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On the Road Passage Analysis 2 
 
Read the following passage carefully and respond to the prompts below with short analytical essays. 
 
At Ian MacArthur’s the party went on.  Ian MacArthur is a wonderful sweet fellow who wears glasses and peers out 

of them with delight.  He began to learn “Yes!” to everything, just like Dean at this time, and hasn’t stopped 

since.  To the wild sounds of Dexter Gordon and Wardell Gray blowing “The Hunt,” Dean and I played catch with 

Marylou over the couch; she was no small doll either.  Dean went around with no undershirt, just his pants, 

  5 barefoot, till it was time to hit the car and fetch more people.  Everything happened.  We found the wild, ecstatic 

Rollo Greb and spent a night at his house on Long Island.  Rollo lives in a nice house with his aunt; when she dies 

the house is all his.  Meanwhile she refuses to comply with any of his wishes and hates his friends.  He brought this 

ragged gang of Dean, Marylou, Ed, and me, and began a roaring party. The woman prowled upstairs; she 

threatened to call the police.  “Oh, shut up, you old bag!” yelled Greb.  I wondered how he could live with her like 

 10 this.  He had more books than I’ve ever seen in all my life—two libraries, two rooms loaded from floor to ceiling 

around all four walls, and such books as the Apocryphal Something-or-Other in ten volumes.  He played Verdi 

operas and pantomimed them in his pajamas with a great rip down the back.  He didn’t give a damn about 

anything.  He is a great scholar who goes reeling down the New York waterfront with original seventeenth-century 

musical manuscripts under his arm, shouting.  He crawls like a big spider through the streets.  His excitement blew 

 15 out of his eyes in stabs of fiendish light.  He rolled his neck in spastic ecstasy.  He lisped, he writhed, he flopped, 

he moaned, he howled, he fell back in despair.  He could hardly get a word out, he was so excited with life.  Dean 

stood before him with head bowed, repeating over and over again, “Yes...Yes...Yes.”  He took me into a corner.  

“That Rollo Greb is the greatest, most wonderful of all.  That’s what I was trying to tell you—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 out, he knows time, he has 

 20 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.” 

 “Get what?” 

 “IT!  IT!  I’ll tell you—now no time, we have no time now.”  Dean rushed back to watch Rollo Greb some more. 

 George Shearing, the great jazz pianist, Dean said, was exactly like Rollo Greb.  Dean and I went to see 

 25 Shearing at Birdland in the midst of the long, mad weekend.  The place was deserted, we were the first 

customers, ten o’clock.  Shearing came out, blind, led by the hand to his keyboard.  He was a distinguished-looking 

Englishman with a stiff white collar, slightly beefy, blond, with a delicate English-summer’s-night air about him 

that came out in the first rippling sweet number he played as the bass-player leaned to him reverently and 

thrummed the beat.  The drummer, Denzil Best, sat motionless except for his wrists snapping the brushes.  And 

 30 Shearing began to rock; a smile broke over his ecstatic face; he began to rock in the piano seat, back and forth, 

slowly at first, then the beat went up, and he began rocking fast, his left foot jumped up with every beat, his neck 

began to rock crookedly, he brought his face down to the keys, he pushed his hair back, his combed hair dissolved, 

he began to sweat.  The music picked up.  The bass-player hunched over and socked it in, faster and faster, it 

seemed faster and faster, that’s all.  Shearing began to play his chords; they rolled out of the piano in great rich 

 35 showers, you’d think the man wouldn’t have time to line them up.  They rolled and rolled like the sea.  Folks 

yelled for him to “Go!”  Dean was sweating; the sweat poured down his collar.  “There he is!  That’s him!  Old God 

Shearing!  Yes!  Yes!  Yes!”  And Shearing was conscious of the madman behind him, he could hear every one of 
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Dean’s gasps and imprecations, he could sense it though he couldn’t see.  “That’s right!”  Dean said.  “Yes!”  

Shearing smiled; he rocked.  Shearing rose from the piano, dripping with sweat; these were his great 1949 days 

 40 before he became cool and commercial.  When he was gone Dean pointed to the empty piano seat.  “God’s empty 

chair,” he said.  On the piano a horn sat; its golden shadow made a strange reflection along the desert caravan 

painted on the wall behind the drums.  God was gone; it was the silence of his departure.  It was a rainy night.  It 

was the myth of the rainy night.  Dean was popeyed with awe.  This madness would lead nowhere.  I didn’t know 

what was happening to me, and I suddenly realized it was only the tea that we were smoking; Dean had bought 

 45 some in New York.  It made me think that everything was about to arrive—the moment when you know all and 

everything is decided forever. 

 

[from the end of Part 2, Chapter 4] 

 

Prompt #1: How is this passage representative of the style of the novel?  Discuss the aspects of its style that 
contribute to the effect of the passage (and the novel).  What rhetorical devices does Kerouac employ?  What 
poetic characteristics does this style contain?  What tone does it convey?  How does the style express the theme of 
carpe diem suggested in the passage? 
 
Prompt #2: What clues does this passage give about the nature of the “it” that Dean refers to in lines 21 and 23?  
Consider, in particular, the descriptions of Rollo Greb and George Shearing in the passage, as well as the other 
references to the thing that Dean is trying to “get.” 
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