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,Q�KLV������DXWRELRJUDSKLFDO�QRYHO��The Dharma Bums, Jack 
Kerouac (through the voice of the narrator Ray Smith) details 
his quest to understand and master a Buddhist way of life. 
/LYLQJ�LQ�VXEXUEDQ�&DOLIRUQLD�LQ�WKH�PLG�����V��.HURXDF��ZKR�
ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ����\HDUV�ROG�WKLV�FRPLQJ�0DUFK��VWUXJJOHV�WR�
wrench himself free of Western ideology and embrace a way 
of living that seems not only foreign but almost impossible in 
the culture of his time. Still, Kerouac’s narrator has a vision, 
a goal for his life and the lives of others. This vision, as 
described by a black Christian preacher in The Dharma Bums, 
LV�RI�D�³QHZ�¿HOG�´�RU�DV�6PLWK�GHVFULEHV�LW��³D�QHZ�%XGGKD�
¿HOG´�DQG�³:KROH�%XGGKD�¿HOGV�LQ�HYHU\�GLUHFWLRQ�IRU�HDFK�
one of us.”1��7KHVH�¿HOGV�DUH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�RSHQQHVV��
expanse, and freedom that come from the awareness or “direct 
knowledge” of God.

In his twenties, Kerouac immersed himself in a “beat” 
environment—a lifestyle that values eastern religions and 
rejects the materiality and wealth of Western culture.2 In her 
introduction to his most famous work, On the Road, Ann 
Charters writes that Kerouac’s concept of “beat” is “linked
LQ�>KLV@�PLQG�WR�D�&DWKROLF�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ��WKH�GLUHFW�NQRZOHGJH�
of God enjoyed by the blessed in heaven.”3 Catholicism 
played an important role in Kerouac’s life during his form-
ative years and he would have been familiar with the concept 
of a relationship between God and humanity. Charters argues 
WKDW�WKLV�IDPLOLDULW\�LV�ZKDW�KHOSHG�KLP�WR�VKDSH�KLV�EHDWL¿F�
beat vision.

The further Kerouac delved into a Buddhist, beat lifestyle, the 
more he struggled to make sense of his Catholic upbringing. 
This struggle is manifest in his haiku.

  Shall I heed God’s commandment?
            —wave breaking 
              On the rocks—4 
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Shall I break God’s commandment?
� �������������/LWWOH�À\
            Rubbing its back legs.

7KHVH�KDLNX�DUH�UHÀHFWLRQV�RI�.HURXDF¶V�LQWHUQDO�WXPXOW�RYHU�
WKH�UROHV�RI�%XGGKLVP�DQG�&KULVWLDQLW\�LQ�KLV� OLIH��7KH�¿UVW��
“Shall I heed” channels the inner storm raging within the poet. 
The second, “Shall I break,” includes an overt reference to 
both Buddhist ontology and the early haiku poetry of Issa, 
who wrote:

���������������������'R�QRW�KLW�WKH�À\
It is praying with its hands

                     and with its feet.5

,VVD¶V� KDLNX� UHÀHFWV� WKH� %XGGKLVW� WKHRU\� RI� WUDQVPLJUDWLRQ�
of the soul that exists within both human and nonhuman 
entities, a belief that haiku scholar R.H. Blyth claims “gives 
value (gives equal value) to the most trivial objects, and lays 
a foundation for a spiritual and practical democracy that 
Christianity as such could never afford.”6  This inner religious 
FRQÀLFW�ZDV�D�EDUULHU�EHWZHHQ�.HURXDF�DQG�KLV�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ��
ZKLFK� KDG� EHHQ� VR� LQÀXHQFHG� E\� WKH� &DWKROLFLVP� RI� KLV�
FKLOGKRRG��.HURXDF¶V�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ�FRXOG�RQO\�EH�DFKLHYHG�
by reconciling the differences between Christianity and 
Buddhism.

