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    KURT VONNEGUT


    AMERICAN NOVELIST AND SHORT STORY WRITER


    
      	Born in Indianapolis in 1922.


      	Died in New York in 2007.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Cat’s Cradle (1963), novel


          	Jailbird (1979), novel


          	A Man Without a Country (2005), essay collection

        

      

    


    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.

  


  
    SLAUGHTERHOUSE-FIVE


    A SEMI-AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL ANTI-WAR NOVEL


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Vonnegut, K. (1991) Slaughterhouse-Five. New York: Dell Publishing.


      	1st edition: 1969


      	Themes: war, death, trauma, time, determinism

    


    Between 13 and 15February 1945, the British and US air forces bombarded the German city of Dresden with high-explosive bombs and incendiary devices, causing a firestorm that completely destroyed the centre of the city and killed approximately 25000 people. A group of American prisoners of war survived in a meat storage bunker underground, among them a 22-year-old Kurt Vonnegut. For years after the war, Vonnegut struggled to write a book about Dresden, finally publishing the semi-autobiographical novel Slaughterhouse-Five in 1969. Following an opening chapter which deals with the author’s troubles in writing the book, the novel tells the story of Billy Pilgrim, whose life shares many elements of Vonnegut’s own wartime experience. Since Billy is subject to a kind of involuntary time travel, the narrative makes seemingly random jumps between the lead-up to and aftermath of the bombing and different parts of Billy’s post-war life as a successful optometrist. Bizarrely, these episodes include Billy’s abduction by aliens and his time spent on the planet Tralfamadore as an exhibit in a zoo. With its jumbled narrative and decidedly non-heroic protagonist, Slaughterhouse-Five portrays the senselessness of war from the perspective of the ordinary young people whose minds and lives are profoundly altered by it.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A NOTE ON THE NOVEL’S STRUCTURE


    Slaughterhouse-Five has a distinctly unconventional structure. The narrative takes the reader back and forth in time, and to a planet 446120000000000000 miles away from Earth, as Billy Pilgrim involuntarily travels through time to different parts of his life. In this guide, the events of Billy Pilgrim’s life are summarised in chronological order, after a brief summary of the novel’s opening chapter, in which a narrator describes the challenges of writing a book about Dresden.


    WRITING THE BOOK


    A veteran of World WarII spends the 1950s and 1960s attempting to write a novel about his experience as a prisoner of war in the German city of Dresden during the firebombing of the city by the British and American air forces. After several years spent studying anthropology, and working as a reporter and then a publicist, he eventually contacts BernardVO’Hare, a friend from the war, and arranges a visit to discuss material for his book. Their discussion proves fruitless, but Bernard’s wife Mary extracts a promise from the writer that he will not glamorise the war or the young soldiers who fought in it. After a tour of Eastern Europe with O’Hare, which includes a trip to Dresden, to conduct research for his book, the writer is finally able to complete the novel, whose protagonist will be called Billy Pilgrim.


    BILLY PILGRIM’S CHILDHOOD


    Billy Pilgrim is born in 1922 in Ilium, a town in New York State. He grows into a tall, awkward-looking youth, who is traumatised by his father’s attempt to teach him how to swim by throwing him into the deep end of a pool, and by the graphic crucifix that his mother hangs on his bedroom wall. Aged 12, Billy visits the Grand Canyon in Arizona and Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico with his mother and father. He is intensely frightened by the depth of the canyon and the darkness of the caves. Billy goes on to do reasonably well in high school.


    BILLY PILGRIM IN WORLD WARII AND ITS AFTERMATH


    After enrolling in the Ilium School of Optometry, Billy’s studies are cut short by the intervention of the United States in World WarII. He enlists in the army and trains to become a chaplain’s assistant, which includes very little combat training because his main duty will be playing the organ. He is sent to Europe in late 1944, shortly after his father is killed in a hunting accident. He fails to make contact with the chaplain he is supposed to be assisting due to an offensive by the German Army through Belgium and Luxembourg in what becomes known as the Battle of the Bulge.


    Billy is stranded behind enemy lines with two scouts and a young soldier called Roland Weary, who is obsessed with the gruesome details of death, weapons and torture. Since Billy is untrained and underequipped, the scouts and Weary are frequently forced to rescue him from dangerous situations, and Billy displays a lack of interest in his own survival. Fed up with Billy and Weary’s inexperience, the two scouts leave, and the two younger soldiers are soon captured and taken to a railway yard for transportation to a prison camp.


    During the journey to the prison camp, many of the American prisoners, including Weary, die from exposure, exhaustion and infection. At the camp, the surviving prisoners are hosed off and given replacement clothes; Billy is given a ridiculous-looking fur coat in which he later finds a concealed diamond. He is threatened by a soldier called Paul Lazzaro, who blames Billy for Weary’s death. The Americans are sent to join a group of British prisoners who welcome them warmly. During a theatrical performance by the British soldiers, Billy becomes hysterical and is given morphine. He is looked after by an older American called Edgar Derby.


