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ABSTRACT 

Jack Kerouac's On the Road serves as the prototype for 

the road narrative and as a pivotal novel in the transition 

from modernism to postmodernism. Kerouac's novel is 

recognized as the road narrative that brought formal 

recognition of the cultural ritual and established the 

genre's distinctive features. In the four decades that 

followed On the load's publication in 1957, authors including 

Cormac McCarthy, David Seals, Don DeLillo, Cathryn Alpert, 

and Stephen Wright repeated and varied Kerouac's road pattern 

through modification and innovation. The non-fiction road 

narratives offer a tri-cultural presentation of national 

identity with works by John Steinbeck, William Least Heat-

Moon (Native American), and John A. Williams (African 

American). In addition, Steinbeck's work serves as the 

foundation for the theory of internal reality, a paradigm for 

examining the individual's perception of the journey in all 

of the road narratives. Together, these road narratives, 

both fictional and non-fiction, offer various perspectives 

on national and cultural identity, and through a postmodern 

progression, the novels eventually deconstruct the 

quintessential road narrative. On the Road. As a coda to the 

study of the prose road narrative, the study also examines 

film's installments to the road narrative, focusing on Dennis 
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Hopper's Easy Rider as the prototype for the contemporary 

cinematic road film which emphasizes marginalized cultures. 

Subsequent films examined in the study establish Easy Rider's 

influence as the film that continues to serve as the model 

for cinematic road narratives through allusion and 

intertextuality. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Writing about the road narratives of Jack Kerouac in 

1964, Howard W. Webb, Jr. declared, "Life on the American 

highways and city streets seems to have lost its charm" 

(133). Thirty-five years later, the plethora of American 

road narratives since Kerouac's 1957 publication of On the 

Road stands as a literary testimony to Webb's misconception 

and to American fiction's continuing fascination with life on 

the road. Since Kerouac's portrayal of the Beat generation 

across the roads of America, authors have continued to 

explore those same roads with imitation and modification. 

On the Road, Kerouac's most recognized road narrative, 

has been deemed the novel that "brought formal recognition of 

the cultural ritual" and established the genre's distinctive 

features (Cook, Primeau 8). In the four decades that 

followed On the Road's publication, authors of different 

generations, genders and cultures have repeated and varied 

the road pattern Kerouac made popular or have tried to "get 

out from under his influence" (Primeau 8). By placing their 

characters on the highways and city streets of American 

fiction, novelists have borrowed, altered, and deconstructed 

the conventions of Kerouac's prototype to make an 

amalgamation consisting of postmodernist marginalization and 
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diversity, thereby recontextualizing the manuscript of the 

American landscape. 

Regardless of the continued production of and 

experimentation with American road narratives, there remains 

a lack of academic study and scholarly criticism devoted to 

them. Andrew Ross has argued that the "most 'elite' 

criticism has treated the road with benign neglect," and 

Ronald Primeau notes that "the road narrative straddles 

popularity and official recognition by literary critics" 

(231, 13). This study serves not only to provide a 

comprehensive investigation of the road narrative and 

identify its traditions and innovations within the postmodern 

context of the contemporary American novel, it also hopes to 

move beyond a mere outlining of the genre's features to offer 

a paradigm for studying the road narrative, a conceptual 

center which will be identified later in this chapter. 

An exploration of the road narrative requires 

recognition of the previous studies which have focused on the 

road in American fiction in order to identify where this 

study departs from its predecessors; in addition, a 

delineation of the characteristics required for inclusion in 

this study of the road narrative must also be established. 

In Romance of the Road; The Literature of the American 

Highway, Ronald Primeau defines the road narrative as 

"fiction and nonfiction books by Americans who travel by car 

throughout the country either on a quest or simply to get 



away" (1). Primeau notes the genre's debt to various 

literary traditions, including the Bildungsroman, the quest, 

the picaresque, and travel literature. In his study, Primeau 

privileges prose (over poetry, song, and film) for its 

"unique perspective and for the special artistic vision 

created by a dialogue for authors, readers,and texts" (ix). 

Primeau's text presents an overview of the genre, building 

from 19th century Emersonian self-reliance and Whitmanesque 

self-celebration and expanding to the physical circulation 

and inward exploration instigated by the introduction of the 

automobile into American culture. Primeau's chapters--

divided into discussions of the "road trip as protest," the 

search for national identity, and self-discovery--also 

acknowledge the cultural diversity of the road narrative 

created by multi-cultural additions to the genre. With plot 

synopses and focused observations of each novel he treats, 

Primeau admits that he leaves room for further discussion. 

This study will take advantage of territory left unexplored 

by Primeau by narrowing his definition and extending it to 

film. In this study, cinematic representations of road 

narratives will serve as ancillary installments to my 

consideration of the road genre. 

In The Road Movie Book, Steven Cohan and Ina Rae Hark 

observe: 



Despite the obvious popularity and significance of 
the road movie throughout the history of American 
cinema, there has not yet been much sustained 
inquiry into what precisely qualifies a film as a 
road movie [and] how the genre relates to the 
social and cultural history of the United States. 
(2) 

In addition, Timothy Corrigan argues in A Cinema Without 

Walls: Movies and Culture after Vietnam, "As a film genre, 

road movies are frequently bypassed by some of the best 

studies of the genre" (143). While critics have offered 

their insights to the study of the genre, and Cohan and 

Hark's book contains various essays to trace the history of 

the road film, definitions of the road film, as Cohan and 

Hark note, are often vague and unexplored, or the critics 

limit their analyses to a thematic study of the road film. 

For example, Timothy Corrigan's explication of the road film 

focuses on its existential nature, citing six disparate 

characteristics of the genre: (1) it provides a response to 

the breakdown of the family unit, emphasizing male 

subjectivity and disempowerment; (2) events act upon 

characters; (3) the quest become mechanized, including the 

displacement of the protagonist's identity upon the vehicle); 

(4) the vehicle, specifically its windows, becomes the 

camera; (5) characters are self-reflective and/or excessively 

self-conscious, and (6) the road/country may be known, but 

something has made it foreign. Corrigan offers insight to 

pervasive elements of the road film which inform the 



conflicts of plot and character, and some of his defining 

characteristics will be examined within the context of 

specific road films included in this study. However, the 

definition of the road film within this study adheres to the 

characteristics established in the introduction to this study 

, but more importantly, emphasizes the influence of Dennis 

Hopper's Easy Rider on later road films, just as Kerouac 

provides a point of departure for the novels. 

In their introduction to The Road Movie Book, Cohan and 

Hark trace the history of the road genre, an evolutionary 

examination necessary to understanding the impact of Easy 

Rider (1969). Before discussing Easy Rider and the 

perpetuation of its the tradition, an overview of Cohan and 

Hark's discussion will provide the necessary foundation for 

its placement as the starting point for the cinematic 

representation of the road narrative. 

According to Cohan and Hark, "Key moments in the history 

of the road narrative tend to come in periods of upheaval and 

dislocation, such as the Great Depression, . . . or in 

periods whose dominant ideologies generate fantasies of 

escape and opposition, as in the late 1960s" (2). Certainly 

John Ford's The Grapes of Wrath captures Depression-era 

displacement with its visual starkness of the road just as 

Dennis Hopper's Easy Rider exploits the social turbulence and 

violence of the late 1960s. Mentioning Ford's film as an 

exception, Cohan and Hark note romance and the reintegration 



of road travelers into the dominant culture as the main 

premises of pre-1960s road films, citing Frank Capra's Jt 

Happened One Night as a classic road film. However, in their 

analysis, Cohan and Hark fail to observe the road film's 

reflection of Hollywood's agenda during the late 193 0s and 

1940s, which included affirmation of our democratic consensus 

and subtle, but firm propagandistic films that championed 

self-sacrifice, issues central to all of Frank Capra's films 

and Michael Curtiz's Casablanca. While Cohan and Hark do not 

ignore the road film's treatment of the country's "social or 

historical culture," they do not highlight the contribution 

of culturally significant road films within the context of 

their contemporaries, such as Easy Rider's placement within 

the cinematic social commentaries of the late 1960s and early 

1970s. Like any other Hollywood genre that offers a 

perspective on American dreams, tensions, and anxieties, the 

road film portrays alternatives to the dominant ideologies, 

political turmoils, or social dilemmas of the culture it 

interrogates or criticizes, thereby foregrounding rebellion 

as one of its main thematic elements, a characteristic that 

distinguishes it from the road novel (2). While the road 

film valorizes rebellion more than the novelistic escape, 

Cohan and Hark emphasize the indebtedness of the road film 

genre's paradigmatic shift in the late 1960s to the 

publication of Kerouac's On the Road, which redefined road 

protagonists as "marginal and unassimilable by mainstream 



culture" and transformed what had been either heterosexual 

couples or whole communities of displaced persons into male 

buddies (7). As Cohan and Hark point out, the male buddy 

film had "a relatively brief period of dominance" before 

rebellion turned to comedy and farce in the 1980s (9). With 

films like Smokey and the Bandit, National Lampoon's 

Vacation, and Pee-Wee's Big Adventure, road films portrayed 

comical adventures on the road, a category of the genre that 

has been recently resurrected in the 1990s by such films as 

Dumb and Dumber and Tommy Boy. However, the release of 

Thelma & Louise in 1990 marked an important turning point in 

the genre. Not only did the controversial film revive the 

genre in both popular and academic circles (an issue of Film 

Quarterly was devoted to the female road film), it introduced 

the female road protagonist to the genre through its 

"[appropriation of] the masculinist road fantasy" and re

opened the road for other marginalized and alienated 

characters, including gays, lesbians, and minorities (11). 

Cohan and Hark end their study there, along the margins of 

the road narrative, completing the reversal of the 

reintegration of the 193 0s road protagonist with the 

separation of the 1990s road traveler. 

Cohan and Hark's paradigmatic study of the road 

narrative is useful for its panoramic view of a genre that 

continues to embrace rebellion and alternative perspectives. 



All genres possess works which modify, revise, or satirize 

their respective traditions; for this reason and for the 

prolific nature of road films, several categories have 

developed within the boundaries of this one genre, such as 

the Western, gangster, romance, comedy, and buddy film. 

While Corrigan's existential paradigm may be applied to a 

plethora of road films, the criteria for road films 

established in the first chapter designate a film's inclusion 

in this study. Moreover, the starting point for the films. 

Easy Rider, limits films to those released after 1969. 

Although films discussed throughout this study will be 

discussed in relation to their relevance to a given chapter's 

focus, their treatment of conventions set forth by Easy 

Rider, specifically the portrayal of the national character 

and the disassociation of marginalized characters, will 

prevail. Like Kerouac's novel. Easy Rider established the 

conventions of the road film and exists as the prototype for 

the post-60s genre. Yet unlike the postmodern novel's 

deconstruction of On the Road, Easy Rider continues to serve 

as the model for cinematic road narratives. 

For the purposes of this study, road narratives must 

possess the following characteristics: 

1. The road, or the idea of the road, must be present 

throughout the narrative. 

2. All of the characters within the narrative must 

choose to be on the road (exception only in instances in 
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which characters experience excessive drunkenness or 

death). 

3. An internal journey towards discovery, catharsis, or 

development is juxtaposed with the physical journey. 

4. Characters/narrators must reveal a desire to escape 

an established or imposed role, lifestyle, or reality, 

or disclose a need to quell a restless and vague desire. 

5. Characters/narrators must provide commentary on the 

national identity and character. 

Through attention to each road narrative in subsequent 

chapters, these characteristics will be identified, and while 

the authors and filmmakers' variations of the characteristics 

contribute to their own vision of the road, the focus will 

remain on how the novels borrow from and transform the 

quintessential road narrative written by Kerouac and how the 

films reiterate conventions established by Easy Rider. 

Working within the two frameworks of novel and film, the 

overall postmodern progression of the road narrative will 

provide the controlling direction for this study. 

Moreover, other previous studies of the road in American 

literature provide not only a foundation for my study, but a 

point of departure. For example, Janis P. Stout's The 

Journey Narrative in American Literature identifies and 

discusses four recurring patterns within the road narrative: 

quest, migration, homecoming, and wandering. Stout outlines 

these traditional and distinctly adapted patterns for their 



use in conveying spiritual and non-spatial experiences. 

While Stout offers general reflections on this element of the 

road narrative, more prominent and specific attention to the 

"mental journey" will be given to each of the road narratives 

in this study. 

Another study which adopts a different focus is Cynthia 

Golomb Dettelbach's In the Driver's Seat: The Automobile in 

American Literature and Popular Culture, which represents an 

attempt at engagement between the automobile as artistic 

device and as a major phenomenon in American culture. 

Dettelbach articulates the dichotomy of chosen elements of 

the American dream: youth and innocence versus aging and 

unplanned experience, with attention to Faulkner's The 

Reivers and McMurtry's The Last Picture Show, freedom versus 

constraint, with reference to quest-for-freedom motifs in the 

tradition of Melville, Whitman, and Poe and discussions of 

Kerouac's On the Road, Nabokov's Lolita, and Updike's Rabbit 

Run; success versus failure, through Selby Jr.'s portrayal of 

the automobile in Last Exit to Brooklyn, Arthur Penn's 1967 

cinematic classic, Bonnie and Clyde, Steinbeck's Grapes of 

Wrath, and Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby, and finally, 

possession versus the inability to control possessions, a 

chapter devoted to the individual's investment of inanimate 

objects with power and the humanization of automobiles 

through naming them. Dettelbach emphasizes the fascination 

with cars in American culture, attesting to their ability to 
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become an extension of the human ego, persona, and 

experience. 

Roger N. Casey offers an extremely similar study of the 

automobile in American literature in Textual Vehicles: 

Automobiles in American Literature. Casey focuses on the 

presence of the automobile in works of writers such as 

Sinclair Lewis, Fitzgerald, Faulkner, Kerouac, Nabokov, and 

Ellison, in order to examine how the automobile "drives" the 

narrative and reflects the dynamism of the protagonist's 

psyche. Both Dettelbach and Casey offer insights into the 

American culture's obsesssion with the automobile and its 

ability to capture the essence of characters and recurring 

narrative motifs in the Modern American novel. 

In this study, the individuals and the roads they travel 

will dominate; attention to the automobile will only be 

dedicated to David Seal' s The Powwow Highway, in which the 

car, "The Protector," emerges as a character. Nonetheless, 

the importance of the automobile in the road narrative 

introduces another issue for defining the road narrative in 

this study: the modes of transportation, which will be 

limited to automobiles, motorcycles, and horses, specifically 

for their ability to offer a more isolated and individual 

experience, whereas airplane, train, or boat travel removes 

the power of choice and control for the individual in travel 

and detracts from the ubiquitous theme of freedom in these 

narratives. However, the automobile will dominate the works 
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I consider, as the motorcycle is limited to Easy Rider and 

the horse is limited to Cormac McCarthy's anachronistic mode 

of travel in The Crossing and Sydney Pollack's symbol of 

retrogression in The Electric Horseman. Both McCarthy's and 

Pollack's works are crucial to this study in that they 

exemplify the Western traditions adopted and modernized by 

the other road narratives. 

This study extends from the foundation of preceeding 

works exploring the genre of the road, the journey, and the 

mechanized culture of the automobile. Instead of providing 

an examiniation of the road narrative based upon conceptual 

elements of the genre's characteristics, the types of 

journeys, or the portrayal of the automobile or the road in 

fiction as my predecessors have offered, I will explore the 

postmodern progression of the road narrative. Starting with 

Kerouac's On the Road and Hopper's Easy Rider, I will trace 

the advancement of postmodern elements within both novel and 

film. Moreover, I will establish a perceptual paradigm for 

reading the road narratives, a concept introduced by John 

Steinbeck's Travels with Charley: In Search of America. 

In their respective works, Primeau recognizes the 

internal exploration involved in the road genre. Stout 

juxtaposes the mental journey with the physical one, and 

Casey notes the importance of the protagonist's psyche within 

the overall context of automated travel. With indebtedness 

to these authors' discussions of the individual's interior 
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state of existence, I would like to extend and foreground 

this internal aspect of the road narrative by using a 

pervasive element of Steinbeck's road narrative to offer a 

paradigm for studying the road narrative. In Travels with 

Charley, Steinbeck emphasizes the individualistic nature of 

the journey and the imposition of the traveler's state of 

mind upon his perception of reality. This concept, which I 

have termed the theory of internal reality, will provide the 

center for the philosophical aspect of the road narrative. As 

Gilles Deleuze notes, the "inner soul of consciousness or 

inner essence or concept" has always served as the guiding 

principle of philosophy (144). According to Deleuze, a 

characteristic of philosophical writing involves relations 

with the exterior as being mediated and dissolved by the 

interior. Due to the fact that road narratives offer insight 

into characters' states of mind through philosophical 

ruminations, Steinbeck's work serves as the model for 

understanding the nature of interior states of existence as 

both an influence upon and a reflection of the physical 

journey. Thus, this study works on an exterior level, 

exploring the modifications and innovations of a postmodern 

genre indebted to Kerouac's prototype, and an interior level, 

establishing the blurring of lines of distinction between the 

internal and the physical journey, or in more general terms, 

the internal consciousness as a mediator in the 

presentation/interpretation of reality. 
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Malcolm Bradbury points out in his study of the modern 

American novel that the growing relativism of science and the 

increasing influence of psychology in the early twentieth 

century foregrounded uncertainty, chaos, and examination of 

the individual's consciousness. These elements were 

reflected in the arts that also challenged realism in their 

explorations of the inward and the aesthetic. Reality was 

not objectively given or accepted, but rather "subjectively 

apprehended through consciousness" (30). Thus, attention 

shifted from objective observation toward a level of 

consciousness in which the mind responds to, or projects 

impressions, based on experience. Steinbeck's text belongs 

to a modernist more than a postmodernist tradition. This is 

especially true since his work can be categorized as auto

biography, a genre that is generally more reflective of 

modernism than postmodernism. For this reason, Travels with 

Charley, along with the other non-fiction road narratives, 

will serve as a modernist backdrop to the metafictional self-

reflexivity and pluralistic and/or intertextually-based 

interpretations of reality that we see in postmodern texts. 

In order to understand the significance of the road 

narrative within the history of the American novel, it is 

important to identify the context of its characteristics 

within the traditions of other genres of American fiction. 

The most pervasive genre to influence the road narrative is 

the Western. Beyond her discussion of road narrative 
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patterns, Janis P. Stout highlights the Western for its one

way quest for opportunity, lone outlaw, privilege of the 

journey over the end goal, and disillusionment, all elements 

that most of the road narratives either self-consciously or 

subtextually imitate. Moreover, the Western informs the road 

narrative through its mythology, geography, and philosophy of 

the frontier in American culture. 

The tradition of the American Western and its mythology 

finds its place in the road narrative most apparent in the 

omnipresent idea of frontier mythology. At the turn of the 

century, Frederick J. Turner identified the frontier as an 

indelible force that shaped the development of the American 

character. Turner saw the Western frontier as a promise of 

opportunity and individualism for those desiring to shed 

European influence and civilization. The engagement in the 

advance of settlement westward, made possible by "the 

existence of an area of free land," created within Americans 

a restless, nervous energy, an energy that championed 

dominant individualism (199, 227). Each new frontier in 

American history that promised a new field of opportunity and 

a gate of escape from the past introduced freshness and 

confidence for those who set out for the untouched 

territories (227). While western expansion in America had 

reached its end by the turn of the century. Turner maintained 

that the idea of frontier individualism would continue to 

characterize the American. Even though the geographical 
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frontier was gone, the ideas and traits associated with it 

would remain. In his essay. Turner claimed movement as an 

integral factor in our country's development and believed 

that Americans would continue to demand "a wider field for 

its exercise" (227). American exploration and discovery 

would continue, he argued, and wanderlust would force 

Americans to seek a new frontier. 

In 1957, Jack Kerouac's On the Road, the "quintessential 

novel of compulsive wandering," redeemed the dead ends, 

destruction, and disillusionment found in other portrayals of 

roads and automobiles, such as Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath, 

Updike's Rabbit Run, Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby, and 

Nabokov's Lolita and offered the road as a new and endless 

frontier to the dead ends of America (Stout 109). Kerouac's 

detailed chronicle of life on the road revived the frontier 

in the form of the highway and reincarnated the myth of the 

West, two traits that have been emulated by his literanry 

descendents. 

Inherent to the mythology of the frontier in the road 

narrative is the theme of escape, a literary tradition that 

Sam Bluefarb has claimed as a "sustained preoccupation" in 

the American novel (1). Bluefarb attributes the Modernist 

predilection for escape as a reaction to hopelessness and 

confusion more than as an act of hope, optimism, or 

Emersonian self-reliance. The dynamics of escape, Bluefarb 

notes, exists more in the literature of the 1950s Beats and 
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the 1960s/70s hippie culture, a factor he attributes to the 

disappearance of the frontier and free land in America and 

John Kennedy's New Frontier, which served as an ideological 

escape from the individual, spiritual, and social bankruptcy 

of the country in the early 1960s. In fact, two of the road 

narratives, John A. Williams's This is My Country, Too and 

Don DeLillo's Americana employ the Kennedy assassination as a 

signifier for the termination of their respective journeys. 

In Escape Motif in the American Novel: Mark Twain to Richard 

Wright, Bluefarb notes that while novels of escape are 

frequently self-defeating, this factor does not invalidate 

the motif's intense presence in the American novel. 

Bluefarb's discussion includes Huck Finn, Winesburg, Ohio's 

George Willard, The Grapes of Wrath's Joad family. The Heart 

is a Lonely Hunter' s Jake Blount, and Native Son's Bigger 

Thomas, contributing to his thesis that characters in the 

American novel escape from societies and their specific evils 

or from an earlier, innocent self in order to discover a new 

reality, reject former values or deny one's former life, and 

move towards maturity, a new life, and a new identity. 

While these motivations for escape are strong in the road 

narrative, perhaps the most relevant aspect of the novel of 

escape identified by Bluefarb is the discrepancy between what 

life is and what it could be, a paradox which pervades the 

road narrative in its portrayal of the distance between 

expectations and reality. The road protagonists to be 
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examined in this study consistently suffer in their journeys 

from the discrepancy between the images and ideals of their 

imagination and what they actually find on, off, and at the 

end of the road. 

While the journey itself may not always be central to 

the road narrative, especially in the more postmodern 

renderings of the genre, the tradition of the journey in 

American Literature provides a thematic precursor for the 

themes and patterns of the road narrative. In The Journey 

Narrative in American Literature, Janis P. Stout categorizes 

American literature as characterized and obsessed with (1) 

the journey and (2) the move west, whether physically or 

figuratively, as in the individual's move from the Icnown to 

the unlcnown or in the transition from restriction to freedom. 

Stout's observations of the road narrative will contribute to 

this study, which will draw specifically from her insights 

into two essential elements of the journey: the internal 

experience of the character, an element that will begin with 

Steinbeck and run throughout the other road narratives, and 

the two types of journey goals, which include the proximate 

(real) and the ultimate (abstract), aspects which appear 

strongest in the dualistic characters in David Seals's The 

Powwow Highway and Dennis Hopper's Easy Rider. 

The final tradition to be highlighted for the focus of 

this study is found in the modern picaresque novel. Possibly 

the most succinct description and definition of the patterns, 
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characters, and style of the road narrative would read: "a 

picaresque on the road." Kerouac himself called his road 

novels "picaresque narratives," a label which applies to the 

non-linear, episodic plots of all the road narratives in this 

study (Cook). The defining elements of the picaresque found 

in Stuart Miller's The Picaresque Novel: Plot, Pattern, and 

Rhythm easily transposes to the characteristics of all these 

road narratives. 

Miller identifies the episodic plot of the picaresque 

for its openness of possibility and the intuition that the 

world is without order, a characteristic most evident in the 

disruptively episodic pattern of Cormac McCarthy's The 

Crossing. Miller also propounds the "dance pattern," in 

which characters appear and disappear to no effect. In On 

the Road, the character of Dean Moriarty best epitomizes this 

pattern, as his entrances and exits to and from Sal 

Paradise's life are as incongruous and surprising as gas 

stations in the desert. Additional aspects of character 

indicative of the picaresque hero and applicable to the road 

narrative protagonist involve (1) the character's separation 

of the internal/external, including, but not limited to, the 

inner and outer quest and (2) the character's prolific and 

shifting traits. Self-consciousness, or self-reflexivity, of 

the inner and outer quest is presented either through a 

single protagonist, as in the internal realty of Steinbeck in 
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Travels with Charley, or is divided between two characters, 

each of whose motivation is limited to only the inner or the 

outer quest, such as the different perspectives of Philbert 

and Buddy in The Powwow Highway. 

Miller also points out the predilection of the 

picaresque hero for digressive, descriptive rambling 

punctuated by a rush of events, an essential element in non-

fiction narratives and more postmodern fictional narratives, 

such as Don Delillo's Americana. Another characteristic 

identified by Miller, the Fortune Pattern, involves the 

haphazard revolutions of good and bad fortunes, plaguing the 

double characters in Cathryn Alpert's Rocket City. In 

addition, the unpredictability and disorder of the universe 

endemic to the picaresque easily translates to the portrayal 

of America in both fictional and non-fiction road narratives, 

especially with its exaggeration in Stephen Wright's Going 

Native. Finally, Miller discusses the open endedness of the 

picaresque, a structural element reflective of the randomness 

of the episodic plot and the loose closure for these road 

narratives, an element reflective of Isab Hassan's statement 

that "Quests have no conclusion" (13 6). 

While it builds from modernist traditions, the road 

narrative is more accurately positioned within the postmodern 

era of American fiction. In his introduction to 

Postmodernism and Contemporary Fiction, Edmund Smyth notes: 
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It has become fashionable to apply the word 
'postmodernism' indiscriminately to a variety of 
cultural, intellectual, and social practices. . . . 
It is evident that no consensus exists regarding 
either the parameters of postmodernism or the 
precise meaning of the term. (9) 

Smyth offers two distinct ways in which 'postmodernism' has 

come to be used: first, to classify the contemporary cultural 

condition as a whole, either negatively or positively, in all 

its complexity; or second, to describe a specific set of 

textual characteristics which can be gathered from an 

analysis of selected literary, dramatic, or cinematographic 

works (9). Both of these approaches are applicable to the 

road narrative. Beginning with the former, one of the road 

narrative's tenets is its presentation of contemporary 

culture as a measurement and evaluation of national identity. 

Therefore, since all of the road narratives in this study 

offer a roadside view of contemporary culture, they may be 

interpreted as postmodern views of national identity. 

Smyth's second technique for defining postmodernism, the 

delineation of characteristics, is applicable to works 

identified as road narratives, beginning with Kerouac's On 

the Road. Smyth's catalogue of elements may help to clarify 

the road narrative's placement within a postmodern paradigm: 

self-consciousness and reflexivity, fragmentation, 

discontinuity, indeterminancy, plurality, metafictionality, 

heterogeneity, intertextuality, decentering, dislocation, and 

ludism (9). Road narratives, through the protagonists' 
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motivation and internal exploration, the road and its 

purpose, and the novels' narrative structure, automatically 

possess self-relexivity, indeterminancy, and discontinuity. 

Perhaps the road genre's most distinctive postmodern 

characteristic lies in decentering, in the rethinking of 

cultural and social margins and borders. In the milieu of 

the road, once marginalized cultures, genders, and characters 

are transferred to the center (the road) and allowed 

"celebration and assertion of their identity through 

difference and specificity" (Hutcheon). For example, Cathryn 

Alpert's Rocket City transforms the once marginalized 

grotesque of Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio to a 

carefree, admired road hero in the disfigured, crippled 

dwarf, Enoch. 

Another postmodern characteristic central to the road 

narrative is the recontextualization of history, in which the 

past and the present may be judged in each other's light, a 

motif central to the road narratives of Kerouac and Seals in 

their observations about the old/new West. As Linda Hutcheon 

observes, postmodernism is both a break from and an extension 

and intensification of certain modern characteristics. Thus, 

as the road narrative borrows from the modernist traditions 

of the journey, escape, picaresque, and the ubiquitious 

American tradition of the Western, it also plays with the 

very conventions from which it borrows and offers 

contemporary revisions. Examination of the road narrative as 
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postmodern will evolve from discussions in subsequent 

chapters, in which postmodern elements specific to each road 

narrative will be identified and discussed. The goal of the 

order of novels and this approach will illustrate a 

departure from modernism, a delving into postmodernism, and 

an eventual arrival at the novel that takes the road 

narrative off the road: Stephen Wright's Going Native. 

Discussion of the road narratives begins with the non-

fiction road narratives in Chapter II, with John Steinbeck's 

Travels with Charley, William Least Heat-Moon's Blue 

Highways: A Journey into America, and John A. Williams This 

Is My Country, Too, which all unveil an internal search 

within a search for America. Heat-Moon, a Native American, 

and Williams, an African American, also provide an ethnic 

perspective to the cultural landscape of America. From 

there, the prototypical road narratives will be discussed in 

Chapter III, beginning with Jack Kerouac's On the Road, in 

order to establish a poetics of the white male road novel, 

and Dennis Hopper's Easy Rider as the model for post-60s road 

films. In addition. On the Road and Easy Rider's 

incorporation of Western elements will be examined in order 

to highlight the road narrative's employment of Western 

mythology and traditions. In Chapter IV, my analysis of 

Cormac McCarthy's The Crossing and David Seal's The Powwow 

Highway will focus on their foregrounding of the geography of 

the West. McCarthy's road narrative emulates Kerouac's 
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transience and separate community of "world wanderers," with 

Billy and Boyd Parham's internal exploration and outward 

investigation for meaning in the world taking place through 

their horseback travels along the borderlands of Texas and 

Mexico. Seals's road narrative presents a clash between 

past/present and the old/new West through the adventures of 

two Native American outlaws whose differences in character 

reflect the characters in Dennis Hopper's Easy Rider. In 

addition, attention will be given to three road films: 

Sidney Pollack's The Electric Horseman, Kevin Reynold's 

Fandango, and Ridley Scott's Thelma and Louise. Following 

the progression of postmodern road narratives. Chapter V will 

examine Cathryn Alpert's appropriation of modernist 

conventions, including the double and the grotesque, as well 

as her imitation of a cinematic editing technique in Rocket 

City. In order to highlight the presence of assimilation in 

marginalized cultures, an examination of Boys on the Side is 

included in this chapter. Finally, Chapter VI, devoted to the 

most postmodern road narratives, explores the randomness and 

open-endedness of Don Delillo's media intertextuality in 

Americana and Stephen Wright's Going Native, which offers an 

anti-road narrative, one that entirely deconstructs the 

conventions of Kerouac's On the Road, taking the road novel 

"off the road." In the novel, Wright allows only brief and 

random encounters with his protagonist, inundates readers 

with film intertextuality and allusion, and provides the most 
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harrowing and unredeeming portrayal of national identity to 

be found in the road narrative. 