Suppression and Schism

7R�XQGHUVWDQG�.HURXDF¶V�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ�� LW� LV�QHFHVVDU\�¿UVW�
to examine how he developed his desire for this vision of a 
SHUIHFW��QHZ�¿HOG��2QH�PXVW�WXUQ�WR�D�SDUWLFXODU�VFHQH�LQ�The 
Dharma Bums where Kerouac expresses his frustration with 
the separateness of Christianity and Buddhism. This scene 
in turn informs how Kerouac tries to work through the issue 
of separateness by exploring themes and images of unity in 
his haiku.

Blyth argues that Buddhism stems from “a strong desire to 
¿QG�D�ZD\�RI�HVFDSH�IURP�WKH�ZRUOG�RI�VXIIHULQJ�´7 Kerouac, a

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    
Frogpond 37:1                                                                                             127 



student of Blyth’s work, would have been very familiar 
with this idea, for he saw suffering everywhere and even 
experienced it himself. At one point in The Dharma Bums, 
Kerouac’s character, Ray Smith, discusses with Japhy Ryder 
(a substitute for Kerouac’s good friend, Gary Snyder), 
WKH� GLI¿FXOW\� KH� LV� KDYLQJ� DV� D�&KULVWLDQ� WU\LQJ� WR� HPEUDFH�
Buddhism. This discussion takes place immediately following 
the suicide of their mutual friend, Rosie, an instance that 
caused great suffering for both of them. The problem, 
Kerouac argues, is not inherent within the religions, but stems 
from widespread belief that they cannot exist alongside one 
another. Smith explains, “What’s wrong with Jesus? Didn’t 
Jesus speak of Heaven? Isn’t Heaven Buddha’s nirvana?”8  He 
goes on to say “Japhy, there were things I wanted to tell Rosie 
and I felt suppressed by this schism we have about separating 
Buddhism from Christianity, East from West, what the hell 
difference does it make? We’re all in Heaven now ain’t we?” 
Smith wanted to invoke Christian ideas while talking to Rosie 
before she killed herself, but felt as though he wasn’t able 
to because of this “schism.” Like his narrator Kerouac, too, 
VWURYH�WR�EUHDN�&KULVWLDQLW\��DQG�VSHFL¿FDOO\�&DWKROLFLVP��IUHH�
of the “dogma and sentimentality” of its typical, religious 
practice.�

$W� WKH� VDPH� WLPH�� %XGGKLVP� DORQH� ZDVQ¶W� IXO¿OOLQJ� DOO� RI�
.HURXDF¶V� GHVLUHV� IRU� KLV� EHDWL¿F� YLVLRQ�� %O\WK� GHVFULEHV�
Buddhism as being neither “personal nor impersonal.”10  
Kerouac hesitated to subscribe to this Buddhist concept. 
Towards the ending of The Dharma Bums, Smith, sitting at 
the top of Mt. Desolation, claims that he would “go out and 
sit in the grass and meditate facing west, wishing there were a 
Personal God in all this impersonal matter.”11  Smith’s longing 
IRU�D�SHUVRQDO�*RG�UHÀHFWV�.HURXDF¶V�VWURQJ�FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�KLV�
Catholic roots and the Christian emphasis on viewing God 
or Jesus as a personal Lord and Savior, or even a friend. 
Neither Christianity nor Buddhism alone could help Kerouac 
UHDOL]H�KLV�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ��+H�QHHGHG�WR�EULQJ�WKHP�WRJHWKHU�LQ�
order to achieve this realization. The schism and suppression, 
however, were preventing him from being able to do so.
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Kerouac tried to work out the “suppression” he felt in his haiku.
The following haiku appear early in his Book of Haikus and 
are indicators of the initial issues he had with the separateness 
of his two religions.

Juju beads on
     Zen manual—
My knees are cold12 

                                                                        Prayer beads
                                                                             on the Holy Book
                                                                        —My knees are cold13

With these two haiku, Kerouac is making a statement about 
the role of religion in his life. These haiku are almost the 
exact same. Kerouac simply exchanges words, retaining the 
structure and context of the haiku. He is clearly interested in 
Christianity and Buddhism and practices the forms of prayer 
unique to both. These haiku show that Kerouac was not 
elevating one religion over the other, but saw them as equally 
important in shaping his life and potentially the lives of others, 
like Rosie in The Dharma Bums.

