the
Pennsylvania woods but in the forest of his “nigatenlife.”

Ironically, it is this self-damning logic that keefal among the living. He is
caught in an endlessly repeating death cycle migetFllath’s “Lady Lazarus,” for whom
“Dying / Is an art” Collected Poemg45). Instead of one climactic scene in which
Paradise tries to annihilate himself and thus esaWn suffering, there will be several
unbidden death scenes (starting with his identiiin Des Moines). We see him
metaphorically dying when he is alone in San Fisowibroke, and nearly starving after
Dean has abandoned him and Marylou has lost interésm. In the midst of a vision

triggered by the sight of a restaurant propriethesgnagines to be his “mother of about
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two hundred years ago in England” (172), he expeds a moment of ecstasy in which
he feels “the sensation of death kicking at my $iteimove on” (173). Reflecting
Kerouac's emergent interest in Buddhism and remmataon in the early 1950s, Sal
continues, “I realized that | had died and beemmemumberless times but just didn’t
remember especially because the transitions friemidideath and back to life are so
ghostly easy, a magical action for naught, likérfglasleep and waking up again a
million times, the utter casualness and deep igragaf it” (173). In this state of “sweet,
swinging bliss” (173), he fully expects that helwlile any minute, but he says that he
does not. Returning to the earthly moment at hhadicrounges cigarette butts from the
street and returns to Marylou’s room to fill hip@iwith discarded tobacco. Because this
is just the sort of thing a skid row bum would dgeems possible that Sssbeen
reborn—as a bum—and simply hasn’t realized it séer all, he himself admits, “l was
too young to know what had happened” (173).

Another metaphorical death scene occurs once Sadtded down in Denver.
Alone, and lonely for Dean and Marylou, he wandkescity at night “wishing | were a
Negro, feeling that the best the white world haeérefd was not enough ecstasy for me,
not enough life, joy, kicks, darkness, music, naiwgh night. . . . | wished | were a
Denver Mexican, or even a poor overworked Jap,hamgtbut what | was so drearily, a
‘white man’ disillusioned. All my life I'd had wh& ambitions; that was why I'd
abandoned a good woman like Terry in the San Joadaliey” (179-80). Unlike Esther
Greenwood, who shrinks away in horror from theaeibns of herself that conjure
ethnic minorities, Sal yearns to walk in the shokan Other. To be reborn into the life of
an ethnic minority would enable him, he thinkseszape the sorrows and difficulties of
his white man’s existence.

Significantly, he puts “white man” in quotes, afi# were a man passing as white
rather than an actual white man, and this raisestegpns about his true racial
identification. As an ostensibly Italian Americamacacter standing in for an author of
French Canadian ancestry, Sal Paradise is not @eravhthe ruling class of WASP
Americans. His “white ambitions” can be read asdasire tdbe white rather than as a
set of racially inscribed choices he has alreadgen&iven his haphazard adventures in

On the Roadthese ambitions seem no more or less likely ttullidled than his naive
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and patronizing desire to “exchange worlds withiappy, true-hearted, ecstatic Negroes
of America” (180). Interpreted this way, Sal seeasally confused rather than merely
racist. The case for this is strengthened by higeeaescription of himself as “[s]ighing
like an old Negro cotton-picker” after a day at waor the California cotton fields and his
conviction that the “Okies” in his migrant camprtkihe is a Mexican, “and in a way |

am” (97, 98). Like a chameleon, he assumes onecéthafter another, never identifying
for long with any one of them. Put another way, tetess is not the base station to which
he inevitably returns but rather one of severaffptens (each with its own advantages
and disadvantages) that he considers mounting.

Without any fixed ethnicity to call his own, and mentarily mistaken for
someone else by a dark-skinned woman who calls'Jo&,” Sal continues on his
ghostly walk in Denver. In his description of “stgee young heroes of all kinds, white,
colored, Mexican, pure Indian” playing softball @8the athletes of different ethnicities
are all at an equal remove from him in his statpasficky yearning. Once again, the
grieving, haggard ghost of Sal Paradise speaks fmm the void: “It was the Denver
night; all I did was die” (180). “How | died! | wikéd away from there” (181).