Throughout the discussion of the road novels, attention 

will be given to the poetics of the road narrative outlined 

from Kerouac's On the Road and Hopper's Easy Rider in order 

to elucidate how authors or filmmakers either follow or veer 

away from their respective model. Consideration will also be 

given to each prose road narrative's distinctive elements, 

motifs, and indebtedness to earlier traditions of American 

literature. Many twists and turns exist along the journey to 

a comprehensive view of the contemporary road novel, a genre 

which has revealed many exits of experience and innovation, 

while maintaining the road as an indelible space in the 

American novel and film. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE REALITY OF THE ROAD: 

THE NON-FICTION ROAD NARRATIVE 

The non-fiction road narrative opens the roads to 

various regions of the country in an attempt to capture the 

entirety of America. Three non-fiction road narratives 

combine to create a triangular presentation of the traveler's 

America: including John Steinbeck's Travels with Charley: In 

Search of America (1962), John A. Williams's, This is My 

Country, Too (1966), and William Least Heat-Moon's Blue 

Highways: A Journey into America (1982) . Within each of the 

respective narratives, the "apostles of the road" offer a 

unique perspective of their America by engaging in the ritual 

of exploration endemic to American culture (Muller 41). Even 

though these three authors represent different races and 

cultures, they all embark on a journey in an attempt to 

recover a former self, a quest undertaken through a search 

for the rediscovery of America. 

Another common element to all of these non-fiction road 

narratives includes the ultimate failure of the initial 

search, a characteristic that distinguishes them from the 

fictional road narratives, with the exception of McCarthy's 

The Crossing (See Chapter IV). Like Billy in The Crossing, 

Steinbeck, Heat-Moon, and Williams do not find what they seek 
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on the road, and all three are forced to settle with harsh 

truths revealed by the journey. I begin with Steinbeck's 

Travels for several reasons. First, it has the earliest 

publication date. Second, Steinbeck's narrative, written at 

the beginning of a tumultuous decade, introduces the theme of 

change that informs each of these narratives. Finally, as 

the white-male representative in the non-fiction genre, 

Steinbeck's work, like Kerouac's for fiction, creates a 

context for subsequent non-fiction narratives, especially 

since Heat-Moon's narrative offers a Native American 

perspective and Williams represents the only African American 

road narrative, that I have discovered, in fiction or non-

fiction to contain the characteristics outlined in the first 

chapter. 

In addition, the tri-cultural composition of the non-

fiction genre serves to emphasize the individual 

interpretation of the journey, an element to be discussed 

more fully in Chapter IV vis-a-vis The Powwow Highway. More 

importantly, the non-fiction works extend the significance of 

individual interpretation beyond the journey and onto the 

authors' portrayals of the country, which offer unique 

perspectives informed by experience. 

The title of John Steinbeck's road narrative. Travels 

with Charley: In Search of America, establishes only two 

aspects of Steinbeck's cross-country trip across the country 

in 1960: his travel companion, a French poodle named 
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Charley, and his reunion with the America he had been writing 

about for twenty-five years. In the opening passages of his 

travelogue, Steinbeck confesses that the years of separation 

from the America he had been writing about forced him to work 

from memory and the information offered by books and 

newspapers. Assured that he did not know his own country, a 

land balanced on the edge of pivotal changes in 1960, 

Steinbeck was "determined to look again, to try to rediscover 

this monster land" as an "American writer, writing about 

America"(5). In addition to artistic motivation, Steinbeck 

portrays himself as a victim suffering from the "urge to be 

somewhere else" and the "virus of restlessness," those life

long, incurable maladies taunted by "the road away from Here" 

(3). During a journey that Steinbeck continually referred to 

as Operation Windmills, he traveled alone and self-contained 

in a truck he named Rocinante, after Don Quixote's horse 

(Reitt 190). Steinbeck's approach to his cross-country trip 

also demanded anonymity and solitude in order to limit 

distractions from observation. Leaving his name and identity 

at home, Steinbeck traveled through the country without 

recognition, expect for brief returns to "the duties and 

joys and frustrations a man carries with him like a comet's 

tail" during calls home to his wife and his return to his 

native land, California (88). Steinbeck's necessity for 

isolation derived from the dual nature of his journey as an 
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artist and a man, two elements of his life that were 

inseparable. 

In his travelogue, Steinbeck underscores two of the most 

significant characteristics of the road narrative: the 

interior nature of the journey and the uniqueness of 

individual journeys. Unlike the non-fiction road narratives 

by Heat-Moon and Williams, Steinbeck's work does not compile 

a series of interviews as a reflection of America, but 

instead relies on his own observations. Not trusting 

talking with others or asking key questions as a "mirror of 

reality," Steinbeck collects information from his own silent 

observations, although he admits even their limitations (60). 

According to Steinbeck, the individual's internal 

reality affects his observations: "I feel that there are too 

many realities. What I set down here is true until someone 

else passes that way and rearranges the world in his own 

style" (60). Steinbeck assures readers that he cannot commend 

his account as one that they would find true to their own 

observations, due to the variables of perception influenced 

by interior states of being. It is this concept, one I have 

termed the theory of internal realtiy, which will serve as a 

perceptual paradigm for other road narratives in this study. 

While Steinbeck emphasizes the distance between observations 

made by different nationalities or individuals affected by 

various experiences, he also notes the varying perceptions of 

the world within each individual: "So much there is to see, 
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but our morning eyes describe a different world than do our 

afternoon eyes, and surely our wearied evening eyes can 

report only a weary evening world" (60). In the end, 

Steinbeck confesses that "this monster of a land . .. turns 

out to be the macrocosm of the microcosm of me, " a statement 

that offers the outer world as a reflection of the inner self 

(159). Noting that different people store their pictures of 

America differently, Steinbeck superimposes his search for 

America upon his search for himself, a recovery of the past 

that eventually exposes itself as an impossibility. Upon 

this discovery, Steinbeck's journey ends, "over and dead 

before the traveler returns, " but he also aclcnowledges an 

opposing truth, that "many a trip continues long after 

movement in time and space have ceased" (208). The truth of 

this latter type of journey applies to the works of Heat-Moon 

and Williams, who interpret their journeys across America as 

preludes to continuing journeys. 

Steinbeck biographies, such as Jackson J. Benson's The 

True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer, and various 

samples of literary criticism have already examined the 

biographical backdrop to Steinbeck's Travels, establishing 

physical weakness and fear of dependence as factors 

motivating the writer's solitary travel. Drawing from 

Steinbeck's personal letters, Barbara B. Reitt unveils the 

mask of Steinbeck's persona to reveal a man who identified 

physical health with artistic health, a connection which 
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transformed the journey into a redemption of perceived 

artistic disintegration and personal dependence. According 

to Reitt, friends and family objected to Steinbeck's solo 

journey, expressing concern for his safety. However, in the 

narrative, the persona only alludes to worries over his 

vulnerability to attack, robbery, and assault (7). Steinbeck 

explains his physical ailment as "one of those carefully 

named difficulties which are the whispers of approaching age" 

and his dependence as a kind of "second childhood," a result 

of preventative living as an "elderly baby" instead of the 

violent, hard-working existence reserved for manhood. For 

Steinbeck, the "ten or twelve thousand miles driving a truck, 

alone and unattended, over every kind of road" represented a 

re-establisliment of himself as both an independent individual 

and an aging man stressing a Dylan Thomas approach to life 

(17). While Steinbeck reveals in the narrative that he did 

not divulge concerns over his manliness to family or friends, 

the issue echoes through two main themes running throughout 

his narrative: change and the search for real men. Thus, 

Steinbeck transforms the real-life concerns of family and 

friends and his own motivations into an artistic work that 

allows him to deal with issues of inevitable change and the 

loss of manhood from an aesthetic distance. 

In the prolusion to his journey, Steinbeck explains: 

I have always lived violently, drunk hugely, eaten 
too much or not at all, slept around the clock or 
missed two nights of sleeping, worked too hard and 
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too long in glory, or slobbed for a time in utter 
laziness. I've lifted, pulled, chopped, climbed, 
made love with joy and taken my hangovers as a 
consequence, not as a punisliment. (17) 

Steinbeck describes himself as a man with an Odyssean 

conviction for life who embarks on his journey in an attempt 

to reverse his impending surrender to time. During his 

journey, he recalls the words of one of his male friends, a 

political reporter who challenged Steinbeck to find a man 

with guts, convictions, or ideas that challenge the status 

quo. When Steinbeck struggles to "reconstruct [his] trip as 

a single piece and not as a series of incidents," he recalls 

his friend's words and remembers witnessing only two "real-

man" fights during his journey (129). Even though Steinbeck 

does not consciously acknowledge his trip as a search for men 

of conviction, he does include a brief exchange with a man in 

Montana, who refers to the combative resistence of the Nez 

Perces Indians and labels them "real men" (122). Steinbeck 

also includes his experience with the doctor in Texas who was 

able to alleviate Charley's pain and the gas station 

attendant in Oregon who spent hours on the phone finding new 

tires for Rocinante, leading Steinbeck to declare, "There's 

absolutely nothing to take the place of a good man" (179). 

The portrayal of these two men offers momentary redemption 

within the overwhelming portrayal of "dark cameos" by 

Steinbeck that are etched with the loneliness and unhappiness 

of individuals and the imagined aches that haunt the 
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different lives witnessed by the author (Hughes, Jr. 83). 

The majority of Steinbeck's observations of random 

individuals offer disconcerting portraits, reinforcing what 

Barbara B. Reitt calls his "travel diary of black moods" 

(196). These black moods, precipitated by change, increase 

throughout the narrative as the changes Steinbeck notices in 

the country grow in significance and ultimately reflect the 

inevitable and irreversible changes in his self. 

Written during a time of impending and irreversible 

transitions in America, Travels traces a progression of 

changes, both personal and national, which ultimately evolve 

into both an elegy for the past and a testimony to the 

certainty of change. As Robert S. Hughes, Jr. observes, 

Steinbeck measures "present America against its past" (85). 

In his first observation, Steinbeck laments the inevitable 

disappearance of local accents as a result of the 

standardized speech of radio and television. "What I am 

mourning is perhaps not worth saving," he admits, "but I 

regret its loss nevertheless" (83). From there, Steinbeck, 

traveling the secondary roads of America, notes the loss of 

natural land in favor of industrial advancements. When he 

reaches Salinas, California, where he spent "his attic days 

while others were being a lost generation in Paris," he 

discovers that the place of his origin had changed through 

progress, and having gone away, he had not changed with it 

(150). During his time in California, Steinbeck stays with 
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his sisters and engages in political discussions that evolve 

into familial "civil wars," symptoms of the political and 

social upheaval of the times and the changes in Steinbeck's 

personal convictions. In addition, a visit to a bar in 

Monterey, where old friends still reside, results in an 

epiphanic moment for Steinbeck. Sitting at the bar, 

Steinbeck tries to convince an old friend, Johnny Garcia, 

that he is no longer "Juanito" and that the men they were in 

the past are now merely ghosts, even though Johnny argues 

that Steinbeck's true home is not in New York, but in a life 

symbolized by the Monterey bar. The reality of Steinbeck's 

presence against Garcia's memory of him initiates the author 

into the environment of change as a representation of the 

present confronting the past and the irreconcilable distance 

between the two. 

The fleeting but lingering glimpse of California, a land 

Steinbeck refers to as "my country," leads him to conclude: 

"What we knew is dead, and maybe the greatest part of what we 

were is dead" (154). Perhaps the most noted excerpt from the 

narrative, Steinbeck's deference to Thomas Wolfe's statement 

that "You can't go home again," has been cited by critics as 

the philosophical center of the journey. Steinbeck's final 

observation, the matriculation of Negro students in a New 

Orleans school, not only provides the climactic confrontation 

with change in America, it exposes a reticence to change. 

When Steinbeck picks up two hitchhikers, one black and one 
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white, their actions and words reveal the individual's 

inability to follow the nation's lead toward progress in 

racial relations, as the white hitchhiker applauds the 

agitators, and the young black hitchhiker acquiesces to 

lingering mores of black subservience. Even though "we 

cannot live in changelessness," Steinbeck's account of his 

return to California and the road from New Orleans reveals 

man's inner perceptions as stubborn challenges to outer 

realities (Dewey 29). These experiences provide a closing 

argument to the concept of internal reality in Steinbeck's 

text, a view proffered by Steinbeck that not only 

distinguishes perceptions of reality, but creates the 

"individuality of journeys" (208). Other road narratives 

also develop and extend this idea, beginning with the 

remaining non-fiction road narratives by Heat-Moon and 

Williams. 

Echoing Steinbeck with variations, William Least Heat-

Moon's Blue Highways: A Journey into America exaggerates 

self-reflection and personal philosophy, reiterating the 

concept of the interior search as an aspect that informs and 

overshadows the exterior elements of the American odyssey. 

Heat-Moon's journey departs from Steinbeck's goal-oriented 

search for America and thereby alludes to the aimless 

wandering promoted by Kerouac. As I will note in Chapter 

III, Kerouac's road journey does not involve the goal- or 

task-oriented road journey followed by other road narratives 
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just as Heat-Moon's trip across America, instigated by the 

possibilities of what may be found as a replacement for what 

has been lost, is motivated solely by a need to escape. 

Within that framework, the journey's goals are accomplished 

upon the trip's inception. 

In the opening passage of Blue Highways. Heat-Moon 

explains his recent loss of both job and wife, failures which 

establish a freedom from responsibility and obligation that 

most road protagonists must wait to find on the road. He 

admits, "A man who couldn't make things right could at least 

go" (3) . The departure from elements of his recent past also 

establishes change as one of recurring motifs of his own 

search. 

The fact that Heat-Moon is a Native American establishes 

an underlying foundation of change to his narrative, 

presenting a Native American wandering an America where 

tribes no longer reign, but remain within the boundaries of 

their own existence. However, as a mixed-blood Sioux, Heat-

Moon does not emphasize his Native American heritage, rather 

he addresses it briefly in the second chapter, promising to 

"shut up about that topic" for the remainder of the narrative 

(4). Beginning his journey, Heat-Moon expresses his 

"desperate sense of isolation and [the] growing suspicion 

that [he] lived in an alien land. [He takes] to the open road 

in search of places where change did not mean ruin and where 

time and men and deeds connected" (5). Motivated by the need 
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to discover positive change and connections, Heat-Moon 

embarks on a journey that he interprets as a reflection of 

Whitman, "gathering the minds of men" (397). The literary 

allusion, one of several punctuating the text, derives from 

Heat-Moon's inclusion of Whitman's Leaves of Grass and 

Neihardt's Black Elk Speaks in his travel gear. 

Heat-Moon's references to Whitman's Leaves of Grass 

raises the contextualization of the poet's "Song of the Open 

Road" not only in Blue Highways, but other road narratives as 

well. Even though Whitman's celebration of the open road was 

written before the mechanization of the twentieth century (in 

the first stanza he refers to the "long brown path"), the 

ideas offered by his commemoration of the road resonate in 

the road narratives of this study and will be mentioned when 

applicable. However, one point of contrast must be addressed 

concerning Whitman's poem as a celebration of the self and 

the various individuals and entities encountered along the 

road. The speaker's assertion of strength and optimism is 

challenged by the internal conflicts and external challenges 

exposed in the road narrative. Whitman's poem begins, "Afoot 

and light-hearted I take to the open road,/ Healthy, free, 

the world before me," and the speaker reiterates the 

robustiousness of spirit and body in the line: "Strong and 

content I travel the open road" (1-2, 8). Later in the poem, 

the speaker admits: 

Still I carry my old delicious burdens, 
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I carry them, men and women, I carry them with me 
wherever I go, 
I swear it is impossible for me to get rid of them. 
(13-6) 

This example of a confessional moment of doubt or weakness, 

though rare in the poem, is exaggerated by Heat-Moon, who 

confesses his burdens, the lost job and failed marriage,on 

the first page of his narrative. Unlike Whitman, however, 

Heat-Moon does not immediately recognize and admit his 

inability to leave the internal baggage behind. Throughout 

the journey, Heat-Moon focuses on the words of people he 

meets, "listening to others, considering well what they say," 

phrases from Whitman, stories from Black Elk, and passages 

from other authors who express sentiments of journey or 

exploration to create an intertextual descant to his own 

travel composition (Whitman 5.4). 

The words of various authors and fleeting individuals 

along the road offer companionship to Heat-Moon, who travels 

alone. Within his narrative, Heat-Moon consistently alludes 

to "the loneliness of the long distance traveler," an idea 

that does not appear in any of the other road narratives 

(233). Several times during his journey, Heat-Moon expresses 

his reticence for returning to the road and postpones the 

continuation of his trip in favor of conversation, often in 

end-of-the-road taverns. In these moments, he admits, "I had 

no heart for more road," "I wasn't ready for the road," or "I 

watched the empty road and hated the solitude" (220, 200, 
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131). Heat-Moon's avoidance of the solitude of the road 

derives from his desire to escape his self, or his own 

thoughts. 

Heat-Moon explains: 

Some men take their broken marriages to church 
basement workshops. I took mine to the highways 
and attempted to tuck it away for nearly eleven 
thousand miles. I had poked into things along the 
byroads, all the while hiding from my own failure. 
I hadn't forgotten it--I'd merely held down certain 
thoughts the way a murderer might hold under a 
person he's trying to drown. (327) 

Not only does Heat-Moon attempt to submerge the thoughts of 

his failed marriage, he concentrates on reaching outward 

instead of looking inward, trying to achieve a mental escape 

as a result of his physical one. Eventually, Heat-Moon 

acquiesces to Black Elk's words: "Certain things among the 

shadows of a man's life do not have to be remembered-- they 

remember themselves" (327). Developing the idea that a man 

cannot escape from himself, a recurring motif within Blue 

Highways, Heat-Moon reconciles the "Lookingglass Syndrome," a 

concept he borrows from Walter de la Mare's line: "Things are 

the mind's mute lookingglass" (219). Here, the theonry of 

internal reality may be applied as Heat-Moon reiterates 

Steinbeck's view that man's mind influences what he sees. As 

Heat-Moon explains that " a man's response to landscapes, 

faces, and events" reflects his mind like a mirror does, and 

ultimately, a man "looks at himself by looking at what he 

looks at" (219). Heat-Moon's ruminations on internal 
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reality, an omnipresent element in his road narrative, 

emphasize the influence of the mental journey within the road 

narrative and make his narrative an installment to those 

works he continually appropriates to express his own 

thoughts. 

Like Steinbeck, Heat-Moon symbolically names his truck. 

The truck's name, "Ghost Dancing," pays tribute to the Plains 

Indians ritual that symbolized a return of "the fervor of the 

old life that would sweep away the new" (5). Also like 

Steinbeck, Heat-Moon prefers the backroads of America, or the 

blue highways of maps, as a tribute to the old ways and 

customs of America. However, Heat-Moon chooses the interview 

approach negated by Steinbeck and foregrounds the people he 

meets living along the backroads and ends of roads by 

transcribing their words, offering a collage of American 

experience through various encounters. In a review of Blue 

Highways, John Updike described Heat-Moon's characters as 

"American originals" and applauded the author's judgement to 

"step aside and and let them tell their own often remarkable 

stories in their own words" (121). Within these individual 

accounts, Heat-Moon offers a panorama of American 

perspectives, a collection of wisdom that speaks to the 

journey of life and will be reflected by one strategy of 

McCarthy's The Crossing, in the presentation of various 

philosophies. 
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Some of these individuals also challenge and inquire 

about Heat-Moon's aimless wandering, his journey that follows 

impulse over reason and pursues routes or roads based upon 

town names, like Nameless, Tennessee. Although the people he 

meets represent simpler times, tradition, and offer 

unfaltering acceptance, they demand teleological or 

epistemological rationalizations for Heat-Moon's journey, not 

understanding a man who travels against the expectations of 

others in favor of his own reasons. In Maryland, a woman's 

view of life validates Heat-Moon: "Having the gumption to 

live different and the sense to let everybody else live 

different. That's the hardest thing. Hands down" (397). In 

a small Georgia town, a monk warns him: "This is no place to 

escape from what you are because you're still yourself" (85). 

This comment provides the philosophical center to Blue 

Highways, as well as the harsh truth that the escape achieved 

by the inception of the journey is ultimately exposed as a 

temporary illusion. 

The idea of illusion, or more specifically, vision, 

offers another recurring motif for Heat-Moon's journey and 

develops as the only possibility for positive and certain 

change. In one of several deferments to literary allusions, 

Heat-Moon quotes Henry Miller: "Our destination is never a 

place but rather a new way of looking at things" (359). 

Eventually, the words of strangers lead Heat-Moon to discover 

that change depends upon and varies according to man's 
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perception. Describing his visit to Selma, Alabama, Heat-

Moon explains: "A white man griped about changes, and a 

black said there weren't enough changes to gripe about" 

(119). In Portal, Arizona, a curious man approaches Heat-

Moon and inquires about his journey: 

Your little spree sounds nice until you go back. 

Don't have to go back to who I was. 

Can you get out of it? 

I'll find out. Maybe experience is like a globe 
- you can't go the wrong way if you travel far 
enough. 

You'll end up where you started, 

I'm working on who. (163) 

During their conversation, the man also tells Heat-Moon that 

if he were to write a book about his own life, he would title 

it One Thousand Mistakes. When Heat-Moon reflects on the 

man's admission, he realizes: "To him a mistake was deviation 

from preconceived ideas, from standard answers, from 

wandering off the marked route. To him, change meant error" 

(216) . Even though the man, like many others Heat-Moon 

encounters, misinterprets the significance of the journey, he 

does allow the author to recognize its circular aspect, 

offering one of several moments emphasizing the recognition 

of cycles in the text. 

Like Steinbeck, Heat-Moon strives to discover a pattern 

to his random encounters. Through the repetition of cyclical 
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symbols, a route at first perceived as a perpetuation of 

stasis evolves into a significant diagram illustrating life's 

journey. Early in the trip, Heat-Moon complains: 

I failed to put any fragments of the journey into a 
whole, I did have a vague sense of mentally moving 

away from some things and toward others . . . I was 
on a ferris wheel, moving along, seeing far 
horizons, coming close to earth, rising again, 
moving moving, but all the time turning in the same 
orbit. Black Elk says, "Everything the Power of 
the World does is done in a circle." (206) 

In addition to interpreting his journey as a ride on a ferris 

wheel, Heat-Moon converges with individuals, besides the 

"Thousand Mistakes Man," who provide recognition of cyclical 

patterns. One occurrence appears late in his trip, when 

Heat-Moon meets three hanggliders in Washington who explain 

the balance involved in the freedom of flight, describing its 

up and down cycle in which "Mr Down gets you every time" 

(238). Another exchange eventually provides the symbolic 

center for Heat-Moon's journey when he meets a Hopi Indian 

student in southern Utah who explains the significance of the 

Hopi symbol, a diagram that traces a circular path towards a 

center. According to the young man, the blue diagram (the 

connection between blue highways and blue lines is 

unavoidable) symbolizes the four worlds of the Hopi, who move 

from a world of contentment to a world where "life is 

difficult for mankind, and he struggles to remember his 

source because materialism and selfishness block a greater 

vision" (185). Heat-Moon includes the diagram in his book, a 
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form imitated by his own journey. Upon observation of the 

physical path of his journey, he notes: 

If the circle had come full turn, I hadn't. I 
can't say, over the miles, that I had learned what 
I had wanted to know because I hadn't known what I 
wanted to know. But I did learn what I didn't know 
I wanted to know. (411) 

Eventually, Heat-Moon recognizes his own journey as an 

embodiment of the cyclical Hopi symbol, a journey that 

celebrates a connection with the past and an emergence of a 

vision that enhances the present. Through his adoption of the 

Hopi symbol, Heat-Moon attaches greater significance to a 

journey that had to reach its completion before its larger 

meanings could emerge, since its traveler had no expectations 

beyond "going" and finding change on the road. Unlike other 

road narratives, Heat-Moon's does not suffer great 

disparaties between expectations and reality during his 

journey. His focus on discovery and possibility allows him to 

observe without repercussions and distinguishes his 

experience from that of Steinbeck, as well as that of John A. 

Williams, whose trek across 1960s America provides the 

foundation for the only African-American road narrative. 

In the preface to his non-fiction road narrative, John 

A. Williams asks, "Does a white man have to orient himself 

psychologically to wander aimlessly across the country?" 

(viii). Williams question, a testimony to the lack of 

freedom that overshadowed his journey in 1963-4, immediately 

distinguishes the African-American road journey/narrative 
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from the white-male road narrative and creates the "cautious 

confused mood" of the narrator's presentation (Muller 45). 

Following the success of Steinbeck's Travels, the editors at 

Holiday magazine commissioned Williams to write a series 

devoted to his experience in traveling around the country. 

The series evolved into the "somewhat defiantly titled" non-

fiction narrative. This is My Country, Too, a title chosen 

not by Williams, but a Holiday editor (Cash 15). Gilbert H. 

Muller describes Williams' account as a "response to [the] 

tradition of white writers' commenting on their journeys in 

America" (42), while Earl A. Cash erroneously argues that the 

truths which Williams discovered during his journey vary only 

"in specifics and degrees from those Steinbeck found. 

Whereas one moved in a white world, the other moved in a 

black world" (16). But Williams presents much more than a 

response, he creates the antithesis to the white male road 

narrative. Williams and Steinbeck both moved in the same 

world, the America of the early 1960s, and their experiences 

varied in specifics and degrees because of their color. 

Williams's text proffers a "darker opinion of America," one 

that derives not only from his experience on the road, but 

his existence as a black man in America. 

In the opening lines of the narrative, Williams 

explains, "Late in September, 1963, I set out in search of an 

old dream, one that faded, came back into focus, and faded 

again. The search was for my America" (11). His purpose, 
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"to see and listen to America," involved a personal search to 

rediscover the America he believed he had lost as a youth in 

Syracuse, New York. Williams describes being immersed in 

both religion and the melting pot of Italian, German, and 

Jewish Americans as a youth. He claims the discovery of two 

truths as the impetus for the loss of his America. 

His first loss, religion, occurred when he found liquor 

bottles under the porch of his preacher's house, and the 

second when he realized he was different from his white 

friends in New York after he began to suffer discrimination. 

The unveiling of harsh truths introduces a recurring motif 

for Williams's journey, for both the author and the reader. 

Living in Washington, D.C., Williams decided to begin his 

journey in Syracuse as the symbolic location of his loss, and 

thus his account adopts the connotation of Steinbeck's "elegy 

for a world he has lost" (Parini ix). As Williams explains, 

"A search begins at the point where the hunter was believed 

lost. For me, it was Syracuse" (16). Within this framework, 

Williams search for America parallels Steinbeck's desire to 

reunite the self with the country as a gesture of 

rediscovery. 

Moreover, both Steinbeck and Williams witness America 

during a pivotal point in its history, a time inundated with 

"constant, brutal, and bewildering change" (Williams 141). 

Like Steinbeck, Williams discovers that even though movements 

may be initiated by governmental policies or innovative 
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leaders, the individuals who make up the country have the 

power to reverse or delay any form of progression towards 

ideals of universal freedom (Williams 141). Williams begins 

his search with hope, believing that the time of his journey 

reinforces his quest with New Frontier optimism. He 

explains, "The year 1963 seemed the time, for some reasons, 

perhaps because of John F. Kennedy, whose rhytlim sounded 

right even if the words didn't (15). But as he delves into 

the interior of the nation, Williams's sensitivity to the 

proximity of "the throb of violence" in America presents the 

assassination of John F. Kennedy as an event that reifies the 

nation's instability and penchant for violence (80). 

This underlying foundation of violence explains 

Williams' pre-trip apprehension and his need to prepare 

himself psychologically, for it also informs his previous 

experiences as a black man in America: 

As I packed to begin my trip in autumn, 1963, I had 
memories of being refused service in Arizona, of 

being passed a miserable sandwich through the 
window of a restaurant in Jefferson City (the 
window was for Negroes). And I recall now feeling 
a helpless, suicidal anger when I had to beg for 
milk for Greg's breakfast when he was four and we 
were on a trip through Hammond, Indiana; and I 
remember being shouted at in a crowded Wichita 
Kansas, restaurant for having had nerve enough to 
ask for service. (14-5) 

Due to such memories, Williams argues that driving coast to 

cost in America as a Negro takes "nerve, courage, and a great 

deal of luck" (30). More importantly, Williams's 

manifestations of his fears about taking to the road suggest 
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the different types of freedom involved in the road 

narrative. 

For white males, the search for personal freedom on the 

road begins with a pre-existing freedom , one afforded to 

members of mainstream culture.' Opposite to Kerouac's 

characters who find immediate freedom on the road and cross 

cultural boundaries in jazz clubs in Denver and San Francisco 

without repercussions, Williams journey follows a confined 

path connected by middle-class Black American contacts in 

cities and hotels listed in his Traveiguide, a listing of 

places where "Negroes can stay without being embarrassed" 

(29). Here, the reality of color influences Williams's 

perception and introduces a reciprocal twist to the theory of 

internal reality, whereby external elements create internal 

ramifications of imposed confinement, both physical and 

emotional. Even though Williams moves in and out of 

locations that imply protection through invitation and 

acceptance, his trip into the South introduces a segment of 

his journey shadowed by fear. 

Before departing, Williams's inclusion of the South on 

his trip's route is questioned and argued against by fellow 

African Americans. As one friend advises him in "last minute 

instructions": "You must remember where you are . . . watch 

1 The exception to this idea of white male freedom will be 
discussed in relation to the films in this study, as subcultural 
individuals dominate the roads in cinematic representations of the road 
narrative. 
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your step, keep your tongue inside your head and remember 

where you are" (45,59). Williams's drive south follows 

"roads that seemed to be going downhill," a perception 

created by the psychological ramifications of a negro's 

descent into the the nation's segregational and prejudicial 

center (42). Traveling through southern states, the author 

drives under constant suspicion and surveillance. After 

months on the road, Williams grows impatient and angry with 

police officers who follow him based upon no other 

provocation than his color: 

After Kentucky, I had been followed by police or 
troopers in Georgia, Tennessee, Mississippi; I had 
been pulled over in Illinois and California. 
Followed, pulled over, and made to know that I was 
a lone black man in a big car and vulnerable as 
hell. (131) 

Williams also follows other road restrictions in the South, 

including the self-imposed injunction that "negroes travel in 

the South only at night" and "they don't sleep in their car" 

(81-2). In addition, Williams expresses fear in stopping at 

restaurants and hotels, where he is turned away for service 

or for rooms offered by lit vacancy signs.^ The hesitancy 

that accompanies Williams on the road not only serves as a 

persistent reminder of a non-existent freedom, it also 

emphasizes the distinction between the black and white 

traveler. For Williams, each stop on the road, especially in 

2 Confrontation of Southern prejudice will also be explored in 
Chapter Ill's analysis of Dennis Hopper's Easy Rider, a film which 
displays similar discrimination in southern small towns. 
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the South, presents a challenge: "The eye drifts over this 

motel or that, seeking some instinctive assurance that you 

will not have to put your life on the line by asking for a 

single for the night" (26). Williams's racially-influenced 

experiences are not limited to the South, however. 