Unity

The sense of religious separateness pervaded Kerouac’s life. 
His Buddhist friends could not understand his Catholic roots, 
and his Catholic family did not support his desire for a Buddhist 
lifestyle. Feeling incomplete, or split between the two, he was 
on a near constant search to unite these contrasting elements. 
When examining Kerouac’s haiku, it becomes apparent that 
he was interested in uniting disparate elements of Buddhism 
and Christianity.

2 traveling salesman 
      passing each other 
On a Western road14 
                                                         A black bull 
                                                            and a white bird 
                                                          Standing together on the shore15
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,Q� WKH� ¿UVW� RI� WKHVH� H[DPSOHV�� WZR� PHQ� WUDYHOLQJ� HDVW� DQG�
ZHVW� UHSUHVHQW� WKH� HDVWHUQ�ZHVWHUQ� FRQÀLFW� ZLWKLQ� .HURXDF�
himself. By having them pass each other, Kerouac eliminates 
the competition aspect and paints them as simply two men 
traveling. He focuses on their similarities rather than their 
differences (or, what they are trying to sell).

The second haiku is a more obvious scene of unity. The 
contrasting elements of black and white, bull and bird, big 
and small, are neutralized by the harmonious act of standing 
together by the shore. These two animals share the view of the 
sea, an invocation of nature purposefully included by Kerouac 
as a place of unity or togetherness.

Aesthetic Principles

How Kerouac used haiku to express themes of unity, nature,
and religion has much to do with how he utilized certain 
aesthetic principles of the form. While there are several 
aesthetic principles in haiku, for the purposes of this argument 
discussion will center on his use of the principles of yugen 
and mu.

Yugen is a Japanese aesthetic principle that exudes an aura of 
mystery or uncertainty. Yugen is primarily used to accentuate 
the profundity of a work, or, in Kerouac’s case, haiku. It can 
EH�PRVW�HDVLO\�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�KDLNX�E\�VKURXGHG�LPDJHV��7KLV�
is often accomplished through cloudiness or mist, making the 
full intention of the work unclear, but alluding to a powerful 
image just beyond the shroud. The following are examples of 
yugen in Kerouac’s haiku:

Dusk—The blizzard
   hides everything,
Even the night16  

                                                             The mist in front
                                                                  of the morning mountains
                                                             —late Autumn17  
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Arguably the most important aesthetic principle (more of a 
life principle, really) that Kerouac engaged in his haiku is mu. 
At its core, mu is nothingness, emptiness, or complete lack 
of thinking. It is a spiritual, aesthetic principle centered on 
the idea of simply existing in the universe. Mu is not just a 
haiku aesthetic, but can be found in many forms of eastern 
and Buddhist art. Kerouac, having studied Blyth, would have 
been well informed on the role of mu in art and life.

There’s no Buddha
                                            because 
                                       There’s no me18 

In this haiku Kerouac equates himself with Buddha in that, 
through mu, they are both reduced to the self-less state of 
nothingness. This isn’t to imply that Kerouac sees himself as 
dead or no longer existing in the world, but to suggest that the 
presupposed ideas, prejudices, and intellectual learning that 
he has gained in life are wiped away and he is now free of all 
ZRUOGO\��VXEMHFWLYH�LQÀXHQFH��+H�H[LVWV�DV�D�PRXQWDLQ�RU�D�WUHH�
or God or Buddha would exist.

Religious Imagery in Nature

The aesthetic principles of haiku are pervasive in Kerouac’s 
work and are particularly relevant to his use of Christian and 
%XGGKLVW� LPDJHU\�� ,Q� HVVHQFH�� KH� GH¿QHV� EHDWL¿F� YLVLRQ� E\�
linking nature with spiritual awareness and images.

