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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a study of the major fiction of Thomas 

Pynchon in thr~e contexts: Menippean satire, Postmodernism, and 
If,' "r; 

Alnerican writing. Chapter one explores the critical genealogy of. 
-j 

, "-the term "satire," constructing a model of the Menippean form, situates ',' 

Pynchon' s texts in the relevant Postmodernist framework, and diseusses . 

appropriate native fictional traditions. Menippean satire, technically 

a prose-verse medley composed of a variety of forms--parody, comedy, 

and fantasy--provides perhaps the dominant genre in Postmoderniat- '. 

1 

American f~ction, yet prototypes for its radical juxtaposition of 

forms exist in ancient and modern literatures. Chapters two, three, 

and four foeus thèir analyses on .Y.!., The Crying ~ Lot~, and 

Gravit y 's Rainbow, respectively, in light of the firet ehapter' s 

generic model. 
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, RESUME 

Cette thèse est Qne étude de la fiction maj eure de Thomas 

Pynchon dans trois contextes: la satire menippée, le postmodernisme, 

et l'ouvrage littéraire américain. Le premier chapitre explore la 

gériéalogie critique du mot "satire, Il enl construisant une modèle de la 

forme menippée, situe les textes de Pynchon dans la(structure pertinente 

du postmodernisme, et discute les traditions convenables d'imaSlnation 

native. La satire men1ppée, en termes techniques une mélange de la prose 

et du vers composée d'une variété des formes--la parodie, la comédie, 

et la fantaisie--pourvoit peut-être le genre dominant de la fiction 

américaine postmoderniste, bien que les prototypes pour sa juxtaposition 

radicale des formes existent dans les littératures anciennes et modernes. 

Les deuxième, troisième, et quatrième chapitres concentrent leurs 

explications de texte sur ~; The Cryins' of Lot ~, et Gravi ty 1 S 

Rainbow, respectivement, à l'égard de la modèle générique'du premier 

chapitre. 

~. " '1 \ 
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ln t roduc tion' 

\ 
This dissertat·ion demonstrates, through th construc,tion and 

eystematic elaboration of a formal-functional gl erié model and through 

• the use of that mode1 as the instrument of textua exegeses of apposite, 
/ 

passages, that modern American writer Thomas Pynchon's three major 

fic~--~(1963), ~ Crying ~ Lot 49(1966), and Gravity's'Ra'inbow 
, ~-

(1973)--are Menippean satires. Assuming as a primary heuristic 

premlse that a reader's conception of a text's genre makes possible and 

coherent the production of its significance, 1 identify in the model two 

formaI conventions, curee and variety, and two functional conventions, 

fertility and de11ght. Research indicates that the cutse has Its orlgins 

in iambic i~vectf~s of ancient Greek phallic rites and functions 

'dialecticaUy to encourage fertility and that variety originates in 

Arlstophanic Old Comedy, 18 acknowledged ln the dramatic and verse form~ 

of Roman satura, and functions to delight, though its principal forms~-

parody, com~dy. and fantasy--serve rhetorical ends as weIl. 

Unlike tragedy. epic, lyriC, and the novel, Menlppean satire has 

beeu in large measure ignored by scho1ars and critics. In general, its ,. 
structure is loose, mixing seriocomic prose and verse, and its chief 

emphasis lB, in the terminology of ~his,d1ssertation, on the forms of 
\ 1 • 

varlety. In European I1terature, the chief practitloners of the Menippean 

form are lts originator Men~ppus, Varro, Seneca, Petronius, Lucian. ' 

Apuleius, Boothius, Erasmus, Rabelsis, Burt~t, Walton, Swift, VOltaire, 

Sterne, Landor, Peacock, and Carroll; ~~ Amefican 1iterature, Melville, 

li \ 
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'West, Gaddis, Vonnegut, and Barth employ the form in differing degrees. 
~ 

In bri~f, 1 argue that Pynchon's three ficti~ns are ln the Menippean 

- form of satire. Chapter l establishes the generie model, diseussing 

in detail satire, Postmodernism; and the native tradition and, in turn, 

sketches general relations of these three areas to Pynehon's fiction; 

in Chapters II, III, and IV, l apply the model to .Y.!., The Crying of 12.t 
L> 

49, and Gravi'ty's Rainbow, respectlvely. (For a more detai!ed 'organizational, 
j''', 

methodological, and thematic outline, see the operdng of each chapter)'. 

By'an~ large, Pync~on critics do not treat the problem of genre, 

while the categorizations of those who do are, for the most part, spurioue, 

superficial, or Inadequate. To date, Pynchon's fiction has been the focus 

of num,erous articles, eleven .full-length studies (of which two a:;e devoted 

exclusively to Gravity'e Ra~nbow), four collections of essays (of which one 

is devoted exclusively to essaye on Gravity's Rainbpw), and a scholarly 

journal. In the early 19606, as critical energies attempted to ,come to 

terme with the group of American writers of whom Pynchon was perceived to 

be an important.member and with the group of fictions of which V. was 

regarded as a central text, Iooee formulations of affiliation bet~een ~ 

and cont~porary fiction such as "black humor" and "absurdity" tended to 

govern 'scholarly discourse. 1 These were more issues of tone and "philosophy" 
.J 

than of form. As scholarly interest in Pynchon continued through the 

: publications of ~ Crying of Lot 49 and Gravit y , s Rainbow, texts which 

seemed to justify initial enthusiasm, Pynchon's material bec8m~ of 

par~ount concern, and two areas in particular emerged as dominant: history 
, . 

and science. ln reading the preeence of historieal material in Pynchon's texts 

as metaphor, critics analyzed his protagonists' quests for personal and social 

, , 

\ 
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significanëè as reflexively mirroring the process of sign1~ication 
"'f!: ' 

in the reading of the texts themselv~s;, thus, the prota~o~ièts' -_ .. ~ 

searches for connections and patterns reflected~s weIl read~rs' quests 
\ 

>;, for tex tuaI meaning, significance,and coherence, Similarly. the scieotific 
• 1 

material was understood _ a~ functioning Ito identify , the "logic" of 

science as a forro ,of analogy or metaPhof potentially capable of organizing 

2 
the otherwise apparently 8cattered and random data of modern experience. 

Moreover, the critical focus on history and scieneè helped in turn to 

'direct attention to two formaI issues, parody and encyclopedism. 3 

. The latter, in particular, led to the ooly published attempt to " 
\~ 

construc~ a careful and systematie generie model for Pync~onls'Gravity's 

Rainbow. However, this dissertation will argue that Edward Mend~lson's 

197~ ·groundbreaking essay ~ "Gravity"s Encyelopedia, ,,4 ls marred by a 

synecdochic fallacy, for Pynchon~s encyelopedis~ ls not the essence of 

bis forro but ooly part of lt. (See below, pp. 4-5) 

for an elaboration). 

Èlliot Braha's subsequent (and unpublished) dissertationS 

on Menippean form in West's 'The Dream Life of Balso Snell, Gaddis' 

The Recognitions, Pynehon's Gravity's Râinbow, and DeLillo's Ratner's 

Star stands in counterpoint to Mendelson's 1nfluential essay, and in it 

passing refereocê 1s also made to the Menippean form of Pynchon's 
ha 

.!:. and The Crying .2! ~ 49, as well as"that ot certain other contemporary 

fictions. Braha's study of Menippean foem 19 an informative and 

useful corrective to Mendelson's study of eneyclopedic narrative, but 

its model is chiefly informed by Bakhtin and Frye, whl1e this dissertation 

• 
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endeavors ta construct its version of the Men\1ppean model from a broad~r 
l 

cri ti cal genea1ogy. 

On ,the other hand, the general emphasis of Pynchon critlcism has 

not been formaI. Joseph Slade' s pioneerirtg 1974 study, Thomas :Pynchon, 6 

serves as a useful, if unsystematic, introduction to Pynchon and his work, 

covering sources, anaIog~es, techniques, and thellies. William 

Plater' s The Grim Phoenix 7 provides extended, overlapping readings of 

Pynchon based on the premise that the fictions are dialectically 

structured by the disorder of nature and man's need for order, and Mark 

Siegel' s Pynchon: Creative Paranoia in Gravit y , s Rainbow8 locates an 

affirmation in the Counterforce concept of "creative paranoia," 

organizing around it. analyses of Gravity's Rainbow's multiple themes. 

In his Pynchon' s Fictions, 9 John Stark analyzes Pynchon' s use of 

information from the non-literary and literary realms as methods of 

• organization. U1timately, Stark's study conc1udes that Pynchon suggests 

by the incorporation and arrangement of this information that fictions 

are both valid and necessary. 

Douglas Fowler' s !;. Reader' 8 ,Guide ~ Gravi ty' s Rainbow10 

provides an extended essay on Gravi ty' s Rainbow and a scene-by-scene 

guide to the text, along with several appendices on significant imagery 

(music, film, popular culture), Herero vocabulary. the prob1em of Imipolex 

G, and Pynchon' s characters. Fow1er argues that Gravit y , s Rainbow 
, 

(as weIl as pynchon' s oth~r texts) offer's readers a War of the World13 in 

which the reaim of the fantastic threatens to o.vertake the realm of the 

empirical or realistic. 
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Douglas Mackey' s ~ Rainbow Quest of Thomas Pynchon. ll 
• 

Number 28 of the Borgo Press' "The Mitford Series: Popu1ar Wri ters of 

Today." is li brief overview, covering both pynchun' s short stories and 

. " 
his longer fictions. Maekey' s analyses are somewhat superficial, and 

he gets certain facts wrong (e.~., accarding to Mackey. Pynchon was born 
1 

in 1943); however) he argues th;at pynchon' s mode iB < saUrie, using~ _____ _ 

ambiguities to attàck convention and to renew readers' perceptions. 

In Thomas Pynchon: ~ Art of Allusion,12 David 

to rectify wha t he regards as the miscon~t 
Cowart attempts 

A , 

Pynchon' s use of 

science," in 'particular the theory of entropy, Is literaI or exclusive 

and that 8S a resuit the three 'texts merely chronicle the inevit~ble 

decline of Western civilization. Dividing Pynchon 'liartistic allusions 

lnto those that he claims reflect the decline--painting and film--and 
, . ~" 

those that suggest new possibil1ties--music and literature--Cowart argues 

that Pynchon affirms the possibilities associated w1th the latter 'pair and 

finally uses science to serve an, aesthetics of mystery. uncertain ty, and 

\ promise. 

Uncertainty and amb1guity govern Pynchon' s corpus of texts, Thomas 

Schaub argues in Pynchon: ~ ~ of Ambiguity.13 Concentrating largely 

on 1Ë! Crling Ei ~ 49 and Gravity's Rainb~w, Schaub sees Pynchon's foim 

as sign1fying a vision of contradiction and p08sib11ity. 

In Thomas Pynchon,14 Tony J'anner. one of Pynchon' s mest perceptive 

early cri tics. takes as his starting point Roland Barthes' essay. 

"The Death of the Author," draws the obvious parallel to pynchon' s 

renowned public invisibi1i-<y. and then analyzes Pynchon' s short stories 

1 

" . 



." 

'J, 

x 

and texts in four subs'equent. chapt ers • Tanner' s thematic analyses are 

'J 

largely reformu1ations of previously articu1ated critica1 app~oaches 
. . 

and his book's form (a ~urvey or introductio~) i8 mu ch like ~lade'~ 

pioneering study ~f 1974-and Mackey's subsequent 1980 study. 

Peter Cooper's Signs ~ SYffiPtoms15 divides post-war writers into 

two basic categories, neorealism and counterrealism, and places 

Pynchon ia the latter. -Exploring his fiction as both representative and 

unrepresentative o~ counterrealist tendencies, Cooper examines pynchon 
• (J , 

in the context of his contemporariës. stresses his ultimate,ambivalence 

t 
towards metaphor, and analyzes his fiction in terms of problems and. 

solutions, scientific and l1terary epistemologies, and metaphor and 

paranoia. 

In ~ of Order in the Novels of Thomas Pynchon,16 Molly 

Bite explores.notions of arder in Pynchon's fictions,.concluding '~ 

that the orders are multiple and conf1icting and suggest, finally, a 

p1uralistic uni verse. 

As the preceding synopsis indicates, criticism has focused 

principaIIy on the significance of pynchon's vision by anaIyzing the 

fiction~ themes; questions of form are largely overlooked!7 In other 

---words, criticism asks pynchon' s texts what 'they mean; this study, by 

addtessing the issue of genre, will ask how they work. In fact, the 

few critics who do correctly identify the Menippean form o~ Pynchon's 

texts concentrate their attention on Gravit y , s Rainbow, exc.Iuding 

from consideration y:",and !!!.!:. CEling of Lot 49. 18 This dissertation 

is thus an original attempt ta provide a unifying generie model'that 

.' 

• J 
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rend ers intelligible Pynchon's distinctive and endur:Lng literary 

achievement. 

That achievement ls, ~.!!!!. the adoption of" a form that is 

virtually unique in American fiction. Though adumbrations and resonances 

\,.- appear in certain chapters of Melville' a Moby Dick (and more recently 

in the works of West" Gaddis, Barth, and Vonnegut), pynchon' s consistent 

and integral Menippean form is otherwise without precedent in the estabHshed 

traditions of American fiction. Never'theless, the them~s and radical 

vision of his three texts have identifiable American sources and analogues. 

Thua, Pynchon's fiction adapts native materials to an historically 

non-native form. 

A second aspect of Pynchon's achievement in fiction is its relation 

to Postmodernism, an international literary movement that confronts 

. Modern1sm, seeking new premises, methods. and fOTma. In particula'I, 

Postmodernists question the Modernists' valorization of myth and metapho'I 

as legitimate methods for the production of significance, and Pynchon's 

incorporation of this dialectic crea tes the central tension in his three 

texts. " 

As we shall see, pynchon's three Menippeàn satire.s present questing 

protagoniste who struggle to create meaning by the agencies of metaphor 

and paranoia, respectively literary and pa'Ia-literary ordering techniques 

offering productive possibilities of significance. In the three texta, 

"paranoid" questers employ central symbols-V., the Triatero, the V-2 

1 
rocket--to develop possibly coherent but radical historica! visions: 

in.!..:... the decl1ne of the animste in the West resulting early in the 

, , 

,,-

/ 
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twentieth century in a nostalgic and violent European fasciamj in~ 
~ 

Crying of Lot 49, a crypto-fascist modern America of sterile and repressive 

un1formity; and finally, in Gravity's Rainbow, a corporate, international 

fascism of technologies that supersedes V.'s anterior prototype. However, 

in all three texts, Pynchon's Postmodern questers create the possibility 

of their coherent visions of history at the expense of a personal dis in te-

gration that signifies the repudiation of Modernism's subjectivist strategies • . 
Furthermore, each of Pynchon's Menippean satires containe reflexi~e 

subversions of significance. These subversions, a Menippean tradition 

as ~ell as the consequence and expression of the Modernist-Postmodernist 

dialectic, serve to identify reader with protagonist in isomorphic 

uncertainty. In addition, they constitute variety's principal form, 

parody (in form and effect, self-parody), which 1 will argue induces 

.through uncertainty the "anxiety" that makes possible the renewal or v 

fertilization of perception. 

