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    Kurt Vonnegut Jr. was born in Indianapolis, Indiana in 1992. His father Kurt Sr. was an architect, and his mother Edith was from a wealthy brewing family. Vonnegut wrote for and edited student newspapers at high school and Cornell University, where he found writing to be more enjoyable and less stressful than his degree in biochemistry.


    Having enlisted in the US army in 1943, he was sent to Europe in late 1944, captured soon after, and lived through the Allied bombing of the German city of Dresden as a prisoner. When he returned home, he married Jane Marie Cox and studied anthropology at the University of Chicago, working as a reporter at night, before becoming a full-time writer in 1952. Vonnegut’s early novels were extremely varied in style and content, sometimes containing elements of science fiction, and were moderately successful. He rose to fame when his 1969 novel Slaughterhouse-Five became a bestseller. He wrote sporadically for the next decade due to personal difficulties, but then published a series of successful novels through the 1980s and 90s. He died in 2007 in New York.


    Today, Vonnegut’s work remains extremely popular with the general public and is also widely studied in academic environments. Fellow writers often comment on the ease with which he wrote, despite the fragmented style he employed and the often difficult and painful subjects that he tackled.

  


  
    CAT’S CRADLE


    A ZANY AND EXPERTLY ENTERTAINING YARN ABOUT THE FUTILITY OF MUTUALLY ASSURED DESTRUCTION
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      	Reference edition: Vonnegut, K. (2011) Cat’s Cradle. London: Penguin.


      	1st edition: 1963
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    In the late 1940s, Kurt Vonnegut worked in the public relations department of the General Electric research company, where he interviewed scientists about their research methods. The picture he got of men so tied up in the pursuit of knowledge, and so uninterested in the practical applications of their discoveries – in arms development for example – directly influenced his portrayal of the scientist Dr Felix Hoenikker in Cat’s Cradle: the fictional inventor of the atom bomb.


    Like Vonnegut’s most famous and celebrated novel, Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), Cat’s Cradle brings together wacky and unorthodox conceits with serious and deeply humanistic explorations of modern history. Vonnegut has an extraordinary ability to tease out the fantastical in the everyday, and to expose the constant absurdity lurking beneath human endeavours: in this case, the build-up of weapons of mass destruction in the Cold War period. At the beginning of the novel, the protagonist and narrator, Jonah, is conducting research for a book about the atom-bombing of Hiroshima. But soon he begins to hear rumours about an even deadlier weapon called ice-nine: the final, cursed invention of the genius and sociopathic scientist Dr Felix Hoenikker. The fatal substance is split equally between Hoenikker’s three children, Newt, Angela and Frank, all three of them misfits, and all equally unfit for the great responsibility incumbent on them. Over 50 years on, with our increasingly advanced military technology and capability, Vonnegut’s satire of political myopia and grandiose human folly is unfortunately as relevant and pressing as ever.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The narrator, Jonah, introduces himself and explains some tenets of the Bokononist religion: “We Bokononists believe that humanity is organized into teams, teams that do God’s will without ever discovering what they are doing. Such a team is called a karass” (p.2). Over the course of the novel, Jonah will recount the fate of his karass. Once upon a time, we are told, Jonah was writing a book about the bombing of Hiroshima called The Day the World Ended. For the purposes of research, he wrote to Newton Hoenikker – one of the three children of Dr Felix Hoenikker, the late inventor of the atomic bomb. Newt writes back, telling Jonah that on the day the bomb was dropped, his father Felix Hoenikker was playing cat’s cradle with a piece of string. Soon after this correspondence, Jonah reads in the paper that Newt has just had a flash in the pan affair with a Ukrainian dancer called Zinka – who briefly defected from the USSR, before changing her mind and returning home.