Beautiful summer night 
                                      gorgeous as the robes
                                   of Jesus���

Using words like “beautiful” and “gorgeous,” Kerouac relates 
the celestial beauty of nature to Christianity, as he does in yet 
another one of his haiku:

The new moon
                                            is the toe nail
                                           of God20                                                     
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This image suggests that the beauty of the moon is only equal 
to a toenail compared to the full beauty of God represented 
in nature. It also serves to humanize God by giving him 
physically human features, like a toenail. This haiku is a 
prime example of Kerouac using the natural world as a means 
RI�¿QGLQJ�KLV�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ�LQ�WKH�GLUHFW�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�

Loneliness

Kerouac also engaged God and nature through loneliness, 
often separating himself from society and spending long 
periods of time alone. Blyth describes the loneliness of haiku 
as “not that of the poet as a recluse, not that of desolate places 
and forgotten men . . . it is above all in a nameless realm 
where the human and the non-human, love and law, meet and 
are one.”21  Kerouac seems to engage both ideas of loneliness. 
Not only does he separate himself from society for long 
SHULRGV�RI�WLPH��EXW�LQ�KLV�KDLNX�KH�RIWHQ�UHÀHFWV�RQ�EHDXW\��
loss, joy, sorrow, and humanity, examples of a more mindful 
loneliness not reliant on physical separateness. The following 
are a few examples of some of Kerouac’s more lonely haiku:

7KH�À\��MXVW�DV
     lonesome as I am
In this empty house22

                                                                       The other man, just as 
                                                                            lonesome as I am
                                                                        In this empty universe. 

In both these haiku, there is an apparent connection between 
mu and loneliness. Kerouac’s use of the word “empty” implies 
a freedom or nothingness that he is experiencing. Western 
lifestyles tend to view loneliness as a negative experience, 
RIWHQ� FRQÀDWLQJ� ORQHOLQHVV� ZLWK� XQSRSXODULW\� RU� QRWLRQV� RI�
undesirability. In eastern philosophy, and haiku in particular, 
loneliness is a neutral state, neither positive nor negative, 
allowing one to simply exist in the universe without comment 
RU� LQÀXHQFH� IURP� RXWVLGH� SDUWLHV�� RU� DV� %O\WK� SXWV� LW�� ³WKH�
individual is not swamped, but still stands clear and distinct.23 
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Loneliness is an objective act, free of the subjective qualities 
of societal interaction. It is in this state of loneliness that 
Kerouac is able to free himself of his friends who are hostile 
toward Christianity and his family who don’t understand 
Buddhism. In loneliness, Kerouac can engage one or both 
religions without reservation.

Prayer and Meditation in Nature

Kerouac’s intentional loneliness often led him to remove 
KLPVHOI�IURP�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�VRFLHW\�DQG�WR�LPPHUVH�KLPVHOI�
wholly within nature, where he was able to more effectively 
ponder concepts of Buddhism, Christianity, and the direct 
knowledge of God. Woods and mountains provided him with 
an atmosphere conducive to private prayer, and became holy 
places for him to engage God directly. Again, these ideas 
show themselves throughout Kerouac’s haiku.

                                    Dusk in the holy
                                         woods—

Dust on my window24  

In this haiku Kerouac describes the woods as a mysterious, 
maybe even mythical place of worship, a temple of sorts. His 
use of yugen is essential in establishing the atmosphere and 
aura of the setting. The dust on his window suggests that he 
is unable to see clearly the woods beyond his room, but he 
knows that they are holy and he can “see” that holiness even 
through the dust.

I went into the woods                                                            
                                          to meditate—                                               
                                     It was too cold25 

This haiku, more straightforward than “Dusk in the holy,” 
tells of Kerouac’s inability to pray and meditate effectively, 
an issue that is evidenced many times in both his haiku poetry 
and prose. Kerouac couldn’t properly engage in meditation 
because he was unable to move beyond his own comfort. 
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The frustration this created is apparent in the following hai-
ku, perhaps the most direct evidence of his struggle to pray:

Praying all the time
                                            talking
                                      To myself26

The poem suggests that Kerouac isn’t sure who he is praying 
to, and simply ends up talking to himself. Or perhaps he is just 
not very good at praying. Either way, prayer is a theme that 
recurs many times in Kerouac’s haiku and The Dharma Bums 
DQG�LV�D�FUXFLDO�HOHPHQW�LQ�WKH�UHDOL]DWLRQ�RI�KLV�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ�  

Answers in Silence

Kerouac eventually overcomes this struggle to pray through a 
revelation apparent in his haiku.