In conclusion, 1 am convinced that Thomas pynchon's stature as a 
f 

major American writer is assured and that future cri tics and scholars< 

will regard him, along with Joyce-and ~aulkner, as a major writer 
i" 

of twentieth-century English-language fiction. Like Rabelais, who 

i8 viewed as a transitional figure between old world and pew and 

whose Menippean text, in effect, sounds the clarion heralding the advent 
.. 

of a modern order, so someday Pynchon will, l believe, be similarly 

recognized as a transitional figure whose texts proclaim the death of that 
, 

modern world and the birth of its Postmodern successor. 
, 

The limitations of this' dissertation are equivalent to the two l 
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methodologies that l think may prove most useful in future Pynchon 

re8ea~eh: politieal and deeonstructive~9 While Pyncbon's radical vision 

and ~orm are certainly not politically doctrinaire, a methodology 
", 

" 
simultaneously more sympathetic to and critical of such radicalism--for 

example, that of Frederick Jameson~-could yield valuable insights 

and significant results. Similarly, a Derridean deeoostruction could analyze 

the p6radoxes and contradictions of Pynchon'elfiction, perhaps eombining 
... ,. ... ' 

wit~ the findings of a 'politieal methodology to yield, ultimately, 

a critique of pynchon's linguistic politics. Finally, one additional 

area elearly requiring mo.re scholarly attention ls that of Menippean. 

satire. The most fruitful line of inquiry ie, l think, contained in 

,Julia Kristeva' s "Word, Dialogue,. and Novel, ,,20 but much work remains 

to be done, especially (as l have suggested with regard to Pynchon in 

. particular) in the area of the I1ngulstie politics of Menippean 

4iscourse. 

Whatever the direction or directions of future pynchon scholar-

ship, l wish to acknowledge the constructive criticisms of this . 

manuscript in its more rudimentary forms by Professors Louis Dudek, 

Ronald Reichertz, and Lorris Elliott of McGill University, whose patience ' 

and effort on my behalf l appr.edate sincerely. To my wife, Zo'é, 

chief editor, typist, and spiritual support, the following words will 

perhaps suffice: il miglior fabbro. 
, 

.--,............--~-----------~- ~---
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Chapter One: 

Thomas Pynchon and Postmodern American Satire 

Preface 

In this opening chapter, after arguing for the validity of a 

genre-bas~d study, l review tp~ few attempts by Pynchon's criticB 
" 

to provide ~/generic conception of his texts and find them partial or 
..... ~ ... ~ 

Inadequate. l then trace through s€lected primary and s~condary texts 

the genealogy of the term "satire" from antiquity to the present 1n order 

to examine its various significations and to assist in the development 

of the model. largue that 8 formaI and functional model of the genre 

ie appropriate, as etymological and anthropological research locates 

two formaI and two functional conventions: curee, variety, fertil1ty, 

and delight. These are discussed in turo, and as an introduction to the 

method of subsequent chapters, the model is applied in brief outline to 

the three Pynchon texts. The re_aindercof Chapter l 1s devoted to locating 

pynchon's fiction in two significant contexts: Postmodernism and American 

writing. The discussion of Postmodernism focuses on its relation to 

Romanticism and Modernism; 1 argue that Postmodernist premises lead 

textual diecourse into the Menippean forro. In particular, l regard 

Pynchon's texts aS a tropological discourse whose Postmodefnist forro 

implies the logicai indeterroinacy of aIl discourse. In the final section 

of Chapter l, l relate Pynchon's fiction to the relevant native traditions 
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of wr1ters such as Poe, Melville', .'.I.'wain, West, and Pynehon's own 

contemporaries. 

1. Menippean Satire: Fo~ and Function 

. --/ 
JI' 

.i' 

It is a curious property of false prem1aes that the truth content 

of conclusions derived from them by a val id logie 1a only problematic. 

False premises mey lead to faise conclusions, of- course, but consider, 

on the other hand, the following argument: 

'N,a insects have six legs. 
AlI spiders are insecte. 
Therefore, no spiders have six legs. l 

In the preceding argument (which bas the form no A is B, aIl C 1s A, 
f 

therefore no C is B), the conclusion 18 true, and the logic 1s validj 

both ,premises, however, are f.lse, Thus, in this case false premises 

lead to a true conclusion, but aince false propositions imply both 
~\ 

true and false propositions, taIse premises lead only to uncertainty. 

An analogous situation of uncertainty has evolved in the criticism 

,of Thomas Pyn~hon'8 fiction. pynchon's critics have largely avoided 

or mistaken the writer's genre, and without a sound generie premise, ~he 

resultent ~nterpretive and analytical commentary can be judged only as 
r \ 

problematic. In liter.ary criticism, aa E.D. Hirsch argues convincingly, 

',suc~ a premise must inevitably be generic: 

... 

/ 
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(AJn int~rpreter's preltmlnary ~eneric 
conception of'a text~ i~ constitutive if everything 
that he Bubsequently understands, and. 
this remains the case unless and until that generic 
conception is altered. 2 

evertheless, this "preliminary" generic concep~ion must be determined , 

and refined a posteriori--and,. in' Julia Kristeva' s term, "in'tertextually"--, 

aince it is self-evident that only careful read ngs entailing the recognition 

of conventions and their transformations can pr vide adequate proof 

of genre and its nuances, and although genre cr ticism involves a certain 

necessary degree of clrcularity, it also provid s an ordering principle 

for textual understanding. 

lt is the central argument of this dissertation that Thomas 

pynchon's vision does indeed synthesize material into a formally 

recognizable, if historically obscure, genre, and that genre is Menlppean 

satire. ,.However, because it Is necessary to rectify a fundamental 

imbalance in the traditional generic conception af s~tire to arrive 

at the Menippean form's model, ensuing discussion will center first on 

an elaboration of satlre's elemental conventions in arder ultimately to 

definè'the nature of the Menippean form ta which Pynchon's fiction belonga. 

By daing so, 1 hape ta advance our critical understanding of form and 

effect in Pynchon's three major fictions: ~, The Crying ~ Lot 49, 

and Gravity's Rainbow. Pynchon criticB have, by and large, eschewed 

the construction qf a generic foundation for their readings of the 

writer's texts, a~d the results have been conclusions whose status is 

uncertain at best and fallacious at worst. 

-' 
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Nevertheless, aeide from the preponderan number of Pynchon critics 

who regard ~is fictions loosely as' "n~vels ~" who main tain B generie 

silence, a small minority has attempted more cise generie définitions 

of individual texts or'of aIl three major ficti ps. In a 1977 

study, for example', Robert Merrill categorizes Pynchon' s second book, 

The Crying of Lot ~, as a "fable" or "apologue" that i8 "organized 

ta exemplify an idea or e elosely releted set of idees. ,,3 Cleer1y, 

such a categorization ls insufficient frqm the point of view of this 

study, for it do es not· explain Pynchon's other texts, and secondly ls, 

paradoxically, too suffieient: it could in ~ractife be applied tO,any 

text being subjected to an interpretation or commentary. Thirdly, êuch 

a method enteils the danger of essentialist reductionism, a method that 

could severely distort a text's eomplexity. 

In his 1980 study, Douglas Fowler deseribes Gravity's Rainbow as 

both "fantastie in essence" and "a giant melodrama,,;4 this latter 

genre concept!on is also that of David Leverenz. 5 However, the genre 

, conceptions of melodrama and fantasy are not, as l will demonstrate, 

adequate to the variety of Pynchon's Menippean satires, especially that 

of Gravity's Rainbow, as these two critics argue. 

On tne other hand, in his seminal study "Gravit y 's Encyclopedia, " 

Edward Mendelson argues that Gravit y 1 s Rainbow is an "encyclopèdic 

o~rrative. ,,6 While many of Mendelson' s local lnsights into the text 

are useful, the proposed (and invented) genre iB too idiosyncratic to 

be of enduring value, for it comprises texts BO diverse 1n vision and , 

forro as The Divine Comedy and Gargantua and Pantagr~el. Seco~d,· as we. 

'. 
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shaii see,'textual encyclopedism comeOse$,only one element of th~ Menippean 

form, not its e~tirety, and thus Mendelson's genre is aIs? inadequate. 
'IIWo 

More traditionally, Michael Seidel describes the narrative of 

Gravity's Rainbow as "satire" because its "plot;,s envelop and depersonalize" 

and "co~tingencies" abound that "impede narrative action.,,7 These 

notions "are close to my OWOj nevertheless. 1 will argue that liIuch elements 

in contemporary satiric fiction represent a Menippean-Postmodernist 

qeconstruction. a forro of plot parody. '~fred MacAdam, concentrating 

largely on The Crying of Lot 49, proposes similarly that four aspects 

'î 
of Pynchon's texts just1fy reading them as "satire": -Pynchon makes 

"use of a pasteboard, trompe l'oeil setting"; "characters are 

associated'with ideas or idées fixes"; his scenes take precedence over 

his plots"; and "his characters' psychological development is reduced to 

a minimum,';S While close ta a generic notion that could prove adequate 

to Pynchon's t~ts. MacAdaffi's view. like those of Seidel and Mendelson. 

contains a distorting generic reduction of Pynchon's satiric form that 

this study will endeavor to correct. 

Speer Morgan. borrowing his central concept from Northrop Frye's 

Anatomy El Criticism. hypothesizes that Gravity's Rainbow is "Menippean 

satire" or "anatomy." as are Gulliver's Tra~els, The Satyricon. Gargant~ 
and Pantagruel, Candide, and Tristram Shandy.9 Although'this generic 

concept and its tradition come close to my own sense of Gravity's Rainbow, 

Morgan leaves unexplored ~ and The Crying of Lot 49. Like Morgan. 

John Stark sees "Menippean satire" as pynchon's form but thinks a 

"judicious critic should probably • • • not try to go beyond thàt" 

-- --- ------_.---..!....~---- - -
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because tts conventions are ill-defined,lO 

In sum. few Pynchon cr1tics have attempted to establish a vigorous 

gener1e basis for~analysis, and no Pynehon critic has as yet read aIl 

three Pynchon texts as generically isomorphic, 

This dissèrtation will serve to construet the generic model that 

informs Pynchon's fiction anù will employ that model as the organizing 

principle of its textual read1ngs. In addition to e~ploring the 

signiflcations of satire in order to interpret 1.:... ~ Crying .9.f Lot~, and 

Gravity's Rainbow in subsequent chapters, this introductory ehapter 

will explore the two most profitabl~. non-generic contexts for locating 

the comp1exity of Pynchon's prose: Postmodernism and American fiction. 

These areas of discourse--Menippean satire, Postmode~ism, and American 

fiction--provide. l think. the three most effective matrices in which 

to develop a productive reading of the fiction of Thomas Pynchon. 

lt 1s, of course, necessary to define terms as rigorously as possible. 

Like a scientif1c model or theory that presents a general law or cause 
\, 

to explain natural phenomena, a conception of genre must be elegant. 

adequate, and free from internaI contradiction. With these caveats 

in mind, let us review the genealogy of satire as a genre. ll 

As C.A. Van Rooy points out in Studies in Classiea1 Satire and 

Related Litera!] Theory. the history of Greek satire has never been 

written. Van Rooy attributes this critical gap in part to the increasing 

degree of apecialization'in modern scholarship but more to the absence in 

classical Greece of a formaI satiric genre and an accompanying set of 

'criteria or conventions. 12 

~--------- ---~-
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Aristotle tells us, however, that "satire" originates ,in the phallic 

sangs and sub~equently develops into dramatic comedy.13 While "iambic 

invective" or "lampoon" is nearer Ar1stotle's original sense (there being, 
. . 

as Van Rooy notes, no such genre--or term, for that matter--in Gr~ek 

poe tics as satire), the assignment of origins is significant, for it ia in 0 

ritual origins ,that satire's elemental form and function can be disc~rn~.14 

Robert Elliott writes of the phallie ritual in ~ ~ of Satire: -

The entire rite is magical. lts purpose was to stimulate 
< fertility, the sacred energy of life. rts method 

was to coerce by magical means the responsible 
spirits or powers. The ceremonial had two aspects, 
as it were: the invocation of good influences through 
the magic po~ency of the phallus, the expulsion of 
evil in.fluences through the magic potency of abuse. l5 

~ 
In !!'he Fic.tions ôf Satire, Ronald Paulson concurs with Elliott 

and views the antithesis between fertility and sterility as satire's 

primary s tru7tu~al 'pr'i~ciple-! 

Satire's own structure ia mo~t clearly visible 
in its primitive shapé, the-curse drawn from 
the fertility~ritual •• ," The curse naturally 
contrasted forces of sterility with creative and 
fertile images such as sun, rain, and male and 
fema1e generative,'organs. The effect of the curse 
was creative through denigration of the sterile. 
In this way a single A-B (thesis-antithesis) 
structure is present in the earliest satire. l6 

. \ 

~=~=-=,2" 
In its primitive origins as epigrammatic imprecation, therifore, 

-----------

satire embodies a binary opposition of sterility and fertility and ~s 

> ., 

" . 

- ... , 

-) 
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al1ied by its-deslred effect wi.t~generative forces of man and earth. 

It 1s not eurpris1ng, then, that the- dràmatic offspring of the phal11c 
, -

songs, Aristophanic Old Comedy, contain the affirmative emphases of ~:- ~ 
~ ~ ~ 

the fertility rite on trna earthly and the bodlly and th.~ the conclusioIls $. 

that follow the Ar1stophanic agon tend towards forms of comic resolution ' 

in ri'tual marri~ge; however, the negative forms of abuse, which der1ve 1 

fJ:om the iambic invectives o.f the fertility rite, occur in the parabases, 

in which the chorus addresses the audience and comments, often vitrio-

11cally, upon both the dramatist's enemies and the soc~ety st large. l7 

In the subsequent Menippean form. as we shall see. this attack 18 directed. 

logically enough, at the reader. 