Sal’'s mortal sorrows shadow him all across the ttyusven during episodes that
bring him pleasure. At the beginning of his briet belatively idyllic love affair with the
young Mexican woman named Terry, for instance ged¢sfmiserable as he contemplates
the slums of Los Angeles: “I never felt sadder life. LA is the loneliest and most
brutal of American cities” (86). After Galatea Duhkjuite rightly tells off Dean in San
Francisco, Sal observes, “It was the saddest nlidgéit as if | was with strange brothers
and sisters in a pitiful dream” (195). His tumuligdrip back to New York with Dean
provides excitement and distraction but does n&dage his pain in any lasting way.
Preparing to say goodbye to Dean in New York, lo&dmat photos their mutual friend Ed
Dunkel took of Dean’s young family: “I realized geewere all the snapshots which our
children would look at someday with wonder, thirkkitheir parents had lived smooth,
well-ordered, stabilized-within-the-photo lives agat up in the morning to walk proudly
on the sidewalks of life, never dreaming the raggeddness and riot of our actual lives,
or actual night, the hell of it, the senseless tmgire road” (253-54).
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These bleak meditations, which are just as re8ladis exclamations of joy,
contribute to the novel's complex emotional textke Ben Giamo has pointed
out, [T]he road of life entails certain sadnessqzhivith exuberant joy. . . . The
oscillation between ecstasy and suffering—elatioth @ejection—appears to be
the maxim of the novel. It simply goes with theitery, as if a physical law of
motion—*“our one and noble function of the time.”"iFbscillation, in which
characters and events both expand and contragtts@san uncanny state of
equilibrium whereby the states of creation and laitation balance out. (Giamo

20)

It is hard to say, however, whether sadness anttyibybalance out i©n the Roads
Giamo suggests. The verdict seems to depend, uowsual degree, on one’s individual
willingness to acknowledge and accept the novelaity of vision—a duality that is

also present ihe Bell Jar Paradise’s interludes of happiness have comeftoedthe
novel for many readers who prefer not to dwell loa suffering strewn all along his road.
For them, Sal’s story seems to have become pdnedelf-affirming myth of their own
youth and boundless potential. On a visit to Keatsithometown of Lowell, for instance,
the Italian journalist Massimo Pacifico summed log movel’s primary appeal: “Kerouac
represents the sense of freedom all the young raea it is the myth of travel without a
target, without a goal. It has a big sense of &ben that still attracts young people to
this. Every young man wants this” (Perry 14). laigestament to the novel's almost
insidious charm—as well as its lack of resolutiomattit continues to accommodate such
a blithely subjective response.

Sal is admittedly very appealing when he is caughih the moment, without
time or inclination to dwell on either the pasttloe future. In these rare instances, he is
able to connect with the people around him andahdscape he inhabits. We see him in
this flattering light when he joins a motley fratgy of hobos and teenaged boys riding
west on a flatbed truck. To his great satisfactianis finally making good time as he
speeds toward Denver and Dean Moriarty: “How thatk disposed of the Nebraska
nub—the nub that sticks out over Colorado, thougthofficially in it, but looking
southwest toward Denver itself a few hundred maleay. | yelled for joy. We passed the

bottle. The great blazing stars came out, thedaeding sand hills got dim. | felt like an
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arrow that could shoot out all the way” (25). Witis whole life ahead of him, Sal is the
“arrow” Esther Greenwood longs to be. The youndewriraveling west in pursuit of
adventure is not just a free spirit; he se®edone, and his explosive release in this scene
helps account for the novel’s transformative imgacteaders. Who wouldn’t want to be
in Sal Paradise’s huaraches—which he cheerfullg ¢tie silliest shoes in America”
(27)—as he launches himself into the starry Westeght?

On this occasion Sal seems to know “IT” (127)—aaiealls the experience of
completely surrendering to the joy of life—all byriself. But even this early scene hints
at the shaded depths, the beatness, of Paradid’'d&erouac himself believed that
“self-realization or highest perfect wisdom . anmnly be achieved in solitude, poverty,
and contemplation—and in a gathering of homelesthbrs” Gelected Letter447).

Seen from this perspective, Sal’s transcendendljorygside his fellow hitchhikers—his
“homeless brothers™—is all of a piece with his &oly death visions in San Francisco and
Denver. As they pass around that bottle of cheadahe home they have made out of
homelessness is what illuminates the sky above.them

Whereas Sal experiences occasional moments ofragself-awareness that
stem from his beat condition, Dean is his consdjocifted vision of the truly beaten
down yet spiritually transcendent—what we might Balat with a capital B. As such, he
is Sal's one enduring love interest, his “HOLY GO@ER4). Approaching but never
quite becoming a gay romance, their intense redaligp occupies a gray area somewhere
between platonic friendship and explicit homosexiesdire. After Sal has returned to
New York and fallen in love with “the girl with theure and innocent dear eyes that | had
always searched for and for so long” (304), heasrib Dean in San Francisco. He has
decided that he and his new love interest shou&rear Dean. Despite Dean’s callous
desertion of him in Mexico City, Sal clings to tredationship. It is only when Dean
shows up unexpectedly in New York, before Sal aadra are ready to move out West,
that Sal is finally able to let him go. When Renari8Boeur declines to give Dean a ride to
the train station, Sal does not try to overruledieision. He yields to convention and
rides off with Laura and Remi even though his haahes for Moriarty.