During his visit to his mother in San Diego, California, 

news of the Kennedy assassination erupts with reports of a 

"negro" suspect, information that contributed to a collection 

of racially-slanted news stories offered by only a few cities 

in the country, as Williams later discovers. Even though he 

initially attempted not to make civil rights the focus of his 

trip, Williams' eventually admits: "'Negro' kept running 

through the reports like some lesser theme in a wild 

symphony, a theme that would at the finale become dominant" 

(115). For Williams, civil rights developed into an 

unavoidable current that increased with every encounter along 

his journey, rising from the undercurrent of apprehension he 

experienced before his trip ever began. As Earl A. Cash 

observes, both Williams and Steinbeck apprehended the moral 

crisis of civil rights on their trips; however, while 

Steinbeck observed from a distance, Williams was pulled in by 

his position as either a recipient of racially motivated 

opinions along the road or a victim of prejudice. 

Eventually, Williams returns East, where he ends his 

cross-country trip in Washington, D.C., passing the Lincoln 

Memorial and offering a retrospective account of his 
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participation in the March on Washington, where Martin Luther 

King, Jr. delivered his "I Have a Dream" speech. Gilbert 

Muller's contention that Williams revisits the site in "a 

final confrontation with the American Dream," provides an 

accurate interpretation (45). The "geographical center of 

everything that Williams has been writing about" creates a 

collision of past idealism and present realism that results 

in Williams's acceptance of the reality that follows the 

dream (42). Williams stands at the end of his journey not 

necessarily disillusioned, but frightened by the 

reaffirmation of his initial fears. 

Due to his perceptions of a country reticent to change 

and poised for violence, Williams describes America as 

"grossly inadequate and crippled" and as "a great emptiness, 

a stalking thing, sad and frightening at once" (150, 137). 

Williams emphasizes his impression that a black man seldom 

encounters the fruition of King's dream in America, and the 

country's division prohibits it from reaching its full 

potential. According to Williams, movements and laws 

encouraging desegregation were not changing the country due 

to individuals unwilling to engage in progress. For Williams 

in 1964, the country remained divided, and no speech, march, 

or dream was going to change that. 

Nonetheless, he transcends the atmosphere of division 

and helplessness that dominates his narrative and concludes 
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his presentation with the same hope that motivated his 

j ourney: 

I am committed to the search for its true meaning; 
I hope what I have found is not it. I am forced to 
hope for it and I have no choice but to meet the 
challenge of it. Yes, it is true that America has 
yet to sing its greatest songs, but it had better 
hurry up and find the key to the tunes. (158) 

In the end, Williams continues to listen for a coda to his 

"symphony," the emerging of an America that moves beyond the 

dissonant sounds of its current state. His final words, 

encouraging future searches for America, calls for the 

perpetuation of the road journey in America as a quest 

consisting of both individual searching and the uncovering of 

an ever-changing national identity. 

As Steinbeck notes in the opening chapter of Travels, "A 

journey is a person in itself; no two are alike" (3). These 

three non-fiction road narratives serve as a testimony to 

Steinbeck's statement, specifically in their perspectives of 

America. Even with their differences, all three authors 

discover an inability to escape. Steinbeck cannot escape 

change, Heat-Moon cannot escape himself, and Williams cannot 

escape the reality of difference in Civil Rights America. 

Yet more differences separate these narratives than 

similarities connect them. Steinbeck chooses not to sign 

hotel registers nor claim his identity in an attempt to avoid 

being recognized as a writer, while Heat-Moon denies his 

Native American identity in an brief apologetic chapter 
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promising not to discuss it directly, and Williams is not 

allowed to sign most hotel registers and is only recognized 

as a black man by others, specifically police. Once when he 

is introduced as a writer, the person assumes that he is 

James Baldwin. Moreover, Steinbeck claims to meet no 

strangers on his trip, Williams travels through America as a 

stranger, isolated by difference, and Heat-Moon is mistaken 

for a hoodlum several times. In Travels, Steinbeck 

ultimately decides that "Americans have more in common than 

they have apart;" however, the journeys of Steinbeck, Heat-

Moon, and Williams challenge such an assumption, revealing 

multiple realities of America (159). Finally, the non-

fiction road narrative emphasizes failure, as well as the 

danger of assuming freedom on the road, characteristics 

echoed by the cinematic representations of the road narrative 

included in this study. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE END OF THE ROAD?: 

THE ROAD NARRATIVE PROTOTYPES 

IN THE NOVEL AND FILM 

The starting point for the road narrative in the 

American novel and film, respectively, includes two works 

with strikingly similar characteristics. Not only do Jack 

Kerouac's On the Road and Dennis Hopper's Easy Rider both 

emphasize subcultural elements of American existence, they 

also build from the foundation of the Western genre. As 

prototypes for their respective mediums, it is necessary to 

outline their controlling themes and conventions in order to 

provide significance for later discussions of those novels 

and films which follow them. In this chapter, a detailed 

overview of On The Road and Easy Rider will be followed by 

attention to how both works resonate with Western reflections 

in order to preface Chapter IV's elaboration on the road 

narrative's revision of the Western. 

Knowing where to begin when discussing Jack Kerouac's On 

the Road is difficult, just as the characters in the novel 

find it difficult to know when and where their journeys begin 

and end. The multiplicity of road journeys in the five part 

novel, including trips east to west, west to east, and 

finally south to Mexico, with recurring mid-point 

interruptions in the midwest, complicates the task of 
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analysis by presenting various circumstances and characters 

for each "magnificent journey to the West Coast" or trip to 

the "end of America." Kerouac's layering of roads 

distinguishes it from other road narratives, those revolving 

around one, geographical or task-oriented journey. Moreover, 

Kerouac's road novel exists as a collage of innovative form, 

snapshot-quality description and frozen moments of reflection 

juxtaposed with excited, spontaneous prose, all performed 

with the rhytlnms of a prosody influenced by the jazz 

musicians of the 1940s. In addition, the plurality of 

Kerouac's motifs is overwhelming, too numerous to discuss in 

this focused examination of the novel as a road narrative. 

Kerouac interroingles spirituality with mythology, Edenic 

quest with disillusionment, cultural heterogeneity with 

social protest, apolitical isolation with universal 

mysticism, and modernist traditions with pre-existing 

postmodernism, while offering a panoramic perspective of 

American roads, bars, cities, and street corners inhabited by 

a plethora of fleeting characters. This chapter v/ill focus 

on the reception of Kerouac's novel as a modernist diversion, 

its postmodern elements, and the defining elements of the 

road narrative, including the condition of the road 

protagonists, the goals of the road, and a rendering of the 

traditions of fiction operating within Kerouac's novel. 

Critics have labeled On The Road a novel that signals 

the "adventurous and radical" shift from the tranquil and 
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conservative novel of the 1950s, an experimental novel that 

was "unnerving to readers" because it was the first work of 

its era to express the indirection that has subsequently been 

emulated by postmodern authors (Bradbury, Wagner-Martin 108). 

Kerouac's prototype has been recognized for introducing not 

only a new spirit to the postmodern novels of the 1960s/70s 

hippie culture, but for pointing "toward a new sense of form, 

or indeed to a pervasive new merging of forms," including a 

tradition Malcolm Bradbury labeled as "hallucinatory 

naturalism" (160, 169). Other modernist critics have been 

reticent to recognize the achievement of On the Road, 

discrediting the novel's paradox of disappointing experience 

captured by over-excited prose (Hilfer). Perhaps the 

comprehension of On the Road's influence has been limited by 

its label as "a testament to the the Beat Generation," a 

novel bearing witness for an isolated movement, buried 

between the conservative novels of the 1950s and the radical 

uprooting of historicism and narrative experimentation of the 

1960s novel (Cook, Bradbury). The influence of Kerouac's 

novel as a road narrative deserves attention, as do modernist 

traditions he worked from and the postmodernity that he 

previewed. 

The most definitive postmodern characteristic of 

Kerouac's novel, Sal Paradise's internalization of racial 

diversity as an expression of identity and perspective, has 

been interpreted by Robert Holton as "the attempt to rethink 
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the white American male subject in relation to the racial 

diversity of the nation" (266). Throughout the novel, Sal 

indulges in the isolation and alienation of racial 

minorities, expressing his desire to actually "be" racially 

marginalized: 

I wished I were a Denver Mexican, or even a poor 
overworked Jap, anything but what I was so 
drearily, a 'white man' disillusioned. . . .1 was 
only myself, Sal Paradise . . . wishing I could 
exchange worlds with the happy, true-hearted, 
ecstatic Negroes of America. (180) 

Part of Sal's motivation for traveling the roads of America 

involves his belief that "the road must eventually lead to 

the whole world" (230). Sal's references to the "world" 

allude to the interconnectedness with a natural and socially 

non-restrictive existence. However, his end-of-the-road 

quest leads to early disillusionment when Sal first reaches 

California: 

Everybody looked like a broken-down movie extra, a 
withered starlet; disenchanted stunt men, midget 
auto-racers, poignant California characters with 
their end-of-the-continent sadness, handsome, 
decadent, Casanova-ish men, puffy-eyed motel 
blondes, hustlers, pimps, whores, masseurs, 
bellhops--a lemon lot. (170) 

Kerouac's broken-down culture montage reflects the 

disillusionment of Nathanael West's appearance-obsessed, 

nightmarish Hollywood in Day of the Locust. In that novel. 

West exposes the disillusionment and hopelessness of 

California inhabitants, describing them as "masquerades" with 

hate-filled eyes who had "come to California to die" (22-3) . 
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Kerouac's protagonist, Sal Paradise, imagines a landscape 

evocative of the promise of freedom and opportunity that 

motivated the pioneers to follow the frontier, but Sal only 

finds corruption, malaise, and confinement at the end of the 

road. Where Paradise ultimately finds the "world" he 

searches for is in the racially diverse individuals along the 

road. Compare Sal's description of a Denver softball game 

with his catalogue of the broken-down remnants of Hollywood 

culture: 

The strange young heroes of all kinds, white, 
colored Mexican, pure Indian, were on the field. 

. . . Near me sat an old Negro who apparently 
watched the games every night. Next to him was an 
old white bum; then a Mexican family, then some 
girls, some boys--all humanity, the lot. (180) 

As Sal tells Dean, " . . .the thing that bound us all 

together in this world was invisible" (210). Sal discovers 

that such a connection, the one he gets on the road to find, 

lies not in a physical place or its visible accoutrements, 

but among a group of people with a common perspective, a 

certain way of life, and an internal understanding of the 

hidden rhythms of marginal experience. 

Sal's appropriation of racial identities and his 

unspoken connection with the subculture of marginalization 

extends the concept of internal reality beyond a 

consciousness that invokes individual perceptions of reality, 

but allows for a recreation of the self and incorporation 
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into a community through a connection built upon interior 

modes of being. 

When Sal meets Terry on his first trip West, he settles 

with her in Texas, picking cotton and living in tents with 

her brothers, a segment reminiscent of Steinbeck's portrayal 

of the peach-picking, transient Joad family in Grapes of 

Wrath. Submerging himself in the Mexican culture of Terry 

and her family, Sal asserts, "I was a man of the earth, 

precisely as I had dreamed I would be. . . . They thought I 

was a Mexican, of course; and in a way I am" (97). One of 

the motivations for Sal's adoption of racial identity may be 

symptomatic of his own loss of identity along the road: 

I was far away from home, haunted and tired with 
travel, in a cheap hotel room I'd never seen . . . 
I wasn't scared; I was just somebody else, some 
stranger. (17) 

Sal's absence of identity precipitates his openness for 

assuming various racial identities, presenting what Robert 

Holton defines as "an image of white male subjectivity 

defined in terms of alienation, rebelliousness, and 

spontaneity . . . qualities repeatedly associated in the book 

with America's marginalized racial others" (266). The most 

encompassing environment for the qualities Holton refers to 

is found in Sal's observations on the Denver night. 

Finding the outward expression of his internal 

perception of the world in the dark jazz clubs of Denver and 

San Francisco and among the Denver colored section, Sal walks 
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the streets of Denver, admiring the "excitement and the air . 

. . filled with the vibration of really joyous life that 

knows nothing of disappointment and 'white sorrows' and all 

that" (181). Ultimately, Sal wishes he were a Negro, feeling 

that the Negro world offers more "life, joy, kicks, darlmess, 

music, . . . [and] night" than his white world (180). He also 

expresses his admiration for the Negro world through his 

characterization of others along the road, including 

Mississippi Gene, who though white, has "something of the 

wise and tired old Negro in him," and his Denver friend, Remi 

Boncouer, who learns to laugh from a Negro neighbor 

possessing "the one greatest laugh in all this world" (18, 

97). Ultimately, Sal finds the end of the road he initially 

sets out for, when he and Dean drive into Mexico, leaving 

America behind to witness the "mysterious Spanish streets of 

Mexico"(280) . There they finally "learn" themselves by 

joining a community "among the Fellahin Indians of the world, 

the essential strain of the basic primitive, wailing humanity 

. . . as essential as rocks in the desert are they in the 

desert of history" (280-1). Sal finds the world he searches 

for, but as with his distant perspective of the Negroes in 

Denver, Sal is unable to assimilate himself within the 

Mexican culture when he gets sick and is forced to return to 

New York. 

Helton's analysis of On the Road's postmodern highway 

offers a double effect of Kerouac's portrayal of racial 

60 



heterogeneity: first, Kerouac draws attention to the lives 

of marginalized people and second, he is unable to penetrate 

the stereotypes of his perception, leaving him without a 

"junction which could make available to him a point of view 

from the margins themselves" (278). Even after all of his 

encounters, empathy, and admissions, Sal remains within his 

"white world" when he reaches the end of the road. 

Kerouac's portrayal of racially marginalized characters 

achieves more than what Holton classifies as "an exploration 

of American racial heterogeneity" and a "signpost indicating 

a route to postmodernity," it also provides the foundation 

for social protest, as Sal chastises the materialistic and 

self-absorbed American, negating the "self-important money 

bag Americans" in favor of the culturally marginalized and 

socially oppressed, an interesting perspective within the 

culture of racial tension endemic to the times in which 

Kerouac was writing (266, 279). Sal immerses himself into 

subcultural existence among the hidden faces and dark corners 

of experience, thereby decentering the mainstream experience 

of 1950s America and exposing the underground rhythms of 

America. 

While Kerouac's portrayal of character emphasizes 

heterogeneity, the combined descriptions of separate, various 

locations result in a rather homogeneic presentation of 

American highways and city streets. Bruce Cook, author of 

The Beat Generation, finds Kerouac's strength in the 
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descriptive passages of On the Road, noting an "open eye that 

sees all [and the] memory that retains it all" (78). Sal's 

"open, unreserved response to events and people" not only 

contributes to the spontaneity of the prose, it also paints a 

portrait of America reflective of the weary colors of loss 

and restless searching indicative of Sal's road journeys 

(Webb, Jr. 124). Sal's America is punctuated with sadness: 

in the Ferris wheel in Nebraska, the crying babies in Iowa, 

the old "homos" of the Eighth Avenue night, the lights of a 

baseball game, the red dusk, the hum of neon lights, and 

"every sad night" (169). When Sal attends an opera, Fidelio, 

in Denver, he cries as the baritone sings, "What gloom!" 

confessing the singer's expression of his own life view. 

Stout notes the lack of basis for differentiating one place 

and its associated experiences from another (110). As an 

artist, Sal interprets America as a text, preferring to read 

the American landscape, the manuscripts of the snow, or 

admitting the night he cannot read in the murky, Louisiana 

swamps (102, 112, 158). His passive but intense evaluations 

of the American manuscript offer him no escape from his own 

loss and malaise, as he discovers that speeding to and from 

people and destinations offers no resolution, just further 

examinations of the sadness lurking in the dark corners of 

his perspective. He laments, "There was no end to this loss, 

this thing would drag on forever"(70). Sal's only 

possibility for redemption lies in the repeated but 
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unexpected arrivals of Dean Moriarity, who offers Sal the 

healing power of the road. 

Stuart Miller's designation of the random appearances of 

characters in the picaresque as a "dance pattern" applies to 

the cycle of Dean Moriarity's arrivals and departures in On 

the Road. In fact, the promise of Dean's appearance or 

existence instigates most of Sal's decisions to get on the 

road, including the introduction of Dean as Sal's initial 

motivation for going west: "With the coming of Dean Moriarty 

began the part of my life you could call my life on the road" 

(3). Throughout the novel, Sal and Dean's journeys provide a 

reciprocal, almost see-saw effect, through their respective 

trips east or west to invite or join the other on the road. 

Dean embodies the spirit of the restless traveler, a soul 

"wrapped up in a fast car, a coast to reach, and a woman at 

the end of the road" (230) . His relentless energy and non

committal lifestyle force Sal to await the overwhelming 

arrivals of the larger-than-life Dean: 

It was like the imminent arrival of Gargantua; 
preparations had to be made to widen the gutters of 
Denver and foreshorten certain laws to fit his 
suffering bulk and bursting ecstasies. (259) 

Throughout the novel, Sal remains in Dean's shadow, following 

him across the country or sitting in the passenger seat as 

Dean races through nights on the road. 

Sal encourages Dean's "drop-out philosophy," following 

Dean in a search away from the responsibilities of life and 
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into the displaced world of the road. However, beliefs do not 

motivate their philosophy, a characteristic reflective of the 

real life Beats who serve as the foundation for Kerouac's On 

the Road characters. According to Howard Webb, Jr., the 

Beats, including Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, William S. 

Burroughs, Clellon Holmes, and Neal Cassady, were "haunted by 

their inability to believe in anything," and this type of 

emptiness is what drives Sal and Dean to keep moving along 

the road and away from a society and a lifestyle that holds 

no meaning for them (121). When Sal's vision of the West is 

demystified and his initial goal has been thwarted by 

disillusionment, he continues to seek a new road while 

admitting, "I didn't know where all this was leading; I 

didn't care" (124). Yet consistently. Dean is re-

invigorated by individuals, like the jazz musicians or the 

young girls, who seem to embody a spirit he desperately needs 

to possess, whether through philosophical osmosis or physical 

exchange. But more often than not, Sal portrays a Dean far 

from any sense of true understanding, noting Dean's vague 

references to an unattainable, ultimate goal: "Nobody can get 

to that last thing. We keep on living in hopes of catching it 

once and for all" (48). Thus, the inability to find what 

they search for or even elucidate its source repeatedly calls 

Sal and Dean to the road, leaving them to perpetual 

wandering. 
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In the first section of the novel, Sal leaves for the 

West with the promise of finding Dean in San Francisco, but 

their paths cross on the road and Sal returns to New York, 

disappointed. In section two, which begins over a year 

later. Dean seems to arrive from nowhere: 

a mud-spattered '49 Hudson drew up in front of the 
house on the dirt road. I had no idea who it was. 
. . . I opened the door and suddenly realized it 
was Dean. (110) 

After this surprise arrival. Dean's appearances and 

disappearances in the novel, while as inconsistent and 

unreliable as Dean, create a random, but expected pattern in 

Sal's life, as Sal oscillates between searching the streets 

for Dean and missing him and not caring whether they would 

see each other again (178). But Dean always surfaces, taking 

Sal for one more trip down South to Mexico, leaving him there 

in order to "get back to his life," and returning in the 

final section of the novel with the promise of a terminal 

trip West. If Dean's absence does not preclude a trip, money 

does, and in the final pages, Sal remains in New York as Dean 

heads for the 3,000 mile train trip back to the West Coast. 

Consistent with character, the final image of the two leaves 

Sal watching Dean take off for the road: 

Dean, ragged in a motheaten overcoat . . . walked 
off alone, and the last I saw of him he rounded 
the corner of Seventh Avenue, eyes on the street 
ahead,and bent to it again. (309) 

Just as Sal's interpretations of the American landscape offer 

no elements that distinguish one place from another, there 
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are no distinctive reactions to the arrivals, departures, or 

even final departure of Dean. As Stout accurately observes: 

a final image of the novel's life of wandering is 
not exhilaration or heroism or even escape, but 
helpless imprisonment. . . . On the Road . . 
.clearly displays a No Exit sign. (110) 

The repetition without variation pattern that pervades 

On the Road distinguishes it from other narratives which 

include a character's epiphany or resolution, a met goal or 

completed task, leaving an unresolved, open ending to this 

novel plagued by indirection and psychological imprisonment. 

Easy Rider, released in 1969, captured the turmoil of a 

nation at the end of a decade rifled with the assassinations 

of John and Robert Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., the 

escalation of military involvement in Vietnam, racial strife, 

rioting, street fighting, and protests. The reign of a 

counter-culture that sought to remove itself from political 

and social oppression and challenged lingering, mainstream 

conservatism began to fall apart in the late 1960s "in the 

aftermath of the Manson murders and the disastrous Rolling 

Stones concert at Altamont Speedway (Hill 33). Easy Rider 

portrays this social turbulence by emphasizing the schism 

between the mainstream and its counter-culture and the 

prejudice toward the existence of culturally disassociated 

individuals. In a 1969 interview with Rolling Stone, Peter 

Fonda, who plays Wyatt in the film, expressed his resentment 
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for the country's expectations and desires for predictable 

outcomes and the film's refusal to follow such easy paths: 

People want [the plot] predicted for them . . .so 
they can deal with it . . . they want [violence, 
sex, drugs, and death] to be a certain way. And it 
ain't. Neither is freedom. 'Easy Rider' is a 
Southern term for a whore's old man, not a pimp, 
but the dude who lives with a chick. Because he's 
got the easy ride. Well, that's what's happened to 
America, man. Liberty's become a whore, and we're 
all taking an easy ride. (28) 

Fonda's explanation alters the film's title from a 

description of the two freedom-seeking bikers to a criticism 

of a culture that makes any outward display of freedom 

anything but easy. 

Easy Rider opens with "the big score," when Wyatt and 

Billy sell enough cocaine to allow them the financial freedom 

to hit the road. With their "ticket to ride" hidden in the 

gas tank of Wyatt's motorcycle, the two embark on the open 

road as Steppenwolf's "Born to Be Wild" narrates the 

beginning of their quest, but their trip to Mardi Gras from 

California soon reveals that even though Wyatt and Billy may 

be born to be wild, they are not born to be free. 

In her discussion of the automobile in American 

literature and popular culture, Cynthia Dettelbach identifies 

freedom as one of the main characteristics of the American 

Dream, a major thematic component in the road motif in 

American Literature. Dettelbach also notes the "double edge" 

of this dream, the social constraints which undermine the 

carefree bikers in Easy Rider. Any dreams that Wyatt and 
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Billy have of riding their motorcycles across country in an 

act of ultimate freedom is thwarted by the people they meet 

along the road. Wyatt and Billys first encounter with 

resistance occurs when they are arrested for "parading 

without a permit," after their road leads them into the path 

of a small town parade. Wyatt and Billy's placement in jail 

emphasizes society's desire to confine the two strangers, but 

a fellow inmate, George Hanson, an ACLU lawyer incarcerated 

for public intoxication, helps them to be released. Finding 

another rebel in George, the two riders return the favor by 

inviting the D.H. Lawrence-toasting lawyer on their quest. 

When the three riders stop in a small-town cafe, they are 

verbally attacked by the locals as "long-haired queers," 

indirectly threatened, and ignored by the waitress in the 

cafe. Later that night, George is beaten to death, 

presumably by the local hagglers from the cafe. 

Even though Wyatt and Billy continue on the road, it is 

with the harsh realization that the goal of freedom no longer 

lingers, and only Mardi Gras remains. Before Wyatt and Billy 

fall asleep after their night in New Orleans, Billy looks to 

Wyatt for reassurance, claiming, "We made it." Wyatt's 

response, "No man, we blew it," signifies the aforementioned 

distinction in the goals of the road travelers. While 

Billys goal has been realized, Wyatt' s ultimate goal of 

freedom has been exposed as a misconceived myth. As Lee Hill 

observes, "the idyll of 'the big score' proves as transitory 
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and misleading as the golden dreams that derail the 

characters of the novels of Theodore Dreiser and F. Scott 

Fitzgerald" (32). The riders discover their inability to 

assimilate their alternative philosophy of life into 

mainstream culture, and the film's portrayal of their 

disassociation derives from the refuge they find in 

marginalized communities. Along the road, Wyatt and Billy 

find acceptance from a hitchhiker, a rancher and his family 

who live off the land, a commune whose inhabitants offer them 

food, and the whores in New Orleans who join them at Mardi 

Gras and in their acid-trip in a cemetery. All of these 

places, the ranch, the commune, the cemetery, as well as the 

wilderness campfires, symbolize segregation from mainstream 

culture. In addition, the cemetery adds another allusion to 

to the death that awaits Wyatt and Billy at the end of the 

road. In the final scene, "a couple of duck poachers in a 

truck rip them off 'cause they don't like the way they look" 

(Fonda qtd. in Biskind 42) . Easy Rider ends with the image 

of the two bikes in flames along the side of the road, a 

testimony to Wyatt and Billy's marginalization and to the 

death of freedom. 

The contrasts of Wyatt and Billys treatment in 

mainstream culture and marginalized cultures is doubled by 

the portrayal of the national identity. In "The Road to 

Dystopia," Barbara Klinger points out the dichotomous 

portrayal of "America the Beautiful" and "Amerika the Ugly" 
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in Easy Rider, citing the film's scenes of landscape, 

denotative of the raw beauty of the American landscape, set 

in contrast to the nightmarish encounters of Southern small 

towns. The openness and untouched quality of landscape 

montages that accentuate the film and echo the freedom of 

Western frontierism are undermined by the prejudicial 

encounters that serve to restrict the spirit of the two 

riders and establish a contrast of idealism and realism. 

Hill analogizes the film's reflection of the decade's 

optimism as "a brief, promising mirage like oil shimmering on 

the road's horizon" (33). Such a portrayal also reflects the 

early 1960s idealism that was quickly destroyed by political 

and social upheaval, as well as the decline of the counter-

cultural movement at the end of the decade. 

The pervasive aspect of restless and vague wandering in 

On the Road and the outlaw characters in Easy Rider directly 

reflect the Western tradition to which we can now shift our 

focus as being one of the most influential elements of these 

prototypical road narratives. The Western tradition is 

important in establishing a foundation for the subsequent 

road narratives. 

As noted in Chapter 1, the mythology of the frontier in 

American life, as identified by Frederick J. Turner, includes 

the wanderlust of Americans and the constant seeking of a new 

frontier. The road narrative, if viewed from this 

perspective, offers postmodern possibilities for the Western, 
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replacing the horse with the automobile and the open frontier 

with the open highway. In the first section of On the Road, 

Sal's arrival in San Francisco, the end of his postmodern 

frontier, offers little more than disillusionment, emptiness 

and a simple decision: "Here I was at the end of America--no 

more land--and now there was nowhere to go but back" (77-8). 

Even though the road ends, Sal has the freedom to turn around 

and face a new frontier. On the Road encompasses the 

mythology of the frontier, a seminal element within the 

tradition of the Western as well as Sal's unrelenting 

fascination with the mythology of the West as an indicator of 

character and situation. 

As embodiments of the spirit of the West, Kerouac's 

characters are as celebrated as the popular culture icons 

they resemble, taking on equally magnanimous stature. Sal's 

western explorations are precipitated by his fascination with 

the myth of the West and with his friend. Dean Moriarty, 

described as a "western kinsman of the sun" and "the chief 

hero of the Western" (10, 126). Harry Russell Heubel 

accurately observes that Sal eventually discovers "reality 

[as] neither the nineteenth-century west, nor the movie, nor 

tourist-trap versions of it" (Heubel 11). Between his first 

stop in Cheyenne to his final road trip across the Rio 

Grande, Sal slowly recognizes the West as a myth perpetuated 

by popular culture. 
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In Cheyenne, he finds a Wild West Week celebration with 

ten-gallon hats, hefty wives in cowgirl attire, blank guns, 

and crowded saloons. Sal describes his reaction: "I was 

amazed, and at the same time I felt it was ridiculous: in my 

first shot at the West I was seeing to what absurd devices it 

had fallen to keep its proud tradition" (33). In Omaha, 

cowboy hats, boots, and cowboys pass Sal on the street, 

erroneously representing for Sal "the real spirit of the 

West" (21). Sal eventually recognizes that these corporeal 

representations of the West are false; the myth of the West 

survives in the spirit evinced by certain individuals and 

specific landscape, not through more ornamental displays. 

Throughout the novel, Sal and Dean, "two broken down 

heroes of the Western night," thrive as pioneers of the road 

(190). When the two cross the Rio Grande into Mexico, Sal 

reminds Dean: 

This road is also the route of old American outlaws 
who used to skip over the border and go down to old 
Monterrey, so if you'll look out on that graying 

desert and picture the ghost of an old Tombstone 
hellcat making his lonely exile gallop in the 
unknown, you'll see further. (277) 

Even though Sal discovers the distinction between the real 

West and its reputation, he maintains the mythology. He 

borrows from the myth of the West to describe his friends: 

"My first impression of Dean was of a young Gene Autry—trim, 

thin-hipped, blue-eyes, with a real Oklahoma accent—a side-

burned hero of the snowy West" (5). Chad King "has the 
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beauty and grace of a Western hotshot who's danced in 

roadhouses and played a little football," and Stan Shepard, 

"was a rangy, bashful, shock-haired Denver boy with a big 

con-man smile and slow, easy going Gary Cooper movement. 

'Hot damn!' he said and stuck his thumbs on his belt and 

ambled down the street, swaying from side to side but slowly" 

(37, 258). Sal also uses recognizable images from Western 

films to describe walking roads that are like "all the roads 

you see in Western B movies" and realizes, "It was like a 

western movie; the time had come for me to assert myself" 

(64, 65). When he sleeps in an all-night movie house showing 

a Western, he leaves "permeated with the strange Gray Myth of 

the West" (244). Just as Sal views life on the road through 

a prism of the American myth of the West, Kerouac's 

characters reflect the attributes of the Western hero. 

While James C. McKelly argues that the West in On the 

Road exists only as a "romanticized projection, the 

palimpsest upon which is written the wild text," Kerouac's 

protagonists embody the transience endemic to the Western 

hero, characterized by freedom and adventure, men removed 

from society by their rugged individualism and enterprising 

spirit. In West of Everything, Jane Tompkins observes that 

the openness and infinite distance of the landscape in the 

Western provide unlimited access and room to move. Tompkins 

notices, "The man can go, in any direction, as far as he can 

go. The possibilities are endless" (75). The relentless 
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desire for travel that permeates On the Road can be found in 

Dean's challenge to Sal, "We gotta go and never stop going 

till we get there" (238). As Dean and Sal drive the open 

road, their indulgence in movement becomes the only goal and 

signals a departure from the past. Sal says, "We were all 

delighted, we all realized we were leaving confusion and 

nonsense behind and performing our one and noble function of 

the time,Ji70ve " (133). Even though Sal and Dean's true 

search occurs on the road, their journey is interrupted by 

moments of temporary settlement. 