Satire ,'s locus classicus is I).Ot Greek, liowever. but Roman. l8 

It is in fact with the advent of Roman poetics that satire becomes an 

acknowledged genre, and iodeed Quintillan Cc. A.D. 30-96) proclatms 
• 

that satire i8 of exclusively Roman provenance: "Satura ••• tota nostra 

~st. ,,19 

Thi~declaration poses a problem: How côuld Quintilian claim satire 

as an exclusively Roman genre when he himself was aware of and commented 
~ 

upon Greek satire? • •• 20 . The answer lies in the term satura itself. 

In Latin, the term satura derives ultimately from satur or "full," 

and its meaning subsequently undergoes a transition from "fullnessll -to 

"lIliscellany 11 by its application to lanx. Thus, ~ satura, _or a 

"full plate" of various kinds of fruit, comes to denote a medley. 

The earliest appearance of satura in Latin literature i8 as the title 

of peems by Ennius (239-l69 B.e.) that are miscella~eou8 in metrièal '\ 

• .. 



., 

, 

( 

. 9 

..... , 
'--" ( 

-: "fom and conttent. Subsequently, Luci1ius (180-102 B.e.) and Varro 

(116-27 B.C.) emp10y it, at least in part, to de~ miacellanies • 
.. ' 

However, Luei1ius modifies the developing genre of satura,in two sign~ficant 

,ways. To Ennian miscellaneous content, Lucilius adds persona1 po1emieism~ 

.' and 1n his later period, introduees a consistent hexameter forme Varro 
, 

then Adda to the hiscellaneous aspect of satura a med1e! of pTose and 

verse, a method that he deri~es froœ the Greek Menippus. At this stage 

of its development, then, satura comes to signify both Lucilian polem1eism 

in hexameter form with miscellaneous content and the Menippean-Varronian 

narrative tr~dition 10 m1xed prose-,(erse forme 

In Sermones 1., Hor~ce (65-8 B.C.) uses the term "satura" only 

twice: first to criticize the Luc11ian tone of aeerbity derived from 

Adstophanes ("sunt quibus ..!!!. satura videor ~ aeer"), and secc:md to 

denom1na.,t'e a form ("saturis musaque pedestr1"). 21 General1y, however, 
.\ \ 

he avoids u~1ng the term., Comb1n,~d with his direct crit1cism of Lucilius; 

, " 

Horace's terminologieal reticence signifies a general disapproval of 

Lucil1an satura, and only in Sermones.!.!" as '\Tan Rooy po~nts out, does 

he aecept the term, h~v1ng by then established a new forro in the 

tradition. 22 Thus, it 1s not until Qu1ntilian's dec1aration in the 
-,' 

Institùtio Orator1a that a critie refers to satura unequivocal~y as a 

literary genre. , 

The source of the confusion over Qu1nti11an's pronoun~ement stems 

from a fallacious identification of "satura" with "satire." G.L. 

Hendr1ckson argue~ that the m9dkm definit10n of "satire'~ and Quintilian' s 

flre essentially different;' The ~ defines "satire" as "a poem, or in 

\ 

-------,-~~---"------



-.. 

, 

'" 

.... 
10 

modern use sometimes a prose composition, in which prevailing vices or ' 

follies are he1d up to ridicule, ", but by "satura," Hendrickson asserts, 

Quinti1ian means to indicate a genre specifically Roman: 

\ 

Thus when he saye satura ~ nostra ~ he meao.s 
••• the special type of literature created by 
Luci1ius, domioated by a ce~tain spirit, clothed 
in a certain metrical form, fixed,,, by the ûsage 

--of a series of canonieal writers, and final1y 
designated by a name specifieklly Latin. • • • 23 

Thus, while it is l1kely that Quintilian wou1d agree that "satire" in 

the modern sense cou1d be applied to Aristophanie Old Comedy, in no sense 

would he have thought it logieal to apply the term satura, which denotes 

a distinctly R~an genre 1n hexameter foim. 24 

How, t,hen, does the term metamorphose from satura, denp.ting 

an exclusively Roman forro, to "satire" in its modem def1nition? 

Aecord\ng to Hendr1ckson, 1t 1s Apuleius (A.D. 125-?) who firet employs 

the terro in~ the modern sense when he refers to Xenocrates (396-314 B.C.) 

as the "author of satires.,,25 Since the works of Xeoocrates are neither 

Roman nor in hexameter verse,\,Apuleius is extending the meaning of satura 
\ 

metaphorically. 

lt 1s at th1s time in critical history that the original etymology 

,. 
and orthography of satura beeome confused with those of the Greek .,. a. "t'V PO S-

IG 
("satyros" or satyr), a word that provides the mistaken root for the 

English derivatives of "satire. ,,26 This fa1se etymology advanced by 

post-classieal critics27 leads Renaissance critics l1ke Heinsius and 

'. 

" 
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Scaliger28 to assign the origins of "satire" i~correct1y to the sa tyr-drama 

that 'follows the tragic tri10gy in ancien~ Greece, and it is not unti1 

\. 

1605 that Is~ac ~saubon rectifies the error. 29 Gilbert Highet 

~ 
confirma that satura and rra TV POS are unrelated: 

1 

The name has nothing to do with the Greek 
beings called satyrs, shaggy creatures partly 
human and partly bestial, often rudely goatish 
in their behavior. • • • The spelling satira, 
satyra, only came in long after the classica1 
period, largely so that scholars could explain the 
shocking coarseness of satire by saying,t~8t it was 
inapired by the funny opscene satyr-fo1k. 

MOreover, Horace ' s linking of Lucilius and Old Comedy leads to 

" 'further post-clsssicai and Renaissance critical error: satire i8 

confused w~th drama and regarded as d~scending directIy from 01d 

Comedy.31 On1y Dryden' e Di~course conce~ing the Original and 

Progress ~ SATIRE (1693) attempts to transmit Casaubon' s recUf'ying 
f' 

.scholarship, but Dryden himself limita satire to curse, a vehicle 

for personal attack in the Lucilian manner.32 

If,one shifts focus from the classica1, post-classical, and 

Renaissance periods to modern attempts to define satire, one finds 

theorists offering two identifying features. Ronald Paulson, quoting 
, , 

Northrop Frye, asserts the following: 

--

Contemporary def1nitions of satire usually , 
j orn two terme: "wit or humor founded on fantasy 
or a sense of the grotesque or absurd" for one, 
and "an object of attack" for the other; or fantasy 

) , 

,', 
i: 
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and a moral standard; or ind1rection and judgment. 
One ls a wild, ~ot quite stable comedy; the other 
a moral condemnation. Bath are attitudes or 
tones, althaugh implied i8 '''an object" ta be 

, \ 

acted upon. Put inta Aristotle's correlation, 
satire can be said ta study an ugliness in a 
manner that is not itself painful, ~nd -its approach 
consists çf dë'nigration or attack. 3J 

And like Frye and Paulson, Matthew Hodgart isolat es "an 

element of aggressive attack and a fantastic vision of the 

wOorld transformed~34 

While Frye, PBulson, and Hodgart stress that the attack of moral 
, 

criticism is one af two essential praperties af sati:re, there exista 

" 

another crit1cal approach that acknowledges both the absence of tele\logy 

and the dis1ntegration of the subject in modern literaturè and views 'the 

corresponding absence of a high.moral stance and its signifying rhetor1c 

as an inevltable consequence. Thus. Patricia Meyer Spacks assertà 

that until the eighteenth century critics who attempt to define Batire 
, 

focus on its "moral intent" bu'j; that in this century the facus of 

definition shiftB ta "special techniques • .,35 Robert Scholes notes that 

contemporary satires lack "the rhetoric of moral certainty," and acknowledges 

that this rhetoric IIh8S generaUy been a distinguishing characteristic 

of the satirieal tradition. "36 

Does the absence of a rhetoric of moral certainty transform sat{re 

into another genre? Or can such satire be accounted for by an adequate 

generic deiinitian? 

Alvin Kernan contends that the sstiric standard i8, implicitly 

or explicitly, '!humaneness": 

• 

, 
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the humane ideal in satire • • • may exUt in 
the blackest type • • • only as the unnamed 
opposite of the idiocy and villainy portrayed. • 

• 

37-

Al though Kernan merely assumes the "humane ideal" (a phrase he conspicu-

ously neglects. to define) to be satire' sand by implication the satirist' s' 

summum~. it is clear that. historically, satirists have been 

engaged to some degree in at least questioning pre~ling notions of what 

consti tutes IIhumaneness." 

For example, an exegesis of Swift' s liA Modest Proposal" that 

reads the text .as m1mesis and not as satire would yield an interpretive 

abuse because of its initial failure to provide an appropriate conception 

of genre; in turn, the appropr).ate conception serves to clarify textual 

form and effect. Thus, while the,narrator of liA Modest ProposaI" does 

not offer to the reader anything resembling Kernan' 8 "humane ideal"--

al:though it ie Swift' s' irony that the narrator thinks he does--such an 

ideal must be the "unnamed opposite" of the objects of Swift's ironies: 

British treatment of the Irish and Enlightenment rationalisme Otherwise, 

Swlft's narrator is, by the moral codes of the Enlightenment, merely mad, 

and liA Mode8t ProposaI" merely a trivial (albeit unwitting) confession of 

inhumanity. Despite the absence of a Swiftian rhetoric of moral certainty 

(which 18 necessary to implicate the narrator in the satire), such an 

assumption of moral norms--a "humane ideal," in Kernan' s phrase--can 

prove genericalLy useful for a productive reading of Swift and of 

satire in general. 

Finally, recent critical attention has been devoted to Menippean 
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satire. Origina ted by the Cynie Menippus, a Syrian slave who later 

became a free Greek, these satires were written primarily in prose with 

verse interludes. Gilbert Highet claims that Menippus used the form to 0 

ridicule philosophical opponents. 38 Varro introduced Menippean satire 

into Latin, and, according to Highet, wrote "narratives of fantastic 
" 

adventure told in the fiJst persan. "39 Unfortunately, only a few 

fragments survive. 

; 

Among Classical and Renaissance critics. Quintilian cites Varronian 

satire as a form of the genre (although he does not name its source 

in Menippus~40 and Dryden writes of the Menippean-Varronian tradition;41 

among modern scholars of C~assical literature. Courtney, 42 Duff,43 and 

McCarthy44 considet" the following elements as formaI Menippean conventions: 

seriocomic (from the Greek spoudogeloion) prose and verse, extensive 

parodies, popular proverbs ~nd speech. encyclopedism, fantastic narratives, 

and epideictic variety. Eugene Kirk offers the following description 

of Menippean satire"s style, structure, elements.and theme:, 

The chief mark of Menippean style was unconventional 
diction. Neologisms, portmanteau words. macaronics, 
preciosity, coarse vulgarity, catalogues, bombast, mixed 
languages, and protracted sentences were typical of the 
genre. sometimes appearing aIl together in the sarne 
work. In outward structure, Menippean satire was a 
medley--usually a medley of alternating prose and verse, 
sometimes a jumble of flagrantly digressive narrative, 
or again a potpourri of tales, sangs, dialogues, orations, 
letters. lists, and other brief forms, mixed together. Menippean 
topical elements included outlandish fictions (i.e., 
fantastie voyages, dreams, visions. talking beasts) 
and extreme distortions of argument (often t "paradoxes"). 
In theme, Menippean satiIje was essentially concerned 
with right learning or r~ght belief. That theme ofte~ 



15 

called for ridicule or caricature of some sham-intellectual 
or theological fraud. Yet 80metimes the theme 
demanded exhortation to learning, when books and 
etudies had fallen into disuse and neglect. 45 

Ae Kirk points out, the genre has been the province heretofore of 

Classical sabolars or more' recently of students of modern li terature, 

nei ther of whom reads the other, and a synthesis of Ancients and 

Modems i8 unlikely, given the current degree of specializ8i.tion in 

literary etudies. 

Among modern critics, Higheé6, and Kernan47 discuss the Menippean 

form as a narrative pr~se-verse medley, but Mikhail Bakhtin,48 ft 

Northrop Frye,49 and Julia Kristeva50 emphasize its central importance 

in the history of fiction. 

, Bakhtin views Menippean satire as an historically significant 

literary tradition that, until this century, remained cdtically uninvesti-

gated and virtually unknown. Seeking its defining features in antiquity, 
, 

Bakhtin theorizes that the "connecting principle" of Menippean satire, 

which originates in oral carnival folk genres, is "carnival and the 

carnival attitude toward the world." Fundamental to carnival are three 

th~es or "categories": free, familiar contact; lsalliances; and pro-

fanation. In carnival, the focus on these categories represents a 

subversion of official seriousness, and in the seriocomic literary 

genres derived from carnival, ~here result three original char acter-

letics: concentration on the present; a critical relation to legend 

dialectically interrelated with an experiential and freely imaginative 

, . 
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base; and stylistic multiplicity. Bakhtin considera Menippean satire 

historically the moat important seriocomic genre and elaborates fourteen 

charact~ristics. which. beca~se of Bakhtin'à categorial repetition and 

overlapping, may be condensed as follows: comedy; fantasy; philosophy; '. 

naturalism; tr1-Ievelled construction (the presence of forms of heaven, 

hell, and earth)" abnormal psychology and morality; indecorous scenes; 

oxymoron; utop1anism; parody and multiplicity; and topical1ty. 