    Jonah, meanwhile, books a meeting with the Vice-president of the Research Laboratory at the General Forge and Foundry Company, where Felix Hoenikker used to work. Arriving in Ilium, Jonah spends an evening in the hotel bar, where he gets drunk with the locals, and as a result is badly hungover for his meeting the next morning. Dr Asa Breed, the Vice-president, drives Jonah to the Laboratory and tells him a little about Felix and Felix’s wife Emily. Jonah manages to annoy Dr Breed with the manner of his questions, and Dr Breed staunchly defends the value of “pure research” (p.29). He describes to Jonah the concept of ice-nine – a molecular rearrangement of frozen water with a melting point of 130degrees Fahrenheit which, if it touched the ocean, would be capable of freezing all the water on earth. According to Dr Breed, this was one of Felix Hoenikker’s last conceptual achievements, although one he never put into action. Here Jonah wades into the story with his narrative foreknowledge and tells the reader that in fact, Felix Hoenikker did invent ice-nine before his death, and the small sample had been divided up by his three children.


    After visiting the Laboratory, Jonah goes to see Felix Hoenniker’s tomb in the local graveyard. The taxi driver points him to a massive alabaster phallus, but when Jonah reads the inscription, he realises it is actually the tomb of Felix’s wife Emily, erected by the three children. Jonah goes into a tombstone showroom across the road and speaks to the owner, Marvin Breed, brother of Dr Asa Breed, who tells him that Emily Hoenikker was the most beautiful woman in Ilium and that Felix did not deserve her. On the way back to his hotel, Jonah stops at Jack’s Hobby Shop, where the other Hoenikker son, Frank – widely believed to be dead – used to work. The owner, Jack, takes him into the basement and shows him the extraordinary model layout that Frank created, and mourns him as a lost genius.


    After returning home to New York, Jonah comes across a special supplement in the Sunday Times dedicated to the tiny island Republic of San Lorenzo. Inside he finds a picture of the Republic’s dictator, “Papa” Monzano, and another picture of “a narrow-shouldered, fox-faced, immature young man”, “identified as Major General Franklin Hoenikker, Minister of Science and Progress in the Republic of San Lorenzo” (p.57). Coincidentally, Jonah receives a magazine assignment to go to San Lorenzo and write a story on a former sugar magnate, Julian Castle, who now runs a free hospital called “the House of Hope and Mercy in the Jungle” (p.60).


    On the plane to San Lorenzo, Jonah meets Horlick and Claire Minton – the former of whom is the new American ambassador – and H. Lowe Crosby, a bicycle manufacturer from Chicago, and his wife Hazel. Crosby fills in some details about San Lorenzo, including that all crimes are punishable by being hung on a great metal hook. Jonah borrows a copy of a book titled San Lorenzo: The Land, the History, the People from the Mintons, and written by Julian Castle’s son Philip. He reads about Bokonon, born Lionel Boyd Johnson, and his Odyssean wanderings from country to country and coast to coast, before finally being chased by a gale onto San Lorenzo, along with an “idealistic Marine deserter, Earl McCabe” (p.76).


    At a stopover in Puerto Rico, Newt and Angela Hoenikker board the plane, and Jonah goes to talk with them. Angela tells him about the day their father died – a Christmas Eve at their beach house. She also shows him a photo of her husband, Harrison C. Connors, a handsome man and the president of Fabri-Tek. Jonah returns to reading his book and reads about the mysterious island beauty, Mona Aamons Monzano – the adopted daughter of “Papa” Monzano. He also reads about how Bokonon and McCabe quickly took charge of the struggling Republic: how McCabe and his second in command, Monzano, took over the matters of government, and Bokonon set about making his own religion.


    The plane lands in San Lorenzo, and the travellers are given a welcoming ceremony by “Papa” Monzano. Jonah sees signs forbidding in no uncertain terms any practising of Bokononism. There is a large crowd and Frank Hoenikker and Mona Aamons Monzano are also in attendance. Towards the end of his address, “Papa” Monzano collapses with chest pain and must be taken away. Jonah and the Crosbys go their hotel, which is owned by Philip Castle, and Jonah meets him in the foyer, where he is completing a mosaic of Mona. While at the hotel, Jonah also spots two workmen engaged in what seems to be a Bokononist ritual, and, terrified, they swear him to secrecy. Jonah then gets a telephone call from Frank Hoenikker, who tells him urgently to come over to his house.


