
BEAT CULTURE 
& THE GRATEFUL DEAD

Est. Time: 60 minutes 
Subjects: English  
Age Range: High School 
See the full lesson here!

https://teachrock.org/lesson/beat-culture-and-the-grateful-dead/


How did beat writers like Jack Keuroac influence the band the Grateful Dead? 

In this lesson you will: 

• Be introduced to Jack Kerouac and the Beat movement 

• Discover the band Grateful Dead and the influence that Beat writers had on 
them 

• Explore how Jack Kerouac and the Grateful Dead rejected social norms



Read the above excerpts from the Jack Kerouac Novel On The Road.

ON THE ROAD



Consider or ask a friend: 

• Jack Kerouac is often credited as writing in a style known as “spontaneous 
prose.” What might characterize this style, based on the excerpts you read?  

• Kerouac was part of a group of writers known as “The Beats.” Based on the 
excerpts you read, what are some of the values that you think were 
important to Beat writers?



Kerouac’s first draft of On The Road 
was written on a long scroll, 
pictured here.



Think about or ask a friend: 

• Do you think this is how most authors create a first draft? Why or why not? 

• How might have writing onto a continuous scroll reinforced Kerouac’s idea 
of “spontaneous prose”? How might it affect a writer’s approach? 

• In what ways might Kerouac’s notion of “spontaneous prose” inspire other 
means of expression, such as art or music?



Watch this video on the connection between Jack Kerouac, Dennis McNally, 
and the Grateful Dead. 

DENNIS MCNALLY, JACK KEROUAC, AND JERRY GARCIA

https://teachrock.org/video/dennis-mcnally-jack-kerouac-and-jerry-garcia/
https://teachrock.org/video/dennis-mcnally-jack-kerouac-and-jerry-garcia/


Think about or ask a friend: 

• Based on what you learned in this clip, who are the Grateful Dead? 

• How did Dennis McNally become involved with the band?



Watch this video on Grateful Dead singer/guitarist Jerry Garcia’s approach to 
performing.

“BEING ALIVE MEANS TO CONTINUE TO CHANGE”

https://teachrock.org/video/being-alive-means-to-continue-to-change/
https://teachrock.org/video/being-alive-means-to-continue-to-change/


Consider or ask a friend: 

• In the clip, how does Jerry Garcia define “being alive?” 

• Based on Garcia’s emphasis on change and spontaneity, what might have a 
Grateful Dead concert sounded like?



Examine this series of setlists performed by the Grateful Dead in January 
1970. A setlist is a list of songs a band plays during a concert. Make a note of 
the variations you see across all four concerts. 

GRATEFUL DEAD SETLISTS



Consider or ask a friend: 

• What do you notice about the songs presented between these three 
concerts? 

• How might this approach to performance exemplify the ideals of Kerouac 
and other Beat writers?



SUMMARY

• Jack Kerouac is a writer best known for the book On The Road. He is 
considered the pioneer of the “spontaneous prose” style of writing, and one 
of the main members of the “Beat” movement, which embraced change and 
experimentation. 

• Jack Kerouac was a great influence on Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead, 
who created music with the same sense of spontaneity that Kerouac drew 
upon in his writing.



BE CREATIVE

• Try creating a work of “spontaneous prose” yourself. Free write without 
worry of edits or planning, and see where your writing leads you.   

• One of Beat writer William Burroughs’ preferred writing strategies involved 
the “cut-up,” a creative writing project perhaps first described by 20th 
Century Romanian poet Tristan Tzara. Following Tzara’s instructions in the 
next two slides, create your own cut-up poem:



BE CREATIVE
To make a Dadaist poem: 

• Take a newspaper. 

• Take a pair of scissors. 

• Choose an article as long as you are planning to make your poem. 

• Cut out the article. 

• Then cut out each of the words that make up this article and put them in a 
bag.



BE CREATIVE
• Shake it gently. 

• Then take out the scraps one after the other in the order in which they left 
the bag. 

• Copy conscientiously. 

• The poem will be like you. 

• And here are you a writer, infinitely original and endowed with a sensibility 
that is charming though beyond the understanding of the vulgar.



BE CURIOUS

Learn about other Beat writers by 
exploring this handout. (Note that 
the handout contains descriptions 
of drug use.) 

https://teachrock.org/wp-content/uploads/Handout-1-Introduction-to-Beat-Writers.pdf?x29800


CONNECT

Share your work with us! Either you or an adult in your life can share your 
spontaneous prose or cut-up writing piece with TeachRock on Instagram or 
Facebook, email to info@teachrock.org, or Tweet it to @TeachRock

https://www.instagram.com/teachrockorg/
https://www.facebook.com/teachrock.org/
mailto:info@teachrock.org
https://twitter.com/TeachRock


Visit us at teachrock.org for hundreds of other free arts-rich resources 
for every age range and classroom. 

Please check back to teachrock.org/distancelearning frequently  
as we will update the material daily!

http://teachrock.org
http://teachrock.org/distancelearning