    After staying only one night at the camp, the Americans are transported to Dresden. Billy admires the beauty of the city, before the Americans are marched across the city and accommodated in a building named slaughterhouse-five. Here, their main job consists of cooking, packing and boxing malt syrup intended as a nutritional supplement for pregnant women.


    After about a month, Dresden is attacked by Allied air forces and the American prisoners are taken to an underground meat locker. Only when they and their guards emerge do they realise the scale of the destruction: most buildings have been destroyed and the city is littered with rubble and corpses. After staying at an undamaged inn, the Americans are put to work removing bodies from the rubble of the destroyed city. A short time later, the Russian army advances through the city and frees the American captives.


    When he returns home, Billy reenrols in the optometry school and proposes to the school’s owner’s daughter Valencia, before suffering a mental breakdown and being admitted to a veteran’s hospital. There he meets Eliot Rosewater, who helps him to recover and introduces him to the work of Kilgore Trout, an unsuccessful science fiction writer. Billy marries Valencia, completes his training, and is given a lucrative role in her father’s optometry firm.


    BILLY PILGRIM’S LATER LIFE


    Billy and Valencia have become rich, with a large house, a luxury car and shares in a hotel, but Billy is worried by his two habits of falling asleep at work and occasional fits of crying. He suffers a powerful psychological reaction when a barbershop quartet begins singing at his wedding anniversary celebrations, at which the writer Kilgore Trout is a guest.


    Billy’s son becomes an elite soldier and is fighting in Vietnam when Billy attends a club meeting where one of the members makes a speech in favour of carpet bombing North Vietnam. Despite his first-hand experience of a bombing raid against civilian targets 20years earlier, Billy remains unaffected by the speech.


    After his daughter’s wedding reception in 1967, Billy is apparently abducted by aliens and taken to the planet Tralfamadore, where the Tralfamadorians, a race of single-eyed aliens shaped like toilet plungers, confine him to a zoo for observation. They bring him an actress named Montana Wildhack as a companion, and she and Billy live together as a couple for some time, even having a child together. The Tralfamadorians explain their view of time and philosophy of life to Billy, who is seduced and comforted by the belief that events are predetermined and cannot be changed by a single person’s actions, and that trauma and death can be ignored by focusing on the happy and carefree parts of life.


    Billy is apparently returned to Earth at the same moment that he left it. Later, on the way to an optometry conference, Billy’s plane crashes and he is the only survivor. While she is driving to the hospital to see him, Valencia crashes her car. She continues driving, but the faulty exhaust pumps carbon monoxide into the car’s interior, eventually killing her. When Billy recovers, he decides that he wants to tell the world about his abduction and promote the merits of Tralfamadorian philosophy. He travels to New York City, where he manages to get onto a live radio show. As he starts telling his story, he is kicked out of the studio. A visit to a bookstore raises doubts about the reality of his Tralfamadore experience, before his daughter comes to the City to pick him up. Billy makes a tape which predicts his death by laser-gun in 1976 at the hands of Paul Lazzaro, who threatened Billy back in 1945. The tape also predicts that Billy will have gained a significant following for Tralfamadorian philosophy, and China will have attacked the United States with nuclear weapons. He is at peace with the idea of his of his own death.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE NARRATOR


    The unnamed narrator of the novel’s first and final chapters is a writer and former soldier who struggles to produce a book about the bombing of Dresden, and who describes himself as “on old fart with his memories and his Pall Malls [cigarettes]” (p.7). So many of the details about the narrator overlap with Vonnegut’s real life that we can assume the first chapter is almost completely autobiographical. These details include:


    
      	A trip to Eastern Europe (including Dresden) funded by the Guggenheim Foundation.


      	Time spent working as a night reporter in Chicago.


      	Time spent working as a publicist for the General Electric Corporation in Schenectady, New York.


      	A daughter called Nanny (Nannette).


      	A heavy smoking habit.

    


    The narrator also inserts himself into Billy Pilgrim’s story several times:


    
      	After Billy is captured by the German army and the soldiers are being sorted according to rank, the narrator says that he and his friend Bernard V. O’Hare were present as fellow prisoners.


      	Just before Billy is supposedly abducted by the Tralfamadorians, he receives a phone call from a drunk and “could almost smell his breath—mustard gas and roses” (p.73), implying that it is the narrator on the other end of the line.


      	When Billy visits the latrine at the POW camp the Americans share briefly with British soldiers, one of those suffering the effects of food poisoning is the narrator.


      	When Billy Pilgrim and the other prisoners are put to work removing corpses from the rubble of Dresden, the narrator says that he and Bernard O’Hare were also present.

    


    The opening chapter’s commentary on the author’s writing process, and the self-insertion of the author/narrator within the story are both common metafictional techniques (techniques that draw attention to the ‘constructedness’, or existence as fiction, of a story). Adding the metafictional character of the narrator serves a double purpose. First, the opening chapter serves as justification for the jumbled narrative and lack of common storytelling techniques—“climaxes and thrills and characterization and wonderful dialogue and suspense and confrontations” (p.5), as the narrator himself puts it. Second, the narrator’s appearances lend authenticity to the war sections of Billy Pilgrim’s narrative, distinguishing them from the pure fiction of Billy’s later life and his alien abduction. It seems as if Vonnegut wanted to protect himself against potential accusations of poor storytelling, a failure to treat war with the seriousness it deserves, or an unflattering portrayal of American soldiers.


