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ON THE ROAD THE ORIGINAL
SCROLL BY JACK KEROUAC: A
LITERARY REVOLUTION
UNROLLED

Few works of modern literature carry as
much mythic weight as On The Road
The Original Scroll By Jack Kerouac.
For decades, the story of a 120-foot roll
of paper fed through a typewriter in a
frenzied three-week burst of creative
energy has captivated readers and
writers alike. This version, published in
2007 by Viking Penguin, is not simply an
alternative draft. It is the raw,
unexpurgated, and radically different
soul of a novel that defined the Beat
Generation and reshaped American
letters. Understanding this scroll is
essential for anyone who wishes to grasp
the true spirit of Kerouac's vision, before
it was edited, censored, and shaped for
a cautious 1950s publishing market.

THE BIRTH OF THE SCROLL:
SPONTANEOUS PROSE IN ACTION

The creation of the original scroll is a
legend that has become inseparable
from the text itself. In April 1951, Jack
Kerouac sat down with a borrowed
typewriter, a roll of architect's tracing
paper, and a supply of benzedrine. His
goal was radical: to capture the exact
rhythm and flow of lived experience, to
write a book that mirrored the speed of

thought and the spontaneity of jazz.

He taped the sheets of paper together to
form a single, unbroken scroll of roughly
120 feet. This was not a gimmick. It was
a practical necessity born from an
aesthetic philosophy. Kerouac famously
told his friend, the novelist John Clellon
Holmes, that he was "making a new kind
of prose." The scroll format allowed him
to avoid the interruption of feeding
single sheets of paper into the machine,
which he believed broke his train of
thought. By eliminating paragraph
breaks and, in many places, standard
punctuation, Kerouac aimed for a
continuous, flowing narrative—a literary
equivalent of a long, uncut jazz solo by
Charlie Parker or a breathless late-night
conversation.

The original scroll version represents the
purest example of what Kerouac called
"spontaneous prose." He later codified
this technique in a series of "Essentials
of Spontaneous Prose," arguing that the
writer should "blow as deep as you
want" and "never revise." The scroll,
therefore, is not just a draft. It is the
definitive statement of this artistic
credo. When you read On The Road
The Original Scroll By Jack Kerouac,
you are not decoding a polished artifact.
You are tapping directly into the creative
process, witnessing a writer's mind at
full tilt.
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The Practical

e Sal Paradise appears as Jack
Kerouac
e Dean Moriarty appears as Neal

Constraints of g cassady

Roll of Paper

While the scroll is often romanticized, it
also imposed unique logistical
challenges. Kerouac typed for three
weeks, producing a single, double-
spaced column of text. Because there
were no page breaks, he could not easily
revise a previous passage. He had to
keep moving forward. This forward
momentum is palpable in the reading
experience. There is a relentless energy,
a sense that the text is chasing the
characters as they race across America.

Furthermore, the scroll format meant
that the novel originally had no chapter
breaks. The published 1957 version was
divided into five parts and 40-odd
chapters. The scroll flows continuously,
using only asterisks or line breaks to
indicate a shift in time or location. This
gives the narrative the feeling of a
single, epic journey rather than a series
of discrete episodes, which is precisely
the effect Kerouac desired.

NAMING THE REAL PEOPLE: FACT
VS. FICTION

One of the most compelling differences
between the scroll and the published
novel is its use of real names. In the
1957 edition, Kerouac used pseudonyms
that have since become iconic: Sal
Paradise (Kerouac himself), Dean
Moriarty (Neal Cassady), Carlo Marx
(Allen Ginsberg), and Old Bull Lee
(William S. Burroughs). In the original
scroll version, these characters appear
under their own names.

e Carlo Marx appears as Allen
Ginsberg

e Old Bull Lee appears as William
S. Burroughs

This is not a trivial detail. Using real
names transforms the text from an
autobiographical novel into something
closer to a memoir or even a
documentary. The legal implications
were significant. Kerouac's original
publisher, Viking Press, worried about
libel suits and the frank depiction of drug
use, sexual encounters, and criminal
behavior. The use of pseudonyms was a
compromise that allowed the book to be
published, but it also created a layer of
fiction that the scroll lacks.

Reading On The Road The Original
Scroll By Jack Kerouac with real
names is a startling experience. The
characters feel more immediate, more
vulnerable, and more real. You are
reading about the actual exploits of a
group of brilliant, troubled young people
tearing across the postwar American
landscape. The emotional weight is
heavier when you know that the "mad
ones" are not fictional constructs but
Neal Cassady in the flesh.

EXPLICIT CONTENT: THE UNCUT
VERSION

The 1957 edition of On the Road was
considered shocking for its time, but it
was heavily sanitized compared to the
scroll. Kerouac was writing in a period of
intense censorship and social
conservatism. To get the book published,
he and his editors removed or softened
many passages. The scroll restores this
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lost content, revealing a far more raw
and honest depiction of life on the road.

Thematic
Expansions in
the Scroll

Several key themes are significantly
more explicit in the scroll version. Here
are the most notable areas of expansion:

1. Sexuality: The scroll contains
much more explicit references to
heterosexual encounters and,
notably, to homosexual encounters
and desires. The relationship
between Kerouac and Cassady was
complex and bordered on
homoerotic. The scroll does not
shy away from this, while the
published version largely buried
these implications.