The idea of temporary settlement is central to the 

Western in heroes whose impermanent "homes" are located 

wherever they build their campfire. Out in the open 

landscape, the Western hero may make his home for one night 

or a week, but he will always pick up and move to build 

another campfire. His impermanence distinguishes him from 

the domesticity of the woman he leaves in the town or the men 

who ultimately settle by declaring a piece of land as their 

home. 

On the Road reflects such impermanence in Sal's extended 

stay with Terry and her family in Sabinal, Dean's three 

attempts at marriage, and their various visits to families, 

including Frankie, Ed Wall, and Bull Lee. In recurring 

passages, Sal identifies the conflict between the transience 

and the domesticity he and Dean encounter. Each time Sal 

returns to the road, he looks back to who and what is left 
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behind: "What is that feeling when you're driving away from 

people and they recede on the plain till you see their specks 

dispersing?" (156). The recurring image of people receding 

on the plain punctuates each departure as Sal leaves Terry in 

Sabinal, Lucille in New York, Bull Lee in New Orleans, Hal 

Hingham in Tuscon, Tim Gray in Denver, or the Wall Ranch in 

Denver. Sal sees the figures standing "uncertainly 

underneath immense skies, and everything about them is 

drowned" (156) . Interpreting the lives of domesticity as 

both repressed and submerged, Sal favors the freedom of the 

road. Movement defies any chance of permanent settlement, 

representing not only the issue of freedom versus restraint, 

but transience versus domesticity. 

The transience theme in On the Road grounds the novel 

in Western traditions while also epitomizing travel or 

journey literature. In her discussion of the journey motif 

in literature, Janis P. Stout defines the heroes of travel 

literature "in an exhilarating symbiosis with their wide open 

environment, not in their relationship or even subordination 

to a family for larger social group" (7). Kerouac develops 

this lack of social or familial commitment throughout the 

novel, particularly through Sal's visit to Remi Boncouer, his 

reasons for leaving Terry and Lucille, and Dean's 

disposition to impulsive and temporary marriages. 

Upon Sal's first arrival in San Francisco, he goes to 

the home of his friend, Remi Boncouer, who lives with his 
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girlfriend, Lee Ann. Not only does Sal sense Lee Ann's 

feelings of entrapment in the domestic situation, he soon 

discovers that his new life in San Francisco, with a job at 

the barracks and an apartment with Remi and Lee Ann is not 

fulfilling, but lonely (73). Stout notes, "Lacking both a 

home and a destination, [the adventurer] can do nothing else 

but wander through aimless sequences and empty experience" 

(111). Sal speaks frequently of emptiness and loneliness 

while in California, feelings which seems to derive from his 

realization that the road has ended. He admits, " . . . all 

I wanted to do was sneak out into the night and disappear 

somewhere, and go and find out what everybody was doing all 

over the country" (67). Feeling more attached to strangers 

in far away places than to friends, he describes himself and 

Remi as "lost to each other" (79). Kerouac suggests Sal's 

disconnection from Remi derives from the difference between 

settling and wandering. When Sal returns to the road, the 

pattern of temporary domesticity, ended by impatience, 

emerges. 

Examples within this pattern include two females in the 

novel, Terry and Lucille, who both fail to keep Sal from the 

road. Sal's experiences with women reflect Tompkins's 

explication of romance in the Western: "The love affair never 

goes anywhere and occupies only a small part of the footage" 

(40). Sal meets Terry on a Los Angeles bus and engages in a 

fleeting relationship with her until she encourages him to 
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come to her hometown. During his brief stay in Sabinal, 

Sal's second attempt at work fails because of drinking beer 

with Terry's brothers. Kerouac's prolepsis reveals Sal's 

relationship to Terry as temporary: "For the next fifteen 

days we were together for better or for worse" (85). When 

Sal leaves Terry in Sabinal, their departure echoes a Western 

shoot out: "We turned at a dozen paces, for love is a duel, 

and looked at each other-for the last time" (101). With his 

canvas bag, Sal returns to the road, disillusioned with 

California and headed for New York. 

In New York, Sal "romances around" with a married girl 

named Lucille until Dean arrives and revives Sal's passion 

for the road. Leaving again, Sal confesses, "I knew my 

affair with Lucille wouldn't last much longer. She wanted me 

to be her way" (125). At this point, Sal's wanderlust 

addresses an internal conflict that no one, not even a woman, 

can solve: "I like too many things and get all confused and 

hung-up running from one falling star to another till I drop. 

. . . I had nothing to offer anybody but my own confusion" 

(126). Sal suspends ideas of settling during his period of 

spiritual and geographical wandering. As he continues his 

quest, marriage exists in a distant but welcomed future as he 

explains to Dean: 

I want to marry a girl so I can rest my soul with 
her till we both get old. This can't go on all the 
time--all this franticness and jumping about. We've 
got to go someplace, find something. (116) 
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Sal's individuality and disconnectedness allow him to settle 

himself, and satisfying his own searching provides a 

prerequisite for settling with someone else. Sal understands 

that his current lifestyle will eventually change. 

One of the main differences between Sal and Dean is in 

Sal's recognition of the conflict between domestic life and 

life on the road. Dean merges the two lives, balancing both 

through impulsive choices. Trying to live in both worlds, he 

marries three times, to Marylou, Camille, and Inez, between 

his trips with Sal. Even though Dean's lives and loves are 

scattered across the continent, there is a recognizable 

pattern to his ephemeral domesticity. When Sal visits Dean 

and Inez in New York, he recognizes Dean's predictable and 

restless nature: "This was exactly what he had been doing 

with Camille in Frisco on the other side of the continent. 

The same battered trunk stuck out from under the bed, ready 

to fly" (250). Dean may be able to change places, but he 

never changes himself. 

Dean's "life" and his life on the road also share a 

reciprocal relationship. As his marriages are interrupted by 

the road, his trips are equally cut short by his need to 

return. Even though he and Sal decide to go to Italy, they 

never make the trip, understanding that "With one 

illegitimate child in the West somewhere. Dean then had four 

little ones and not a cent, and was all troubles and ecstasy 

and speed as ever. So we didn't go to Italy" (247). The 
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conflict between transience and domesticity is strongest in 

Dean's dual existence. His disregard for his wives and 

children eventually affects his other relationships, which 

also suffer from his lack of responsibility for anyone but 

himself. Sal describes Dean's friends as disciples 

disillusioned with their leader. They are individuals who 

followed Dean's domestic impulses only to be left behind when 

he chose to wander: "Now his disciples were married and the 

wives of his disciples had him on the carpet for the 

sexuality and the life he had helped bring into being" (194). 

Although Dean's responsibilities continually call him home, 

his true imprisonment is his own will to freedom (McKelly 

295). Dean's inner conflict embodies the greater conflict of 

the narrative, and as Kerouac occasionally alludes to 

Hemingway, the references orient the characters to a 

wandering, expatriate spirit and a battle between transience 

and domesticity. 

Ultimately, Kerouac champions neither freedom nor 

domesticity; a choice must be made for one or the other. 

Freedom and domesticity cannot exist in tandem, and 

unfortunately, either choice leaves something crucial to 

existence behind. Pure, sustained bliss is an illusion. Sal 

discovers early that the myth of the West is an illusion when 

he walks the streets of Hollywood and the lights from office 

buildings make him think of Sam Spade (170). What he 

discovers in California is not a promised land, but an 
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America trapped at the end of the road. He also learns 

through his journey that the road carries its own 

disillusionment and darkness. When Dean and Ed spend a day 

taking pictures in San Francisco, Sal projects what their 

children will see in the photographs: 

I realized these were all the snapshots which our 
children would look at someday with wonder, 
thinking their parents had lived smooth, well-
ordered, stabilized-within the shot lives and got 
up in the morning to walk proudly on the sidewalks 
of life, never dreaming the raggedy madness and 
riot of our actual lives, our actual night, the 
hell of it, the senseless nightmare road. All of 
it inside endless and beginningless emptiness.(254) 

Hearing this description, one must wonder why Sal and Dean 

have spent so much of their time devoted to a "senseless" 

road and assume the perpetual promise it offers redeems dead 

ends of experience. 

Dean and Sal's ventures are motivated by a promise to be 

fulfilled at the end of the road. Janis P. Stout names 

exploration as one of three types of journeys in American 

literature: "The explorer or adventurer is firm in his 

purpose to venture forth and may be clear as to his hopes or 

expectations of what he will find, though ultimately the 

discoveries that await him impose their own shape" (30). 

Sal's initial purpose is to explore the West and Dean's is 

simply "to go;" however, a greater purpose surfaces as Sal 

begins to ask the questions: "What life?" and "What do you 

want out of life?" Meaning in life develops as one of the 

primary quests for Sal and Dean, and when they find emptiness 
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and disillusionment in cities, such as San Francisco, they 

discover their true spiritual destination in other people. 

Dean explains his admiration of a jazz musician to Sal: 

That's what I want to be. I want to be like him. 
He's never hung-up, he goes every direction, he 
lets it all hang out, he knows time, he has nothing 
to do but rock back and forth. Man, he's the end. 
You see, if you go like him all the time you'll 
finally get it. (127) 

The implication of Dean's statement represents the never-

ending quest in the novel, the search for "it." The man Dean 

admires encapsulates total freedom from spatial and temporal 

restrictions, symbolizing the mysterious "it" as a spiritual 

connectedness with all things and people, a final passage 

from physical to spiritual existence. The end of the quest, 

according to Dean, is personal freedom. 

Kerouac extends the virtues of personal freedom and 

escape associated with the road to life and death in Sal's 

statement that "the road is life" (211). Kerouac develops 

the idea that the even though the phsycial end of the road 

offers revelation, the spiritual transcendence or purity 

found in the road is the goal. Sal rationalizes: 

The one thing that we yearn for in our living days, 
that makes us sigh and groan and undergo sweet 

nauseas of all kinds, is the remembrance of some 
lost bliss that was probably experienced in the 
womb and can only be reproduced (though we hate to 
admit it) in death. But who wants to die? . . . I 
told it to Dean and he instantly recognized it as 
the mere simple longing for pure death, and because 
we're all of us never in life again, he rightly, 
would have nothing to do with it, and I agreed with 
him then. (124) 
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Dean recognizes that an individual who removes himself from 

life, who chooses to have nothing to do with it, experiences 

pure death. In the Western, notes Tompkins, death serves as 

some kind of spiritual transcendence and ultimate escape 

(24,27). In On the Road, the ultimate escape comes from 

finding "it," an expression of spiritual transcendence. This 

spiritual quality to life, or "pure death" distinguishes it 

from actual death. "When you die, you're just dead, that's 

all," explains Bull (144). The metaphorical deaths Sal and 

Dean desire are associated with freedom from life's 

restrictions. When Sal admits that "the transitions from 

life to death and back to life are so ghostly easy, " he 

reveals his ability to alternate domesticity and transience 

as well as the difficulty in sustaining either one for long 

periods of time. 

In the chapter preceding the final section of the novel, 

Sal approaches spiritual transcendence when he. Dean, and 

Stan cross the border into Mexico. Here the three discover a 

new road, a hedonistic frontier waiting to be explored. 

Stopping along the road in the Mexico night, Sal experiences 

a spiritual union with the earth: "For the first time in my 

life the weather was not something that touched me, that 

caressed me, froze or sweated me, but became me. The 

atmosphere and I became the same" (294). Unfortunately, the 

next day Dean leaves Sal to go back to his life in New York, 
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and the means of transcendence Sal finds is lost as he 

follows Dean back to America. 

In the end, Sal's journey turns out to be a cyclical 

one. Edward Halsey Foster argues, "[The novel] admits that 

all these roads lead back to where they began (43). Yet the 

novel does much more than simply return these men to their 

original points of departure. Through the various road 

trips, hitchhikers, temporary relationships, and moments of 

freedom, Kerouac shows us fleeting freedoms may end with the 

journey's end, but opportunity remains. Such opportunity 

for freedom and exploration continues the tradition of the 

hope and beginnings found in the period of western expansion 

in American history. Kerouac's novel builds from the 

foundation of the myth of the American West, as he emphasizes 

the transience that defined the Western hero. Ultimately he 

argues that the spirit of the West cannot be found in the 

cowboy sitting next to Sal in Cheyenne. The spirit of the 

West is in the freedom and promise of an unending frontier, a 

frontier that offers individual opportunity to escape 

confinement and imitate the American character defined by 

Turner. For On the Road, and other road novels, new 

frontiers are forever being formed. 

Easy Rider also imitates Western elements, but mor 

importantly, it subverts certain ideologies central to the 

Western. As Steven Cohan and Ina Rae Hark observe, "Road 

movies project American Western mythology onto the landscape 
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traversed and bound by the nation's highways" (1). Easy 

Rider highlights the Western's landscape, a space domineered 

by absence, and the presence of violence, but its 

appropriation of the mythlogy serves to exploit of the myth 

of freedom inherent to the Western, a characteristic that 

will be echoes by the othe road films. 

The characters, geography, and ideal of freedom in Easy 

Rider establish its place within the Western genre. First, 

the eponymic nature of the modern-day Western heroes of Easy 

Rider echo the mythological heroism of Wyatt Earp and Billy 

the Kid, while Billy's suede, fringed smock, boots and 

crumpled hat (his substitute for a helmet) also make him 

reminscent of an Indian sidekick. Throughout the journey, 

the geographical location and direction emphasize the western 

landscape but reverses the idea of westward migration. The 

film traces the motorcyclists through the barren and open 

southwestern landscapes from California to New Orleans. 

Replete with "visually hypnotic" scenery montages marked by 

jagged topography, painterly deserts, and fading sunsets, the 

film portrays its riders as mere accents within the raw 

beauty and emptiness of the Western landscape (Hill 54). As 

Barbara Klinger notes, "the film unquestioningly supports one 

the foundations for American ideology--frontierism" (192) . 

In addition, the four campfire scenes which punctuate the 

film recall similar scenes from the Western, and self-

conscious imitation of the Western informs Billy's 
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imagination that they are "fighting Indians and cowboys on 

every side . .. out here in the wilderness." Several scenes 

in the film contribute to the film's Western foundation, 

including the motorcyles as horses (the riders fix a flat in 

a barn while ranchers shoe a horse), the ride across the open 

landscape (the riders speed on the open road racing a group 

of horses running in a field), images of temporary settlement 

(night-time scenes arond the campfire), and violence (the 

beating of George Hanson and the fatal shooting of Billy and 

Wyatt). 

Not only is the West imitated, it is also idealized 

through the grandeur of its romantic vistas, yet the 

direction followed by the riders. West to East, reverses the 

movement of their Western predecessors and thereby undermines 

the ideology of freedom and opportunity connected with 

western migration and frontierism. 

On the road, the two riders encapsulate the isolated 

freedom of Western heroes, but they also confront 

discrimination from the inhabitants of small, southern towns. 

The nightmarish portrayal of southern prejudice climaxes when 

the two riders are killed by the shotgun of a passenger in a 

passing truck. Freedom, the ideal sought, has eluded the 

riders, thus transforming it to a mythical promise within the 

west. In an interview, Peter Fonda admitted that the film was 

not about freedom, but rather the lack of freedom (28). 

Klinger notes the paradoxical potrayal of Western mythology 
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in Easy Rider's proclamation of the "continued presence of 

the grand old West and its historical and mythic associations 

. . . and the end of the frontier" (199). In its treatment of 

western mythology. Easy Rider is at once both a rejuvenation 

and a disintegration of the Old West. 
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CHAPTER IV 

MISLEADING SIGNS: 

THE WESTERN TRADITION 

Through the foregrounding of Western mythology, 

Kerouac's On the Road establishes a context for interpreting 

road narratives as postmodern Westerns through their 

imitation and modification of characteristics and patterns 

which define the Western. For instance, the distinction 

between the real and the imagined West established by Kerouac 

provides the foundation for one of the main conventions of 

the road narrative: expectations versus reality. In two 

subsequent road narratives, Cormac McCarthys The Crossing 

and David Seals's The Powwow Highway, modern-day wanderers 

are contextualized within the Western's mythlogy, forcing 

their confrontation with the vanishing elements endemic to 

the ideology of frontierism, specifically freedom and 

idealism. 

Common elements bind these two works together within 

their Western framework, including the desire for freedom or 

redemption, and the promise of fulfillment; in addition, all 

of the characters encounter death, in some form, at the end 

of their respective journeys. In her study of the Western in 

popular cuture, Jane Tompkins identifies death as sudden and 

murderous, a characteristic also applicable to these road 

narratives and reflective of the Western's pervasive 
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violence. Through their repeated pattern of death, these 

road narratives comment on the inability of certain elements 

or ideologies to survive in a demanding, competitive Western 

landscape. 

Moreover, these road protagonists determine that the 

only freedom derives from the restorative power of movement, 

a controlling aspect of road narratives and the one that 

comprised the sole purpose of Kerouac's characters and 

extends to the cinematic road narratives in this chapter: 

The Electric Horseman, Fandango, and Thelma and Louise. In 

The Crossing, the blind man tells Billy, " . . . like every 

man who comes to the end of something there was nothing to be 

done but to begin again"; Philbert discovers along the 

powwow highway the "odd, involuntary sensation, this 

phenomenon called movement"; the electric horseman embodies 

perpetual movement, Gardner Barnes, one of Fandango's 

Groovers, encapsulates the wanderer who will forever "[cross] 

fences and women"; and Louise urges Thelma tp "just keep 

going" (291, 101) . Cognizant of their unassimilability within 

the social, political, or ideological worlds around them, 

these "world wanderers" choose to escape through the road 

that separates them from a society that does not undertand 

them, a characteristic resembling the misunderstood, 

mysterious, lone Western hero, who is always in a state of 

leaving. 
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Another aspect of the Western emulated by three of these 

road narratives includes the hero and his sidekick, which 

creates the dualistic purposes and interpretations of these 

road journeys. Each of these road narratives provides a 

dichotomous relationship worthy of exploration, including 

Billy and Boyd in The Crossing, Philbert and Buddy in The 

Powwow Highway, and Thelma and Louise in Thelma and Louise. 

The order of the works discussed in this chapter derives 

from both chronological and ideological frameworks while the 

time frames for these works move us forward in history--The 

Crossing, the late 193 0s, The Powwow Highway, 191S, The 

Electric Horseman, 1979, Fandango, 1984, andTheiina and 

Louise, 1991--the gender ideology traces these road 

narratives from male-centered explorations and Boyd's 

observation in The Crossing that "I sure would hate to be a 

woman in this country" to the female-centered road narrative, 

Thelma and Louise, and its attempt to challenge patriarchal 

ideology within the boundaries of its most masculine setting, 

the Western landscape (237). All of the road narratives will 

raise issues of the perpetuation of the myth of the American 

West and the effect the eradication of an unsettled West has 

on the road wanderers who attempt to reflect its spirit. 

The Crossing is the second installment of McCarthy's 

Border Trilogy, set between All the Pretty Horses (1992) and 

Cities of the Plain (1998). In all three novels, McCarthy 

presents "stark and elegiac" portrayals of young men on 
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quests of retrieval, tracing the journeys of these 

anachronistic cowboys along the borderlands of the Southwest 

(Starrs 67). McCarthy's recurring motifs extend beyond 

geographical quests to include the border as allegory, the 

doubling of characters and plots, and the philosophical and 

metanarrative explorations disguised as random encounters. 

The geographical border, an allegorical device in All 

the Pretty Horses and The Crossing, serves as an emblem for 

the symbolic passage between boyhood and manhood, the past 

and the present, and the place for departure from atavistic 

existence, while the border in Cities of the Plain acts as a 

barrier between love, understanding, and separate worlds. In 

addition. All the Pretty Horses (ATPH) and The Crossing (TC) 

create almost reciprocal texts as their alienated 

protagonists, John Grady Cole {ATPH) and Billy Parham {TC) , 

wander among the same borders, exploring brutal landscapes 

and the various perspectives of philosophical questions 

concerning the nature of the world and man's inability to 

influence that world or foresee the path of his own life. 

The third and final installment in McCarthy's border fiction. 

Cities of the Plain, merges John Grady and Billy into the 

most centrally-located narrative of the three novels while 

continuing the Border Trilogy's motifs of man, the world, and 

the journey. One final unifying characteristic of these 

novels concerns the various, sometimes random and fleeting 

individuals who tell their stories and give advice to the 
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protagonists, a recurring motif reflective of picaresque 

fiction and indicative of a metanarrative strategy for 

McCarthy, especially in The Crossing. While all three novels 

in the Border Trilogy are constructed within a journey/quest 

framework and emphasize the encounters within the journey. 

The Crossing emerges as a work that can also be categorized 

as a road narrative. As an installment in a collective work. 

The Crossing can perhaps most effectively be explored through 

the combined readings of the entire trilogy; however, this 

discussion will limit itself to The Crossing as a road 

narrative and a work of postmodern fiction. 

The Crossing derives its title from the three crossings 

into Mexico made by Billy Parham in the novel. The first 

involves Billy's attempt to free a wolf and return her to her 

indigenous land; the second includes Billy and his brother, 

Boyd's search for the horses that were stolen from their 

ranch; and the third involves Billy's return to Mexico to 

bring Boyd back to New Mexico. Characteristic of the road 

narrative, each journey quickly dissolves from the physical 

to the internal, and none of the trips meets the expectations 

of the traveler. Billy ends up shooting the wolf in order to 

save her on his first trip and returns to New Mexico to find 

his parents have been murdered and their horses stolen. On 

the second crossing, Billy discovers more about the world and 

life than he does about the location of the horses, and in 

the final trip, he finds Boyd's grave and brings his bones 
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back across the border. Near the close of the novel, Billy 

complains to a rider on the road out of Mexico: "This is my 

third trip. It's the only time I was ever down here that I 

got what I come after. But it sure as hell wasn't what I 

wanted" (416). And in a retrospective account in Cities of 

the Plain, Billy explains: "I went down there three separate 

trips. I never once come back with what I started after" 

(217). Billy's inauguration into the harsh reality of an 

indifferent world inducts him into the philosophical 

perspective of his fellow road wanderers by the close of the 

novel. 

McCarthy has been cited for being concerned with "things 

western" and producing lucid and brutal depictions of western 

landscapes that are harsh and indifferent to the "world 

wanderers" who travel within them (Pilkington 213, TC 409). 

The brutality within McCarthy's fiction has been recognized 

as an effective commemoration of the western way of death, a 

motif Jane Tompkins acknowledges as the most pervasive 

element of the Western (Starrs 69). McCarthys novels are 

plagued with violence, a distinguishing element in the 

fiction of an author who has been quoted as saying, "there's 

no such thing as life without bloodshed" (qtd.in Woodward 

36). In one of the most harrowing scenes from the novel, a 

blind man describes to Billy how he lost his eyesight: 

. . . he reached and seized the young captive's 
head in both hands and bent as if to kiss him . . . 
but what he did instead with a great caving of his 
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cheeks what to suck each in turn the man's eyes 
from his head and spit them out again and leave 
them dangling by their cords wet and strange and 
wobbling on his cheeks. (276) 

From recountings such as this, Billy soon discovers that he 

has crossed into a world where a man's experiences are what 

paints his view of the world. While no other story from the 

novel's roadside wanderers compares in intensity with the 

violence of the blind man's story, McCarthys presentations 

of the western way of life remain deliberate and unadorned in 

their presentation. Even his presentations of the landscape 

can be interpreted as a kind of violence in such descriptions 

as: "the dead wickerwork of the trees along the river," "the 

sunset on the water had turned it into a lake of blood," "the 

stars were drowning" and the "darkness [as] the sun's 

assassin hurrying to the west" (9,342,72-3). Wandering 

through the frontier landscapes of McCarthys fiction forces 

protagonists to contend with existences that are lived 

"beyond the margins or consolations of conventional 

civilization" (Starrs 67). In The Crossing, Billy and Boyd 

Parham discover the virulent realities of the laws that 

govern such landscapes, whether they be those of local custom 

and lore or the evasive, and imposed ones of the world. Yet 

the ideology of the frontier also opens up possibilities of 

freedom and opportunity, of action and destiny, creating 

conflicting forces for the brothers, Billy and his younger 
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brother, Boyd, who struggle in solitude against the world 

they face in The Crossing. 

The relationship of the brothers in the novel reflects a 

body/mind duality, and as in many road narratives, a 

tranformation in perception or character occurs in The 

Crossing when this duality is reversed mid-novel. However, 

one aspect of the brothers' relationship endures: Billy's 

self-appointed responsibility to take care of Boyd. In the 

opening passage of the novel, Billy carries the infant Boyd 

in the "bow of his saddle," naming the features of the 

landscape and its inhabitants to his younger brother. 

McCarthy returns to this image in the final pages of the 

novel, when Billy carries the remains of Boyd's body across 

the border of Mexico. Billy's assumption of responsibility 

for Boyd partly derives from the murder of their parents and 

Billy's age; however, during their journey in Mexico, Boyd's 

transformation diminishes Billy's ability to act as his 

brother's caretaker. Early in the novel, Billy exemplifies 

action inspired by instinct while Boyd questions all of 

Billy's actions, reminding him that every idea does not 

necessitate action. Dreams are recurring elements of 

McCarthy's fiction, and in the first part of the novel, Boyd 

suffers from bad dreams which lead him to believe that 

"somethin bad [is] going to happen" (36). Billy chastizes 

Boyd for not trusting anything and for worrying about 

everthing (195). Boyd looks to Billy for reassurance, asking 
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Billy twice not to leave him, and in turn, Billy admits that 

Boyd is all he has in the world. A distinction between the 

two brothers is revealed within the plot device which creates 

their transformation and involves the young girl they find. 

While Boyd accuses Billy of being scared of girls, he assumes 

the role of caretaker for the young girl and sheds his 

dependence on Billy. When Boyd asks Billy to retrieve the 

young girl and Billy argues, "You need someone to look after 

you," Boyd replies, "I done got over all that" (315). The 

reversal of the mind/body duality occurs when Boyd assures 

Billy: 

You just worry about stuff. I'm all right. 

I know you are. But I ain't. (330) 

At this point in the novel, Billy and Boyd's differences are 

exaggerated, as Boyd evolves into a legend of action and 

Billy a loner engaged solely in philosophical exploration. 

For while Billy attempts to become a soldier in the war, the 

weaknesses of his body, a heart murmur, inhibit him from 

becoming a guerito like his brother. However, his 

responsibility to Boyd endures as he exumes his brother's 

dead body from Mexico to return him to his own country. 

One note regarding an omission in McCarthy's road 

narrative involves the distinctions of purpose which usually 

accompany the two-person road journey; however, the reversal 

of character traits does resemble the internal transformation 

instigated and developed by the road journey. McCarthy does 
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not develop these brothers into either the true Western 

legends of gunfighting and romance or the lone hero, but 

merely appropriates the exhibition of traits as a result of 

situation and consequence. These boys, both adolescents, are 

anachronistic installments into the Western landscape; they 

imitate, but never fully or admiringly emulate. Western 

tradition. 

According to Robert Jarrett, McCarthy combines the form 

and elements of the Western with self-consciously postmodern 

fiction, "openly imitating the Western and critiquing its 

belief in the autonomous individual" (95, 96). Jarrett has 

ably explored the postmodern elements present in the first 

two novels in the Border Trilogy, identifying the parody of 

the romantic cowboy, the pastiche of the cowboy/rancher, and 

history's relation to postmodern man. While Billy Parham is a 

lone wanderer riding his horse back and forth across the 

frontier borderlands of the Southwest, he does not embody the 

mythology of the rugged, impervious, and experienced Western 

hero who loves and leaves women. McCarthy's hero is an 

adolescent whose his lack of experience and naivete emerges 

in opposition to the barrage of philosophy and wisdom from 

those he encounters. In addition, he is fascinated, but 

almost frightened by the image of the primadonna bathing in 

the river and admits that he is scared of women. 

Underscoring McCarthy's parodic presentation of Billy as 

Western hero, the novel is set in the 20th century (as early 
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as the 1890s the cowboy and rancher were already outmoded in 

the West's economy), but McCarthy does not allow his 

anachronistic portrayal of what Jarrett labels the "Last 

Cowboy" to go unacknowledged in his narrative. When Billy 

rides into Deming on his horse, 

the people looked back at him through the rolling 
dust as if he were a thing wholly alien in that 
landscape. Something from an older time of which 
they'd only heard. Something of which they'd read. 
(334) 

This passage exemplifies the self-conscious aspect of 

McCarthy's use of the parodic reprise of the Western, an art 

replete with concerns of national history and identity. But 

as Jarrett notes, the Border Trilogy returns "not to History 

as a single mononarrative, but to histories, the pasts of 

different people and distinct national cultures" (98). These 

different stories in The Crossing would include the wisdom 

narratives told to Billy by the church caretaker, the blind 

man, the primadonna, the gypsies, and the rider. Moreover, 

McCarthy's narrative incorporates the fictional legacy of 

Boyd, whose story survives and supersedes his own reality. 

As Linda Hutcheon notes, we get few postmodern narrative 

representations of the victors who have traditionally been 

defined as who and what made it in History. Instead, 

postmodern narratives foreground the stories and the story

telling of the "non-combatants and the losers" (51). There 

are no true heroes in McCarthy's novel—even Billy is not 

given the opportunity to be a hero when his heart murmur 
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prevents him from enlisting in the Army, and the heroic 

legacy of Boyd is falsified. The roads in The Crossing lead 

only to survivors and other world wanderers who welcome the 

chance to tell their stories, providing multiple histories 

within a single narrative. Jarrett's scheme of postmodern 

analysis is useful because it foregrounds the narrative 

indeterminacy of McCarthy's work and the significance of the 

past for the world specific to The Crossing. 

Only one novel in the Border Trilogy, Cities of the 

Plain, is centered around a single narrative, the story of 

John Grady's love and loss of Magdalena, a whore in Mexico. 

Cities of the Plain establishes the connection between All 

the Pretty Horses and The Crossing in the joining of John 

Grady Cole and Billy Parham, whose respective quests in the 

first two novels were not the driving force of the narrative, 

but fragmented by a collection of competing stories and 

events. While the inclusion of these multiple stories, from 

different sources and modes of experience, serves to provide 

Billy (and John Grady) with an informed perspective of life 

and the world, a greater purpose evolves from their 

metanarrative quality, which allows McCarthy to present his 

own perspective on the art of narrativity and the role of the 

narrator. As Hutcheon notes, "Postmodern fiction often 

points metaphorically to the related issue of narrative 

representation--its powers and its limitations" (47). In the 
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novel, the church caretaker recounts his experience with the 

priest who had told his own story, explaining: 

The task of the narrator is not an easy one, he 
said. He appears to be required to choose his tale 
from among the many that are possible. But of 
course that is not the case. The case is rather to 
make many of the one. (155) 

In The Crossing, McCarthy creates many stories out of one, 

which can be interpreted as the story of man's relationship 

to history, or the past, and the world. As in picaresque 

fiction, the episodic plot serves to introduce various 

perspectives which comment upon the hero, thereby providing 

an interpretation of the society/world in which he lives. 