~ 

Ultimately, Bakhtin' s point 1,8 that Menippean satire belonga to a tradition 

of literat{ire that he terme "dialogical',' and that is opposed to and 

subverts the "monological" tradition. one which he asso'c;l.ates with 

institutional forms of absolutism, dogmatism. and repression. 51 

In Anatomy of Criticism, Frye treats the tradition of Menippean 
'-.. 

satire as one of four specifie forms of fietion and cites among its 

principal practitioners Luc$'an, Petronius, ApuleiuB, Rabelais. Swift. 

and Voltaire. 52 Frye focuses on its mixed prose-verse form, claiming 

"we know it ooly as a prose form, ,,53 but in his terminology the Menippean 

satire ie, for reasons of elegance, better named "anatomy." His 

elaboration of its conventions is Iess formaI than ethicaI: 

'I..~ -

The Men1ppean satire deals less with people as 
" such than with mental attitudes. Pedants. 

bigots, cranks, parvenus. virtuosi. enthusiasts, 
rapacious and incompetent professional men of' l 
aIl kinds, "f!l7e handled in terms of their 
occupat1onal approach to lite as distinct from their 
social behavior. 54 

Frye argues that an extreme form of anatomy is the 'presentation of 
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"a vision of the orld Jn terms of El single intellectual pattern," 

the result of wh eh is "violent dislocations in the eustomary logie 

of narrative. ,,55 Finally, anatomy is, according to Frye, massively 

erudite, a p~d of the encyclopedism of 'pedantry that he attributes 

ultima~elY to't\ artist's "exuberance."56 

Drawing upon 'frye and Bakhtin, Elliot Braha proposes a model of 

the Menippean form\ that ineorporates the following defining features: 
fI 

, \ 
"stylistic multiplicity (and the philosophieal pluralism it implies), 

\ 
fantasy and philoso~hy, intellection and encyclopedism, an 'anti-book' 

stance, a marginal ~ul~ural -position, and carnivalization."57 

Julia Kristeva, in developing Bakhtin's monological-dialogical , ' , 

narrative distinçtion, categorizes as monologieal forms of discourse the 

epie, history, and science, and as dialogieal the polyphonie novel, 

carnivalesque diecourse, and Menippean diecourse. Kristeva argues that 

the traditional novel tends towards epic, that is, "the representative 

mode of description and narration,,58 and i8 thus within the monological 

tradition, while the polyphonie novel, having evolved from Menippean 

diseourse and thus situated within the dialogieal tradition, i8 fundamentally 

, ambivalent, that i5, both "repre;entative and antirepresentative. ,,59 

Unlike the narrative absolutism of monological representation, the 

antirepresentative function of the dialogical tradition i8. aceording 

to Kristeva, an exploration of experience within language. In sum, 

Kristeva , like Bakhtin, sees the monological tradition as ideologieally 

repressive an? the dialogical tradition as subverting the official and 

'\ 
authoriFarian forms of power: .Aristotelianism, formaI logie, Christianity, 

.' 



18 

Renaissance humani.~, rationalism, and the privi1eged autonomy of subject, 

and abject. 60 

What, <-then, are satire and its Menippean forro? More to the point, 

how are we to define them, and what is their precise relationship? 

Shal1 we attempt definltione from an anthropologieal approach as, for 

~ample, Paulson and Elliott have done, or aha11 we attempt °definitions 

from an etymological approach? Shall we define them formally, sinee 

they eeem ta have more or lees consistent, lntrinsic properties, or 

functionally, since they are also rhetorical?61 

These questions continue to plague ~cholars and critlcs. 'Elliott, 

for example, admits in The,~ of Satire that his use of the term is 

"pragmatic rather than normative."62 Such admi'ssion notwithstanding, 

aIl defioitions of satire center irreducibly on either form or function, 

or sorne mixture of both, but an < inclusive formaI and functional method 

le necessary for critical totalizatlon of form and effect in verse 

satire and~ with regard to the fiction of Thomas Pynchon in particular, 

the mixed prose-verse form of Menippean satire. If there has been an 

egregious error historically in the definitlon of Ba~ire, it ls 

this: many definltions (Dryden's, for example) Itmit satlre's formaI 

conventions to the curse or attack while ignoring the genre's etymologically 

signified and historically practiced convention of variety. The curee 

of satire ls most clearly evidenced in abbrevi'ated forms like invective, 

epigram, or <lampoon; however, even ln its Roman verse origl0, satura 

embodles by definltion and practlce sorne formal variety, and when 
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satura evolves into the Menippean prose-verse forro, variety takes on 

greater diversity and 'significance. This expanston of variety from 

its more limited poe tic form to its more inclusive Menippean form 

results in an inversion of hierarchy: that iB, one may for the purposes 

of model construction regard the Menippean forro as central and prototyp1cal 
'-

and "satire" (in Dryden' s more limited conventional sense) as marginal 

and derivative. Before turning to a further consideration of the form, 

sig~ifieance, "and function of Menippean satire' s variet~, let \la first 

epitomize satire's formaI and functional conventions. 

"First, anthropologica1 research clarifies not (on1y the binary 
\ 

fprm of satire but also its generative function, and second, etymological 

research demonstrates satire's ~ixed formaI nature and its funétion as 

enterta1nment or de11ght. In terms of form and function, then, there are, 
\ 

according to anthropologieal and etymological research, four chief 

satirie conventions: curse, fertility, yariety, and delight. Two of these 

conventions, curse and variety, are formaI; two, fertility and delight, 

are functional. Curse and ,fertility, às form and funetion, are derived 

ultimately from the iambie invectives of the Greek phallic rites; 

var1ety and delight, sim11arIy, are der1ved from the Roman developmen.t 

of satura from Ennius' miscellany of poems and uitimately from saturae, 

a form of primitive Roman drama that Highet -describes (ta' " variety sho~s 

on~ stage. 1163 The implications of this four-fold s~~ of conventions are 

considerable. Let us explore them in turn and from them attempt to 

elaborate a model of Menippean satire. 

The curse, as we have seen, emanates from the fertility ritual f) 

. , . 
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.of ancient Greece. During the phallic procession, < leaders improvised 

an iambic element directed at spectators. This element was in the form 

F of personal invective and was intended to expel the influence of death 

'-----( --, 

by indueing contribut~ons to the harvest. Conversely. the invocation of 
",,'flfJU" ..;:J 

Ppales as a benign influence ensuring lHe' s continuity provided the 

ritual' s positive element." Both elements passed into Aristophanic Old 

Comedy (and la ter into Lucilian satura). F.M. Cornford confirma this 

view: 

There can be no doubt that the element of 
invëctive and personal satire which dist1nguishes 
the Old Comedy i8 directly de8cended from the 
magieal abuse of the phallic procession, just 8s

64 its obscenity 1s due ta the sexual magic. • • • 

As Paulson notes, the structure of which the abuse forms one part ia 

an antithesis, which manifesta itself in verse and narrative as an 

opposition of the desirable and the aetua11zed, or in other words, of 

the fertile and the sterile. The poetically, dramatically, or fictionally 

actualized society represents, in Paulson' s formulation, "either an 

excessively disordered or an excessively ordered society. • • ,,65 

, 

o Not surprisingly, therefore, the principal vehicle and object of the 

aatirist's curse is a vision that Kernan describes as chaotie, dense, 

c and ugly: 

-
The SCene of satire is always disorderly and 
crowded, packed to the very point of bursting. 
The deformed faces of depravity, stupidity, greed, 

-_.- ---'---

.. , 
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1 

venalityv ignorance, and maliciousness group close1y 
• 66 together. • •• 

Moreover, tb symbolize its critical attitude towards human foUy 

and knavery. satire concentra tes on the body. The genre' s corporeality 

derives from !ts ritual orig1ns but ls ultimately ambivalent, for while 
, 

bodily exubarance serves as an affirmative antithesis to sterility, the 
. 

satirist May focus instead on alimentation, eHminâtion, and fornication as 

deflationary antitheses to lofty and hubristic delusions. 67 Paulson 

writes, "If punishment (as curse) is one aspect of [Satire' a) action, 

copulating, eating, and defecating are others. ,,68 Kernan concurs: 

-"The author of satire always portrays the grotesque and the distorted , . 

and concentr;tea te an obaessive degree on the flesh." 69 

In eum" then, un~er sat1re'.s principal generie convention of the 

curee,. we May summarize by naming a binary principle, anti th~siS, that 

contrasts the sterllity of the actualized and the fertility of 1;he desirab1e 

and opposes the writer ta his object of attack. 

Sueh oppositions suggest, furthermore, division of the satirist . 
into biographieal author, and persona. Maynard Mack, in a study of 

1 

Pope, counsels prudence in the hurried and too facile identification of 

satiric poet with peet1c (or, by (extension, narrative) persona.']O 

Mack dist1nguishes three voices in Pope: vir bonus, ingénu, and hero. ' The 

first gains the reader' s confidence and trust by hie normative good 

sense and reasonable stabil1ty, the second accentuates the objects of 

attack by his naiveté, and the third attacks 

;/} 
them. Mack aeknowledges . 

\ ' 

-. 

... 
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. that his categoriès may be overlapping and inexhaustible (he CIIIlits~· 

for example, the foolish or knavish persona--or character--who is himself. 

:lmplicated in the satire), but his point about the danger of a criticism 

of satire that assumes naiv~ly a biographical or expressive orientation 

~s persuasive, particularly in· a post-Freudian age. 

The binary concept of curse as antithesis carries us further, for 

the satiric hero attacks someone, man, or something, his' institut:lons. 

These may be attacked individually or col1ectiv~ly. fictionally or actually, 

although this last approach has not been common since Aristophanes and 

- ~ 
Lticl1ius. lnste'ad, most satirists have used fictions to mask , however 

transpArently, their, objeets of ridiculing attack. Thus , Sacks . 
~ _ c 

defines satire as "wo~ks which ridicule- part:lcular men, the ;institutions 
v 

of men, traits' presumed to be :ln a11 men, or any combination of t~e 

three ... 71 An~ Rosenheim states, "satire consists of _.!!!!. attack ~ ~ 

of .! manifest fictiOn upon discernible historie particular·s." 72 

Finally, satirists curse not only men and their institutions but 

also the:lr readers, a traditional technique of the Menippean form. Highet 

notes this tactic as a favorite of Lucian and Rabelais: 

Lucian is kidding his readers, by writing rubbish 
and thên bamboozling them into reading it. 
This particular trick is a favorite of Rabelais: 
he will go on and on, listing hundreds of games or 
hundreds of absurd book titles , column after 

j column, Just to see how long the suckers will go 
on reading them. If this 1s satire, ft is a 
uni~ue kind of satire: for the reader 1s himself 
its' victim. 73 0 ; 
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(S~ch Menippean attack is best explainéd, l shall demons trate, by tts 

p~rodistic fu~tio~.) Thus, the satirist, his vision, and his reader 

are set against one another, a situation for which the'idea~ justification 
<1 

la Blake's proverb e~dorsing the fertility of dialectic: "Without 

contraries there is no progre~sion. ,,74 lt is tUs dialect.1.c of binary 

oppositions that marks the ~hetor1c~1 funetio~ of sat!re and makes 

poss,ibIe, '1 shali argue, the ferUl1zation or renewal of perception. 

Satire's second formaI pr1nc1pIe, variety, originates in pàrt in 

the Roman ssturae, primitive dramas that were first acted by'Etruscan 

actors~75 These saturae were intended, much like the Greek Phallic Rites, 

to appease the gode during a blight. 76 Livy, however, taking his aecount 

from Var~o, indieates that in its Roman dramatic origin satura 800n 

incorporated>. a vulgar form of parody: 

Next the young Romans began to !mifate them, 
at" the same time ~changing jest_s ln uncouth 
verses, and bringing their movements lnto a certain 
harmony wi th the words. And so the amus~ent was 
adopted, and frequent u~e kept it al1v~.J7 

: ''% 
Parody, then, ls the youthful ànd subversive companion to antithe~s ~ 

__ .< a fprmal satirie technique, an'd as the curse' is manifested primarily 

1n antithesis, sa variety ls manifested primarily 1n parody.78 
\ 

Parody may be deftned as a comic and distorted imitation, norm~lly 

of literature and normelly designed to rldieule.7~ In,Greek, lt denoted 

"a song sung beside" and eX,aInples originate as' comic "c:ountersong" 
, ' 

to the more serious epie and trag~c forme ~# Greek poetry and drama. 

--- -----._-
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Aristotle attributes the origin of parody to H~gemon of ThaBos, but other 

accounts trace it to the fragmentary Margites or to !h!t Battle .2!. ~ Frogs 

and Mice. 80 Whlle poe tic satires may parody single works, the Men,ippean 

form does not u8ually restrict itself to the parody of a single work or 
-,,' 

a single ~ype of WC>I'k; in the words of Henry James in' another context. 

these satires tend to be "looee and baggy monsters." This parodistic 
~J ' 

diversity is traceable historically to Aristophanes and to the Roman 

saturae's metrical and gestural variety; as the form develops into 

Menippean satire, parody serves not only tO,entertain but a1so to satirize 

pedantry and readers' eommon-sense simplifidations of experience. Paulson 

remarks on such re1ativism of perspective in satire, calling parody of ~ 

other genres a satiric convention,Bl while Hodgart similarly claims that 

satire "may assume a bewildering variety of sub-forms.,,82 Likewise, 

83 Kristeva argues that Menippean discourse "includes all genres." , 

Furthermore, Northrop Frye. who views the whole of imaginative 

literature as an autonomous and coherent structure of words, sees satire 

intrinslcally as a parody of romance,84 and tbis implicit criticism 
e 

thus maltes parody .E!!. 2. a form of sitire. The implicit attack on the 

conventions of romànce by meane of parody is an inevitable consequence 

of satire's and romance's antithetical visions of experience. 

writes that satire's principal technique is one of diminution: 

The basic technique of the satirist is reduction: 
the degradation or devaluation of the victim by 
reducing his stature and dignity. This may be 
done on the level of plot and will almost always 
be continued to the level of style and" language. 85 

Rodgart 

-~---_. 
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Hodgart's spatial metaphor is only analogical, of course, but· the, 

tendency of satirists to reduce experience, to eut it down in (or to) 

aize, implies a curse on man's supernal aspirations. On the contrary-, 

romance, to extend the metaphor, "expands" visIon to impLy greater 

possibilities, however improbable or impossible. Supernaturalism 

is available, even likely. Since each form dis torts differently--one by 

"expansion" or "heightening" and the other by "reductton" or "iowering"--

it ie not surprising that satirists view the ?lympian fllghts of romantictsm 

, --J as specious and inimical to the reductionistlc vision of satire, which 

86 from entiquity they have defended as merely realistic. Su ch 

literary pretenstons to mimesis notwithstanding, satire's parodies of the 

conventions of romance constitute one of tts basic formal elements. 

pynchon's fiction provides a corroborating exemple of satire's 

parody of romance. In ~~~~ Thouaand~, Joseph Campbell 

delineates the heroic paradigm as follows: 

The standard path of the mythological adventure 
of the hero ls a magnification of the formula represented 
in the rites of passage: separatiJl--initiation--return:, 
which mlght be named the nuclear It of the monomyth. 