2. Drug and Alcohol Use: While the
published novel mentions drinking
and marijuana, the scroll is far
more graphic about the use of
benzedrine, morphine, and other
drugs. The scroll captures the
frantic, chemically fueled energy
of the Beat lifestyle without the
filter of editorial discretion.

3. Race and Class: The scroll
includes more raw and unfiltered
observations about race and class
in America. Kerouac had a deep
fascination with African American
culture, Latino communities, and
the working class. In the scroll, his
language is sometimes
problematic by modern standards,
but it also reveals a more honest,
if complicated, attempt to
understand the marginalized

people he encountered.

4. Language: The profanity in the
scroll is much more frequent and
intense. The "sanitized" version
used mild curses. The scroll uses
the language of the road as it was
actually spoken: raw, foul-
mouthed, and visceral.

By restoring these elements, On The
Road The Original Scroll By Jack
Kerouac offers a more complete picture
of the Beat Generation. It is not a
rebellious artifact of nostalgia; it is a
document of genuine transgression.

STYLISTIC DIFFERENCES: THE
RHYTHM OF THE UNBROKEN LINE

Beyond content, the scroll is stylistically
distinct. The most obvious feature is the
lack of paragraphs. The text is a single,
unbroken column that creates a
hypnotic, relentless rhythm. This is often
described as "bop prose," mirroring the
improvisational nature of bebop jazz.

Consider the famous ending of the novel.
In the published version, it reads:

"So in America when the sun goes down
and | sit on the old broken-down river
pier watching the long, long skies over
New Jersey and sense all that raw land
that rolls in one unbelievable huge bulge
over to the West Coast, and all that road
going, all the people dreaming in the
immensity of it..."

In the scroll, this passage is even more
extended and lacks the terminal
punctuation that gives the published
version its sense of closure. The scroll
ends on a note of pure, unresolved
longing. The lack of paragraph breaks
forces the reader into a trance-like state,
moving breathlessly along with the
narrator. It is a physically different
reading experience.



THE PUBLICATION HISTORY: WHY
THE SCROLL MATTERS

For nearly 50 years, the original scroll
was the stuff of academic legend.
Scholars knew of its existence but could
only access it through photographs and
fragments. The physical scroll was
owned by Kerouac's estate and was
occasionally exhibited, but it was not
available to the general public.

In 2007, Viking published the scroll in its
current form, edited by Howard Cunnell.
This publication was a major literary
event. It allowed readers to finally
compare the two versions and
understand the degree of editorial
intervention that shaped the classic
1957 text. The publication of the scroll
also coincided with a renewed interest in
Kerouac's literary techniques and the
broader history of the Beat Generation.

The scroll is not merely a "deleted
scenes" curiosity. It is a separate work of
art. Many scholars argue that the scroll
is the superior text precisely because it
is unfiltered. Others prefer the structural
discipline of the published version.
Regardless of preference, the existence
of the scroll has fundamentally changed
how we read On the Road. We can no
longer pretend that the published
version is the only word. The scroll is the
ghost in the machine, the original vision
that the edited book can only
approximate.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND
LEGACY

The legacy of On The Road The
Original Scroll By Jack Kerouac
extends far beyond its immediate
content. It has influenced generations of
writers who have sought to break free
from conventional form. The scroll is a

monument to the idea that literature
should be alive, urgent, and personal.

* Influence on Postmodernism:
The scroll's rejection of traditional
narrative structure prefigures the
postmodern fascination with
fragmentation, process, and the
blurring of fiction and reality.

e Inspiration for Counterculture:
The raw honesty of the scroll, with
its unflinching look at sex, drugs,
and social rebellion, became a
blueprint for the 1960s
counterculture. It validated the
idea that personal experience was
the highest form of truth.

e A Challenge to Editing: The
scroll raises profound questions
about the role of the editor. Is a
text improved by being made
more "readable"? Or does the
editing process betray the author's
original intent? The scroll argues,
powerfully, for the beauty of
imperfection.

e A Historical Document: As a
primary source, the scroll is
invaluable for historians studying
the Beat Generation. It provides an
uncensored look at the thoughts,
language, and lives of its key
figures.

HOW TO APPROACH READING
THE SCROLL

If you are new to Kerouac, it is worth
asking which version to read first. The
published 1957 edition is a classic for a
reason. It is more accessible, more
structured, and easier to follow. It is a
masterpiece of narrative pacing.

However, for the true devotee, On The
Road The Original Scroll By Jack
Kerouac is essential. It is a more

4 On The Road The Original Scroll By Jack Kerouac

2022-08-06



On The Road The Original Scroll By Jack Kerouac

challenging read. The lack of paragraphs
can be disorienting. The raw language
can be off-putting. But it is also a more
rewarding read in many ways. You feel
closer to Kerouac. You feel the cold of
the Denver streets, the heat of the San
Francisco nights, and the manic laughter
of Neal Cassady.

Reading the scroll is like listening to a
live recording of a jazz concert. It is not
as polished as a studio album, but it
crackles with energy, spontaneity, and
life. It captures the moment of creation.

Key Takeaways
from the Scroll

Version

To summarize the key takeaways from
the original scroll:

e Authenticity: The scroll offers the
most authentic version of
Kerouac's vision, using real names
and uncensored language.

e Spontaneity: It is the purest
example of his "spontaneous
prose" method, written without
revision.

e Continuity: The continuous roll
format creates a unique, unbroken
narrative rhythm that mirrors the
journey itself.

e Historical