Yet in The Crossing, Billy does not respond or acknowledge 

the offerings of world wisdom; instead, he remains a silent 

observer/listener, like a reader of stories. Like Whitman's 

road traveler, Billy consumes a collection of wisdom from 

those who represent the internalization of experience. As 

Whitman wrote in "Song of the Open Road' II . 

Wisdom cannot be pass'd from one having it to 
another not having it. 

Wisdom is of the soul, is not sesceptible of proof, 
is its own proof. 
Applies to all stages and objects and qualities and 
is content. 
Is the certainty of reality and immortality of 

things, and the excellence of things. (6.14-20) 

Billy discovers, just as Whitman explains in the lines above, 

that wisdom derives from individual experience, and its 

significance may only be understood by the person who lives 

it. In addition, characteristic to postmodern fiction, the 
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end of The Crossing does not allow for the unification of its 

fragmentation or the simple signification of its multiple 

stories, but rather leaves the reader to deduce meaning from 

a pluralized text. 

In her discussion of postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon 

refers to Jean-Francois Lyotard's characterization of 

postmodern fiction's lack of a grand, totalizing narrative, 

favoring instead smaller and multiple narratives which seek 

no universalizing stabilization or legitimization (24). 

These smaller and multiple narratives of The Crossing come in 

the form of the stories told by the individuals Billy meets 

during his three trips to Mexico. As Tom Pilkington notes, 

the simple tale of the quest is but "the vehicle on which 

[Billy] is taken on an excursion into the complex realms of 

philosophy" (319). However, Billy's excursion into these 

philosophical realms provide no guiding narrative principle 

or character revelation, which resembles the lack of 

universalizing stabilization or legitimization attributed to 

such stories by Lyotard. McCarthy's character stories are 

united in their focus, contributing variations on the 

interconnectedness and indifference of the world and its 

intangible and internal nature. 

Billy's first encounter with ruminations on the world 

comes from an old Indian, who tells Billy that "the world 

could only be known as it existed in men's hearts. For while 

it seemed a place which contained men it was in reality a 
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place contained within them" (134). On his second trip to 

Mexico, Billy visits the home of an old, blind man who 

describes the world as "sentient to its core and secret and 

black beyond men's imagining and that its nature did not 

reside in what could be seen or not seen" (283). This 

recurring sentiment in the novel, that the world is both 

within man and beyond tangible perspective, is reiterated by 

one of the last story-teller's in the novel, the gypsy, who 

speaks of "the picture of the world in men's hearts" (413). 

These explications of the internal nature of the world also 

contribute to the vast interconnectedness of things endemic 

to McCarthy's fiction (Pilkington 320). 

As the gypsy lectures Billy near the close of the novel, 

he emphasizes the importance of all experiences: 

So everything is necessary. Every last thing. 
This is the hard lesson. Nothing can be dispensed 
with. Nothing despised. Because the seams are 
hidden from us, you see. The joinery. The way in 
which the world is made. (143) 

Hutcheon's discussion of postmodern's connection with the 

world is especially applicable to this passage. Postmodern 

fiction, argues Hutcheon, "asks readers to question the 

processes by which we represent our selves and our world to 

ourselves and to become aware of the means by which we make 

sense of and construct order out of experience" (54). Thus, 

through the different narrators in The Crossing, McCarthy 

foregrounds man's interpretation of his own existence in the 

world and how he views that world. Beyond the postmodern 
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function of the "world wisdom" in the novel, the 

philosophical nature of the exchanges provides exploration 

into Billy's' mental journey, a characteristic of road 

narratives established by Steinbeck's Travels with Charley. 

In The Crossing, the road is not the numbered 

interstate, but the muddy ruts or cracked gray flat clay of 

the open landscapes marked by rivers, nightly campfires, and 

dark roads out of distant towns. McCarthys repeated but 

rare depictions of physical roads provide moments of 

departure as Billy travels down the road to Boquila or the 

long straight clay road north to Deming. Yet McCarthy's 

emphasis on the ethereal significance for those who travel on 

the road creates significant aspects of the road and the 

journey, those encompassing the internal and the 

metaphorical. Three different times in the novel an 

individual provides Billy with a perspective of life on the 

road, speaking more of the metaphorical road of existence, 

the journey of life. The first, the church caretaker, speaks 

of the soul that is 

forever wrenched about in the road it was intended 
upon and set instead upon a road heretofore unknown 
to it . . .he will have in his possession that 
elusive freedom which men seek with such unending 
desperation. (158) 

The caretaker's insight foreshadows the alteration of Billys 

journey, which evolves from finding horses to losing Boyd, 

from his inability to settle in civilization and to his need 

to wander, a freedom which will eventually trap Billy in a 
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lack of identity and endless searching reminiscent of the 

imprisonment Dean suffered in On the Road. 

The second road wanderer Billy encounters, the 

primadonna, advises him: 

The road has its own reasons and no two travelers 
will have the same understanding of those reasons. 
If indeed they come to an understanding of them at 
all . . . . The shape of the road is the road . . . 
. And every voyage begun upon it will be complete. 
Whether horses are found or not. (230) 

The primadonna's words create a haunting foreshadowing for 

Billy's journey, while establishing the difference between 

the plans and the end results of journeys. When a man giving 

directions to Billy explains, "plans [are] one thing and 

journeys another," his words distinguish the plans of the 

journey from its overall significance, which may only be 

comprehended by the traveler at the end of his journey. 

The final installment of road philosophy comes near the 

end of the novel, after all of Billy's trips to Mexico have 

been completed. Before turning and leaving Billy on the road, 

a gypsy explains "that for men of the road the reality of 

things was always of consequence" and "that the way of the 

road was the rule for all upon it . . . that on the road 

there were no special cases" (404, 414). The gypsy's words 

reflect the idea of the world's indifference and the 

indistinguishable nature of the stories of men; they also 

allude to the universality of the road protagonist's 

experiences. Billy's experiences on the road are no more 

103 



tragic or significant than those of any others; his journey 

has transformed his internal reality, giving him a 

perspective of a world that will never be the same; moreover, 

it initiates him into McCarthy's community of survivors. 

Even though Billy tells the gypsy, "Yo no soy un hombre 

del camino," he admits to a Spanish woman that he has a long 

journey, and that he does not know what the end will look 

like or whether he will know it when he gets there. It seems 

that Billy is not destined to be a world wanderer along the 

road, but a man cognizant of his life as a journey (a theme 

expanded in Cities of the Plains) even though the final image 

of the novel leaves Billy "in the road." The "inconclusive 

conclusion" of The Crossing, while postmodern in its refusal 

of closure,-is apropos of Billy's journey, which is not 

completed until the final pages of the final installment of 

the trilogy. Cities of the Plain (Jarrett 106). In fact, the 

conclusion of The Crossing perpetuates the pattern of 

transience, encompassed in the repetition-with-variation 

series of crossings and temporary settlement, which serve 

more as emblems of the endlessly repeated patterns of life 

than Billys existence. As Jarrett points out, even though 

the original quest is repudiated by the close of the novel, 

the journey is resumed (97). For McCarthys road narrative, 

the allegorical journey of life is contextualized by the trip 

experienced on the road of the open frontier. 
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While McCarthy employs the Western for his road centered 

narrative in order to reinforce the values and traditions of 

a violent and indifferent Western landscape, David Seals' The 

Powwow Highway "retells the cowboy-Indian conflict from a 

Native American perspective," allowing the marginalized 

perspective of modern-day Native Americans to highlight the 

white man's commodification of the American myth and the 

dislocation of the Native American from his land and 

community (Toman and Gerster 29) . Thus, the road journey in 

Seals'S novel serves to restore the Native American to his 

roots, both geographical and spiritual, to reinforce 

community bonds, and thereby allows the Native American to 

define himself through his relationships with nature and his 

community. 

Characteristic of this rejoining is the cyclical 

movement of The Powwow Highway, a pervasive element to other 

Native American novels such as Leslie Marmon Silko's 

Ceremony, which also portrays the restoration of a Native 

American to his heritage and his land. As Ronald Primeau 

notes, the journey motif has been a part of Native American 

storytelling for centuries, with tribes moving in circles as 

a part of a collective ritual rather than an individualistic 

quest and as caretakers of the Earth instead of pursuers of 

spacial conquest and progress (121). The cyclical movement of 

the Native American road narrative symbolizes the 

interconnectedness of past, present, and future of Native 
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American culture and existence as well as another main 

characteristic of the Native American novel, the return, or 

what William Bevis has termed "homing in." Bevis points out 

the distinction between the white American's leaving home, 

his setting out for different territories, as the "basic 

premise for success in our mobile society" and the main 

element of "eccentric," diverging, expanding plots, while in 

the Native American novel, "incentric," converging, or 

contracting plot patterns, provides a hero who comes home. 

As Bevis notes, the protagonist of the Native American novel 

comes home, stays put, even "regressses" to a place as a 

"primary mode of knowledge and a primary good" (16) . 

The Powwow Highway provides an example of a Native 

American novel which takes its protagonists on a journey in 

order to return a relative to her natural existence and 

eventually creates an all-inclusive return to home, or the 

reservation. In the novel, Philbert and Buddy depart from 

Lame Deer, Montana and head for Sante Fe, where Buddy's 

sister, Bonnie, has been wrongfully jailed. Their journey 

begins as a quest to free Bonnie, but along the way, the two 

gain strength from their ancestors while lamenting the loss 

of the true, native West. Primeau posits that Native 

American writers are attracted to the road narrative genre as 

an opportunity to undermine or parody its conventions, and 

the location, situation, and characters of The Powwow Highway 
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invite and exaggerate such ironic and parodic portrayals of 

the Indian, the West, and the road journey. 

Unlike McCarthy's anachronistic cowboys of the late 

193 0s who embody the loner and the legend of Western 

mythology. Seals' road protagonists, Philbert and Buddy, 

embrace the respective roles of savior and warrior within 

Indian culture. Those qualities attributed to the Native 

American on a journey, his taking part in a collective ritual 

and his serving as the Earth's caretaker, are reflected in 

the character of Philbert Bono, Indian name Whirlwind, who 

embarks on an internal, spiritual journey along the powwow 

highway. His sidekick. Buddy Red Bird, a Vietnam veteran, is 

motivated by politics, specifically by the freeing of his 

sister, Bonnie Red Bird, from confinement in a Sante Fe jail. 

As Marshall Toman and Carole Gerster note, the two 

characters, combining the spiritual quest with the political 

act, demonstrate that no two Native Americans, even those 

from the same tribe, can be compressed into one type. The 

authors observe, "[Philbert and Buddy] are, however, both 

Cheyenne warriors on a parallel, if rarely merging, journey 

to Sante Fe . . . [they are] dual protagonists [representing] 

dual concerns" (35). This concept of the dual concern has 

also been identified by Janis P. Stout in her discussion of 

the goals of the journey in American literature. Stout 

articulates the difference between the ultimate and 

proximate, defining the proximate goal as the real, the 
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tangible goal of the journey, which in this case is the 

freeing of Bonnie Red Bird, the purpose of the journey for 

Buddy. The ultimate goal, the abstract goal, involves the 

internal, emotional, or spiritual quest taken by the 

journeys hero, adopted in this novel by Philbert, who 

strives for tribal and spiritual restoration along the way. 

Early in their journey, Philbert ignores the southward 

destination and the immediacy of the journey and wanders over 

the invisible line to South Dakota, drawn by the sacred 

mountain of the Cheyenne, Bear Butte. Philbert, overpowered 

by the spirituality of place, its merging of ancestral myth 

with nature's majesty, decides to become a tribal prophet and 

storyteller, the reconciliator for his people. Philbert 

muses: 
Jesus, I could really get into being the tribal 

soothsayer or something, Philbert was thinking. I 
could really get into something like that. Weave 
the old stories into something pretty far-out. 
There's always a place for historians, and I have a 
way with words . . . It was the first time in his 
life that he had eer set any kind of goals for 
himself. (93) 

The lack of eloquence with which Philbert prophesizes his own 

influence and verbal power undermines his ability to act as 

the savior for his own people. However, Philbert's prescience 

of his own role in the Cheyenne community motivates him to 

seek spiritual communion with the land and his ancestors and 

to tell ancient tribal legends to members of his tribe along 

the powwow highway until the end of the novel, when he 

miraculously incorporates the Cheyenne language into his 
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otherwise intellectually lacking discourse. Even though 

Philbert himself sees promise and self-reward in his self-

appointed role, his weaknesses as an individual create a 

parodic portryal of a tribal spiritual guide. The narrator 

describes Philbert as a doper, a drinker, a "great 

vegetable." Philbert, perceived as a moronic slob and a 

total pig, was dubbed "Crackers" in gradeschool due to the 

belief that his stupidity was because of the crackers and 

cheese he had for brains (134). A loner due to the 

perjorative perceptions of his tribesmen, Philbert is haunted 

by "past hopes, past excuses, past regrets," and his physical 

journey marks a distinct separation from the 3 00-pound 

slacker who spent much of his childhood and adult years 

"sitting off alone." Philbert was "born fat and he stayed 

fat throughout his thirty-three years," a physical testimony 

to his psychological stasis (6). When he decides to climb 

Bear Butte, he is astounded by his own action, which he 

interprets as an "odd, involuntary sensation, this phenomenon 

called movement" (101). Philbert's usual sedentary existence 

is obliterated by the road journey, creating an internal 

metamorphosis which accompanies his spiritual awakening. 

While his travel compeer, Buddy, is oblivious to Philbert's 

internal reality, he creates a reciprocal physical exchange 

with Philbert along the road. 

When Philbert climbs Bear Butte or later convenes with 

tribal ancestors. Buddy remains stoned or asleep throughout 
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the most intense of Philbert's discoveries. With state 

records in football rushing, scholarships to Yale, and three 

bronze medals from serving in Vietnam, Buddy is the 

antithesis of Philbert. However, Buddy has his own 

inadequacies derivitative from his outlook that "war and 

laughter and life" are equal (12). His penchant for battle, 

booze, and marijuana make him an ineffective and often 

comical warrior, as he incites only random and spontaneous 

violence, including the impulsive scuffle in the drive-

through bank line, the raid on the Sheridan Radio Shack, and 

the attack on the police officers holding his sister hostage. 

Throughout the novel. Buddy chooses to evade issues of 

importance, intellect, or internal exploration in favor of 

silence, sleep, excessive beer drinking, or drags from a 

joint. Buddy's indiscriminate moments of "interaction" 

contradict the passiveness of Philbert's internal ruminations 

and solitary ceremonies with moments of exhilaration, 

commotion, and comical violence. As the narrator explains, 

"self-righteousness was [Buddy's] only weapon. It had won 

him many battles" (11). That self-righteousness, mixed with a 

harbored bitterness toward a commodity and power-driven 

America, provide Buddy with the only mode of resistance 

available to his warrior persona, the battle. His actions 

are aimed at a people and its political system responsible 

for the erosion of a West and a way of life that he believes 

can only be known by those unassuming individuals devoid of 
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social or political agendas. Even though Philbert and Buddy 

seem to be on two separate journeys, the foregrounding and 

redemption of the native West evolves as central to their 

respective goals of the journey. 

In their own way, the savior and the warrior both 

highlight the importance of the sacredness of the West. 

Believing that his apathetic view of life is best, or at 

least without consequences and risks. Buddy argues that the 

true West is free from responsibity and action. He 

aggrandizes himself in the West as a Native American and 

laments the loss of its natural character and existence as a 

result of the European American infiltration: 

. . . those contemptible East Coast intellectuals 
who had come to use the West for thier own private 
fuck ever since Lewis and Clark opened the dark 
pages of the West unto the light of European 
wisdom. The East was the enemy. (12) 

Buddy's animosity to westward expansion is representative of 

what Louis Owens cites as the Native American interpretation 

of Manifest Destiny as genocide, the perception of westward 

expansion and settlement not as opportunity for open 

frontiers and progress, but as the closing of a once-free 

landscape and the confinement of its people. Buddy, who 

fought against Federal Marshals at Wounded Knee in 1972, a 

battle continually portrayed in the novel as the apogee of 

Native American persecution, interprets his sister's 

incarceration as a racial and political act and thus elevates 

his own participation in her release as a political act to 
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ensure the restoration of his people to freedom, a spiritual 

component of the Native American West. 

Philbert's redemption of the West derives from his 

sacrosanct perpsective of nature, specifically the Mother 

Earth and the Father Sun. Continually in the novel, Philbert 

pays homage to the sun's rising and falling, a tribute 

expressive of the Native American's reverence for natural 

elements. As Philbert approaches Bear Butte at sunrise, the 

sexual, gendered imagery used to describe the sun's rise over 

the mountain emphasizes the restorative productions of 

nature's communion: 

He stared directly into it, or at least into the 
sliver that rose like a lover's caress up the 
slopes of the cone-shaped volcano. It reached a 
fold in the snowy garment that covered the modest 
lady and came like a silent orgasm into full, 
rounded view. (99) 

Philbert's humility in the face of the "nuptial ceremony 

taking place before him" propels him to the mountain, where 

he climbs to the top to join the ancestors who had come 

before him in their own ceremonies seeking truth, guidance, 

or solitude commemorating man's communion with nature (99). 

But as he notes Philbert's law that "For every pure impulse 

there is an equally impure repulse," Philbert pulls the 

pornographic magazine out of his back pocket and overlaps the 

images of the naked women on the page with the scenery of the 

mountain, until "he had his jeans unzipped, his bare ass on 
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the cold rock, his hot Throbber in his protective fist" 

(109). Within moments, Philbert 

. . . was ablaze with the heat of his fathers! He 
turned to the soil beside his rock and erupted into 
the Lady, returning her youth to her with his own 
fertiltiy. He buried his penis into the dirt and 
became the sun. (110) 

Philbert argues that his conjugation with the maternal 

mountain, the sacred monument to the Cheyenne, joins him with 

those ancestors who have been here before him and their land. 

His offering to the Lady assures his eternal presence while 

serving as a ceremony to her beauty. Ironically, Philbert 

has given his "own private fuck" to the West, and while it 

does introduce perversity to sacredness, his ejaculation 

serves as an exaggerated communion, or restoration, with 

nature, an offering that emulates the sun's seduction of the 

mountain. This event serves as the inauguration for 

Philbert's quest for regression and restoration, establishing 

his own reunion with the land, thereby allowing him, he 

believes, to descend the mountain and embark on the the 

reunification of his people. Thus, while Buddy laments the 

loss of the Native American's West, Philbert ascends to its 

spiritual apex and symbollically contributes to its 

perpetuation. 

The perversity of Philbert's spiritual act in light of 

Native American's reverence for place and nature leads to a 

discussion of certain postmodern elements of The Powwow 

Highway, particularly the appropriation of the spirit and 
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history of the Cheyenne warriors into a parodic display of 

the near-bumbling "warriors." The novel emphasizes a 

"presence of the past," a recontextualization of historical 

truth and its perpetuating stereotype through the 

marginalized voices of Philbert and Buddy, who speak for 

themselves and recite their own version of history (Mepham 

143). Not only do Philbert and the narrator highlight the 

presence of ancestral tribe members as spritiual overseeers 

of Philbert's quest, the path that Philbert and Buddy follow, 

from the Lame Deer Reservation in Montana, to South Dakota, 

Wyoming, Denver, and New Mexico has been observed by Marshall 

Toman and Carole Gerster as "a contemporary journey on 

traditional grounds" (36). Toman and Gerster discovered that 

the protagonsists' journey outlines the traditional homeland 

of the Northen and Southern Cheyenne, an observation made 

upon comparing the area of the Cheyenne territory to their 

own created map of the roads traveled in the novel. Thus, 

the location introduces a third aspect to the existing dual 

purpose of the journey, incorporating Philbert and Buddy's 

journey along the powwow highway into a socio-cultural 

context of Cheyenne history. 

Allowing the unlikely warriors found in Philbert and 

Buddy not only to join the history of their tribe but to 

speak for the Cheyennes introduces a postmodern element, one 

that John Mepham interprets as the narrative's freedom from 

ancestral traditions. The unlikely characters embodying the 
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Indian savior and warrior, respectively, free this Native 

American novel from the "deadening regret for lost social 

roles of authority and prophecy" and introduce a strong 

element of play and parody to the narrative (Mepham 142). It 

is difficult to argue that Philbert and Buddy serve to 

reinforce such roles of authority and power. Due to their 

their established characteristics, these adopted roles can 

hardly be perceived as a method of nostalgia, but rather an 

obliteration of stereotypes. 

Another postmodern aspect of the novel derives from its 

playful imitation of Western icons, specifically through 

continual references to Indian warriors and their "ponies." 

In the novel, the car is described as a horse and Philbert 

and Buddy are the warriors whose duty is to ride it. The 

preface of the novel opens: "This is the story of a machine 

and of the people who made a story of its movements and what 

happened to the machine and its people" (vii). That machine, 

a Buick that Philbert names the Protector, is described as a 

proud steed, a war pony, and a valiant war charger. 

Attention is given throughout the novel to the Protector as 

an animate object, such as the description that follows the 

long-awaited arrival in Denver when Protector "continues to 

gurgle, to stomp his hooves, to bounce and kick and shrug off 

the weariness of a long day's run" (214). The following is 

a sample passage outlining the recurring horse/rider motif of 

the novel: 
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The two noble savages fingered the twenty hundred-
dollar bills in astounded silence. Even Protector 
rolled solemnly into the road. Philbert had 
unconciously taken his foot off the stump of 
an accelerator pedal as he stared at the green pile 
of pay money. Like a good calf-roping pony that 
holds a calf with the saddle horn. Protector turned 
right on the paved road. There is nothing better 
than a well-trained pony. It had been the ultimate 
aspriation of every cowboy and Indian since Cortes. 
Protector drove itself out of town, heading 
southwest. (48) 

Such descriptions in the pages of the novel elevate the car 

to the status of a character, and in the final passages of 

the novel, that status is elevated further to the horse who 

helps the warrior save the woman. When Bonnie's family and 

friends arrive in Sante Fe and are unable to obtain her 

release from jail. Sky, Bonnie's young son, recalls a 

Hopalong Cassidy movie he saw on cable, in which Hopalong 

calls his horse to the window, ties a rope between the horse 

and the bars, and watches as the horse pulls the bars from 

the window. As Protector has assumed the role of the horse 

throughout this revisionist Western, Philbert ties a rope to 

Protector and engages in one last romp with his war pony. 

In the pages that follow and conclude the novel. Protector, 

damaged and exhausted from the journey and his last 

performance, literally falls apart and falls off of a 

mountain, forcing his riders to jump free from the wreckage 

and witness the smoking ruins of the car, "the dead American 

thing his people no longer wanted" (293). This final 

statement tranforms the novel's romantization of the Buick as 
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the war pony and the "protector" of its people, a sentiment 

reflective of the cowboy's respectful bond with his horse, 

but used here to highlight man's transferrence of such 

reverence to the autmobile, perceived by the Native Americans 

as a threatening invention of the white man. 

Earlier in the novel, when Buddy damages the Sheridan 

Radio Shack and steals a gun, the car chase forms an image 

of two riders escaping from the law on their horse. What 

provides the postmodern quality to the passage is the 

juxtaposition of images of the historical past with popular 

culture images. As Buddy is described as a "Cheyenne warrior 

hanging sideways from his pony as in the Old Days, shooting 

arrow from his bow at the soldiers gaping aghast," the 

perpetrators call each other Starsky and Hutch, Tonto, 

Kemosabe, and Hiawatha (66). In the same passage, the police 

car chasing them is called a "Star Wars police cruiser," and 

police officers are dubbed Baretta and Ironside, while Buddy 

looks like "Gary Cooper escaping from the desperadoes by 

holding on to the belly of a horse stampeding out of a corral 

in the midst of a herd" (69). Even the use of popular 

culture images are in intentional discord, with 1950s film 

cowboys escaping from science fiction film heroes of the 

1980s, and a disabled lawyer from a black-and-white 

television show partnering up with and a private investigator 

who preferred a parrot. This episode, probably the most 

comical in the novel, owes much of its humor to the 
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asynchronous allusions. Another example of such allusion-

filled montages is found when Philbert observes the landscape 

from the Bear Butte. His descriptions not only travel 

through time, they also descend in their artistic value, 

merging high culture and popular culture in the same 

description: 

The sun had Rembrandt's feel for lighting and cast 
shadows and tones on the scene. Rabbits and 
marmots gave it some of van Gogh's spontaneous 
fluidity. Birds zoomed by like time-exposed 
photographs of traffic in Paris at night--one 
white-and-red blur of life pasing by. Philbert 
said,"Gee, it looks like one of them Hamm's Beer 
pictures in bars." (103) 

Of course, the merging of high and low culture derives from 

the blending of the narrator's and the characters' point of 

view and commentary, and together they create a postmodern 

narration that blends voices and ignores the gaps and 

conflicts of its plurality. 

While The Powwow Highway offers a comical view of Native 

Americans in many ways more reflective of the trickster 

narratives than the cyclical narratives of restoration, the 

journey of Philbert and Buddy nonetheless encompasses the 

"homing in" quality of the Native American novel through the 

characters' decision to return to the reservation at the 

close of the novel. While their decision to sell drugs for 

income sparks their reunification, the return provides an 

all-inclusive return to the homeland, a movement that 

continues travel along th powwow highway to complete the 
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restorative power of the journey for this disparate group of 

Native Americans. 

In considering the cinematic installments to the road 

narrative's appropriation of Western traditions, similarities 

in themes and the portrayal of characters unite provide a 

unifying link between novel and film. Like The Crossing, The 

Electric Horseman takes the road film off the American 

highways and returns to the deserted, natural areas of 

America in a retrogressive portrayal of a contemporary 

Western hero. As a run-down cowboy. Sonny Steele also 

reflects the perpetuation of movement and restless searching 

found in On the Road's Dean and The Crossing's Billy. 

The opening montage of The Electric Horseman traces 

Sonny Steele's career from a five-time World Rodeo Champion 

to a breakfast cereal spokesperson, a descent caused by 

Sonny's excessive drinking and reckless behavior on the rodeo 

circuit. The film derives its title from the unifoarm Sonny 

wears for Ranch Breakfast appearances, a purple Cowboy suit 

trimmed in lights and the lights that also outline the horse 

Sonny rides in dark rodeo arenas and stadiums. Such a 

parodic display of the horseman reflects what Greg Garrett 

has labeled as the "citified cowboy" Western, a category that 

includes not only The Electric Horseman but also the 1980 

film Urban Cowboy. Commercialized recreations of the Western 

hero and his removal from a natural environment provides one 

of Sonny's motivations to shed his falsified cowboy image and 
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return to the deserted spaces of the western landscape. In 

addition, the mistreatment of Rising Star, the seven million 

dollar stud that Ranch Breakfast drugs for appearances, leads 

Sonny to steal the horse from a show in Las Vegas and return 

him to his natural environment. As the law and the Ranch 

Breakfast company resort to cars and helicopters in their 

search for Sonny, the renegade cowboy reverts to the Western 

mode of transportation, the horse. The only person who is 

able to reach Sonny in his isolation is Allie, a reporter who 

wants to tell Sonny's story. She earns Sonny's trust by 

walking with him, or riding Rising Star, day and night, to 

Silver Reef, a canyon inhabited by wild horses. The horse 

becomes a double for Sonny in the film, as Sonny "dries out," 

rediscovers his roots, and thrives in the open landscapes of 

the Western desert. When Sonny finally confesses the goal of 

his journey to Allie, to "get him back to what he was," his 

words adopt double significance, as Sonny himself longs to 

return to his former self. 

Sonny, a misunderstood and broken cowboy, disassociates 

himself from the person he has become and the unnatural 

environment which confines him by returning to the barren 

landscape of the West. His transience, once expressed through 

brief, but damaging encounters with women and tequila, is 

replaced by temporary moments of settlement afforded by a 

night's sleep by the campfire. The retrogressive portrayal 

of the Western hero in the film removes Sonny and Rising Star 
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from a modern existence, replacing the highway with dried 

rivers, canyon trails, and mountain passes. 

Like the non-fiction road narrative, national identity 

develops as a central theme in the film, focusing on the loss 

of natural spaces in America. In addition, this idea 

contributes to the theme of recovery. Sonny tells Allie 

about the land's past, how it was once all under the ocean, 

and when she asks how he knows so much about the land's 

history. Sonny tells her, "This country's where I live." 

Like Sonny and Rising Star, the country itself has become a 

victim of those who have traded natural existence for 

progress and financial gain. Sonny's reverence for the land, 

most strongly illustrated during one scene as he leads Rising 

Star over the mountains singing "America the Beautiful," and 

his communion with the land solidifies the recovery motif, 

joining the land with the man who finds his true self in 

nature. 

After Sonny has released Rising Star, an act which 

restores his conscience, he continues along the road alone. 

While this ending reflects the lack of closure of the road 

protagonists in On the Road, The Crossing, and Fandango, the 

continuation of Sonny's isolated wandering is similar to the 

experience of Thelma and Louise, who discover that once they 

have escaped and undergone a transformation on the road, 

returning to the former life and self is not an option. In 

the final moments of the film, Sonny reveals his plans for 
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tomorrow: "to get movin', find . . . something simple, hard 

maybe, but plain and quiet" and walks down the highway 

hitching a ride. Sonny's recovery is complete, and like 

other road protagonists, his searching continues down the 

road. 

Unlike most road narratives that promote the search for 

freedom, Kevin Reynolds's 1984 film. Fandango, uses the road 

to perpetuate freedom, specifically the freedom of youth. 

The film, set on May 15, 1971, begins at a 

graduation/bachelor party for the Groovers, a group of five 

college friends. When Waggener, the groom-to-be, calls off 

his wedding after receiving his induction notice into the 

Army, Gardner Barnes, his best friend and the leader of the 

Groovers, decides that the group should spend their last 

night together "recapturing the greatest moment in Groover 

history." The five young men take off for Mexico to dig up 

Dom, an allusion that is not made clear until the moment Dom, 

a bottle of Dom Perignon, is exhumed from the brittle dirt of 

the border. While the film never explains Dom's significance 

directly, it does allude to a previous college road trip when 

the Groovers buried the bottle and wrote "Dom" on a rock 

overlooking the Rio Grande. 

