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JACK KEROUAC AND THE INFLUENCE OF BEBOP 

by David Kastin* 

_________________________________________________________ 

[This is an excerpt from David Kastin’s book Nica’s Dream: The Life and Legend of 

the Jazz Baroness, pages 58-62.] 

ike many members of his generation, Jack Kerouac had been enthralled by the 

dynamic rhythms of the swing era big bands he listened to on the radio as a 

teenager. Of course, what he heard was the result of the same racial 

segregation that was imposed on most areas of American life. The national radio 

networks, as well as most of the independent local stations, were vigilant in 

protecting the homes of the dominant culture against the intrusion of any and all 

soundwaves of African American origin. That left a lineup of all-white big bands, 

ranging from "sweet" orchestras playing lush arrangements of popular songs to "hot" 

bands who provided a propulsive soundtrack for even the most fervent jitterbugs. 

 

 

Jack Kerouac: guided to the riches of African American culture… 

________________________________________________________ 

*David Kastin is a music historian and educator who in 2011 was living in 

Brooklyn, New York. He was the author of the book I Hear America Singing: An 

Introduction to Popular Music, and a contributor to DownBeat, the Village Voice 

and the Da Capo Best Writing series. 
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After graduating from Lowell High School in 1939, Kerouac left the red-brick 

Massachusetts mill town for New York City, where he had been awarded a football 

scholarship to Columbia University. In order to bolster his academic credentials and 

put on a few pounds before his freshman season, Jack was encouraged to spend a 

year at Horace Mann, a Columbia-affiliated prep school popular with New York's 

middle-class intellectual elite. It was there that he met Seymour Wyse, a 

sophisticated young jazz buff and proto-hipster who served as Kerouac's guide to the 

riches of African American culture. Interestingly, Wyse, like Nica's children, was a 

Jewish evacuee of the London Blitz, and like Nica herself, he had been captivated by 

the recordings of the black jazz bands that had found an enthusiastic audience on the 

other side of the Atlantic.  

 

 

Seymour Wise, pictured in 1981…PHOTO COURTESY DAVE MOORE  

Under Wyse's tutelage, Kerouac was introduced to top shelf black bands led by 

Fletcher Henderson, Duke Ellington, and Count Basie, whose star soloist, Lester 

Young, would become one of Kerouac's greatest musical inspirations. From a perch 

in the balcony of the Apollo Theater he also got to hear the exuberant Jimmie 
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Lunceford band and for the first time experienced black music live and in person. 

Soon Jack was writing a jazz column in the Horace Mann newspaper, and in a review 

celebrating the "real jazz" to which he had been recently converted, he identified a set 

of musical values that would eventually become the foundation of his literary 

philosophy and revolutionary prose.  

 

 

A young Jack Kerouac:  at seventeen, he had already committed himself to 

becoming a writer… 

In the article, the seventeen-year-old Kerouac, who had already committed himself to 

becoming a writer, expressed his new enthusiasm for a form of jazz that "has not 

been prearranged — free-for-all ad lib," and he celebrated "the outburst of passionate 

musicians who pour all their energy into their instruments in the quest for soulful 

expression and super-improvisation." A decade later, after an abortive academic 

career, a brief stint in the merchant marine, and a literary apprenticeship that 

culminated with the publication of a sprawling, Wolfean novel (The Town and the 

City), Kerouac abandoned traditional ideas about the writer's craft (of carefully 

honed revisions and painful quests for le mot juste) to create a freewheeling jazz-

inspired style.  

During his freshman year at Columbia, Kerouac also fell in with another precocious 

jazz buff and Horace Mann alum, Jerry Newman, who had already been won over by 

the modernists at Minton's, located a couple of blocks from the university's uptown 

campus. Taking advantage of Kerouac's enthusiasm for the music, Newman recruited 

him to assist in a private recording project. With the tacit approval of the 

management and musicians, Newman had begun documenting the jam sessions, 

both at Minton's and at Clark Monroe's Uptown House, on an unwieldy hundred-

pound "portable" recording device.  
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L-R, unidentified woman, Jerry Newman, Jack Kerouac… 

The acetate disks Jerry Newman produced are among the only recordings of the 

evolution of bebop at its source. A few years later, when these sessions were released 

on Esoteric Records, Newman's independent label, a particularly catchy 

improvisation by Dizzy Gillespie (on the chord changes of the pop tune Exactly Like 

You) was simply titled Kerouac, in honor of the aspiring novelist. One of only a 

handful of white regulars on the scene, Jack often bragged that the first time he 

smoked weed was when Lester Young shared a joint with him outside Minton's 

Playhouse.  