The sound of silence 
                                        is all the instruction 
                                      You’ll get27 

Kerouac sees the silence as instruction and he learns to wait for 
DQVZHUV��6LJQL¿FDQWO\��KLV�XVH�RI�VLOHQFH�LPSOLHV�D�QRWKLQJQHVV�
or mu. Given that mu is a goal of Buddhism, recognizing that 
mu in the silence would indicate an answer to his prayer.

In The Dharma Bums, Smith, while visiting his family one 
evening, has a breakthrough in prayer. He prays, “Tonight . . . 
I sleep tight and long and pray under the stars for the Lord to 
bring me Buddhahood after my Buddhawork is done, amen.”28

Smith’s prayer suggests that he is coming to a realization 
WKDW��IRU�KLP��WKH�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ�FDQQRW�EH�DFKLHYHG�ZLWKRXW�
Buddhahood, and Buddhahood cannot be achieved without 
help from God. This is supported by another revelation that 
Kerouac’s narrator experiences immediately following the 
prayer. He says, “Everything is possible. I am God, I am 
Buddha, I am imperfect Ray Smith, all at the same time, I am
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empty space, I am all things. I have all the time in the world
from life to life to do what is to do, to do what is done, to do the 
WLPHOHVV�GRLQJ��LQ¿QLWHO\�SHUIHFW�ZLWKLQ��ZK\�FU\��ZK\�ZRUU\��
perfect like mind essence and the minds of banana peels.”�� 

Through these prayers and meditations, Smith (and Kerouac) 
recognizes that he is both God and Buddha in himself. He is 
spiritually revitalized after this realization and determines to 
engage himself in more prayer and meditation. This leads him 
to Mt. Desolation, the place where he comes the closest to 
DFKLHYLQJ�KLV�EHDWL¿F�YLVLRQ�� ,W¶V�RQ� WKH� ORQHO\�PRXQWDLQWRS�
WKDW� 6PLWK� ¿QDOO\� UHFHLYHV� DQ� DQVZHU� DV� WR� KRZ� WR� DFKLHYH�
direct knowledge of God and instill it within others. He 
recalls, “One night in a meditation vision, Avalokitesvara 
the Hearer and Answerer of Prayer said to me ‘You are 
empowered to remind people that they are utterly free.’”30

Conclusion

What is a rainbow, Lord?
                                             A hoop
                                  For the lowly31

This haiku is unique in that readers are given a special look 
at its birth. Towards the end of The Dharma Bums, Kerouac 
details the origins of this haiku by describing the moment when 
he (as Smith) wrote it. “It hooped right into Lighting Creek, 
rain and snow fell simultaneously, the lake was milkwhite a 
mile below, it was just too crazy. I went outside and suddenly 
my shadow was ringed by the rainbow as I walked on the 
hilltop, a lovely-haloed mystery making me want to pray.”32  
For Smith/Kerouac, this rainbow is a sign or message from 
God harmonizing Buddhism and Christianity. All the lowly 
people, regardless of religious practice, see the rainbow.
                  
                                        High in the Sky

                         the Fathers Send Messages 
                                        From on High33
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Inspired by his newfound knowledge, Smith prays, “God, I 
love you” and looks up to the sky and really means it. “I have
fallen in love with you, God. Take care of us all, one way 
or the other.”34 Smith, by removing himself in loneliness, 
recognizes that God is found in nature and that Buddhism 
and Christianity, while entirely separate, can work together 
in nature through prayer and meditation. Nature becomes 
Kerouac’s holy place, his temple of worship, where the direct 
knowledge of God is not held captive by any one religion, but 
is found in the harmony of the natural world as explored and 
expressed in his haiku. 
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