! ~ ventures for th from the world of common .2.!!z ~ 
~ region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces ~ there 
encountered ~ ~ decisive vlctory ~ ~ the ~ 
comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power 
to bes"tOW""b'OOnS Oiïiils fellow man. 8} - ---------

AB Richard Chase argues, romance constitutes a principal form of American 

'fiction,SB and sinee, like other American Pos~odernists, pynchon sends 

his protagonists into fabulous regions (Benny Profane into the alligator- .... _-, 
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populated sewers of New York City. Herbert Stencil into the monomani~ 

of V •• Oedipa Maas into an appa~~nt encounter with the mysterious 

-
Tristero. Tyrone Slothrop into the locus of ,thé V-2) but denies to them 

1 
the final triumph, revelation, and salvational power accorded Campbell's 

monomythlc hero, Pynchon's texts stand in parodistic relation to romantic 

paradigms of heroism and theréby satirize, to use Roland BartheS' 
1 "1 1 

term, "readerly" expect'etions of closure and disclosure~89 

Similarly, by parodying detective fiction co~ventions. Pynchon 
1 

o 

parodies a form of romance. for the detective is a modal displacement of 

the mythic hero into a member of the category Frye calls the low mimetic, 

that is, bound by natural law. As one who seeks to purge the fictional 

society of its criminal transgressor by revelation of culpability, 

• 
the detective, however, Is 11ke other romantlc heroes whose task 1s in 

some sense to deliver a wastelan~ from its plague. In the det~ctive 

genre. elemental characters are the detective, criminal. and vic~im; in 

Pynchon's texts, Herbert Stencil, Oedipa Maas, and Tyrone Slothrop serve 

as combined detective-victim parodies; V., Pierce Inverarity, aI\d Laszlo 

Jamf serve aS,criminal parodies that are ultimately absent causes and 

symbolize, therefore, the equivocal satire on historiography and on 

"historieal" targets of Pynchon' s curse: European-American decadence and 

-
violence, American fascism, and international corporate fascism. 

Turning from aatire's formaI conventions of curse (as antithesis) 

and variety (as parody) to its functional convenfions of fertility 

and delight, we find that in both lts Greek and Roman origina, satire's 
1 

deslred effect ls the same. As in the Phallic Rites, the original motive 

" 
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behind the Roman development of saturae 1s to fructify the land by the 

propitiation o~ the gods during a blight. Livy notes: 

The pestilence lasted during both this and 
the f~llowing year, the consulship of Gaius 
Sulpicius Peticus and Gai~s Licinius Stole. In 
the latter year nothing memorable occurred, except 
that with the object of appeasing the divine 
d1spleasure they made a lectisternium, or banquet 
to the gods, being the third 1n the history of 
the city; and when neither hum an wisdom nor the 
help of Heaven was found to mitigate the scourge, 
men gave way to superst1tiaus fears, and, amongst 
other efforts to disarm the wrath of the gads, 
are said a1so to have instituted scenie entertainments. 
This was a new departure for a warlike people, 
whose on1y exhibitions had been those of the 
circus; but indeed it began in a sillal1 way, 
as most things do, and even sa was imported 
from abroad. Without any singing, without 
imitating the action of singers, players who 
had been braught in from Etruria danced ta the 
strains of the f1autist and performed not 

,ungracefu1 evolutions in the TUBcan fashion. 90 

Thus, in satire's respective Greek and Roman origins, 

invective and saturae served ss the rhetoricsl mesns to a political 
1 

end, a divine sanction of social continu:1ty. 

The reformative and propitiating goals,embodied as an imaginative ., 
transformation into poetry, drama, and fiction, necessitate satire, but 

Juvenal' s ironie declaration, "Difficile ~ saturam ~ scribere, .. 91 

1s for satirists more the professed rule than the exception, as in a 

more recent formulation, critic David Worcester calls satire "the engine 

of anger ... 92 However, unmitigated outrage would neither Bustain a 

vision n6~ make it receptib1e ta an audience or readership. In part:1culai, 

." 
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b~rowing from Aristophanic Old Comedy, the Menippean form incorporates 

as well elements of the comie and the fantastic, which, while immediately .. 

entertaining (and formally various), serve a more important purpose: 

they provide irreconcilable images of the ordinary and the extraordinary,93. 

a formaI contradiction that thwarts conventional expectations of mimesia 

and thus compels the reader to adopt different interpretive methods from 

those demanded by conventional mimesis. If l may paraphrase Dr. Johnson 

,r;' from another context, this violent (and indecorous) yoking together of 

heterogeneous ideas composes the'Menippean form's vision and method. 94 

In short, Menippean satire's variety is manifested princlpally in parody, 

but comedy and fantaay are alao significant and necessary elements. 

If Menippean satire is structured to reform, then in theory the 

functlons of fertility and delight must serve to instil1 the reformativ~ 

impulse in ita readers, and these functlonal characteristics must in 

turn stem from the interaction of the reader with the formaI characteristics 

of the Menippean text, that is, the curee and variety. The curse, as 

we have seen, ls manifested in aatire as an attack on the sterile, 

which in turn implies the antithesis of the sterile and the fertile, 

and var1ety is m~nifested as parody, although 1 have remarked in addition 

upon the presence of the sign1f1cant discordia concors of the comic '~d 

the fantastic that a1so participates in Menippe~ satire's formaI 

variety. Parody, comedy, and fantasy serve, ~ alia, to entertain. 

and in doing BO they moderate and make receptible the more negat1ve 

impact of the curBe, which in the Men1ppean narrative form 1s necessarily 

diffused into variety as weIl. Such diffusion 1s inscribed, therefore, 
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in the parodie, the eomie, and the fantastie, defined in both Freud's 

~d Todorov's sense as the locus of uncertainty be~een the binary 

explanations of the natural and the supernatural. 95 Furthermore, 

the multiplieity of visions signified by parody, comedy, and 

fantasy suggests the resistance of experienee to the imposition 

of patterns that simplify and distort its complexity. In SUffi, the 

Menippean text stands in antithetical relationship to experience, or at 

least to what l have sometimes called common-sense simplifications of 

experience, and that relationship, by virtue of its quality of difference, 

constitutes a metaphor, the rhetorical trope that implies similarity 

1n difference, synthesis in antithesis, and unit y in diversity. 

Thus, Menippean sat1re ' s generically indispensable antithesis--one 

whose recognition ia essential for the performance of textual criticism--

18 that of a metaphorical interrelation between text and experience. 

By such an interrelation, l mean a pragmatic method that permits the 

reader of Menippean satire to regard the text, which offers him an image 

or c~nception o~ experience (or some aspect of 1t) that is vastly different 

fram his own, as the vehicle of a metaphor whose rhetorical function 

i8 the interrogation or reformation of his own erroneous image or conception. 

Such a metaphorical structure leads the reader ultimately to seek not 

difference and separation but similarity and synthesis. Such a structure 

differs from m~etic fiction's synecdochic interrelation with experience, 

one in which the text is structured to represent part of experience. 

Thus, readers may profitably acknowledge a fundamental distinction 

between mime tic dr realistic texte (mime tic or realistic in the sense 

1 
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that such texte conform ta an age'e assumptions about or vision 

of iteelf) and non-realistic texte (non-realistic in the sense that 

such texte resistthis conformity). 

Such a distinction implies necessarily as weIl norms from 

which non-realistic narratives deviate in recognizable ways. In Menippean 

satire, these deviations from or transformations of norms do not 

constitute an irresponsible attempt at mere entertainment or fantastic 

escaPism~rather a means of compelling the reader (or at least 

the reader who does not dismiss the text as only mistaken or diversionary 

entertainment) to regard the apparently disparate images of text and 

experience as metaphor. The concept of metaphor thus serves ae MenippeaxL 

satire's justiflcatory method for regarding the relationshlp of text 

to reader as one of communication. 

In attacking the related issue of logical po~tt~vism's diminution 

of literary discourse as a degraded forro of language (whose "proper" 

function is, according ta the positivists, scientific discourse), Wolfgang 

Iser asserts that "the basic and misleading assUIIlption is that fiction 

i8 an antonym of reality. ,,96 

equally argued of Menippean 

ta the empirical world: 

Iser argues of fiction what coulj be 

satire's supposedly problematic r'lation~hip 

If fiction and reality are to be linkèd, it must 
be in terms not of opposition but of commun~cation, 
for the one ia not the mere opposite of the / 
other--fiction ls a means of telling us something 1) 

about reali~y.97 
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ln arder ta transcend the logical circularities of formalist 

cr1ticism, tnen, the criticisID of Menippean satire depends upon the 

recognition of the dialectical nature of the genre's interrelation with 
. () 

experience, for it is from the ~ntithetical interaction between text 

and experience in the consciousness of the reader that new syntheses 

become possible, even 1f those syntheses are only implicit interrogations 

of the very assumptions upon which prevailing conceptions of text and 

experience are based. We may put it another way: the 'success of any 

reading of Menippean satire depends upon the notion that ft 18 not only 

the satire's forma that are significant; what makes the satire effective 

is the aignificance of its forms. 

'---. As a result, the aggregate textual effect of Menippeati'satire is 

a recpgnition of strangeness, of difference, land of the Other. 98 
1 , 

The perceived antinomy between text and expe~ience induces in the reader 

what Patricia Meyer Spacks calls "uneasiness", or what 1 believe ia in 

this century better termed a type of Kierkegaardian- Heideggerian "arudety.,,99 

Tony Tanner characterizes a siroilar effect as "disorientation," but 

with a positive rhetorical function: 

to lead us ta a new orientation or a 8tate of 
non-orientation; both are felt ta open up the 
p08sibilities of a new freedom which i8 unavailable 
within the existing categories. 100 

ln SUffi, the reformative impulse of Menippean satire, its ancient 

and briginal goal of terrestrial fertility, is synonymous in fiction 
,\ 

J 
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with perceptual feftillty; lts ~vowed ~nemy. perceptual habitude, is 

destabi1ized, thereby permitting the possibility of regarding the object 

or obj~ct~ of the curse--indeed aIl experientia1 objeçts and states of 

affairs--anew. 

To recapitulate: Menippean satire la beat defined by two formaI 

and two functlonal conventions--curse, variety, fertility, and delight. 

The curee, presented implicitly or explicitly. ~n narration and dialogue, 

attacks norma as sterile; the variety of parody, comedy, and fantasy 

not only relieves the potentially oppressive negativism of the curee 

~ut also further deatabilizes norms.hy its diffusion of the curse 

throughout its forma; fertility or the renewal of perception is achieved 

b~ the reader's recognition of the text's form as metaphorj and delight 

1s a function of the variety of forms intr1nsic to the genre. 

This generic model serves to render Thomas Pynchon's Menippean. 

satires as meaningfu1 communication. In~, Pynchon cù~ses the modern 

condition in synoptic characterology. Benny Profane's random and passive 
, 

empiricism signifies American decadence; on the other hand, Herbert 

Stencil's obsessive and active rationalism parodies the European, and in 

particular literary Modernist, endeavor to transform the apparent chaos 

of experience into significSnt configuration by means of a few 
.. 

Classical metaphors, but Stencil's personality disintegrates as a result 

of this .endeavor and the V. narrative yields no coherent "plot," 

only a series of metaphors for decadence and violence. In The Cryins 

of 12!~, Pynchon curses modern America as totalitarian. Although 

pynchon's quester, Oedipa Maas, does not suffer th~ degree and kind of 

----------~ 
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dissipation of personality that Herbert Stencil does in ~, ~ Crying 

~ Lot ~'s vision of the potentiality of meaning is finally inconclusive. 

While Gravity's Rainbow embeds its curse in a textual opacity and density 

reminiscent of Joyce and Faulkner, Pynchon extends the curse of V. 

and The Crying of Lot ~ to the historiea1 pathologies of control thaf .. 
1 

represent Western man 's r;elationship to nature from the t1me of the 

Reformation. 

In aIl thrée texts, in addition, the variety of parody, comedy, 

and fantasy are sign!ficant forms. Whi!e the subsequent'chapters devoted 

to textual read1ngs will e!aborate the different degrees of variety in 

each., it'is important to note at this point that ~he8e three forms 

of variety Serve to define Pynehon's genre unequivocia!ly as Menippean 

satire and not as some ill-defined or d~y conceived alternative. 

II. Postmodernism 

Furthermore, the fiction of Thomas Pynchon participates in the 

broader movement that has come to be known as Postmodernism. lOI 

\ 

As the term BuggestB, Postmodernism bears an obvious temporal relation 'p 

to'Modernism,I02 but of greater impo~t are the ways in which it reshapes 

the literary map of l10dernist assumptions and methods. In some respects'. 

this reshaping returns Postmodernism to pre-Modernist techniques, but 

in others, it signifies a revolutionary stance. ID3 

Modernism has its roots in a Romantieism that replaces antiquity's 

veneration of tragedy and the epic with its own exaltation of the lyric 

>. , 
" , , 
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as poexry's privileged form. Thus Romanticism supplante the Neo-Claseic 

concept of poetry as imitation, either of the empirical ~orld or of 

models, with one of expression, in which the poet's creative imagination 

becomes paramount and succeeds in animating nature. 

Patterning their theory of poetry after that of Coleridge, Eliot 

apd Pound concur that the mèthod of poetry is the reconcil1ation of 

oppoeites in me~aphor. Eliot argues that "amalgamating disparate experience ll 

constitutes the poet's taBk,104 and Pound's ideograph1c method is sbnilarly 

a form of metaphor that juxtaposes "material images to suggest immaterial 

relations. Il lOS Moreover, Pound'e view that poetry should ideally _ 

resemble a precise prose conforms with Wordsworth'é endeavor to el1minate 
.. '~:1 

artificial tropes from poet1c diction. In both these respects, Modernism'a 

affiliation with and debt to Romanticism are clear. 

However, while Romanticism stresses th~ affective nature of the 

poet and hts ability to a~imate nature, ~dernism advocates the impersonality 

of the poet. Ad~brating this position, Pound likens poetry to a 

mathematics that offers "equations for the human emotions,,,106 and Eliot, 

the ,doctrine's principal exponent, asserts that the poet expresses not 

his personality but "a part:lcular medi~" that represents "an escape 

from personality. "107 Thus, despite having roota in Romantic theory, 

Modernism departs from its progenitor in a significant way. 

This concept of the impersonality of the poet occurs as weIl in 

Joyce's! Portrait of the Artist ~~ Young Man, in which protagonist 

Stephen Daedalus delineates an anatomy of possible relationships between 

the l1terary art1st and his art. Accord1ng to Daedalas. the h1gheet 
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form is the "dramatic," by which he means a relationship of artiet to 

art similar to that of an Indifferent god to his creation: 

t 
The artist, like the God of the creation, remains 
wlthln'or behlnd or beyond or above his handlwork, 
invisible, refined out of existence, indifferent, 
paring his fingernails. I06 

!hus, Modernism retains the Romantic notion of the reconcili~tion of 

opposites in metaphor as the poet's principal formaI task but shifts 

the emphasis of attention from the poet as expressive force ta the poem 

as construct. 

These aspects of poetic theory are manifested in both Modernist 

poetry and prose. Pound' s lmagist poem, "In a Station of the Metro," 

-
for example, juxtaposes the material im~ges of faces and petaIs to suggest 

immaterial relations; Eliotts "The Wasteland" juxtaposes images of a 

degenerated modern world with a myth of regeneration; and Joyce'. 