Digging up Dom allows the Groovers to disassociate 

themselves from their impending separation and 

responsibilities, the most looming of which is their arrival 

at boot camp the following Monday. Thus, the weekend serves 
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as a border between the freedom of youth and the 

responsibility of adulthood, a reflection of the internal 

borders challenging Billy in The Crossing. Along the road, 

each Groover deals with the impending responsibilities and 

haunting regrets. Waggener questions his decision to let his 

girl go., and Phil anticipates the opportunity to do his duty 

for his country in Vietnam, while Gardner attempts to prolong 

youth and freedom as long as possible, trying to convince 

Waggener to dodge the draft with him and go into Mexico. 

Phil provides the moral center for the film, 

consistently reminding Waggener and Gardner of their 

responsibility to their country and initially trying to stop 

Gardner from dragging them all to Mexico. Because of his 

constant moralization and inability to be spontaneous with 

the rest of the Groovers, Phil is ostracized from the group 

until he meets the challenge to "take on anything," a 

challenge which leads him to sky-dive from an airplane 

(decorated with psychedelic colors, graffiti, and pictures of 

1960s counter-culture icons) accompanied by "Born to Be 

Wild," a direct allusion to Easy Rider and a common (and a 

now somewhat cliche') musical selection in road films. 

Through his risk-taking sky-dive, Phil redeems himself and 

finally earns respect from the other Groovers. Waggener also 

goes through a transition in the film, deciding to marry his 

girlfriend and report to boot camp, both decisions that 

signal his acceptance of his adult responsibilities. Thus, 
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the trip that Gardner envisions soon transforms from a last 

stand of reckless youth to the acceptance of change and the 

realization that youth and freedom will end when the road 

ends. 

In a pivotal scene, the Groovers' stand among the 

remains of Chad Ortega's, a bar they frequented during their 

college years. Standing before the burned, abandoned 

buildings, Gardner tries to assure Waggener that "it don't 

all change," but Waggener understands something else, 

answering: "Remember sixteen, seventeen . . .always looking 

ahead . . . you knew things would be great? I don't feel that 

way anymore." Unfortunately, the boys' youth falls during a 

time when the country is at war in Vietnam, a fact that 

alters the perceptions and experiences of youth and 

mortality. The scene at Chad Ortega's symbolizes the loss of 

the past, a time when the Groovers' were naive and and 

invincible. Again, the loss of youthful innocence parallels 

that of the Parham boys in McCarthys novel. More than ever, 

the Groovers are motivated to dig up Dom, to to pay homage to 

and recreate a time that has passed. 

After the bottle is opened and each Groover takes a sip 

of the champagne, Gardner, standing on a precipice over the 

Rio Grande Valley, holds up the bottle and toasts, "To what 

we were . . . " and is answered by by Phil, who adds, "and 

what we'll be." At this point, the placement of the boys 

along the border between Texas and Mexico adopts more 
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significance as the boys stand between the past of youthful 

freedom and the future of adult responsibility. Their 

ability to disassociate themselves from reality has been 

illusory, as the film's progression leads all the boys going 

their separate ways. 

Fandango also works from the traditions of the Western 

through several allusions to Western mythology. First, the 

road traveled in the film covers the south of Texas leading 

to the border between Texas and Mexico, which reflects the 

physical and allegorical border of McCarthy's road narrative. 

The second aspect, the appropriation of the cowboy/horse 

element, appears when the Groovers hit the road. In a 

montage, a shot of running horses cuts to the Groovers 

speeding down the highway. In the next shot, Waggener stands 

on the top of the car, holding on to a rope tied to the roof 

of the car and swinging his arms in a lasso movement. The 

final Western allusion occurs when the Groovers run out of 

gas as the boys lasso an approaching train in hopes that it 

will pull them down the road. In addition to these Western 

allusions, a shot of running horses also appears in several 

other road films, providing self-conscious imitations of the 

Western tradition in order to convey masculinist, isolated 

treks across the southwest. 

A final allusion to the Western exists in the character 

of Gardner Barnes, the leader of the Groovers, who 

encapsulates the spirit of the true road protagonist as a 
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wanderer who is unable to be stifled by reality or rules. 

Gardner mirrors the Western hero in his isolation, 

rebelliousness, and his preference to remain silent instead 

of communicate. Gardner is the only character who remains 

static throughout the film, confessing to the boys that he 

will indeed dodge the draft and go into Mexico, "crossing 

fences and women" along the way. The last image of the film 

leaves Gardner on a hilltop overlooking the lights of 

Waggener's wedding, holding up a beer in a final gesture of 

respect for the past. Jane Tompkins' observation of the 

Western hero, the male who holds himself to a lack of 

communication, may be applied to Gardner, whose thoughts and 

feelings are only expressed in the film through internal 

flashbacks. He remains an isolated and complex character, 

whose true conflicts are only revealed to the viewer. 

Gardner Barnes's decision to stay on the road derives from 

his continued search to find something to settle for and 

echoes the imprisonment of wandering that plagues On the 

Road's Dean, The Crossing's Billy, and Sonny Steele, all of 

which continue on the road in open-ended narratives. 

The final road narrative emulating the style and themes 

of the Western, Thelma and Louise, serves as the female 

counterpart to the cinematic prototype. Easy Rider. Like 

Easy Rider, Ridley Scott's Thelma and Louise imitates the 

Western genre and exposes the gendered ideology of the 

androcentric west. Instead of the battle between the cowboys 
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and the Indians, Thelma and Louise portrays men and women as 

opponents in the arena of the West as Thelma and Louise 

attempt to relinquish themselves from the oppression of 

patriarchal influence. But they discover, as Wyatt and 

Billy do, that the only freedom is the freedom to drive 

(Cohan and Hark) . Shari Roberts argues that the female in the 

road film may not be allowed freedom because the road film 

is an extension of the Western, a masculinist genre. Thus, 

even though Thelma and Louise hit the road in order to escape 

the men in their lives, they discover that patriarchal 

control is inescapable when they immerse themselves within 

the Western tradition of the male domain. 

However, the progression of the road journey traces the 

women's "masculination" through acts of violence and change 

in dress in an attempt to subvert the discrimination of the 

western's engendered spaces. In her discussion of the female 

picaresque of the 19th century, Cynthia Davidson notes the 

heroine's need to falsify her gender through masculine 

attire. In the early section of the film, the feminine 

aspects of Thelma and Louise are emphasized through big, 

curly hair, moments in front of mirrors, revealing, tight 

clothes (including Thelma's bikini) and exaggerated by 

Thelma's sexual vulnerability. As the film progesses, the 

two women adopt a more masculine appearance, eventually 

taking souvenirs from the men they encounter, including 

J.D.'s denim shirt, the trucker's hat, a process that 
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culminates in Louise's exchange of her jewelry for a cowboy 

hat. The two women, whose concentration shifts from personal 

appearance to survival, appear with sun-weathered faces, 

pulled-up hair, and the minimized attire of shirts, jeans, 

and boots. As a final refusal of the demand of female 

appearance, Louise throws her lipstick from the car. 

In addition, the two women exhibit violent actions, a 

characteristic John Milton argues is a function of the 

masculinization of women in the Western. Louise shoots 

Thelma's would-be rapist, Harlan, and the two speed from the 

dead body; Thelma robs a store of liqour and money, and the 

two hold a police officer hostage, shooting his squad car 

radio and locking him in the trunk of his car. The 

masculinazation and actions of both women also signals a 

reversal similar to the reciprocal exchange of The Crossing's 

Billy and Boyd. Not only does the trip change from a weekend 

getaway to a real getaway when Louise kills Harlan in the 

parking lot of the Silver Bullet, the two women also exhibit 

transformations. Thelma changes from a naive woman suffering 

from the domination of her husband to an independent woman 

who eventually acts on her own and discovers through her 

experiences on the road that a return to her former self is 

impossible. The road has introduced her to a way of life and 

thinking that means any return will incur a form of death; 

therefore, it is Thelma's decision to drive off the cliff, 

for she realizes that death is better than the alternative. 
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In turn, Louise's transformation evolves from her self-

reliance and bitterness, remnants of a past rape, to her 

emotional development, including the admittance of her 

dependence upon and connection with her boyfriend, Jimmy, and 

emotional responses formerly exhibited by Thelma. As in The 

Crossing, Thelma and Louise contains a pivotal scene which 

exemplifies the reversal of the women's respective roles. 

When J.D. steals all of Louise's money, the resource 

necessary for the women's escape to Mexico, Louise slumps to 

the floor and cries, while Thelma assures her that "it's 

okay," and paces the room figuring out what to do. From this 

point on, Thelma continually amazes Louise with her resolve 

and her commitment to escape and exploit the confines of 

patriarchal control. 

Even though Thelma eventually reinforces Louise's 

commitment to escape to Mexico, the utility of their adopted 

masculine traits becomes ineffective as the two embark on 

unchartered territory upon their entrance into the western 

landscape, a place where men dominate the open spaces. As 

female renditions of outlaws, they are chased by male police 

officers until they are finally forced to the edge of a 

cliff. They agree to "keep going," leading the film to its 

final image of the Cadillac convertible's suspension over the 

gaping chasm of the Grand Canyon. Callie Khouri, the 

screenwriter, argues that her intention in the final scene 

involves the portrayal of the two women as flying free, 
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finally free from the contraints of patriarchy. However, 

this final image may also be interpreted as a promotion of 

death as the only escape for the female from patriarchy. 

Regardless, Thelma and Louise's imitation and challenge of 

Western traditions does reinforce the gender division of the 

Western by suggesting that the open spaces of the landscape 

is no place for a woman. Thus, the film reiterates the 

male/female separation within the Western while criticizing 

its gender-specified freedom. 

Unlike Kerouac's self-reflective confrontation with the 

idealized and the real West, the road narratives discussed 

within this chapter offer a more subversive commentary on the 

Western myth. With the exception of The Crossing, which does 

not present freedom as its main motivator, these road 

travelers ultimately find their freedom (or redemption) in 

perpetual movement or death. Their placement within a 

postmodern Western landscape dually emphasizes the loss of a 

past way of life, as in the The Powwow Highways Native 

American perspective of the West, or exposes the exclusivity 

of perpetuation of a myth, such as freedom, as in Thelma and 

Louise. Just as Wyatt and Billy experience prejudice and 

discrimination instead of freedom on the frontier, the end of 

the road for both Thelma and Louise and the Groovers 

signifies a termination of freedom. Though Sal Paradise 

believes that the myth of the West may be reincarnated in an 

individual's spirit, Billy, Boyd, Philbert, Buddy, Sonny, the 
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Groovers, and Thelma, and Louise illustrate that the West 

destroys more than it offers, and the harshness of a land, an 

objective correlative of its indifference, presents the road 

narrative as a medium which employs its Western tradition in 

order to signify an end to the West and to remind us that the 

road provides only temporary and fleeting reflections of 

frontier mores. 
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CHAPTER V 

SIDE ROADS: 

ON THE WAY TO POSTMODERNISM 

The works discussed in the following two chapters 

complete the progression from Kerouac's conventions of the 

road to the dismissal, gender variation, and deconstruction 

of those conventions. In addition, two of the three novels 

discussed here present cross-country presentations, a 

reflection of the non-fiction road narrative. The final three 

road novels, Cathryn Alpert's Rocket City, Don DeLillo's 

Americana, and Stephen Wright's Going Native, offer the most 

postmodern renderings of the road narrative, not only in 

their structure and style, but in the degree to which they 

revise Kerouac's prototype. From Alpert's road, through 

DeLillo's, and finally to Wright's, the road grows darker, 

disillusionment increases, and road protagonists separate 

from their road. Due to the fact that Americana and Going 

Native provide the most postmodern renderings of the road 

narrative and Wright's novel serves as the antithesis of 

Kerouac's On the Road, the discussion of those two works will 

be reserved for Chapter VI. 

My strategy in following a 1995 female-authored Rocket 

City with Americana, a 1971 road narrative reflective of the 

paranoia of its time derives not only from the progression of 

postmodernism in the road narrative, but also from a common 
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structural device. Both Alpert and DeLillo engage elements 

of parallelism within their road narratives, creating texts 

with dualistic agendas. In addition, both novels imitate 

cinematic elements, as the structure of Alpert's novel 

employs a cinematic technique and anticipates DeLillo's 

layering of cinematic allusion and imitation. Beyond these 

similarities, Alpert and DeLillo offer unique versions of the 

road and characters who in one way or another represent the 

darker side of the road. 

Cathryn Alpert's Rocket City departs from the other road 

narratives of this study in its revival of modernist genres 

and forms and in its female authorship. Alpert' s use of the 

grotesque and the double, as well as her overlapping and 

converging narratives, places her with such writers as 

Sherwood Anderson, Flannery O'Connor, and William Faullcner. 

In addition, the darkness of the road, reminiscent of John 

Updike's "road of dread" in Rabbit Run, is accented by the 

destructive capacity of automobiles reflective of 

Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby (Updike 32). What places 

Alpert's novel into the postmodern arena is her innovation 

and experimentation with the road narrative. Alpert's road 

does not provide the central mode of exploration and movement 

common to the other road narratives; in fact, it alternates 

between a descending path into the haunting past of its 

characters and the depiction of an environment of death and 

destruction. Alpert also reverses the East-West movement of 
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the road protagonist by taking her two main characters from 

California to New Mexico, thus de-emphasizing the journey and 

self-consciously parodying the westward adventure. Moreover, 

the move away from the centrality of the road in Alpert' s 

novel marks a transition toward the eventual displacement of 

the road in Stephen Wright's Going Native, an evolution that 

DeLillo's Americana advances. Finally, unlike other road 

narratives by female authors, Alpert's Rocket City explores a 

mixed-gender community of displaced characters instead of 

isolated and independence-seeking females who eventually re-

domesticate themselves. 

Rocket City traces the experiences of two characters who 

leave their jobs, their homes, and their families in order to 

start new lives in New Mexico. Alpert employs a parallel 

narrative strategy, alternating chapters between Marilee 

Levitay, who drives toward Alamagordo to accept her fiance's 

proposal, and Louis Figman, who arrives in Artesia to spend 

what he believes are his dying days, making a name for 

himself as a painter. Both characters encounter unlikely 

companions in New Mexico, as Marilee picks up a hitchhiker 

and Figman rents a house from a widow. Marilee and Figman 

create the aspect of the double in this narrative, and their 

companions the grotesques. Alpert cleverly creates a 

parallel universe for the two protagonists in her double 

narrative, overlapping objects, places, and dialogue in the 

spective chapters, until her characters pass on the same 
re 
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road in a near-collision and literally run into each other in 

a bar. 

The parallel universe of Rocket City, the small-towns of 

New Mexico and the highways that join them, reflects the 

communities of disassociation and marginalization in the 

streets of Kerouac's Denver and San Francisco. However, 

Alpert accents her communities with grotesques, isolated and 

mysterious characters who could live in Winesburg, Ohio or in 

the South of O'Connor or Faulkner as victims of loneliness, 

alienation, isolation, or fragmentation. 

By employing the figure of the grotesque, Alpert 

exaggerates the distinctiveness of those individuals who 

usually appear in brief roles as a hitchhiker or barstool 

companion in other road narratives by making them physically 

or psychologically grotesque. In his discussion of the 

grotesque, Joseph R. Millichap notes Sherwood Anderson's 

depiction of "the essential grotesqueries of life behind the 

facades of the American small town," a cue Alpert picks up in 

her portrayals of Alamagordo and Artesia, New Mexico(341). 

The appearance of the grotesques in Alpert's novel also 

reflects what Jeanne Campbell Reesman calls the "frontier 

factor" in fiction, an environment of marginality that "gives 

rise to the grotesque" (39) . In Rocket City, the stretches of 

desert land, seemingly empty highways, and small-towns are 

inhabited by grotesques who also contribute to the novel's 
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doubling technique: two little people, Enoch, a dwarf, and 

Bobo, a child, and two widows, Verdie and Oma. 

On her way to Alamagordo to marry her boyfriend, Larry, 

Marilee picks up Enoch Swann, a hitchhiker who "had humps and 

concavities and walked with little wooden crutches" (269). 

On their first night on the road together, Enoch convinces 

Marilee to swim naked in a hotel pool. As Marilee stands by 

the pool, she watches Enoch strip down and climb into the 

pool: 

[She] could not tear her eyes away from his body. 
Deformed. Hunched. Contorted. One hip jutted out 
like a knot on a tree. His Legs twisted at the 
knees. A concavity hollowed his chest as though 
he's been punched in the sternum at birth. (14) 

As the relationship between Marilee and Enoch develops, 

Marilee's perception of Enoch changes and eventually, she 

admits: 

There was something about him that turned her on, 
something appealing she could no longer deny. It 
had to do with the way he thought about things. 
The way he made connections and arrived at 
conclusions wholly his own. (150) 

Marilee's transformation of perception may be explained by 

James Schevill's articulation of the distinguishing aspects 

of the American Grotesque. Schevill points to "the link 

between beauty and ugliness that is essential to understand 

the grotesque" and how the grotesque can "produce beauty if 

viewed in a compassionate way" (235). Marilee develops 

compassion for Enoch as he tells her of the mistreatment and 

misunderstanding he has endured throughout his life. Each 
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mile Marilee and Enoch cover on the highway carries Marilee 

further into Enoch's harrowing past, down "the thousand 

ancient avenues" of a life marred by the ostracism caused by 

false accusation for starting a fire that killed twelve 

people, which provoked a near-death beating, and his escape 

to Juarez, where he was bought as a prisoner in a roadhouse 

specializing in oddities (113). As Enoch unveils his secrets 

to Marilee, she feels her life "detour down a strange and 

dangerous road, with potholes and curves and dark cracks a 

person could fall into. It was Enoch's road, lonely and 

seductive as a two-lane desert highway" (36). Learning the 

secret horrors of Enoch's life creates Marilee's sympathy, 

admiration, and comfort with Enoch, which reverses her 

initial perception of the deformed dwarf who crawled into her 

car. 

When Enoch joins Marilee on the road, she is initially 

concerned for her safety and the way she will be regarded by 

others when seen with a dwarf. When Marilee begins to 

experience feelings for Enoch, she questions and ignores her 

feelings, assuring herself that she could never fall for a 

dwarf. As Schevill explains, "the grotesque is essentially 

something we distrust, the hidden demonic fantasy that still 

torments and attracts us, the shadow we repress because we 

don't want to confront this central problem in our society" 

(229). The most important aspect of Marilee's transformation 

derives not from her perception of Enoch, but her own self-
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perception, an epiphany created by Enoch's view of the world. 

Enoch questions Marilee's decision to meet Larry and urges 

her to travel around New Mexico with him instead. Enoch 

embodies the freedom that Marilee fights in search of 

stability and also challenges her most recent life choices: 

Part of her wanted to run away with him, to take 
him as her lover and lose herself in the desolate 
Southwest. To travel without direction, swim naked 
in hotel pools, have reckless sex with a man half 
her size, and sleep out under the stars. (37) 

Eventually, Marilee gives in to the secret lust for freedom 

and personal abandonment within her and drives the New Mexico 

roads with Enoch by her side, a trip that leads to her sexual 

union with Enoch and her discovery that she cannot live with 

Larry. However, as Enoch resembles the tortured, wandering, 

ever-seeking hero of the road narrative, Marilee also 

realizes that she cannot follow him, "drifting around the 

Southwest like some character in a bad novel" (177) . 

Marilee's road journey has offered both personal release and 

self-discovery, a transformation caused more by her 

interpersonal journey with Enoch than her journey along the 

road. According to Reesman, "the grotesque can lead to 

renewal and rebirth, if not of the flesh then of the restless 

spirit that resides within it" (54) . While Enoch contributes 

to such renewal and rebirth for Marilee, Verdie Hooks offers 

a similar renewal to Louis Figman. 

Louis Figman leaves his job, his girlfriend, and his 

home town to drive to "some obscure western state to make a 
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name for himself" (63). An insurance agent who specializes in 

Automobile Death and Disability, Figman perceives a road 

plagued by accidents, deformity, and death. In Figman's 

world, the roads, as well as the automobiles that cross over 

them may be interpreted as grotesques. Pintos explode, vans 

driven by drunk drivers paralyze their passengers, and 

Figman's Aion suffers from locked brakes and locked steering, 

malfunctions that lead Figman to imagine his death "in a 

crash so fiery, his ashes would . . . blow forever over the 

plains of New Mexico" (225). Figman, fascinated and 

obsessed with death, leaves California when a lawsuit from 

the families of the Pinto passengers and his recurring 

headaches force him to seek asylum in the anonymity of 

Artesia, New Mexico. 

Figman represents psychological grotesqueness as a 

character who believes he is on "death's doorstep," suffering 

from headaches he assumes to be caused by a brain tumor. 

While living out his "final" days in Artesia, Figman meets 

Oma, a twenty-year-old checker at Lester's E-Z Mart. Oma, a 

grotesque herself, has one blue eye and one violet eye, 

jagged front teeth from an elementary school baseball game 

accident, and lives in a house enshrined with pictures of her 

dead husband. When Figman starts seeing Oma, he is 

continually accosted by her older brother, Dino, who 

threatens to kill Figman. Since Figman admits that he does 

not like Oma, her incessant need for sex, or his need to 
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compete sexually with the memory of Oma's dead husband, the 

perpetuation of their relationship may be interpreted as a 

death wish for Figman, who risks death or disability each 

time he meets Oma. In addition, Figman convinces himself 

that his landlady, Verdie Hooks, is dying, basing his belief 

on the letters he finds in her mailbox from cemeteries, 

mortuaries, cancer hospitals, and doctors. He eventually 

becomes obsessed not only wiht his own death, but with 

Verdie's death as well, believing that both are dying even 

though neither can admit it to the other. 

Accompanying Figman's obsession with death, images of 

increasing amounts of dirt and dust create a symbolic burial 

of Figman in the novel. The dust that Figman daily tries to 

remove from his house increases until a three-day dust storm 

leaves layers of dirt in his house. Also, Bobo, a small 

child who lives next door to Figman, spends his days digging 

holes in the dirt. As Figman looks out at all the holes 

around his yard, he complains about Bobo's "digging, digging, 

forever in that horrible dirt. The dirt that made the dust 

that crept into this house's pores and cavities" (322). The 

dirt and dust covering Figman's house increases with his 

descent into death fantasies, until he imagines himself as 

"another speck of dust blown hither in the wind" (220) . 

Figman's reprieve comes when he confronts Verdie about the 

letters and her illness. 
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Early in the novel, Figman views Verdie Hooks as 

"coarse, hard drinking, and eccentric. She was not the type 

of person he'd ever chose to spend time with" (91) . When he 

meets Verdie, Figman is repulsed by the scotch drinking, 

messy recluse whose only purpose in life seems to be playing 

golf. His initial perception of Verdie mirrors Marilee's 

view of Enoch as a mysterious, isolated, and repulsive 

creature. Through various visits to Verdie's trailer and her 

mailbox, Figman becomes concerned about Verdie and wants to 

take care of her. He eventually uncovers the truth about 

her, that she is not dying, but giving her money to doctors, 

hospitals, and cemeteries before her death. Like Marilee's 

transformed perception of Enoch, Figman's discovery of 

Verdie's benevolent and misunderstood nature leads him and 

Verdie to the same situation as Marilee and Enoch, as Figman 

becomes aroused by Verdie's scotch-whiskey breath, her pink-

purple lipstick, and her leathery neck. The last time we see 

Figman in the novel, he and Verdie fall to the floor of her 

trailer, as "dust [flies] everywhere" (331). Though Alpert 

does not provide a clear resolution for Figman, his knowledge 

that "loving [Verdie] would be easy" introduces his only 

positive statement in the novel, and his revelation that her 

death is not as imminent as he had convinced himself alludes 

to the realization that his own impending death may also be 

his own creation (330). Finally, when Verdie's passion 

causes the dust to "fly everywhere," it reverses the 
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direction of the dust that has descended on Figman throughout 

the novel, causing an uncovering or removal of the dust that 

has been burying Figman, thereby creating Figman's rebirth, 

or renewal. 

In his discussion of modernist form, Joseph R. Millichap 

addresses the "disjunctive forms capable of reflecting the 

fragmentation and alienation of the modern world," conditions 

he asserts are still applicable to the postmodern world 

(339). Alpert emphasizes the postmodern proclivity for the 

fragmentation of the self through the plurality of her 

narratives, telling two stories that not only double in 

characterization, but in detail. Alpert's technique is 

subtle at first. Early in the novel, Marilee's boyfriend 

picks her up in a Pinto in one chapter, and in the next, 

Figman rear-ends a Pinto, killing its six passengers. As 

characters, Marilee and Figman both suffer from migraines, 

paint with watercolor, and find companionship in grotesques. 

Alpert also interweaves details through both narratives, 

including smokers in restaurants, pickles and ham and cheese 

sandwiches at Carlsbad Caverns, a black scorpion crawling on 

the road, and the "snake" (the consistently repeated 

headache) that tortures Marilee and Figman. Alpert's details 

and characterizations alone establish the parallel existence 

until late in the novel, when Marilee and Figman both take 

trips to Carlsbad Caverns, which brings Marilee into Figman's 

world as she passes through Artesia and visits Figman's 
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favorite grocery store. Here Alpert takes some interesting 

turns with time in her novel, as she describes Figman's near-

collision with a blue car (Marilee's Dart) on the road from 

the Caverns in "his" chapter, and in the next chapter, 

follows Marilee down the road to the Caverns, where she 

nearly collides with a white Aion, Figman's car. The lives 

of Marilee and Figman eventually merge when they bump into 

each other in a bar called the Launch Pad, a collision that 

Alpert recounts from each character's perspective, thus 

repeating a single moment twice from each character's point-

of-view. 

One of the main purposes of the double in fiction, the 

exploration of the reciprocal nature of different characters 

in order to examine competing elements of man's psyche, 

includes the competing drives of thanatos and eros as 

outlined by Freud in his discussion of the Pleasure 

Principle. Alpert's characters reflect this competing 

dichotomy, as Marilee consistently expresses sexual urges and 

Figman engages in a death wish. One chapter, entitled, 

"Valley of Fires," revolves around Marilee's sexual desires, 

beginning with the following description: "her pelvic region 

felt congested; her insides ached that pulling ache that by 

oneself one could mitigate but never fully satisfy" and 

building to Marilee's imagining "the things she would like to 

do to [Enoch] in bed. The things she would like him to do to 

her" (135, 150). The chapter's title, "Valley of Fires," not 

143 



only refers to a geographic location Enoch and Marilee visit, 

it also describes her own internal landscape. For Figman, 

his desire to leave the complications of his life in 

California and be in contact only with his mother, who keeps 

his location a secret, reflects the need to "regress to a 

perfectly protected, tension-free state characteristic of 

infancy or the inorganic state from which life began" 

(Slethaug 14). Thus, Figman's reliance on his mother's 

protection and his desire to become another speck of dust in 

the wind provides the antithesis to Marilee's erotic drives, 

instincts which Freud interpreted as life instincts. While 

Alpert's double, created by Marilee and Figman, displays 

competing drives, they complete the parallelism of their 

stories as both are redeemed and restored by the unlikely 

companion of the grotesque. 

Beyond the parallelism of her characters, Alpert 

eventually crosses her double narratives, imitating a film 

technique called parallel editing, in which shots alternate 

back and forth between two actions taking place in separate 

locations, creating the impression that the two actions are 

occurring simultaneously and will possibly converge (Boggs 

165). Beginning with subtle cross references in early 

chapters, Alpert creates an echo effect in alternating 

Figman/Marilee chapters until the characters lives converge 

when the two finally collide in a roadside bar. Alpert's 
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emulation of this technique also provides a prelude to the 

cinematically-conscious road narrative of DeLillo. 

Alpert's Rocket City adds complexity to the road 

protagonist through the interweaving of two stories on 

converging roads. For Alpert's protagonists, the road leads 

not to fulfillment of expectations, but to the challenge of 

perceptions. Marilee and Figman live in a parallel universe 

where grotesques become companions to admire and love. In 

the end, Marilee embraces Enoch's philosophy, an ideology 

borrowed from Woody Allen's Manhattan: "We're all of us 

freaks" (187). Interestingly, Alpert imitates other road 

narratives in her restoration of individuals to a community, 

but in her novel, it evolves more from an initiation into 

acceptance. Just as Kerouac immerses Sal in the underground 

community of Beats, as McCarthy traces Billys induction into 

a community of world wanderers, and as Seals reunites 

Philbert and Billy with their Cheyenne heritage, Alpert has 

Marilee and Figman discover through their experiences in New 

Mexico that the world is a dangerous place, but refuge and 

connection may be found with like-minded individuals. Within 

the context of the road, Alpert creates an environment of 

marginalized individuals as she celebrates the differences of 

her doubles along a dark and dangerous road. 

This recurring motif of marginalized individuals finding 

redemption within the confines of isolated communities is 

central to Herbert Ross's Boys on the Side, a cinematic road 
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narrative released in 1995. Boys on the Side followed the 

the lead of Thelma and Louise and put females on the road. 

Unlike Thelma and Louise however, this female road film 

offers a male-free road for women, one that allows them to 

exist and survive independently and free by keeping the boys 

on the side. However, its inclusion in this study derives 

from its direct allusion to Thelma and Louise, its portrayal 

of marginalized characters and the alternative portrayal of 

national identity. In addition, the film serves as a 

representative female road narrative, a postmodern insertion 

into the male-dominated genre, an element that will be 

addressed in the conclusion to this study. 

The film centers around Jane, an African-American 

lesbian intent on reviving her singing career in California, 

who agrees to drive a stranger, Robin, "a blond-haired 

Carpenters fan," from New York to Los Angeles. Like the 

differing duos of other road narratives, Jane and Robin 

present opposing perspectives of women. On the first night 

on the road, Robin weeps in her hotel room at the final scene 

of The Way We Were, while Jane ridicules the film's overt 

sentimentality and romance. Their reactions to the film hint 

at one of their main differences: Robin wants a husband, two 

kids, and a house, while Jane just wants Robin. On their way 

to California, the two women stop in Philadelphia to visit 

Jane's long time friend, Hollie, a petite and pert blonde who 

lives with her drug-dealer boyfriend, Nick. When Hollie hits 
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Nick on the head with a bat in order to defend herself from 

his cocaine-induced rampage, the three women tie Nick up and 

leave him, unknowingly, to die. Hollie adds diversity to the 

group as a boy-crazy ingenue, whose pregnancy and newfound 

status as a murderer does not stop her from smoking pot and 

dating a police officer. 

The disassociation of characters from mainstream culture 

in this road narrative derives from their respective secrets: 

Hollie's murder of Nick, Jane's attraction to Robin, and 

Robin's AIDS. Reminiscent of Thelma and Louise, the three 

women run from the law, borrowing the women-in-hiding motif 

of Scott's film. A direct allusion to the two female outlaws 

occurs as Jane, Robin, and Hollie speed away from the scene 

of their crime, and Jane asserts, "I am not driving off a 

cliff with you two." The film also reflects the 

marginalization of Easy Rider's road travelers, as the three 

women find refuge in the isolation of a homosexual community 

in Tuscon. 