In our last sighting of him, Dean is a lonely, sé@ggty helpless figure. In the

book’s final pages, he has made only one trulydygeconouncement: “I wanted to see
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your sweet girl and you—glad of you—Ilove you asr&(805). Sal does not reveal his
response to this declaration of love, the firstokind between them. But he knows that
Moriarty will never be free of “his wives and wog802), and they cannot easily run off
together this time. A novel that begins in longfogan attractive but elusive new friend
thus ends in essentially the same place, with &adhaning, “I think of Dean Moriarty, |
even think of Old Dean Moriarty the father we nefeemd, | think of Dean Moriarty”
(307). Significantly, the first part of the Iriskame Moriarty is very close to the Latin

“morior"—*“to die.”®

Paradise’s last words, then, are not only a dategiac prayer for
his beloved friend and his friend’s father but adspunning acknowledgement of his
continuing preoccupation with dedthSeen through the religious lens that Kerouac’s
narrators always insist on, the two main charaetéess call them Death and Paradise—

are truly codependent, the meaning of the one aradpe from the meaning of the other.

Both Sal Paradise and Esther Greenwood go throggbaa deal but ultimately
change very little. They are solipsistic dreamen®se forays into relationships only lead
them back to themselves. Though he has the bexfefiany friends, most notably Dean
Moriarty, and an amicable relationship with hisg8al is no less a loner than Esther.
His tortured spirituality grows out of an unquenghand perhaps unquenchable, desire to
know himself, that ghostly specter that is equéiiyad to live” and mad to die (5). As for
Esther, her story ends with her on the brink aftare that is virtually indistinguishable
from her recent past:

Pausing, for a brief breath, on the thresholdw #e silver-haired doctor who

had told me about the rivers and the Pilgrims orfirsyday, and the pocked,

cadaverous face of Miss Huey, and eyes | thougdtdgnized over white masks.
The eyes and the faces all turned themselves towar@nd guiding

myself by them, as by a magical thread, | stepptdithe room. (244)

Like Joyce’sFinnegans Wakehe novel Esther had planned to analyze in hiéegm
thesis,The Bell Jarhas an elliptical quality to it. The uncertain grgdleads us back to

° | am grateful to Christian Singer, a student inlitgrature of the Beat Movement course at the
University of Massachusetts, Lowell, during the €d12006, for pointing out the Latin root embedded
the name Moriarty.

10 As another of Kerouac’s autobiographically basadators declares, “Death is the only decent stibjec
since it marks the end of illusion and delusioviis{ons of GerardL03).
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the uncertain beginning when Esther confessesrtpreeccupation with the Rosenbergs.
Since Esther herself has asked, “How did | know sameday—at college, in Europe,
somewhere, anywhere—the bell jar, with its stifldigtortions, wouldn’t descend
again?” (241), we are not fully convinced that mare mature narrator, who briefly
alludes to her baby in the novel’s opening paggsg3ruly cured. Esther’s internal Cold
War seems far from over, and of course it is handmore the extra-textual evidence of
Sylvia Plath’s own suicide.

It is safe to say that neither Plath nor herdigél protagonist would have been
saved by a Beat Generation, had either one caracktmwledge that such a thing
existed. But in turning a blind eye in her life amer art to a cultural phenomenon that
actually spoke to her condition, Plath helps ustisatthe Beat Generation, as Holmes
and Kerouac conceived of it, really did exist. Ptath in her last, terrible days can surely
be seen as one of Kerouac’s “solitary Bartlebiasrgg out the dead wall window of our
civilization” (Kerouac, “Aftermath” 47). Both shend Esther Greenwood personify
Holmes’s notion of “a feeling of being reducedte bedrock of consciousness” and the
concomitant feeling that one has been “pushed amagthe wall of oneself.” Such
exigencies do not afflict groups or generationsdmly isolated individuals. That is what
Plath was—and what her Esther Greenwood choodgs fbhe irony is that both Plath
and Kerouac, Esther and Sal, have spoken to theriexges of so many. Nearly
everyone has an inner Bartleby or an inner Beatetns. Though maybe the Beat
Generation “was really just an idea in our minds Kerouac candidly admitted
(“Aftermath,” 47), it is an idea that gives vialdefinition to Esther Greenwood’s plight
and helps us see Sylvia Plath in a revealing neveszt. Though their paths on earth
apparently never crossed, both Plath and Kerouae areows into a future world that
they seemed to know in their hearts would look baitkhem with astonishment and
gratitude.
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