    BILLY PILGRIM


    Like Vonnegut himself, Billy Pilgrim was born in 1922 and survived the firebombing of Dresden as a 22-year-old prisoner in the slaughterhouse of the novel’s title. He is described as “funny looking youth—tall and weak, and shaped like a bottle of Coca-Cola” (p.23) He is (supposedly) distinguished from the rest of humanity by his involuntary trips through time to different portions of his life.


    The author presents Billy as being as far from the archetypal courageous ‘war hero’ as possible. He is terrified by childhood trips to the Grand Canyon and Carlsbad Caverns (a cave system) in New Mexico, and does not seem to have grown out of this fearfulness by the time he is sent to fight in Europe. He is both a naturally incompetent soldier and the victim of a lack of training and equipment. He shows almost no initiative at any point of the story, allowing circumstances and other people to dictate his own actions, both during the war and his professional life. This only changes after the plane crash and the death of his wife Veronica, when Billy begins to become a kind of evangelist for Tralfamadorian philosophy.


    He is treated with varying levels of contempt by many of the other characters in the novel, beginning with his father, who throws him into a deep pool to force him to learn to swim. This is followed by bullying at the hands of the other young soldiers Roland Weary and Paul Lazzaro, and the other prisoners in the train carriage on the way to the prisoner camp. In later episodes, the


    

    

    THE TRALFAMADORIANS


    

    

    BILLY PILGRIM’S FAMILY


    

    
      	Billy’s wife Valencia: Valencia is the overweight daughter of the owner of the school of optometry where Billy studies. While she is devoted to Billy, Billy is indifferent to her, even describing his marriage proposal as a “symptom of his disease” (p.107). Her character is used as further evidence of Billy’s passivity and indifference, and he shows little reaction to her accidental death, apparently more concerned about spreading Tralfamadorian philosophy.


      	Billy’s daughter Barbara: Barbara is “a fairly pretty girl, except that she had legs like an Edwardian grand piano” (p.29). She argues with Billy when he attempts to spread the story of his abduction after the plane crash and Valencia’s death, suggesting that Tralfamadore is a figment of Billy’s imagination, and believes him to have suffered brain damage in the crash. Barbara perhaps represents the difficulties faced by people living with those affected by the trauma of war.


      	Billy’s son Robert: Robert goes through a period of delinquency before reforming and becoming an elite soldier in the Vietnam War. His only direct appearance in the narrative occurs during His parents’ wedding anniversary celebrations. Billy seems unable to communicate with his son, who is yet to become a soldier at this point. This brief meeting perhaps represents the missed opportunity of older veterans to communicate the trauma of war to younger people, who consequently enter later conflicts under the influence of ideas of patriotism, duty and adventure rather than with a true sense of what war entails.

    


    BILLY PILGRIM’S FELLOW SOLDIERS


    
      	Roland Weary: Weary is an 18-year-old soldier who accompanies Billy as they search for a way out of Luxembourg after the Battle of the Bulge. He is “stupid, fat and mean, and smelled like bacon no matter how much he washed” (p.35). He has an active fantasy life in which he is always cast as a hero, a leader and popular with his fellow soldiers, whereas the reality is that he is not much more competent than Billy and is disliked by the two unnamed scouts who travel with them. He has an unhealthy obsession with weapons and torture, and eventually physically assaults Billy in a fit of anger. The character is perhaps intended as an antidote to the heroism and selflessness of soldiers in contemporary fictional portrayals of war.


      	Paul Lazzaro: Paul Lazzaro is another young soldier who, under the influence of a dying Roland Weary’s description of Billy’s incompetence and stupidity, develops a hatred of Billy and vows to avenge Weary’s death after the war. It is implied that he will be successful in this mission when Billy makes a tape recording after his plane crash and trip to New York City, in which he predicts his own death at the hands of Lazzaro in 1976. Even more than Weary, the character of Lazzaro fulfils the narrator’s promise to Mary O’Hare not to glamorise the American soldiers who fought in World War II.


      	Edgar Derby: Derby is an older soldier who displays almost the opposite characteristics to Weary and Lazzaro. He has a pleasant nature, is kind to Billy, and shows strong leadership capabilities, but is summarily executed for looting a teapot in the aftermath of the Dresden bombing. Derby’s death is perhaps the clearest single representation of the tragedy and senselessness of war in Slaughterhouse-Five, because of the impossibility (acknowledged by Vonnegut) of accurately portraying the many thousands of deaths caused by the bombing. The narrator’s assertion that “one guy I know really was shot in Dresden for taking a teapot that wasn’t his” (p.1) gives an added weight to Derby’s death beyond that of a purely fictional character.

    


    ELLIOT ROSEWATER


    

    KILGORE TROUT
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