 

Kerouac often bragged that the first time he smoked weed was when Lester Young 

(pictured above) shared a joint with him outside Minton's Playhouse… PHOTO 

COURTESY TWITTER 

Beginning with Kerouac's career-making second novel, On the Road, jazz became a 

vital element in his fictional milieu but, more important, the essential influence on 

his writing. Called upon to explain the sources of his dynamic prose style, Kerouac 

wrote an essay titled "Essentials of Spontaneous Prose," which made explicit his links 
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to the jazz musicians he had been exposed to since his arrival in New York. He 

likened his creative process to "blowing (as per jazz musician) on the subject of 

image," and equated his use of "the vigorous dash separating rhetorical breathing" to 

a "jazz musician drawing breath between outblown phrases." His new mantra: "Tap 

from yourself the song of yourself, blow!—now!—your way is your only way."  

 

 

 

Kerouac's principles of spontaneous prose and its explicit links to the improvisatory 

ethos of jazz became the foundation of Beat Generation literary theory. In 1959, 

when Allen Ginsberg was asked about the rhetorical innovations of his great Beat 

anthem, "Howl," he cited the influence of both Kerouac and Lester Young: "Lester 

Young, actually, is what I was thinking about . . . 'Howl' is all Lester Leaps In. And I 

got  that from Kerouac. Or paid attention to it on account of Kerouac, surely he made 

me listen to it." Of course it was Ginsberg who had famously dubbed Kerouac's 

transformational method of composition "spontaneous bop prosody" in the first 

place.  

 

 

Allen Ginsberg: ‘Howl’ is all Lester Leaps In… 
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Having rejected contemporary literary conventions as well as middle-class morality, 

Western religion, the military-industrial complex, and the era's heterosexual 

hegemony, the Beats turned to black culture as an antidote to the spiritual and 

aesthetic enervation of the cultural mainstream. By valorizing the "instinctive" and 

"anti-intellectual" wellsprings of their creativity, however, Kerouac also opened 

himself to accusations that his descriptions of black jazz musicians were distorted by 

"primitivism." Though this criticism certainly has some validity, Kerouac was 

remarkably prescient in recognizing the sociological transformation that musicians 

like Monk, Parker, and Gillespie represented. In his essay "The Beginning of Bebop," 

for example, Kerouac argues that the irreverence and ironic detachment of these 

pioneering African American musicians—their recognition of "the goof of life," as he 

put it—made them "not only misplaced in a white nation but mis-noticed for who 

they were."  

 

 

Milt Hinton: he and Bird would talk about politics and race and “really deep things 

like the solution for blacks in America”… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

Among his peers, for example, Charlie Parker was considered "an intellectual" (Miles 

Davis) as well as "a great philosopher" (the bassist Milt Hinton). As Hinton explained 

it, Bird didn't always conform to the stereotype of bebop's tragic hero. "For some 

reason, we always got into [talking about] politics," Hinton told the jazz critic Ira 

Gitler. "Between sets we would play classical music—we would talk about politics and 

race and really deep things like the solution for blacks in America." According to 
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Davis, Bird "used to read novels, history, stuff like that. And he could hold a 

conversation with almost anybody on all kinds of things." Nor did Bird's legendary 

virtuosity mystically emerge from some deep wellspring of the African soul, a natural 

manifestation of black consciousness; it was in fact the consequence of obsessive 

practice and unwavering dedication.  

 

 

Kerouac (centre) pictured here with saxophonists Al Cohn (left) and Zoot Sims 

(right): he initiated "the most extensive experiment in language and literary form 

undertaken by an American writer of his generation… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

 

Nor, truth be told, were Kerouac and the other Beat Generation writers simply 

sounding their barbaric yawps over the rooftops of Greenwich Village in ecstatic 

bursts of inspiration. Not only had they deeply immersed themselves in the great 

works of world literature (from Whitman and Melville to Dostoevsky and Rimbaud), 

but they had also engaged in wide-ranging explorations of literary form and theories 

of rhetoric. As the critic and cultural historian Ann Douglas has pointed out, during 

the course of his career Kerouac initiated "the most extensive experiment in language 

and literary form undertaken by an American writer of his generation." 

_________________________________________________________ 