Initially, the three women possess different goals and 

views of life, but as Sharon Willis notes. Boys on the Side 

establishes a 'family' of women, as the three women settle in 

a house in Tuscon, "transcending the messiness of social 

realities marked by conflicts around difference by 

appropriating difference itself" (288-9). Like Wyatt and 

Billy, the women in the film find acceptance among the 

disassociated communities and individuals along the road. 
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The community of women central to the film champions 

differences by joining various women who challenge the 

dominant social ideology. 

The ending of the film departs from the death as closure 

strategy of both Easy Rider and Thelma and Louise, instead 

providing an open-ended closure and a continuation of the 

road as Jane resumes the original journey to California after 

Robin's death. Restored by the sense of community and 

acceptance created during her stay in Tuscon, the viewer 

assumes Jane's trek to California will lead her to another 

isolated community of marginalized individuals. 

Unlike Easy Rider and Thelma and Louise, Boys on the 

Side does not attempt to merge a dominant culture with a 

subculture. The film offers a perspective that shows what 

might have happened if Wyatt and Billy had stayed at the 

commune. While it does not attempt to solve the conflicts 

created by social and cultural diversity in America, it 

offers a diverging road, advocating the separate existence of 

the country's isolated and diverse communities, a paradigm of 

the postmodern road narratives solidifed by DeLillo and 

Wright. 
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CHAPTER VI 

OFF THE ROAD: 

DECONSTRUCTING THE ROAD NARRATIVE 

Don DeLillo's Americana is narrated by David Bell, 

"child of Godard and Coca-Cola," a twenty-eight year old 

television producer, who "pursues his dream of liberating 

purity in an automobile" (Osteen 467). Assigned to film a 

documentary on indigenous Navajos in Arizona, David recruits 

three road companions: Pike, an alcoholic and a veteran of 

the road; Sullivan, a woman David describes as "strange, 

different, curious, and remarkable" who claims to live "in 

the hearts of men;" and Brand, a writer who represents "the 

danger lacking in [David's] life" (9,8,113). Like the Native 

American circular journeys of The Powwow Highway and Blue 

Highways, David follows a circular path that begins and ends 

in New York and consists of two separate journeys. In the 

first, David explores his identity in the making of his self-

ref lective film, and in the second, he examines the nation's 

spiritual state as a hitchhiker cognizant of the traditions 

of the road (Johnston 166). Unlike most novels that contain 

roads that get packaged as descendants of Kerouac, Americana 

has yet to be recognized as a road narrative. 

DeLillo's road narrative, his first novel, has not 

received as much critical attention as his subsequent works, 

including White Noise, Libra, and Mao II, among others. 
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Written in 1971, the narrative takes place sometime between 

the Kennedy assassination and before the last stages of the 

Vietnam War (Cowart 605). While the aspects of the road 

journey have been ignored in the novel, criticism has 

included emphasis on its inclusion in the fiction written in 

the age of "media saturation," its cinematic and consumerist 

intertextuality, its Freudian and post-Freudian (Lacanian) 

views of self-identity and the Oedipus complex, and its 

presentation of both ordinary and extraordinary men and women 

who live in the "particular skin of the late twentieth 

century" (Johnston, Osteen, Cowart, DeLillo qtd.in Begley 

3 04). While the themes of identity, self-exploration, and 

alienation in Americana have been recognized, the context for 

these themes, the road, has yet to be explored by critics. 

The novel, divided into four parts, is a metafictive 

recollection written by David Bell from a remote island. 

David begins his story with a picaresque commentary on his 

New York corporate life, an existence which he portrays as 

lacking any sense or cause, leading him to conclude: "I was 

wasting my life" (8). When he receives the documentary 

assignment in Arizona, David's trip west to shoot "some 

simple film" eventually evolves into a "more ambitious 

project" as the film he ends up shooting develops into an 

exploration of his past and his identity, an endeavor Mark 

Osteen has described as "narcissistic nostalgia" (467). The 

second part of the novel exists as a real-life preface to the 
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recreated elements of the film, including the disclosure of 

David's past, his early sexual encounters, his father's 

experience in World War II, and his mother's death from 

cervical cancer. Part Three includes the first road journey, 

as David abandons the trip to Arizona when he recruits people 

living in a mid-American town to make a film about his life. 

In the final section of the novel, David feels an urge to 

"leave that place, to go roaring onto a long straight 

expressway into the West; to forget the film," and thus 

begins the second road journey of the narrative, as he 

eventually hitches his way back to Texas before he catches a 

plane to return to New York (236) . David's second journey 

extends the self-exploration to an examination of the 

nation's identity, thereby reflecting the dualistic road 

journey of the non-fiction road narratives discussed in 

Chapter II. In a search for the "America behind the 

Americana," David's journey ends in Dealey Plaza, the site of 

the assassination of John F. Kennedy, a symbolic end which 

will be addressed later in this chapter (Cowart 604). As a 

postmodern road narrator, David Bell presents himself as a 

self-conscious participant in the psychological and 

mythological aspects of the road journey, inculcating his 

trip West with exaggerated awareness. 

David embellishes his trip West with spiritual 

significance, embarking on a "religious journey," choosing to 

drive instead of flying because "planes aren't religious yet. 
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Cars are religious and this is a religious trip" (49-50). 

Before leaving for the road, David shaves his chest in a 

"ritual cleansing of the body, a prelude to the sacred 

journey" (124). Like Steinbeck and Heat-Moon, David stays 

off the superhighways in order to "discover the lost roads of 

America," but his perception of the road is blurred by his 

own subjectivity that prefers images over reality. 

DeLillo's protagonist offers two postmodern insertions 

to the theory of internal reality, including first, the 

camera as mediator of reality and second, intertextual-based 

interpretations of reality. Taking his movie camera in order 

to "get it all on film," David creates a distance between 

himself and reality through the medium of the camera. His 

creation of a celluloid account of the journey symbolizes his 

inability to engage in a first-hand experience of the road. 

Moreover, his view of the world, created through the lens of 

a camera is further blurred by his predilection for 

interpreting reality through the prism of preceeding 

cinematic and literary representations. 

In his discussion of the intertextual nature of 

Americana, Mark Osteen interprets DeLillo's purpose as a 

revelation of the inability to achieve originality in a 

postmodern world. According to Osteen: 

DeLillo ultimately suggests that Bell's quest for 
originality is "based upon an outmoded notion of 
originality and identity no longer recuperable in a 
postmodern world. Instead Bell's quest 
demonstrates the inescapability of and 
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interrelationship between cinematic and commercial 
images, and the profound way that they shape--and 
fragment--postmodern subjectivity. (451) 

While Osteen points to David's imitations of Godard, 

Kurosawa, and his acquiescence to consumerism, he does not 

include the road or the journey as a contributing element to 

the echoes in David's existence. While never directly 

alluded to in relation to the road, David seems to suffer 

from the inundation of constructed images of the road and the 

West, creating a protagonist as swayed by the myth of the 

West as Kerouac's Sal Paradise. During his days on the road 

to the "great golden West," David embraces socially 

constructed traditions of the westward migration, feeding his 

instincts as one of the "brides and bawds and gunmen of the 

West" (210). David is conscious of the mythologized aspects 

of road travel, racing through roads shouting, exceeding 

speed limits, quoting poetry and folksong, and providing 

Whitmanesque catalogues of fellow road travelers in 

metanarrative accounts: 

Passing them on the roads as they journeyed toward 
their own interior limits, one might easily be 
inspired to twist the thumb of a famous first 
sentence. It was the worst of times, it was the 
worst of times. On foot they traveled, in old and 
new cars, in motorcycle packs, in trucks and buses 
and camp trailers, the young and the very young, 
leaving their medieval cities, tall stone citadels 
of corruption and plague, not hopeless in their 
flight, not yet manic in their search, the lost, 
the found, the nameless, the brilliant, the stoned, 
the dazed and the simply weary, shouting their 
honest love of country across the broken white 
line, faces lost in disbelief and hair, the 
drummer, the mystic, the fascist, an occasional 
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female eye peering from a rear window, the noise at 
the back of her head a short song of peace. (203) 

David's collage of characters reflects Whitman's portrayal of 

the "great Companions" along the road, which he catalgoues in 

Section 12 of "Song of the Open Road," celebrating the 

presence of sailors, trusters of men, observers of cities, 

solitair/ toilers, pausers and contemplators, dancers, 

soldiers, and journeyers who span time from youth to well-

gran'd manhood or womanhood, and finally, to old age (12.1) . 

In Americana, David moves within a world born of 

literary romanticization, counting himself among the numbers 

of those engaged in a search, just another passenger on the 

infamous road. David himself undermines his quest for 

originality when he concludes, "We are what we remember, " a 

statement that emphasizes his perception of the road and the 

West as a construction of remembered images (299). In his 

description of a motel, he illustrates his predilection for 

assuming the identity of such images: 

There is a motel in the heart of every man . . . 
Repeated endlessly on the way to your room, you can 
easily forget who you are here; you can sit on your 
bed and become man sitting on bed. (257) 

On the road, David re-invents himself, perceiving his journey 

as a series of entering and exiting scenes that others have 

already walked through. Moreover, his idealism of the road 

experience draws him from his initial destination and into a 

wandering through a country with no distinguishing marks. 

When David and his companions arrive in mid-America, David 
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observes a river that might be "the Wabash or the Ohio or 

the Mississippi" in a state that "could be Indiana. But it 

could be Illinois or Kentucky;" but he is not sure and he 

assumes that it does not matter (208-9). Such indifference 

to exactitude reveals David's negation of the real thing in 

favor of imagination. After immersing himself in his 

autobiographical film, David abandons the project when he 

looks into the mirror and realizes: "Indeed I remained David 

Bell" (334) . As David's film has been an attempt to both 

discover and destroy his past, the image of his unaltered 

identity in the mirror ends his obsession with simultaneously 

trying to create and destroy himself on film. David's 

disillusionment does not end with himself, it extends to his 

road companions and his friends, both past and present. 

Unlike other road narratives that follow the pursuit of 

or regaining of ideals, Americana is plagued by character 

apathy and the lack of connection between ideas and action. 

Philosophical diatribes from various characters punctuate the 

novel, but seem to have no significance and no foundation in 

character's actions. This type of false presentation reaches 

a climax near the end of the novel, when the friend David has 

been listening to on the radio for years for philosophical 

wisdom admits that he has been playing a taped version of his 

show for three days. David encounters further 

disillusionment on the road when he discovers his friend 

Pike, who presented himself as a hunter on the road of life, 
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only truly lives inside a bottle; his friend Sullivan has 

been having an affair with Brand; while Brand, who David has 

modeled his artistic self after, reveals that he has yet to 

start the novel he has been claiming to write during the 

journey. Brand, a writer of blank pages, provides the amoral 

center to the trap of disillusionment that has seduced David 

all along. Unlike other road journeys in American fiction 

that reunite characters with their land, their community, or 

their desired sense of self, David's road journeys expose the 

dismal truth of reality in contrast to the images he has 

created, thus exacerbating his sense of separation. 

Eventually, David's attempt to abandon the falseness of his 

life leads him to start another journey, one initiated by his 

need to find redemption in the soul of America. 

On his second journey, David continues to interpret 

experience through literary and cinematic models, describing 

his second journey as a "literary venture, an attempt to 

find pattern and motive, to make something wild a squeamish 

thesis on the essence of the nation's soul" (349). Again, 

David is seduced by images, not ones he sees, but the ones he 

wants to see: 

the great seeking leap into the depths of America, 
wilderness dream of all poets and scoutmasters, 
westward to our manifest destiny, to sovereign red 
timber and painted sands, to the gold-transfigured 
hills, westward to match the shadows of my image 
and my self. (304) 
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However, David's hitchhiking encounters lead him back East, 

instead of West, where he meets a woman in a New Mexico 

commune who urges him to stay: "Don't go. It's bad out 

there;" he also takes rides from a collage of progressively 

odd individuals, including a man who sells rat poison, a 

deaf-mute couple, a former stripteaser, and a man who offers 

to rape him (362). As his second journey comes to an end, 

David describes his experience as a literary excerpt and 

offers a final interpretation of the images that constitute 

his reality: 

I felt it was literature I had been confronting 
these past days, the archetypes of the dismal 
mystery, sons and daughters of the archetypes, 
images that could not be certain which of two 
confusions held less terror, their own or what 
their own might become if it ever faced the truth. 
(377) 

At this point, David's journey has transcended the 

idealized notions of riding American roads, leading him to a 

dual realization: the road cannot alter his true identity 

nor can his imagined portrait of America's grandeur alter its 

truth. Abandoning his road journey, David catches a plane 

back to New York, but not before he drives through Dealey 

Plaza, a site that signifies the culmination of the 

disintegration of David's ideals and the change in his 

perception of reality, from image to truth. In the final 

passage of the novel, David traces the exact route of the 

Kennedy assassination: 

157 



In the morning I headed west along Main Street in 
downtown Dallas. I turned right at Houston street, 
turned left onto Elm and pressed my hand against 
the horn. I kept it there as I drove past the 
School Book Depository, through Dealey Plaza and 
beneath the triple underpass. I kept blowing the 
horn all along Stemmons Freeway and out past 
Parkland Hospital. (377) 

The appearance of Dealey Plaza at the close of the journey 

and the final page of the novel works on many levels. First, 

the allusion to the Kennedy assassination foregrounds the 

idea of disillusionment found at the end of both of David's 

journeys. DeLillo's disillusioned narrator does not achieve 

the realization of identity afforded the other road 

protagonists, and his discovery of reality versus his myth-

based expectations has far greater repercussions than those 

for Kerouac's Sal Paradise or McCarthy's Billy. While Sal 

reaches the end of America and experiences disillusionment, 

he turns around and heads back East, and each time Billy 

finds a dead end on his journey, he begins again. For David, 

the end of America symbolizes the termination of the 

ideological foundations of the country, signified by David's 

salute to the ghosts of Dealey Plaza. 

The significance of the Kennedy allusion is also 

enhanced by DeLillo's subsequent works, including Libra, a 

fictionalized account of the Kennedy assassination. As Jim 

Johnston points out, the final passage of Americana 

"[inaugurates] a series of covert references to the 

assassination which silently reverberate through subsequent 
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novels" (186). Another important aspect of the Kennedy 

allusion, especially as it provides the final image of a book 

about the search for the nation's soul is suggested by 

DeLillo's own description of the influence of the Kennedy 

assassination on his fiction. In an interview, DeLillo 

explained that he does not believe that his books could be 

written in the world that existed before the Kennedy 

assassination. According to DeLillo, the changes in the 

nation's culture instigated by that day in Dallas appear in 

his work as the "shattering randomness of events, the missing 

motive, the violence people not only commit but watch 

simultaneously from a disinterested distance, the 

uncertainty, and the threatened grip on reality" (qtd. in 

Begley 3 04). Thus, the final image of DeLillo's novel 

provides a springboard for the focus of his later fiction, 

while providing a harrowing final image as the assassination 

of the search for America. 

Beyond DeLillo's emphasis on the cultural psychology of 

post-assassination America, his indebtedness to film, a 

pervasive social and cultural medium of postmodernity, 

provides the other dominant contributor to the cultural 

memory foregrounded in his fiction. As a writer, DeLillo has 

been compared to Thomas Pynchon as an author "keyed to the 

postmodern moment" (Cowart 607). Bombarding his readers with 

layers of intertextual foundations, DeLillo constructs his 

most trenchant layer with film. As David Cowart has 
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observed, "More than any other contemporary writer, DeLillo 

understands the extent to which images . . . determine what 

passes for reality in the American mind" (604). Americana's 

appropriation of cinematic traditions centers around David 

Bell's perception of his life as a film. "I've spent 28 

years in the movies," claims David, who loses himself behind 

the camera as an independent filmmaker whose camera-view 

subsumes to everyday interactions as he describes scenes of 

life as "an Antonioni movie," imagines the "series of cuts 

and slow dissolves" in the minds of others, and strives to 

emulate the on-screen images of Kirk Douglas and Burt 

Lancaster. In the first chapter, David recounts seeing Burt 

Lancaster in From Here to Eternity at the age of seventeen, 

when he adopted the concept of Lancaster in the famous beach 

scene as the "icon of a new religion" (13). As a lover 

himself, David perceives himself trapped in the "montage of 

speed, guns, torture, rape, orgy and consumer packaging which 

constitutes the vision of sex in America" (33). As a product 

of a cinematic culture, David and his decision to make a film 

of his life in order to examine his past creates a 

"rethinking of the identity or alienation theme" endemic to 

the road narrative and creates self-reflexivity from a 

celluloid memory (Cowart 602). 

While the image-obsessed David Bell exists as a 

fictional representation of film's influence, DeLillo himself 

claims the impact of film on his own writing as well as our 
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society. In discussing his appropriation of the styles and 

ideas created by cinematic tradition, DeLillo explains: 

Film allows us to examine ourselves in ways earlier 
societies could not . . . it allows us to examine 

ourselves, imitate ourselves, extend ourselves, 
reshape our reality, it permeates our lives, the 
double vision, and also detaches us--turns some of 
us into actors doing walk throughs. (301) 

Americana offers the fictional embodiment of DeLillo's 

assessment, presenting David Bell as the artistic reflection 

of DeLillo, a literary author who claimed the French new Wave 

filmmaker Jean Luc Godard as having "a more immediate effect 

on [his] early work than anything [he'd] ever read" 

("Interview" 25). Godard, whose creative and inventive use 

of the camera and rewriting of film grammar had a profound 

influence on the films of the 1960s, is credited with 

filmmaking techniques that stripped films of their structure 

and conventional dramatic form (Katz 534). DeLillo's 

imitation and appreciation of innovative and experimental 

film is emulated by his narrator, who alludes to such 

filmmakers as Michelangelo Antonioni, Akira Kurosawa, and 

borrows the strategy of Godard's 1966 film, Masculin-feminin, 

by creating an interview-based film shot in fifteen segments 

(Osteen 458). Another similarity between DeLillo and his 

narrator involves the author's cinematic style of creating. 

DeLillo has described his writing process as envisioning 

scenes in visual form, "in technicolor," the same technique 

of perception that inserts distance between his narrator. 
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David, and reality (qtd.in Begley 283). Even when David 

narrates his experiences from the remote island, he uses the 

film's memory of the experience instead of his own. From the 

remote island, David explains, "It's time now to run the film 

again," a comment that alludes to the repeated replaying of 

his contribution to the body of cinematic representations of 

the road (14). Both DeLillo, the author, and David, his 

narrator, offer a new view of the road, one that criticizes 

the perpetuated idea of promise through the prism of 

disillusionment, thereby creating a a synchronistic text 

within the text similar to Alpert's parallelism. 

For DeLillo, the disintegration of the once promising road 

progresses into disillusionment by exposing the truths of the 

self and the nation behind false images. DeLillo unravels 

the mythology of the road and its consistent portrayal as a 

place of reconciliation between man and his land, or man and 

his country, a motif emphasized by the non-fiction road 

narratives. Instead, DeLillo offers a paranoid vision of the 

road and places it parallel with the autobiography of his 

withdrawn narrator, whose search for identity and examination 

of America ends in isolation and complete separation from his 

country. 

The cover graphics for the 1995 Delta paperback edition 

of Stephen Wright's Going Native includes a highway 

stretching into the distance and a green automobile, 

providing the visual representation for The New York Times 
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blurb which accents the blacktop and reads: "An 

uncompromising 1990's version of On The Road." Never has the 

cliche, "Don't' judge a book by its cover," been more 

appropriate. 

Readers seduced by the promise of an updated Kerouac 

classic will be disappointed. As with other road narratives, 

critics and reviewers are quick to slap a comparison to 

Kerouac on the cover and call the novel properly 

characterized. Hopefully, this study has shown, if nothing 

else, that road narratives do not merely follow Kerouac on 

the road, and that the presence of a road does not 

necessarily assure a novel's inclusion tino the genre as it 

has been defined here. 

Stephen Wright does not merely revise On the Road for 

the nineties' reader. He does indeed write a road narrative, 

with its westward movement, its presentation of the national 

character, its internal exploration of its protagonist, and 

its self-conscious attention to various aspects of the road, 

but Wright's installment to the road genre displays just how 

far its conventions can be manipulated. While Wright 

emulates Kerouac by portraying the underground of America, 

his road protagonist, Wylie Jones, is on no joyride across 

the continent: his journey from Chicago to the coast of 

California takes the road novel off the road and into the 

harrowing, haunting rooms of an American nightmare. 
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with its "existential depictions of social chaos and 

individual disintegration," Going Native may be be placed 

among the shocking and repulsive visions of Hubert Selby, 

Jr.'s Last Exit to Brooklyn and Bret Fasten Ellis's American 

Psycho (Saari 64). The structure of the novel, a collection 

of tales loosely linked by one character, resembles that of 

short-story cyles, a tradition which includes such authors as 

Sherwood Anderson and Sandra Cisneros. Yet the absorption 

and modification of certain literary conventions indicative 

of the road narrative place Wright's novel, first and 

foremost, within the road genre. Observant of the elements 

which define the genre, Ronald Primeau cites Mikhail 

Bakhtin's idea of "genre memory," which explains an author's 

ability to write within a "field" composed of the conventions 

which create the genre. Not only does Wright's inclusion of 

the westward movement and other aspects already mentioned 

suggest the literary tradition of the road, but his own self-

conscious descriptions of the aspects of the road emphasize 

his awareness of the tradition from and within which he 

writes (and rewrites). 

Unlike the qualities of redemption and freedom assigned 

to the road in other road narratives, Wright casts a dark 

shadow over the road, as well as its accents and inhabitants. 

Through different characters' voices, the road is described 

as "a colossal midway of busted marriages," "linear madness . 

.. mile after mile of hassle and fumes," and a place "fraught 
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with marauders" (74, 89, 288). Along the road, Wright 

interrupts the narrative with cinematic stills of roadside 

accents as he describes the "loneliness of an American 

filling station, its orphaned objects" or the William H. 

Bonney Rest Area, the "site the previous week of a rape and 

attempted murder by one or more unidentifiable unapprehended 

subjects" (consequently the place where Wylie, a.k.a. Tom, 

leaves a hitchhiker behind to steal his girlfriend. The 

boyfriend's name, Laszlo, provides another possible movie 

allusion to Casablanca). Wright also presents an ironic and 

frightening verbal photograph of a hitcher who has stabbed a 

trucker to death just paragraphs before: 

The man by the side of the road, a character as 
essential to the motoring experience as the wired 
trucker, the joyriding lovers, the renegade cop, 
and the demented justice of the peace; rootless, 
feral, devoid of affect, he was the human scarecrow 
in a field of bad dreams to the media-addled brains 
cruising warily by, but eventually one would stop, 
one always did. (79) 

The danger of Wright's hitchhiker reverses the open-door 

policy of Kerouac's road travelers and the camaraderie 

afforded any passenger who helped Sal and Dean with gas 

money. For Kerouac's characters, the road provided a place 

to find fellow spirits and engage in fleeting, but resilient 

connections. For Wright's characters, the hitcher's presence 

in any car following the murder in the eighteen wheeler 

creates suspense and suspicion, except for the young couple 

who have sex in the backseat; instead of genuine exchange. 
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drivers pick up an audience and offer advice ("You got to 

figure out time") and feign interest in a taciturn man who 

resorts to the mythology of the road to describe his own 

purpose. When Wylie asks the hitcher where he is headed, the 

hitcher and Wylie engage in a reprise of road folklore: 

You might say I'm scratching an itch. When you 

gotta go, you gotta go, know what I mean? 

Absolutely. 

Traveling man. 

Break a lot of hearts. 

Hazards of the rambling life.(85) 

Using self-conscious attention to the conventions of the road 

narrative, Wright places his characters within a community of 

road travelers in order to expose their perverse distinctions 

and challenge the road's mythology of freedom and redemption 

by offering a contemporary perspective that reveals 

backpacking murderers and violent traps disguised as rest 

areas. One driver, heading "way out west," ironically 

advises the hitcher, "the road man, don't nobody belong on 

it," which reflects Wright's direction in taking this 

narrative off the road and through various glimpses of 

contemporary America on the way "out west" to California(72). 

Like other road narratives, Wylie Jones's trajectory can 

be traced west, from Chicago, through Colorado and Las Vegas, 

to the Pacific Coast of California. The West of Wright's 

America, however, does not engage in the promise of 
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mythological frontiers or spaces of opportunity, but rather 

emphasizes a contemporary and realistic atmosphere reflective 

of the disillusioned, end-of-America-esque, illusion-plagued 

California portrayed in such Los Angeles novels as Raymond 

Chandler's The Big Sleep and Nathanael West's Day of the 

Locust. In his portrayal of the West in this road narrative, 

Wright creates an eerie creature who waits for Wylie Jones as 

he drives deeper into the nightmare of an apocalyptic 

America. For Wright's western inhabitants, the pioneering, 

conquering spirit that has characterized Americans since the 

age of the frontier has been transmuted to the 

entrepreneurial, self-serving individual who lacks any 

semblence of spirituality, an evolution encompassed in the 

narrator's aside: "That, after all, was what the West was 

all about: charging in, clearing out—by gun, by bulldozer, 

by unritualized anxiety" (251). The predilection for 

corruption in the West can only lead to its settlers ending 

up "in jail or in pictures." Moreover, the West's power to 

spread its influence, a paralyzing enslavement to deceit and 

illusion, onto the rest of the country derives from 

Hollywood, the center of film and media that serves to 

infiltrate the minds of Americans with popular culture images 

and icons. Wright uses America's enslavement to cinematic 

reality as a source for parody, commentary, and as an 

intertextual foundation, a postmodern aspect that will be 

discussed at length later in this chapter. 
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Another convention of the road narrative adopted by 

Wright involves the elusiveness of his protagonist and the 

ultimate deconstruction of the signified self. Unlike other 

road protagonists' emotional or internal progressions, Wright 

offers a character who transposes his internal conflicts into 

a panorama of identities, as Wylie externalizes his 

discontentment through alternating his identity, a different 

one in each chapter, and so many in the final chapter that it 

is difficult for even the reader to recognize Wylie. Wylie 

exaggerates Steinbeck's desire to travel the backroads of 

America in anonymity. "Life is a haunting," claims Wylie 

Jones, and he haunts this novel with the surprise and violent 

appearances reflective of a Friday the 13 Jason. "Change 

your name, though, and you change your reality," Wylie 

contends, "Events will begin falling into new, previously 

unthinkable patterns" (298). These patterns, the dominant, 

existing ones of Wylie's everyday life, provide the 

motivation for his disappearance from his home one night 

during a dinner party. His departure is subtle, as he 

excuses himself from the table and his wife speaks her last 

words to him: "don't get lost." Even though her words are 

innocuous, Wylie's disappearance adopts more significance 

than merely getting lost. 

When he steals a 1969 green Ford Galaxie from a 

neighbor's house, the car provides the only mode for 

recognizing Wylie's appearances in the remainder of the 
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novel. His intent to abandon his current existence becomes 

more obvious after other characters in the book reveal their 

dissatisfaction with the monotony of their own lives. Emony 

Chace, a motel owner, anticipates "the same days coming at 

him round and round, over and over, 

mondaytuesdaywednesdaythursdayfriday-saturday justlikethat"; 

Amanda and Drake, an actress and a screenwriter, travel to 

Borneo in order to "find a place they've never been"; and 

while watching television. Will Johnson (Wylie's final 

identity choice) wishes to "see something he [hasn't] seen 

before." The dangerous restriction and self-disintegration 

of a patterned life evolves into a recurring element in the 

lives of these characters, leading Wylie to understand that 

"life was a merry-go-round in which you passed through the 

same thoughts, the same feelings, over and over again until 

you died" (283). For Wylie, the only escape from such 

predictability involves significant change, not within his 

own life, but through the appropriation of another life 

altogether, at least until that existence, too, becomes 

confining. He thinks, "how a name was a prison . . . binding 

you to a place even after you were dead and he thought, I 

don't belong here" (297). Wylie assumes eight identities 

throughout his journey west, including an ex-convict, a 

husband whose wife and two kids were murdered, a 

fornicator/murderer in a rent-by-the-hour hotel, a newlywed, 

the husband of a nursery owner, a sculptor, an insurance 

169 



salesman, and an actor, naming himself Tom Hanna, Larry 

Talbot, Lyle Coyote, Ridley Webb, and his final incarnation, 

closest to his original name. Will Johnson. Wylie's random 

movement provides the link between all of the harrowing 

portrayals of the underground. Indicative of the novel's 

cinematic quality, Wylie appropriates images witnessed in his 

life for his identity changes. Just as a child pretends to be 

Batman or the Lone Ranger from images on screen, Wylie 

borrows images and ideas from others' lives for his own. 

Wylie's first appropriation of an alternate reality 

derives from the dead body in front of the 7-11 he and his 

friend, Tom Hanna, encounter on an errand during the first 

chapter dinner party. When the green Galaxie shows up in the 

third chapter, the driver tells the hitcher that his name is 

Tom Hanna, and that he has recently been released from 

prison, where he and a friend served for a 7-11 murder. In 

chapter four, "Tom" picks up a couple in Colorado on their 

way to get married in Vegas, but their story ends when Tom 

leaves the boy at a rest area. However, Tom resurrects their 

story himself in chapter six when he marries a woman he has 

known for "sixty-nine hours" at the Happy Chapel in Las 

Vegas, an all-night wedding chapel managed by a lesbian 

couple. When Tom shows up in chapter seven, it is with Kara 

(his new bride?). Together, they rob and murder two couples 

engaged in a dinner party, which appears to be a displaced 

destruction of the domesticity he abandoned back in Chicago. 

170 



In chapter five, which takes place in Denver, Tom becomes the 

object of the hidden video camera of Perry Foyle, who 

magnetically preserves the prurience being celebrated next 

door until Tom returns the gaze and kills Perry (123) . In 

the final chapter, Wright exchanges the expected Galaxie for 

a car layered with old license plates from Illinois, 

Colorado, and Nevada. At this point, Wylie Jones has adopted 

the persona of Will Johnson, whose wife's complaint, "You 

haven't seemed like yourself lately," mocks any attempt to 

detect true identity in this novel. Ultimately, Wylie Jones' 

does not get lost, he deconstructs the self into an ever-

changing chain of signifiers. In the final paragraphs of the 

novel, Wright forces the reader to join this world of non-

identity. At this point, the author consciously addresses 

his readers like an actor who looks into the camera and 

addresses an audience. 

There was no self, there was no identity, there was 
no grand ship to conduct you harmlessly through the 
uncharted night. There was no you. There was only 

the Viewer. (305) 

The dissolution of the self spreads to encompass the reader 

,who has, up until this point, been a passive observer. 