Ulysses juxtaposes modern Dublin with a Romeric myth. These juxtapositions 

constitute metaphors, but the theoretlcal detachment of the artiet from 

his material suggests that Romanticism's theory of the poet as the lyric's 

on1y audience is further reduced in Modernism to a theoretically absolute 
t 

absence of audience or readership~ 

This theoretical absence of audience or readership corresponds to 

the intrinsic criticism that Modernism encqurages; the poemts ~elation 

ta the auditor or reader 18 excluded as a matter ,bf critical consideration, 
\ 

and attention is directed to the p.oem 1tself, whi:ch aspires to a condition 

of autonomy that le perhaps dependent inttially on the empirical world for 

J 
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l_'" "-
its primary materials but is nbt ultimately accduntable ta :t't for its 

synthesized images. In theory, connections between the poem iteelf, 

the empirical world, the poet, and the audience or readership are disBolved. 
<' 

The poem is not imitation, expression, pragmatic rhetoric, or any combinat1on 

of these orientations; on tbe contrary, it 18 excluslvely yoetry. 

Nevertheless, the Modernist writer does have a,purpose: to transform ',-

the àpparent chaos of materials into a unified form ~y meaos of his 

power of synthesis. In actual practice, this synthesizing process 
... ' 0. 

results principally in thè radical juxtaposition ~f images in the manner 

of the metaphysica~ poets, but, to the Modernist, juxtaposition cDnstltutes 
.0 

the very essence and method of order. Eliot, for example, extois the 

achievement of Joyce's Ulysses as akin to a scientific discovery because 

the paradigm of Classical myth imposes a structure on the, inherently 

formless images of contemporaneity: 

lt ia s1mply a way of controlling, of ordering, 
of giving a shape to the immense panorama of, 
futility and anarchy wh1ch ls contemporary 
bistory.109 

. , . 

In the sarne essay, Eliot advocates Joyce's '~ythical met~ 

and proclaims ~s obsolete tbe "narrative method" of the traditional 

novel, whlch he asserts ends,with Flaubert and James. Referr1ng obliquely 

ta Freud and Jung, and directIy to Frazer, Eliot sees the Joycean method 

ultimately as the conflatlon of contemporary theories of psycholagy 

and ethnology. In sum, then t Modernism postulates a vitiated and . 

. 
, . 



.. " 

- ,,-
( . 

1 
/ 
/ 

n, 

• ::c .. ~ 
~~ 

disinfegrated present that confronts the artist with the problem of -, 

artistic structure. Through a variety of ordering techniques such a~ , " 

metaphor, myth, and impersonality,\ the Modernist unifies the disparate 

mat;erials wi th which he deals'~ 
, , 

Some Modernist predecessors, contemporaries, and successors, 

however, reject the imposition of order on chao8;'indeed, they embrace 

disorder and plung.e into the "nightmare" of history from which Joyce' s 
Q 

Daedalus 1e trying to' awaken. 110 Dostoyevsky iniUates this alienated 
4" \ • 

sensibil1ty in 1864 with N~tes !!:2!! Underground;:l1 Kafka subverts 

.' 

10 effect)tfs own contemporariee 'during the Modernist period and is followed 

by Céline, in France; in England, Wyndham Lewis' fiction marks a violent 

~ break with Modernism; and in the 1930s Nathanae1 West writes fictions 

that adumbrate by twenty years the. ~ppearance in America bf Postmodernist 

Menippean s~tire.ll2 

After Modernism. fiction faces the prob1em of how to fol1ow Joyce 

and in America of how' to fo1iow Hemingway and Faulkner. Albert 

Guérard identifies Hemingway's journalistic diction with an outmoded 

stoicism and argues that Faulkner t s "high rhetoric" makes a- return to the 

Hemingway mode inconceivable: 

. ' 

The crisis in language (or one crisis) began with 
the fact that the Hemingway'language, whatever one' s 
sympathy for the "manl1ness", would no longer do. . 
For it was a language designed to express stoic 
withdrawal and an acceptance of defeat. ~d it was 
an instrÜment for conveying delicate nua~ces of 
feeling. Moreover, the Faulknerian revolution with its 
high rhetoric and running rhythms made a retum of 
any form of monosyllabic simplicity impossible. 
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One way or another (ft seemed in the 1950s) 
language hsd to be awakened, enriched, 1ntensif1ed.113 

Furthermore, Americsn realism's function 8S the instrument of social 

edificatlon i8 usurped by' the mass media, and as a re8ult fictio~ists 

feel the need to discover new forms. 1l4 

This confluence of European Modernism with the tradition of American 

realism constitutes one aspect of a linguistic and literary impasse 

that confronts American fiction in the 1950s. At this time, lIn influx 

of ~adica1 Eurppean philosophy incurs on the American imagination,llS' 

and as post-war American sensfbility becomes receptive to French existential-

ism, it also becomes receptive to its accompanying literature and criticism. 

Aside from the obvious influence of Sartre, Camus, Beckett, and 

Ionesco, it,is Robbe-Grillet in-particular whose radical phenomenonology 

offers a new theory of the nove1. ll6 He begins by questioning the privi1eged 

status o~metaphor and from this interr~gation goes on to r~pudiate 

metaphor and aIl other analogical vocabularly as delusive. ln succession 
.0;; 

he rejects humanism, tragedy, and transcendence, finding in each a 

. hidden metaphor of anthropomorphism that disguises the radical 

"otherness" of the world. Pred1cating that the purpos~ of fiction is 

"to lnvent man, Il Robbe-Grillet envisions a less anthropocentdc fiction 

in the future, one tQat abjures plot as naive, contents itself with • 

visual surfaces, and by exploring ltself "as it proceeds, invents its own 

significations. 

The influence of existentialisœ ie profound, for tt contributes 
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to ·an erosion of confidence in the effieacy of traditiona! .American 

forms,117 In the 1950s, fiction thus begins to shed the premises and , 

forms of Modernism and real1sm,l18 There is uncertainty about the assumption 

that lIIyth aod metaphor can order the raw chaos of experience, and as a 

• consequence POf;ltmodernists come to see fiction as a means for exploring 

arbitratiness without such mediation,l19 In the 19608 •. a dialectical 

prog~~ssion is evident as writers attempt to achieve form while simul­

taneously aware of the de1usive aspect of figurative, and by 1m~lication 

hf a11, language,l20 

Whlle 1t is difficuit to pinpoint precisely the ineeption of 

Postmodernism in American f1~tion, a Iikely approximate date is 1955, 

the year that sees the-publication of William Gaddis' The Recognitions. 

In the next twenty-five years. the warks of Barth. Barthelme, Borges. 
' .. 

Burroughs, Donleavy, Friedman, Gaddis, Hawkes, HelIer, Nabokov, Purdy, 

Pynchon, Southern, and Vonnegut represent a collective repudiation of 

Modernism and realism, In rejecting conventional reBlism and sacerdotal 

Modernism as outmoded, Postmodernists turn to the most unconventional 

and iconoclastie of forms, Menippean satire. 

Moreover, the undermining of moral certainty, a result of post-war 

European influen.ce and contemporary history, is refleeted in large degree 

in the absence of a rhetoric signifying tl\e traditiona1 superiority of 

the satirist towards his material. Although the curse of satire 

appears in the rhetoric of narrators and in characters' dialogue, 

a situation that is especially true 1n the fiction of Donleavy, HelIer, 

Purdy, and Southern, the protagonists are frequently"impl~cated in'the 
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representations of thé sterile that.they:~ttack, while in the most 

radical forms, the curse is virtually absent, replaced almost entirely 

by fantastic images of the sterile and the &rotesque. In such forms. 

Menippean sa tire appears non-normative, or "amoral," the concentration 
. 

falling oq the second formaI cànvention, variety. Becauee of the focus 

on variety, modern American writers thus increasingly use the Menippean 

form, and its parod~, comedy, and fantasy signify on one level a dialectical 

reaction to the forma and methods of Modernism and realism. 121 

John Aldridge fpcuse~ on the problem of fiction' s appropriate 

forro in a time of perceived'disorder: 

How, in such a ~ituation,_ is a writer to operate, 
how is he to make coherence out of a world wh1ch 
1a typif1ed prec1aely by its 1ncoherence? How 

" ''- ia he ta make sense of a warl~ the essence of 
which 18- that it 18 sénseles8. 1f not patently 
1nsane?122 

'. 

How, indeed, ia a wr1ter to crea te form out of apparent formlessness? 

One solution' 1s ta reflect formlessness in art itself. The Postmodernist 

th us may adopt aleatory forms such ~ that of Menippean satire, renoun-

'cing as delus1ve both the structure imposed by myth and the signif1cance 

123 1Japlied by metaphor. 

Nevertheles8, this renunci~ffôn does not render myth and metaphor 

utter1y without funct1on. In John Barth' s .!!!!: End of ~~, for 

example, a doct.or prescribes to the central character 8 form of 

self-fictiona1izing called "mythotherapy" in order to cure" him of abu1ia. 

The doctor compares mythotherapy to plotting in fiction, and the taxt 
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!!ndorses the view that 1d.fe necessarily imitates art. 124 Similarly, 

the theme of paranoia in Pynchon' s fiction is a complex and ambiguoua 

metaphor for the imagination, and pynchon's irony ia that a1though paranoia 

constitutes a social ordering activity, its u1timate persona1 effect may 

be disorder and disintegration. 

pynchon's Menippean satire, in particu1ar, attempts ta surmount, 

by dialectical synthesis, the argument between the Modernists, who IJ 

valorize metaphor as truth, and Robbe-Grillet, who regards it as lie. 

Pyn,chon acknowledges the delusive ,aspect of figurative language, and the 
, . ':~ 

reflex ive logic of this assumption leads ,to the subversion of his own 

fiction. pynchon's plots, a metaphor for meaning, 1ack conalusiveness,l25. 

but metaphor in general ia represented 8S a method of escaping from an 

1 

entropie, "plot1ess" world into vita1izing creativity. 

This attention ta 1iterary artifice and its analogues signifies 

parody, which. as the Russian Forma1ists demonstrate, is achieved by the 

"laying bare of the device. ,,126 The Formalists claim that parody becomes 

necessary wh en a tradition is felt ta confine rather than liberate the 

artist' s creative energies. Parody is thus viewed as a transformational 

technique, a means of ridiculing stu1tifying conventions. 

The ridiculing aspect of parody forms â reflexive satiric attack 

by which literary cliché and convention are themse1ves eursed as sterile. 

Parody, then, is functional and frequently results in the creation of 

new forms: in his parody of Amadis of ~ and the chiva1ric romances, 

Cervantes creates the prototype of subsequent realismj similarly, in 

parod}ring Richardson' s Pamela, Fielding crestes Joseph Andrews, 

--=.~--.- --------- ---
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initieting the English comic novel. 

Accord1ng' to Russian Formalist Victor Shklovsky, furthermore, this 

type of stress on literary artifice funct10ns to achieve a "bestrangement" 

or "defamiliarization" of convention. 127 Shklovsky conceivea of 

"defamiliarization" as a technique for making the commonplace strange 

by relocating the conventional in unconventional contexte. This technique 

mey be realized in point of view, style, plot, and other W.!ilys; it8 function 
~ 

ie the renewal of perception itself. In pynchon' 8 Menippean satire, 

for examp1e, the presence of encyc1opedismo in an unconventional fictional 

context constitutes parody and imp1ies that knowledge 1a an unconventional 

signifying proces8, not a conventional signified product. Thua, the 

satirical target of auch parody ia the reader himaelf, and its function 

ie the fertilization of his perception. 128 

Irresolution of plot and focus on the uncertainty of metaphor 

imply a8 weIl both a resistance of experience to coherent arrangement 

by language and ultimate1y a problematic correlation between the two. 

In Barth' s The End of the ~, for example, protagonist Jacob Horner 

acknowledges that language ls a misrepresentative, albeit inspirational, 
l 

transformation of eJlperience: 

. , To turo experience into speech--that i6, to class1fy, 
to categorize, to conceptualize, to grammarize, 
to "yntactify it--is always a betrayal of experience, 
a falsification of it; but on1y 80 betrayed can 
it be dealt with at aIl, and only in 80 dealing 129 
witb 1t did l ever feel a man, alive and kicking. 

/ 
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This dilemma of linguistic uncertainty fadng Postmodernism 

emanates in part from its evident rejection of Romantic-Modernist 

a~sumptions about the v,alidity of literary uses of language, but tlle 

dilemma 1a i~·fact as old as literary criticism itseIf. 130 Historically, 

the anti-poetic stance begins with Pla to, who argues in favor of the 

expulsion of poets from his republic beeause the literary use of language 

entails three errors: it imitates only imitations of the ideal Pla tonie 

Forms; it opposes philosophy's aim of the truth; and by stimulating 

the P!issions, it militates againa t virtue in the polis. On the other 

hand, Aristotle defends poetry on three grounds: its content is more 

philosophieal than that of history; its instinctual method of imitation 
r-

is conducive to pleasure and instruction; and 'its purgation of emotions/ 

in tragic catharsis is proper. Moreover, Aristotle regards good metaphors, 
'1 -

aa demonstrating genius because they imply an abillty to detect 

similarities. 

While Christian theologians like Augustine and Aq~inas are 

equivocal apologists for figurative language, particularly in Bcripture, 

Sidney argues in the ~naissance that poetry affirms nothing and therefore 

does not lie; rather it presents a newer or better nature than nature 

itself and teaehes by virtue of a moral content. During the Enlightenment, 

'the age's growing scientism, çoreshadowed by Ramist logic and Baconian 

,induction, culmina tes ln the rationallsm and emplric1sm of Hobbes, 

Descartes, Locke, and Newton, engender1ng an assault on unphilosophical 

and unsc1entifie uses of language. 

ln lieo-Classic crlticism, then, truth to a nature increasingly 
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, 
conceived as the world disclosed by scientific inquiry becomes the 

criterion. On the other hand, the Romantica, as we have seen, locate 

truth not in the relationship between poern and' world but in the relationship 

between poem and poet, and the crlterion of truth 1a met by the sincere 

passion of the poet. Ultimately, Romantic1sm leads to Symbolism, 

Aestheticism, and Modemism, aIl of which are marked by the gtowing 

tendency to encourage a conception of poetry as autoQ,omous. 