    Arriving at Frank’s, Jonah finds Newt, Angela and Julian Castle but no Frank. Julian tells Jonah more about the history of Bokononism: it was actually Bokonon’s own idea for his religion to be outlawed, “in order to give the religious life of the people more zest, more tang” (p.123). The administration’s war against Bokononism is a kind of lie, as Monzano knows all too well that his power depends on its permanent state of fierce opposition to Bokononism. Julian Castle reveals that he himself is a Bokononist. Later that evening, there is an island-wide blackout, and finally Frank appears and asks to speak with Jonah privately. Frank confesses that he prefers to work behind the scenes: he is “no good at facing the public”, and therefore unfit to become the next president (p.142). Frank asks Jonah if he would take the job, and as part of it, marry the beautiful Mona Aamons Monzano. Jonah, at first astounded, finally accepts, and is given an audience with Mona, where he performs his first Bokononist ritual: the boko-maru.


    Frank and Jonah drive out to Monzano’s castle to obtain the dying president’s blessing. They find Monzano in a bed “made of a golden dinghy – tiller, painter, oarlocks and all, all gilt”, which was the very boat in which Bokonon and McCabe first landed on San Lorenzo (p.155). Around the sick man’s neck is a “chain with a cylinder the size of a rifle cartridge for a pendant” (ibid.). Monzano charges Jonah with finding and killing Bokonon, before demanding – with everyone present – to have his own Bokononist last rites.


    The next day is the Day of the Hundred Martyrs to Democracy, and also Jonah’s swearing-in ceremony. He writes a speech in which he decides for the good of all to continue the government’s longstanding policy outlawing Bokononism: “good and evil had to remain separate; good in the jungle, and evil in the palace” (p.162). The Hoenikkers, Mona, Julian and Philip Castle, the Mintons and the Crosbys are all assembled on the castle battlements for the festivities – although only Frank and Mona know about Jonah’s appointment. One of the hors d’oeuvres violently disagrees with Jonah and he goes to the bathroom. On coming out, he finds Monzano’s doctor, who informs him that Monzano has died and is frozen completely stiff. They go into the room together and Jonah finds Monzano frozen in his ghastly death pose, with the little cylinder uncapped and held to his mouth. The doctor, who has traces of ice-nine on his hands, attempts to wash them in a basin of water and freezes to death himself. Jonah quickly sends for the three Hoenikker children, who admit to their shared ownership of the deadly substance – and Frank admits to giving a portion to Monzano. They tell Jonah about the night of their father’s death: how he left a saucepan of ice-nine in the kitchen, meaning to melt it down again to water, just before he died. The four of them set about disinfecting the room of ice-nine with a broom and blow-torch, before sealing up the room and returning to the celebration upstairs.


    The air show begins as six fighter planes make their pass over the castle. One of them is trailing smoke, however, and suddenly falls from the sky, crashing into the cliffs below and exploding, which sets off a series of rockslides. The foundations of the castle begin to collapse and the two Mintons are lost as the battlement where they are standing falls away into the sea. Below, in the now exposed belly of the castle, Jonah watches as the golden dinghy containing the frozen dead Monzano slowly teeters and falls into the sea, immediately turning the entire ocean and all the world’s water into ice-nine. The sky is suddenly wracked with dreadful tornadoes, tearing at the land, and Jonah and Mona flee for shelter in the castle’s underground dungeon.


    They hide out for a week, as the tornadoes die down, and Jonah reads through The Books of Bokonon. Once out in the open, the pair discover a vast crowd of frozen, dead San Lorenzans, and on a boulder nearby, a note written and signed by Bokonon. The holy man confesses to having instructed the crowd to kill themselves, and before Jonah can stop her, Mona quickly follows suit.


    Jonah miraculously bumps into another troupe of survivors, the Crosbys, Frank and Newt, and the five of them set up a strange communal life together, living off whatever food they can scavenge or defrost. Six months later, Newt and Jonah are driving into San Lorenzo’s capital to obtain some paints, when they spot Bokonon through the window. Jonah gets out of the car and approaches him, and asks: “May I ask what you’re thinking?” (p.205). Bokonon responds that he has been trying to think of the final sentence for The Books of Bokonon, and he hands it to Jonah on a piece of paper:


    “If I were a younger man, I would write a history of human stupidity; and I would climb to the top of Mount McCabe and lie down on my back with my history for a pillow; and I would take from the ground some of the blue-white poison that makes statues of men; and I would make a statue of myself, lying on my back, grinning horribly, and thumbing my nose at You Know Who” (p.206)
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