Names, or signifiers of identity, create several 

interpretations of the individual and provide a subjective 

interpretation of reality as shifting and elusive as the form 

of the horn in Thomas Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49. Many 

reviewers of Going Native have alluded to the similarities 
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between Wright and Pynchon's novels, but none offered more 

than postmodernism and intertextuality as the bases for 

comparison. Throughout the novel, Wright keeps his readers 

guessing, searching the pages for clues of Wylie's presence 

or the familiar sight of the Galaxie with the anticipation 

of an adolescent reader skimming for the "good parts" of a 

book, just as Pynchon's protagonist, Oedipa Maas, leads 

readers into a world haunted by underground conspiracy. 

Ultimately, neither text resolves the mystery of their 

signifiers, only subjective interpretations of the world and 

the meanings applied to various signs. 

Another postmodern aspect of the novel involves the 

overabundance of popular culture allusions. First, Wright 

does not follow the road genre's tradition of alluding to 

previous prose treatments of the road, instead he opts for a 

subtle reference to the cinematic road prototype. Easy Rider, 

in the first few pages of the novel. The novel is already 

self-consciously cinematic through Wright's appropriation of 

cinematographic techniques and elements for description and 

characterization. Wright's style is replete with cinematic 

language, but some of the more effective include description 

strategies such as ". . . details accrued, picture quality 

sharpened," and "it was like bad editing." In addition, 

cinematically-charged characterizations of individuals 

include (the real) Tom Hanna's predilection for movies 

instead of books, his propensity to interact only by 
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retelling movie plots, his defense ("I watch") of watching 

instead of reading, and his difficulty in "safely [returning] 

to noncinematic reality" (19) . These "media-addled" 

characters inundate the reader with popular culture 

allusions, most of which are violent in nature, including the 

three references to Jaws ("Teeth, water, blood, it is a 

spellbinding blend") or perverse, such as the miniature golf 

course depicting the events in the life of Elvis Presley, 

including a free game for all holes-in-one down the toilet 

bowl on the eighteenth. According to Craig Seligman, Wright's 

"zillion" movie allusions serves as a commentary on the 

degradation of the "supernatural cosmos of the ancients into 

the entertainment fun house that we wander in now", but thsi 

supposedly loft purpose becomes suspect in light of Wright's 

pop cult literacy. After all, Seligman notes, "He didn't get 

all those references out of an encyclopedia" (90). In turn, 

Wright's consistent allusions may be appjreciated by pop cult 

enthusiasts who can identify such obscure allusions as 

Wylie's venture into a bookstore to locate "a Ben-Hur 1860 

third edition with an erratum on page 123," a request first 

made by Humphrey Bogart in John Huston's The Big Sleep. 

In fact, one of the novel's most pervasive, underlying 

motifs, the films of Alfred Hitchcock, may go unnoticed by 

those readers not versed in Hitchcock's oeuvre and may thus 

be the cause for its omission in reviews of Going Native. 

Wrights' first reference to a Hitchcock film. Psycho, appears 
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in the chapter which features Emory Chace, the owner and 

operator of the Yellowbird Motel in Cool Creek, Colorado, 

whose obsession with writing an autobiographical screenplay 

falters when he admits, "I've never been able to sustain my 

interest for more than a few pages because secretly, I think 

Hitchcock has said all there is to say comercially about the 

motel business" (107). In the next chapter, Wright creates a 

XXX version of Hitchcock's Rear Window in the character of 

Perry Foyle, a voyeur who tapes the sexual escapades of his 

neighbors in a South Side SRO in Denver, or what Perry calls 

the "Fuck House." As the "007 of Cool Cat Productions," 

Perry's purpose is not to uncover a murder plot like the 

photographer, L.B. Jeffries, does in Hitchcock's 

voyeuristic thriller, but to provide tapes of real-life sex 

acts to a pornography distributor. By using Hitchcock films 

for the foundation of two of his chapters, Wright makes it 

difficult to dismiss two other minor allusions as mere 

coincidence. In the moments before Wylie kills Perry, Perry 

sees the "long painted arm with the big big gun [swinging] 

inevitably toward him, it was an illusion, he wan't sure how 

it was done" (154). Hitchcock scholars and buffs cannot help 

but recognize echoes of the climactic scene of Hitchcock's 

Spellbound, for which Hitchcock had a large hand and gun 

constructed in order to emphasize the pivoting (swinging) of 

the doctor's gun towards the camera before the film's blast 

of red. For the other and most minor allusion, Amanda and 
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Jayce, the couple who risk traveling to the village of former 

headhunters in Borneo only to be killed by Wylie and his 

companion in their Brentwood home, suffer from "vacationer's 

vertigo" while traveling in Indonesia (198). Wright's 

Hitchcockian intertextuality foregrounds the novel's 

trafficking in suspicion, deception, and audience 

manipulation, all controlling devices within Hitchcock's 

work. 

Through his employment of the substance of Hitchcock's 

work, Wright is able to embellish his own stories with 

certain perceptions and ideas. This borrowing, as well as 

other pop cult allusions, suggests an important element of 

postmodern fiction, in which meaning is derived from past 

sources and existing literary traditions. Discussing the the 

purpose and contribution of intertextual references within a 

text, Hutcheon claims, "A literary work can no longer be 

considered original; if it were, it could have no meaning for 

its reader. It is only as part of prior discourses that any 

text derives meaning and significance" (O'Donnell 7). Going 

Native derives its meaning as an unconventional road 

narrative from its "use" of prior road narratives. Within 

this paradigm, Wright's novel, through its exaggerated 

distance from the conventional on-the-road atmosphere and 

off-the-road organization, deconstructs the road novel, 

thereby developing what may be classified as an "anti-road" 

novel. 
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Regardless of how far Wright gets off the road, his 

novel remains a road narrative, one that offers a postmodern 

fantasyland immersed in violence, decadence, and fear. His 

modification of road narrative conventions reaches hyperbolic 

proportions in Going Native, providing an innovative revision 

of the genre. Instead of highlighting the traveler and his 

road, Wright marginalizes Wylie and emphasizes the places the 

road takes him, which broadens the focus beyond the road and 

onto wide-angle close-ups of an American underground on the 

tenuous border of the 21st century. Wright's novel emulates 

the escape rationale of other fictional road narratives--that 

freedom can be tentatively found through the altering of 

one's identity--but Wright offers no chance for redemption or 

resolution in his apocalyptic narrative. In the final 

chapter, Wright leaves Wylie Jones facing his own suicide, a 

final act of violence that will end his reign of terror 

across America, but the title of Wright's last chapter, "This 

is not an exit," and the narrator's final words signify that 

for the rest of us, there is no escape. 

One final installment to the postmodern rendering of the 

road narrative involves the revision of the cinematic 

prototype. Easy Rider, through allusion, revision, and 

intertextuality. Unlike DeLillo's or Wright's texts. Abbe 

Wool's Roadside Prophets and Albert Brooks's Lost in America 

employ the traditions of Easy Rider as a testimony to the 

work's influence in both film and in cultural memory. 
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In Roadside Prophets, Joe Mosley rides a 1957 Harley he 

inherited from his father from Los Angeles to Nevada to 

fulfill the last wish of a man he barely knew. At the 

beginning of the film, Joe meets and bonds with fellow biker, 

Dave Coleman, who, moments before he is electrocuted by a 

video game in a strip joint, tells Joe of a casino in Nevada 

When Joe assumes responsibility for Dave, he has Dave's body 

cremated, places the ashes in the gas tank of Dave's 

motorcycle (a twist on the sanctity of the drug money in 

Wyatt's gas tank), and rides out in search of "Eldorado." On 

the first night of his search, Joe meets Sam, a mysterious 

teenager who lurks around Joe's hotel room. When Sam shows 

up the next morning with his own motorcycle and asks to ride 

along, Joe concedes, "it's a free road." As the two ride in 

Easy Rider fashion side by side, the road that carries them 

across the western desert mirrors the scenic landscape shots 

of Easy Rider, including a shot of horses running alongside 

the bikers on the road. 

On each stop of their trip, Joe and Sam encounter 

various roadside prophets, including a rancher who warns of 

"transcendent reality," a police officer who preaches about 

"existential despair," a revolutionary married couple who 

protests nuclear testing and promotes education, an innkeeper 

who testifies to the significance of living recklessly and 

finding love and friendship, and a hotel manager who cautions 

the riders about Highway 50, "the loneliest road in America." 
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Like the road travelers Billy encounters in The Crossing, the 

roadside prophets' views of life and death provide disparate 

perspectives, ultimately culminating in an overall thesis of 

existentialism and loneliness. All of the roadside prophets 

are somewhat dysfunctional and isolated individuals dismissed 

by Sam as "insane." In addition, other characters contribute 

to the community of misfits on the road by espousing equally 

odd quests: Sam only stays at Motel 9s as he travels from 

city to city in search of his parents who abandoned him and 

were last seen checking into a Motel 9; Labia Mirage, an 

exotic dancer, is dancing her way to the Yukon, and Casper, a 

man who orders everything from restaurant menus and screams, 

"Free food for the poor" before running out the door, is 

trying to get into the Guinness Book of World Records for the 

most "dine and dashes." The final roadside prophet, a young 

girl who claims to be a refugee from a teen rehabilitation 

camp, closes out the existential litanies with a diatribe on 

environmental and social crises in the changing world. The 

appearance of these prophesying roadside recluses continues a 

convention of the road set forth by the hitchhiker and George 

Hanson in Easy Rider, who both offer their philosophical 

views of the world to Wyatt and Billy, including Jesus's 

identity contemplations ("I'd like to be Porky Pig") and 

George's governmental conspiracy warnings ("People have been 

living and working [on Mars] for years"). In Easy Rider, the 

off-hand ramblings of fellow road travelers can be attributed 
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to pot smoking ceremonies, but in Roadside Prophets, the 

complex views of simple people adds to the surreal 

surroundings of a man carrying the ashes of a stranger on the 

open road. 

When Joe serendipitously finds "Eldorado," a city in 

Nevada called Jackpot, he and Sam lose everything gambling, 

including their motorcycles. The film ends with the two 

hitchhiking in separate directions, neither of which leads 

them back home. As Joe discovers "there is no point to 

anything," he heads out in search for an undecided place and 

adds himself to the road protagonists of open-ended road 

narratives who remain on the road. 

In Lost in America, David and Linda Howard take to the 

road because of Easy Rider, the movie that David has "based 

[his] whole life on." Lost in America, released in 1985, 

portrays the cynicism of a couple who suffers from their 

stagnant, predictable, and controlled corporate lives. When 

David, who has lived his life believing that hard work 

assures reward, is passed over for a promotion at work, he 

decides that his only option is to abandon his philosophy of 

life and his life altogether. He convinces his wife to sell 

everything they own, buy a recreational vehicle, and ride 

across the country with no destination in mind. "It's just 

like Easy Rider," he tells her, "but now it's our turn." 

For David, the new life will allow he and Linda to examine 

the alternative to the choice they made in college to go the 
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"business route", a decision made when he "made fun of 

friends who went to find themselves." David reminds Linda 

that this has been a dream since they were nineteen, when 

they talked about finding themselves but "didn't have a 

dollar." Now traveling with a "nest egg" for security and a 

new RV, the two take off as "Born to Be Wild" pays homage to 

their Easy Rider heroes and David flashes the peace sign to a 

passing biker. The trip goes awry, however, when they decide 

to stop in Las Vegas and Linda loses their nest egg in an 

all-night game of roulette. When David argues that they 

cannot find themselves without money and Linda claims that 

the "guys in Easy Rider didn't have any money, " David 

corrects her by reminding her of the cocaine money in the gas 

tank. Their self-created Easy Rider continues when the 

couple is stopped by a motorcycle cop for speeding. Luckily, 

the three share their love for the cult classic, as the cop 

explains that the film inspired him to buy a motorcycle and 

David jokes, "Dennis Hopper wouldn't give Peter Fonda a 

ticket," which convinces the cop to let the couple go out of 

respect for their favorite film. Beyond the direct allusions 

to Easy Rider, David perceives his abandonment of mainstream 

expectations as significant as Wyatt and Billy's cultural 

disassociation, repeatedly asserting: "I made a statement" 

and "My wife and I have dropped out of society." However, 

the reality of an alternative existence, one without the 

hundred thousand dollar a year salary, quickly loses its 
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appeal as the road leaves David and Linda as disillusioned 

as Wyatt and Billy. Abandoning their rebellion, the couple 

agrees to return to their lives as they realize that freedom 

is something they cannot afford. The couple follows Wyatt 

and Billy's West-to-East trajectory to New York, and the film 

ends as David steps out of the RV and on to the crowded 

streets of New York. 

Lost in America may be interpreted as both a 

generational sequel and as an antithesis to Easy Rider in its 

portrayal of two once-idealistic youths of the Easy Rider 

generation, whose nostalgia for never-taken chances leads 

them to discover the illusory quality of the freedom offered 

by the road. An interesting omission to all the Easy Rider 

allusions includes the consequences of Wyatt and Billy's 

freedom ride. David and Linda instead focus on the mythology 

of the film's heroes, a view which perpetuates the film's 

emulation in film and in cultural memory. Since the release 

of Easy Rider in 1969, road films have followed its lead by 

taking rebellious rides along cultural side roads, but 

ultimately they all reiterate the freedom that never was in 

Easy Rider. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

In his essay on the quest in postmodern fiction, Ihab 

Hassan contends: 

The genre in which autobiography, adventure, and 
quest meet remains mapless. It draws on a wide 
range of experience, which we can try gradually to 
imagine, if not to define. (124) 

My aim in this study has been not only to create a map with 

which to read the road narrative, but also to conjoin the 

various works into a specific and controlling genre within 

the realm of contemporary American literature. Not only do 

the works include selections from the areas of non-fiction, 

the novel, and film, they also represent pre-existing, 

recognized genres of literature. The road as genre can exist 

as an ancillary category within works already defined as 

either a non-fiction work, a travel narrative, or a Western. 

I have not tried to detract from the fact that Steinbeck, 

Heat-Moon, and Williams's texts can be categorized as travel 

narratives or autobiographies, or that Cormac McCarthy is a 

Western writer. Instead, I have attempted to prove that a 

single genre does indeed tie all these works together, not 

only in the presence of a road, but in the themes and 

characters within that context. As Hassan's statement notes 

and this study displays, defining a single genre from a 
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collection of disparate traditions in literature proves to be 

complicated, even evasive in its ability to be delineated. 

The road narrative, strictly as a genre, has not 

received much critical recognition in studies of American 

fiction. This is perhaps due to the fact that the road 

narrative, as I have argued, lends itself to postmodern 

fiction, a category still evolving in both its practice and 

theory. Therefore, understanding the significance of the 

road narrative requires examining the cultural and literary 

influences preceding it. The previous studies mentioned in 

the introduction, which focus on the road, the automobile, 

the frontier, or the motifs of escape or the quest, certainly 

work towards an understanding of the road's significance in 

American fiction. Furthermore, this study is not the first 

to recognize and define the presence of the road in American 

literature. 

Ronald Primeau's Romance of the Road and Stephen Cohan 

and Ina Rae Hark's The Road Movie Book offer the most 

comprehensive accounts to date, but this study has tried to 

move beyond the outlining of narratives performed by Primeau 

and the collection of various authors' analyses presented by 

Cohan and Hark. I have attempted to offer not only a more 

restrictive definition, but to create a philosophical 

paradigm with which to examine the internal and 

individualistic nature of the road journey, a focus which 

clarifies and extends Janis P. Stout's discussion of the 
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mental journey. In addition, I have also traced the road 

narrative's postmodern progression from established 

prototypes in the novel and film. Although Easy Rider has 

already been recognized as the turning point for the road 

narrative and the one defining the post-60s genre by Lee 

Hill, I chose it as the departing point for the cinematic 

part of this journey due to its reflection of Kerouac's 

themes and characters. 

The cultural and literary foundations for this study, as 

discussed in the introduction, include Dettelbach's analysis 

of the road in American literature, which has served as a 

preface to the conflicting forces within the road narrative. 

Her recognition of the freedom versus constraint motif in 

earlier road works offered a preface to my discussion of the 

myth of freedom and the conflict between expectations and 

reality, especially in regard to the road narrative's 

revision of the Western. Moreover, Roger Casey's examination 

of the road in literature, a study which focuses on the 

automobile as an extension of the individual and his psyche, 

provided a backdrop to the significance of Steinbeck's 

Rocinante, Heat-Moon's Ghost Dancing, and the eventual 

destruction of Protector in The Powwow Highway as a symbol of 

Native American empowerment. 

Perhaps the most relevant precursor to the overall 

significance of the road journey is Sam Bluefarb's analysis 

of the escape motif in American fiction. Bluefarb describes 
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the predilection for escape in late modernist fiction as an 

act, not of hope, but of hopelessness. He points to the 

assassination of Jolin F. Kennedy as the historical event that 

ended the idea of frontierism and transformed escapism as an 

extension of Emersonian self-reliance to a gesture of 

dismissal or separation, a change that turned escape inward. 

As Bluefarb cites the turning point in the portrayal of 

escape as the late 1950s and early 1960s, Kerouac's On the 

Road, published in 1957, exists as a work on the brink of 

change in American fiction and one that anticipates the 

themes of postmodern fiction, a factor explored in Chapter 

III. More specific to Bluefarb's argument for the impact of 

the Kennedy assassination on fiction involves two other road 

narratives in this study, Williams's This is My Country, Too 

and DeLillo's Americana, both of which employ the 

assassination as a signifier for the end of their 

ideological-based journeys. 

The transformation of the motivation for escape 

delineated by Bluefarb may also be used to establish the 

opposition between Whitman's "Song of the Open Road" and the 

road narratives in this study. Reflective of the American 

frontier ideology espoused by Frederick J. Turner, Whitman 

celebrated exploration and opportunity on an open road, 

capturing it as a ethereal point of connection for the 

multitudes of American existence, an idea emulated by 

Kerouac's appropriation of subcultural ideology. Yet as the 
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road continued in American fiction, it developed into a mode 

of separation for the multitudes and forced its travelers to 

immerse themselves into marginalized communities. 

Eventually, the genre opened up a harrowing road of 

frightening, threatening possibilities in Wright's Going 

Native, where the dark corners of city streets and jazz clubs 

of Sal Paradise's road mutated into invading territories of 

nightmarish and inescapable vacuums of existence. 

Another element of Whitman's poem challenged by these 

road narratives involves the strong, healthy road traveler 

who goes "toward the best--toward something great" in an 

outward embrace of all he encounters (13.45-6). Only Kerouac 

and Seals display a Whitmanesque embrace of the communities 

in which they belong; the other road narrative present 

characters whose conflicts negate any ability to reach 

outward. The restrictions challenging these characters, 

whether they be internal or external conflicts, either 

motivate their journeys or stifle them, but their portrayals 

of the road traveler also reverse Whitman's open embrace into 

a gesture confined by the boundaries of complexity, secrecy, 

individualism and the reserved psychological spaces of man. 

For example, Williams's and Wyatt and Billys confrontation 

with prejudice, Heat-Moon's failed marriage, Billy Parham's 

loss of innocence, David Bell's cinematic obsession, and 

Wylie Jones's identity crises inhibit the possibility for 

outward extension and acceptance. 
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Moreover, the road narratives in this study rarely offer 

resolution of the quests, a reflection of postmodern 

fiction's reluctance for closure. Hassan raises the 

question: "What impels [the adventurer] to seek?" (128) . 

Ultimately, the road in these narratives is not occupied by 

men who embrace society, but those who turn away from it or 

are shunned by it in an attempt to escape their place within 

it. Redemption and restoration seems to derive from the 

creation of marginalized spaces within the vastness of the 

American landscape, thereby limiting the Whitmanesque 

collaboration of masses to distinct groups celebrating 

American spaces of diversity. 

While all of the road films contain scenes in which 

characters are portrayed in moments of abandon and 

celebration at the inception of their journeys, this 

embracing spirit is eventually confined. In Easy Rider, 

Wyatt and Billy begin their ride to Mardi Gras with the 

narration of Steppenwolf's "Born to Be Wild," a scene 

appropriated by Lost in America as David and Linda start 

their trek across America in their new recreation vehicle. 

Thelma and Louise drive in Louise's open-top convertible, 

hair flying and arms raised. Jane, Robin, and Hollie move 

along the highway laughing, singing, and dancing to the beat 

of Sheryl Crow's "Gotta Keep on Growing." The Groovers speed 

south, drinking Shiner beer and shouting in an act of 

youthful rebellion to Elton John's "Saturday Night's All 
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Right For Fighting." These are just a few examples of 

recurring montages in the cinematic road narrative, moments 

of promise and carefree expectation narrated by songs 

reminiscent of the optimism and indulgence of Whitman's ode. 

However, all of these road narratives evolve from personal 

abandonment to imposed restriction, eventually bringing a 

close to Whitman's open road. 

The significance of all of these revisions of Whitman's 

road of adventure and quest resides in the contemporary road 

narrative's portrayal of the road as a means of deliverance 

from the confines of society, a reaction to modern fiction's 

portrayal of claustrophobic, conformist-stricken cities, such 

as Sinclair Lewis' Babbitt. Like the picaresque's satiric 

commentary presented within the boundaries of social or 

racial restrictions of American cities or confined 

communities of existence, such as J.D. Salinger's Catcher in 

the Rye, Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, or J. P. Donleavy's 

The Ginger Man, the road narrative breaks free from the 

boundaries of confinement and extends the picaresque's 

culture of alienation and deviation to the open spaces of the 

American highways. Thus, the road narrative invokes the 

frontier mentality of the past, which explains the consistent 

westward movement of the road narrative, and presents 

characters who abandon a current state of existence in a 

search motivated by a need to regain or recreate a way of 

life, or a way of seeing the world. In addition, the 
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prevalent reiteration and contemporary revision of Western 

ideology in the road narrative also establishes one of the 

distinguishing elements of the genre, gender exclusivity. 

This gender exclusivity, a characteristic noted by 

Hassan,in his analysis of the quest, and Donald J. Greiner, 

in his examination of the female novels of the 1980s, 

introduces one of the omissions of this study, the female 

road narrative. Even though novels such as Mona Simpson's 

Anywhere But Here, Elizabeth Angstrom's Lizard Wine, Hilma 

Worlitzer's Hearts, Victoria Lipman's Leaving Alva, Helen 

Campbell's Turnip Blues, and Barbara Kingsolver's The Bean 

Trees possess many of the characteristics necessary for 

inclusion in this study, I decided against examining them in 

here for two reasons. 

First of all, the road narrative borrows heavily from 

tenets of the Western genre, a foundation discussed in 

Chapters III and IV. As Jane Tompkins observes, the Western 

either omits women or employs them as extensions or alibis 

for male. Western heroes. Representative of domestic spaces 

and settlement, women in the Western stand in opposition to 

the male Western hero's desire for transience and often 

merely offer companionship in moments of male temporary 

settlement. The paradigm of male/female separation in the 

Western extends to the road narrative, as the males in these 

androcentric novels engage in bonding and exploration away 

from females. In a rare moment in the road narrative, 
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Kerouac's Sal Paradise directly alludes to the separation of 

men and women: "I suddenly realized that all these women 

were spending months of loneliness and womanliness together, 

chatting about the madness of the men" (187). As the Western 

tradition informs the road narratives and promotes gender 

exclusivity, the female road narratives also emphasize 

bonding and in turn, exclude the male from this bond. 

According to Donald J. Greiner, "Females appropriate the male 

plot of the quest, but they revise the imperative to bond" 

(18) . Male road narrative characters do not explicitly 

exclude women, but their solitary or male-only journeys 

implicitly serve as a pronouncement of manhood or self-

restoration, both of which emphasize self-reliance or their 

place within a community. On the other hand, those female 

road narratives listed above portray women who turn to the 

road in order to escape a man. Thus, their road journeys act 

as an assertion of independence not of the self, but from 

men. Females in these novels either re-domesticate 

themselves in a community of women {Leaving Alva, The Bean 

Trees. Anywhere But Here, Hearts) , discover their inability 

to survive without male protection on the road {Lizard Wine), 

or eventually return to the male who provoked their departure 

{Leaving Alva). 

A second reason that I did not include these female 

novels derives from the lack of freedom afforded these women, 

a freedom reserved for the men of the road. John A. 
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Williams's This is My Country, Too may provide an indirect 

justification for the absence of freedom for females on the 

road. Traveling across the country during the early 1960s, 

Williams reveals the restraint, caused by racial prejudice 

and lack of safety, that accompanies the black man in 

racially-divided America. Gender differences parallel these 

racial differences. Therefore, the female on the road, 

encroaching on a male territory, places herself in a world 

where her only options are re-domestication or extreme 

danger. With these kinds of road restrictions, the female 

road narrative cannot possibly offer the freedom and 

exploration of the male road narrative. The only exception 

to the exclusion of female novelists in this study is Cathryn 

Alpert, whose road narrative abandons the tradition of gender 

exclusivity. In addition, two female cinematic road 

narratives, Thelma and Louise and Boys on the Side, appear 

due to to the fact that the cinematic road narratives, 

following the example of Easy Rider, have championed 

marginalized individuals, those rebelling against the 

mainstream culture, and Thelma and Louise presents women as 

counterculture. Moreover, I included Boys on the Side in 

order to present a cinematic text which represents the re-

domestication and gender exclusivity of the female prose road 

narratives. Beyond this exclusion, the road narratives in 

this study have offered a diverse panoramic of the genre, but 

the female road narrative, either exclusively or within the 
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context of the overall genre, provides an opportunity for 

future examination. 

Exclusivity has proven to be a strong component of the 

road narrative, even with the concentration on male road 

narratives. Such exclusivity derives from the individual 

nature of the road journey, a characteristic introduced by 

Steinbeck's road narrative. In Travels with Charley, 

Steinbeck argues that "A journey is a person in itself; no 

two are alike" (3). Even though certain motifs unite all of 

these road narratives, the intrinsic nature of the journey 

creates their individual distinction. I have relied on the 

theory of internal reality to explore the distinguishing 

elements of these road journeys, emphasizing the subjectivity 

of the different road travelers in order to foreground the 

significance of the mental journey, a philosophical or 

psychological progression, that eventually usurps the 

physical aspect of the road journey. From the non-fiction 

road narratives immersion into the psychology of Steinbeck, 

Heat-Moon, and Williams, to the dualistic nature of the 

journey embodied by road duos such as Wyatt and Billy in Easy 

Rider and Philbert and Billy in The Powwow Highway, the 

internal perception of the road journey inserts complexity 

and individualistic interpretations of the journey's 

significance. 

Cormac McCarthy writes in The Crossing: 
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Ultimately every man's path is every other's. There 
are no separate journeys for there are no separate 

men to make men. All men are one and there is no 
other tale to tell. (158) 

However, his road narrative exemplifies the pluralistic 

nature of reality, or the world, offering perceptions which 

rely upon individual experience. McCarthy traces the 

initiation of his protagonist, Billy, from a passive observer 

of others' evaluations of the world, to a member of a 

community in which an individual's perception of the world is 

based upon his internalization of past experience. 

In Americana, DeLillo presents David Bell as a man 

disillusioned by false perceptions of the world, a view 

created by the superimposition of images onto reality. For 

David Bell, the medium of the camera and cultural memory blur 

his ability to experience reality first-hand, making reality 

out of a copy in the recreation of past images, either 

personal or cultural, in favor of originality. In DeLillo's 

novel, internal reality develops from intertextual 

references. 

Ultimately, Wright's road narrative explodes the theory 

of internal reality into a force solely signified by external 

reality. Just as Wright's novel creates the antithesis to 

Kerouac's On the Road, Going Native dislocates the reader 

from the mind of its protagonist, never allowing the reader 

to hear the interior thoughts of Wylie Jones, which offers a 

departure from the narrative strategy of other road 
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narratives. Wright keeps his readers at an observer's 

distance, forcing them to adopt a voyeuristic glance into the 

descent of a man through the dark crevices of America's 

communities off the road. 

Wright absorbs the conventions of the genre, allowing 

the tradition of the road narrative (flight from domesticity, 

escape, marginalization, and deviation) to serve as a pre

existing rationale for Wylie's journey to California. The 

internal reality of Wright's text is not revealed by the 

internal ruminations of Wylie, but instead finds its 

revelation in the portrayal of external reality. This device 

turns Heat-Moon's "Lookingglass Syndrome" to the other side, 

showing what looks back at Wylie from the lookingglass in 

order to reveal disturbing images that reflect Wylie's 

psychological and moral descent. Instead of an interior view 

of the world, Wright focuses on the exterior, presenting what 

Steinbeck viewed as a macrocosm of the microcosm of the 

individual. 

From Kerouac and Hopper, road narratives, in the novel 

and in film, have extended the road toward marginalization 

and subcultural existence. The road narrative's place in 

film, specifically the transformation of the genre after Easy 

Rider, has already been outlined in Chapter II, and while the 

road narrative's place in American fiction has been set 

against the works addressed in previous studies described in 

the introduction, I will attempt to clarify its significance 
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at this point. The road narrative in American fiction, 

following the lead of On the Road, imitates, modifies, and 

challenges preceding traditions in fiction, including the 

mechanization of frontier exploration and the revision of the 

Western. In addition, the postmodern road narrative borrows 

from and extends the conventions of modern American fiction, 

specifically the genre of the picaresque and the motifs of 

escape and quest, while it also emphasizes the concept of the 

subjectivity of reality. Working from these foundations, the 

road narrative is best situated in a postmodern era of 

America fiction, including such characteristics as the 

pluralization of individual stories and cultures, the 

marginalization of characters, the reticence for, or lack of, 

closure, and the portrayal of contemporary culture as a 

measure of national identity. 

Predicting the next stop for the road narrative may be 

arbitrary, but as the novels in this study reveal, novelists 

will continue to work towards, or away from, the conventions 

established by Kerouac. Seals's presentation of the Native 

American perspective of the road narrative will perhaps be 

extended to other cultures due to postmodernism's attention 

to various cultures and genders. In fact, all of the female 

road narratives mentioned in this chapter were published 

after 1980, a fact which alludes to a gender shift in the 

road narrative. With these two factors, culture and gender, 

the future of the road narrative in American fiction leans 
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toward a deviation from the dominant white male road 

narrative. The cinematic road narratives will most likely 

continue the tradition set forth by Easy Rider, a film which 

has maintained an influential place in our cultural memory 

now for three decades. 

As I conclude this study, our national identity suffers 

from issues of disillusionment, invasions of privacy, and 

threatening reliances on forces out of our control. Due to 

the exposure of the Clinton scandal, the invasive 

accessibility of the Internet, and the impending Y2K crisis 

at the turn of the century, forces of surveillance, 

infringement, and apprehension have created an environment 

inhabited by individuals poised for escape. Perhaps the 

culture of our current times will incite a revival of the 

road narrative, offering journeys that will take us, as 

Steinbeck said, on the "road away from Here." 
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