The separation of poe tic or Iiterary diacourae from that of science 

distinguishes two apparently distinct kinds of truth. Although it has 

a Classical source in Plato' s opposition of poe try to philosophy t the 

cleavage begins in effect in the Iate Renaissance and ia aggravated 

during the Enlightenment. While the Neo-Classic tradition endorses 

a qualified correspondence of poetry ta the na tural or der , Romanticism 

and in particular the inheritors of lts tradition feel increasingly 

compelled ~o withdraw poetry altogether from the criterion of emp1rical 

verisimilitude. Even though Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Shelley regard 

science as an unthreatening complement to the vision of poetry
o
! Blake 

Î< 
and Keats inaugura te an anti-sclentific stance just prior to an ag-f! whose 

positivlsm assumes the statua of ideology.131 

Subsequently, the positivism of çomte influences Mill, who as 

a result of hia effort to defend poetry excludes it from logic' s criteria 

of truth and falsity. Like the Romantics, Mill asserts that the end 

of poetry 1a the expression of f eellng, and like Sidney. therefore, he 

withholds poetry from considerations of assent and denial. Mill' s 

strategy does not imply a criticism, but the premises of twantieth-century 
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positivistB .uch as Rudolph Carnap lead them to treat the expressive 

nature of poe tic statemente as devoid of knowledge, and even influential 

psychologistic critic I.A. Richards calls the emotive use of language 

in poetry "pseudo-s tatements. Il implying paradoxically that literature 

1s simultaneously valuable and senseless. 

Thus, in addition to the sense that Modernism and realism are 

outmoded, there exists the linguistic impasse facing Postmodernism that 

derives from this positivist conception of literature as a degraded 

use of language. In positivism, the representative or referential use 

of language in science ls privlleged and properj it ls the means by 

which knowledge is communicated. dn the other hand, implicit in positivism's 
. , 

banishment of'metaphysica and poetry ta the expressive domain of language 

ia the bel1ef that the expressive use of language lacks empirical content; 

8uch a use of language ia not a forro of knowledge, and therefore, no 

knowledge is connnunicated in or by it. George Steiner argues that this 

split of Western culture into incommensurable realms of art and science 

occurs in the seventeénth century as mathematics begins tg-1ievelop .. 
into an autonomous language,l32 and this situation, according to C.P, 

Snow, leads to the dichotomy of the two cultures, scientific and 

literary, in the intellectual life of the twentieth century,133 

The movement from deductive Aristotelian scholasticism and Christian 

theology te empiricism, rationalism, and positivism constitutes the 

transformation of the ancient world ioto the modem one in the West, 

but twentieth-century science itself provides the alternative to 

positivist dogmatism. Einstein discovers that the Newtonian absolutes 
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of space, time, and motion are relative; Heisenberg asserts that the 

perceiver of sub-atomic events ineluctably altera the perceived by the 

very act of perception and that abeolute.certainty of both the position 

and veloci ty of particles i6 therefore unattainable j Bohr' s Principle 

of Complementarity states that classical and quantum physics are subj ect 

to reciprocal limitations and that as a result only probability or 

statistical causality (and not deterministic certainty) is a~a1nable; 

and Goedel subverts the autonomy of formaI systems altogether--especially 

mathematics, formerly the cornerstone of certainty--by proving that 

there mu~t exist in any fomial system at least one undecidable proposition, 

a 8ituftlon that necessitates an endless hierarchy of systems. 
",,",' 

Recent French criticisID also suggests a way out of the impasse 

created by logieal positivism's linguistic dualism. 134 Roland 
, 

Barthes, reruting the idealist notion of the unitary transcendent 

subject or ego, argues that the subject is plural and that language 

should conform to this plurality. Barthes' opposition to positivism 

leads to his rejection of the notion that scientific discourse is 

privileged; for Barthes J no fonu of discourse has 8uch privileged or 

"natural" status. Similarly, Michel Foucault seeks ta liberate aIl 

, discourse from the artificial restraint& of "intriosic" rules and extrinsic 

repressions. Jacques Lacan, like Barthes, denies the unit y and iotegrity 

of the ego and 8sserts that the uncooscious is represented by the 

language of the other, a term signifying the unavoidable iocompleteness 

or gap in coosciousness. This language approxima tes poetry in its 

polysemy, and its emphssis, io Sauasurean te~inology, is 00 the chain of 
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signifiers, not their signifieds. ln like manner, Jacques Derrida 

advocates dissémination, a surfeit of signifieds that escape conclusive " 

formalization, and "decoDstruction", a mode of 1nterpretation that locates 

and iden.tlfies but does- not seek to resolve in any fi~~' sense implicit and 

expl1cit textual inconsistencies and contradictions. 

The anti-poetic stance originated by Plata, sanctioned by the 

sc1entific revolution of the seventeenth century, and 1dealogized 

by positivism, assumes that only the referential or representative 

use of language is primary, proper, and capable of the communication 

of knowledge. The figurative or express1ve use of language 1s construed 

as secondarYt improper, and incapable of such communication. However, 

theoretical science in the twentieth century subverts the absolute 

distinction between per~eiver and perceived necessary for the scientific 

use of a referential or representatlve language as • transparent medium 

for signification of essences, properties, and universals. Similarly, 

the French critics Barthes, Foucault. Lacan, and Derrida Bee pOBitivism 

and idealism as ideologies and discard their linguistic corollaries as 

arbitrary norma concealing a structure of power. These critics are· 

mutually engaged in a "decons~ruction"of privileged forma of discourse, 

and their support of an erotic discourse of play constitutes a crisis, 

if not a revolution, in languag,e and culture. 
)L' 

In form and effect, the ,Henippean satire of Thomas Pynchon participa tes 

in and accelerates this criais. The indeterminacies of Pynchonts plots 

and of his figurative language couple with a tropical and parodistic 

use of scientific language ta create a vision of uncertainty in both 
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so-called referential and emotive linguist1c patternings of experience; 

the result is that-the unequivalent dualism of the positivist conception 

of language 1a replaced by a Postmodern1st equ1valence. 

Moreover. Pynchon' s "decons'tructions" and "foregroundings" 

(at' the Prague L1nguist1c Circle terme the technique)135 are not 

only metaphors for uncertainty but also the rhetorical means of achieving 

a fert11ization of perception. As the Russian Formalists argue of literary 
.. ~ '" ~ 5 

devices that are "laid barei' or "made strange." such deconstructioDS and 

foregroundings serve to renew perception: 

Art i8 conceived as a way of breaking down automatism 
in perception, and the aim of the image is held to 
be, not making a meaning more accessible for our 
comprehension, but bringing about a special perception 
of a thing, britiglng aboui ~he 'seeing,' and not just 
the 'recognizing.' of-it. 3 

In frustrating the most conventional expectations of aIl, that of 

determinate linguistic significance and formaI closure. Pynchon implies 

the open-endedness and indeterminacies of perception. Thua, Pynchon's 

texts constitute a satiric attack on mimesis as a static. closed form; 

in ita place, Pynchon offers a dynamic and open form, and the functional 

end of satire, a perceptual fert1lity, 1a thereby integrated with the 

end of aIl l1terature, del1ght. 

! 
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,III. American Traditions 

\ 

Pynehon' s Postmodernist form of satire 1s. as l have demonstrated, 

European in origin; nevertheless, ~homas pynehon is an Amer1can writer,-

and his European form incorporates native materia1s and traditions. 

Although America has 1ts indigenous satirie verse tradition, such as the 
<\, l,' 

1 
Connecticut Wits, and its indigenouB satiric prose tradition, such as 

Brâckenr1dge' s Modern Chivalry and the worka of Twain and Lewis, 
-.,' , 

Pynchon' s texts embody the only avai1able form commensurate with the 

radical nature of his vision. With the exceptions of Melville' s l'he 

Confidence Man, sections of Moby~, and certain texts by West and Gaddis, 
<!l 

the Menippean form of satire has no extensive history in the United 

States prior to the 1960s, a faet attributable in part to the reiative 

youth of th;e republic and its I1terature. 137 
-, 

The original Menippean' form arose in early Hellenistic Greece 

as both a philosophie al outgrowth of Cynicism138 and a literary 

development through parody of the epistle, symposium, and Bionean. 

diatribe.l39 In America, however, cynicism has not been historically 

consistent with official forms of the American imagination. Cynicism' 8 

distruat of the worldly corresponds somewhat to colonial America' s . ' 
Puritan asceticism, but the fo l;1Iler , s irreverent contempt of goda in 

• any form make it rel1giously object1onable to the Puritan mind. 

Subsequently, the materialist tendenc1es of the Enlightenment, while 

profoundly influencing the founding fathers of the republ1c and supsequent 

generations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, cannot accommodate 
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Cynic1sm' s rejection of materia1i~y; nor can Transcendentalism. despite 
" 

ite immaterialism and emphasis on self-reliance, prove conducive to a 

philo8~phy that in principle rejects Emetsoni.an opt~ismJ Thoreauvi~n 

hermetic1sm, and Wh1tmanesque exuberance. 

It 1s not, in fact, until Hawthorne's allegor1cal sat;f.re on 

Transcendental1sm, "The Cele~t:f..al Ra1lroad, If his subsequent critiquee 

of Ut,op1anism and Puritanism, and Melville' s The Confidence Man and - , -
quasi-Menippean ,'Moby ~ that Americ.an wri ters begin to practice 

fictional forms that discard American progressivist optimism. \ Wh1le 

they cannot be classif1ed as Cynics in the ancient 'philosophieal 

sense, Hawthorne and Melville initiate a profound shift in American 

fiction away from naive forms l1ke the Gothic romance, and the evolv~ng 

'realism and naturalism of subsequent fiction in the late nineteenth ' 
- ~ 

and early tWentieth centuries mark ~'significant phase in the development 

of the national literature. It is late in this period that Twain' s 

pessimistic satire flourishes, for example, and that the works of Bierce 

and Mencken, who are cynics in the more modern sènse of the term, appear.· 
Y;.-

In' partieul~_~ Melville's sig~if:f..cant achievement ln nineteenth-century 

American fiction is that Moby ~ const1tutes a reject10n of the 

Transcendental1st metaphysics of nature and its German idealist source. 

The whale' s blanknesB and Ahab' s horror of it have their roots in 
-~ 

Coleridge f S albatrosB and Poe' s abhorrence of whiteness in The Narrative 
p 

E! Arthur Gordon .!2!i in Gravit y 's Ra1nbow, as we shall see". Pynchon' 8 

comparableacbievement 1n this century is the eJf>tens1on of this tradition 

into the 'locus of technology. Thus, both the encycloped1sm of Melv1l1e's 
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cetology and thé resist~nôe of Ahab's quest< to determinate significance 

provide Pynchon with his principal model ~~ Ameriean fiction. 
1.'-~ 

• To Melville, t~e gav"between mi~d and nature presents an episte-
'.-

mologieal, methodolôgical; and philosophical dilemme that he explpres 

":' subsequently in Pierre and The Confidence~. In the fonner text, the 

epon~ous writer experiences a realm ~f ambiguity, skepticism of reason 

and imagination (and thus of both faet and fiction), an4 finally 
• (,f 

desper te nihilism leading to his suicide. In the la~ter, a minor 

Menippean text, whose form is a parody of the symposium, Melville 

retreats from othis absolutism but, like Rawt ... horne in "The Celestial 

Rallroad," satirizes Transcendentalism by lampoon1ng Emerson in the 

figure of Mark Winsome. 

Although not a practitioner of the Menippean fom, Mark Twain 
• 0 

wrltes the conventional satires of Roughing .!!. and The Innocent. 

Abroad; bu! his work develops a Melvlllean ambigu1ty that turns" 
1 

eventu~lly into bleak.pesaimism. Such am~iguity is especially noticeable 
1 0 1 

i~! Connecticut" Yankee ~ King Arthur's Court and ~ Tragedy of Pudd'n'head 
o 

1 

Wilson, while the Swiftian satires on "the damned human race"_-~ Man 

!h!!. Corrupted Hadleyburg, What .!.! Man?, and ~ Mysterioue Stranger--come 

last in his writing career. 

The !!!!! indignatio that informs the final phase of Twain's work 
.~ 

a1so marks the satire of Nathanael West, who is the Menippean form's 

progelito~ in ~ ~ 1.lli E.!. ~~, a transitional t~t in 

Ameri an satire between Twain's later worka and the Po~tmoderniat-Menippean 

empha is on variety. William Gaddis' The Recognitions, like West's 

(. 
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-~.~ ~ of !!!.!.2.~, is Menippean 1n form, ,~nd Gadd1s' influence 

on Pynchon, so long assumed, now seems estab1ished,140 

Finally,' two of pynchon' s con tempo taries , Barth and Vonneg.ut, 

conduct significant expertBents in the Menippean form: the former 1n 

The Sot-Weed Factor and Giles Goat-Boy, and the latter in The Sirens of 

Titan and ~ Cradle. AlI six texts from Wast'a to Vonnegut's are 

satiric in the conventional sense of curse mediated by rhetoric but 

aIl diffuse the curse as well into the Menippean formal variety of parody, 

comedy, and fantasy, 

Moreover, the recent predominance of Menippean sat~re in American _# 
fiction 1s a literary event of the firat order. One acholar even 8uggest8 

that the fOTm may be !h! representative genre for the entire 'poat-war 

period,14l 

Pynchon's radical vision ha~ eources and analogues in tne native 

tradition: Poe's mixture of humor and the grotesque, a fOTm of the tall 

tale, in his early atories;142 poe'a metaphysical prose-poem Eureka, 

announc1ng a rudimentary prototype of the theory of entropy and that 

"The Universe is a plot of God, ,,143 two concepts that Pynchon uses I1nd 

modifies; Poets detective figure Dupin, the prototype for aIl subsequent 

detective fiction, including that of Pynchon's detective parodies; 

Whitman's prose pamphlet Democratic Vis tas (with ita own sources in 

De Tocqueville) in which the poet expresses his concern that the corruption 

'of democracy may destroy indiVidualism,144 a forerunner of the principal 

curee of :!!!!. CryinS .2i ~ 49; and the anti-industrialism of Sherwood 
/...:;> 

Anderson, who in his autobiography proposes a connection between 

-
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ineffectuality and materialism. 145 Thus pynchon's form may be unique, 

but his vision is not without its precedents in the native tradition. 

ln conclusion, the Menippean form of satire, Postmodernism, and 

native literary traditions serve to explain, respectively, the form and 

function, the significance, and the vision of the fiction ~f Thomas • , ! 
J 

i 
; 

J 
Pynchon, a figure whom cri tic Edward Mendelson regards as "the 

1 

~ greatest living writer in the English-speaking world. ,,146 
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March,",The Southern Review, NS 3 (1967), 591-92. -
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on the multiplicity of reality imposed by metaphor, fear of the 
falsification of experience by myth" (308). 

119 See Ronald Sukenick, "Thirteen Digressions," Partisan Review, 
43 (1976), 90-101, who argues for a new fiction that ls i "subversive1y 
persona1 and unsystematic--Mil1er, Sterne, Rabe1ais--unruly, tÎnpredictab1e" 
(101). Sukenick asserts, "One felt the need to incorporate the vagaries 
of experience, its randomness, its arbitrariness •••• If another kind of 
structure seemed possible, it was the structure of the arbitrary" (92). , , 

120 The c1earest statement of this position in Postmodernist fiction 
ie in John Barth's ~~ ~ the Road (New York: Bantam, 1967), p. 119. 
See be1ow, P. 42. 

121 Elliot Braha, p. 3, regards Menippean satire as "the representative 
genre of the contemporary era." 

122 ""American Novel," pp. 123-24. 

123 On this point, see Sukenick, "Thirteen Digressions," 92, and 
Richard Wasson, "Note~ on a New Sensibility," Partisan Review, 36 (1969), 
460-77; rpt. in Critic~l Essaya, pp. 13-14. ., 
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124 !h! End El. ~o~, pp. 88-90. 

125 See Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's 
that the carnivalization of Menippean satire 
of conclusive conclusion.." . 

Poetics, p. 165, who atgues 
is "hostile to any sort 

126 Introduced by Roman Jakobson, this term, trans1iterated from the 
original Rusaien, ia obn1lenîe priëma. See Victor Er1ich, Russidn 
iormal1sm: H~ry-Doctr ne, 3rd. ed. (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 
1981), p. 77. ' 

127 Ostranenie is Shklovsky's original term trans1iterated from 
Russian. Lee t. Lemon and Marion J. Reis, trans.,Russian Formalist 
Crlticism: ~ Essaxs, Regents Critics Series (Lincoln: Univ. of 
Nebraska Press, 1965), p. 4, and Robert Scho1es, Structuralism in 
Literature: An Introduction (New Haven: Yal~~n1v. Press, 1974)-,-p. 83, 
translate the term as "defami1iarization." r' 

128 Precisely how such renewa1 is achieved is~perhaps more,a matter 
for neurologists and psycholinguis~s (or critics in the I. A. Richards 
tradition) than for literary scholars ta determine. lt,is interesting 
to note, however, that even Eliot and Pound view forms of art MS the. 
means to such renewal. Eliot writes in ~ ~ El Poetry ~ Th ~ 
of Criticism (London: Faber and Faber, 1933), p. 155, that poetry may 
help to break up the conventiona! modes of perception and valuation 
which are parpetual1y forming, and make people see the world afresh, 
0'1: some new part of it." Similar1y, Pound writes in "The Wisdom of 
Poetry," Ezra Pound: Se1ected Prose 1909-1965, ed. William Cookson (New 

York: Ne;-nrrections, 1973), p. 360, that "the function of an art is 
to strengthen'the perceptive faculties and free them from encumbrances, 
such encumbrances, for instance, as set moods, set ideas, conventions •••• '" 

129 The ~.2f. ~~, p. 119. 

130 Fôr the following discussion of the C1assica1, Medieval, Renaissance, 
Neo-Classica1, and RomBntic critical àttitudes towards figurative language, 
l am indebted ta these s~urces: The Great Critics: An Anthology of 
Literary Criticism, ed. James Harry S~ith and Edd Winfie1d ~arks-rNew York:, 
Norton, 1951); William K. Wimsatt, Jr., and Gleanth Brooks, Literary 
Criticism: ! Sbort History (New York: Random House, 1957/; RosemunQ Tuve, 
Elizabethan and Metaphysical Imagery: Renaissan~e Poetic and Twendteth­
Century Critics (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1961); Terence 
Hawkes, eta hor, The Critica1 Idiom, 25 (London: Methuen, 1972); and p 

M. H. Abr - s, ~ Mirror and !!:!! Lamp: Romantic Theory and ~ Critica1 
.Tradition New York:, Norton, 1958). 

o 

131 On this point and on Mi11's struggle with the nature of poetié 
lan~uage, see Abrams, pp. ,298-312 and 320-35. \~ 

132 "The Retreat from the Ward," Kenyan Review, 23 (1961), l87-216~ 
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~33 The !WO Cultures and the Sc1entific Revolution (Cambridge: 
Cambridg,e u;-iv. Press, i9s9Y:--

134 For a uaeful exposition of Lévi-Strauss, Barthes, Foucault. Laèàn •• 
and Derrida, see Structuralism and Since: From Lévi-Strauss ta Derrida, 
ed. John Sturrock (New York: Oxford Vniv. ïÇ;Ss, 1979). -

o 

135 "Foreground1ng" Is a translation from Czech of a wo~d e~~oyed 
; by Bohuslav Havriinek, "The Functional Differentiation of the Stl1ndard " ,~ Language, in A.Prague School Reader ~ Esthetics, Literary Structure, 

and Style, ed. and transe Paul L. Garvin (Washington: Georgetown Univ. 
Press, 1964), pp. 3-16. The original Czech ward, trans1iterated, is 
aktua11sace. Havriinelè, p. 10, defines aktualisaas "the use of the 
devices 'of the language in such a way that th1s {~self attracts 
attention and ls perceived as uncommon, BS deprived of automatizat1on, 
as deautomatlzed, such ,as a live poetic metaphor (as opposed to a 
lexica1ized one, which is automatized)." 

136 Boris Ejxenbaum, "The Theory qf the FormaI Method," in ~ead1ngs 
in, Russian Poetics: Formalist and Stfuctura1ist Views, ed. Ladislav 
Matejka and Krystyna Pomorska (Cambridge: M.I.T.~s, 1971). pp. 
13-14. 

137 On Moby Dick's incorporation of Menippean form, see Frye, p. 313~ 

-1~8 Menippus was principal1y-a Cynie, but McCarthy, p! "37, argues 
that there ia a strong admixtu:re of "Hedonism" in his worka as weIl. 

~ 

139 See Courtney, 87, a~d McCarthy. 19-24: op the app~~~orig1ns 
of the Menippean forme 0 

140 See Braha, pp. 39 and 62-65, and Steven Moore, "'Parallel. Not 

, 

Series 1: Thomas Pynchon and WH·Ham Gaddis, Il Pynchon ~, No. 11 (1983), "­
pp. 6-26, for explorations of the influences of Gaddis on Pynchon; 

141 Braha, p. 3. 

142 See, for example, "Bon-Bon," liT he Duc de l'Omelette," liA Tale of 
Jerusalem," and "Loss of Breath," ~ ~ & Edgar'~ ~.!!l Ohe 
Volume (New York: Walter J. Black, 1927). 

143 "Eureka: An Essay on the Materia1 and Spiritual Universe." 
Works, pp. 820-90. For the entropy prototype, see esp. pp. 881-82. 
~or the universe-as-God's-plot metaphor, see esp~ p. 878. 

144 "Democra'Uc Vistas," Democratie Vistes and Other Papere (New York: 
E. P. Dutton, 1888). pp.~1-89, e.p. pp. 83-86.--- o~' 
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Chapter 'l'wo: 

V.: Beyond the v Veil 

This chapter concerns 1tse~"ith~.hon'o firot Menippean 

satire, ~l l use the Menippean mOde~ ~:S:ped in chapter one first 
, 

to diaclose the obj ects of the curee, propoaing that in .Y..!. the curse 

attacks tùrough rhetoric the representations of the sterile., and second 

to analyze and diseuss the forms of variety, focusing ul timately on the 
{' 

text 'a two principal parodies, the Profane and V, narratives, aS they 

incorpprate the CU14le. The curse is seen as enacted on "the inanimate" 

in its chief textual forma of the ,passive, the impersonal, and the 

inorganic in America and Europe, and the 'analysis of the two parodistic' 

narratives results in a final identification of V. herself with the 
" -• J -

spirit of fasci~~) defined i~ the> text as a nostalgie and violent 
.6' ,~ 

m8S8 poli tical movement. In both narratives, the curse of .Y!. 1s thua 

directed at the evolv1ng violence of twentieth-century Europe and the 

" ")cadence of modern Amer1co. 

, 

. , 
If !!. is Menippean satire, then it should possess the conventions 

essential to the genre. First, it should ~resent and attack the 

) -

1 

l , 
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stfl,rile. 'Since this formal convention of Menippean satire embodies the 

curse, images of the fertile (that is, affirm~~ions) should be absent 

>'li 
or minimal or should emerge rhetorically by the oj)ntrary implications 

of irony. Second, Menippean satire focuses on variety. a composite of 

parody, comedy, and fantaey. As l have indicated, comedy and fantasy 

provide antonymie and paradoxical images of the ordinary and extraordinary, 
- , 

and parody offers a wide stylistic and structural diversity that imitates 

~ and transforms other literary genres. Third, Menippean satire functions 

to encourage fertil1ty by the elimination of the sterile through the 
\ 

attack of the curse. Su ch attack is effected on many levels by a range 

of rhetorical devices: irony, invective, sarcasm, travesty, burlesque, 

hyperbole, caricature, anticlimax, wit, and the forms of variety 

them~elves. 2 Fourth, Menippean satire functions tç delight its readers. 

lts parody, comedy, and fantasy serve to complement the sterile. Thus, 

the ·three forms of variety aUeviate an otherwise uniformly bleak 

fiction. 

The curae of Menippean satire attacks the sterile by rhetorical 

teçjmiques. ln!!., the dominant néirrative tone la dispassionate, but . :~~ ..... 
l, 

occasiona.l narrative sarcasms, ironies, parodies, and invectives serve 
/ ,---. 

to! establish the vertical perspective of satire' s curse. The sterile 

is represented in the text by the "inanimate, Il and th1s representation 

takes three basic fotms: first, protagonlst.è::Benny Profane' s passivity 

(ridiculed in the text as "yo-yoing" and "schlemihlhood"), which accords 

him the statua of object and functions to curse Americ~n decadence; 

second, Herbert Stencil' s own ,escape from personality into an impersonal 
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quest, a satiric parody of Modernist aesth~~ies;3 and third, the 

indorporation of" inorganic matter by V. (and others), a satire by the 
.... 

disabling imagery of grotesque fantasy of European deeadenee and 
, 

violence. These three areas of representation constitute the central 

objects of the curse in V. and will be discussed below in detai! in the 
, 
analyses of the Profane and V. narrative parodies. 

Menippean satire' s second formaI convention, variety, is manifested 

in the text' s comedy, fantasy, and parody. In'y':", as in pynchon' s 

subsequent fi.ction, comedy takes two principal forms, paronomasia and 

{arce. Pynchon's paronomasia, an employment of mock-signific~nt 

onomastic8 and puns, continues a basic tradition o·f poetic, dramatic. and 

... narrative satire. 4 Names such as Profan~ and Stencil have a kind of' 

denotative or referential significance; others such as Charisma have 

ironie significance; in certain instances, such as the name Mafia 

Winsome, for example, the significance lB both denotative and ironie; 

and a fourth càtegory of names", such as those of Porpentine and 
(,;Ji. 

Bongo-Shaftesbury, exemplifies an 1nventiveness that serves to entertain 

and to he1gh ten the text' s artif ice. The puns in.!:.., such as "he had 

one foot in the Grave anyway" (p. 2), cons t1tute another form of paronomas1a 

and, l1ke the mock-signlficaot naming of charaeters, enterta1n the reader, 
, 

emphasize textua:l artifice, and help to develop themat1c patt'erns. 

Similarly, pynehon 1 s second form of comedy. farce. serves comparable 

purposes. Assoeiated largely with Benny Profane, it entertains and 

advances textual themes, in particular, that of Profane's "schlemihlhood." 

Fantasy takes three basic forms in Y,:.: Urst, the V. narrative, 
~ 

-
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an historical fantasy composed of four episodea w~ose correspondence 

to actual events ia an indeterminate mixture of fact and fiction; second, 
, 

the grotesque, presented in The Whole Sick Crew, a group of pseudo-artists 

Profane encounters and subsequently joins in New Y,?rk City,'in the episode 

of Father Fairing' B rat p~rish in the sewers of New York City, and in 

the depiction of V. a6 increasingly inanimatej and third, the supernatural, 

presented in Profane' 6 "conversations" with robots while he works as 

night watchman for Anthrores,earch Associates, in German engineer Kurt 

Monda~gen' s voyeuristic dreaIlls in South-West Africa, and in Mehemet' 8 

tales of time-travel and of the spirit Mara on the ialand of Malta. 

These forms of the fantastic entertain and advance rhetorical points in 

the satire •. 

'The third and principal form of Menippean variety t parody, structures 

the narrative dualisIIl of present and past into the Profane and V. 

narratives, respectively parodies of the picaresque and quest romance. 

In effect, Pynchon parodies novelisd.c conventions of plot: Profane is 

more victim than agent of the random action in his narrative, and Stencil 'a 

quasi-scholarly, quasi-paranoid obsession with V. yie1ds on1y an uncertain 
1, 

possibility of a constructed coherence in a V.-centered, conspiratorial t 

apocalyptic "plot"; IIloreOVer, the arrangement of chapters and of tales within 

chapters parodies chro~ology t causality t and closure. As l ~hall 

argue, the text does not endorse Profane's passivity, but the textual' 

status of Stencil's quest i8, finally, ambiguous, revealing PyÙchon's 

own ambivalence about the effectiveness of metaphor and paranoia as 

modes of recognition. Profane' s self-effacement without a quest abject 

-~ 
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is ult~mately a form of the sterile anâ function& as a ~atire on American 

'decad~c~, but 'Stencil' s self-effacement with a quest object provides 

. ridicule, by caricature of Stencil and the aH-inclusive method of his 

quest, not necessarily its function. Despite the text' s reflexive 

subversions of metaphor and plot, Stencil's quest functions to transform 

his inactivity to activity and may yield , in an unexpected way, a form 

of coherence. Like the curse, these forms of Menippean variety--parody, 

comedy,and ~ntasy--will be diacussed next in the analysis of the Profane 

and V. narrative parodies. 

The picaresque, parodied in the Profane plot, is a form that 

traditionally has an episodic structure, emphasiz1ng accident and 

chance, and a protean protagonist whose ethical and emotional vacuity 

signifies, in the words of Stuart Miller, lia total lack of structure 

in the world."5 The picaro is typically a rogue of low socio':'economic 

origins. He worka little, relying chiefly on his wita to survive, gnd 

\ 
performs at best menial tasks for others who represent a wide variety 

of backgrounds, a situation that permits incidental satire of higher 

socio-ec@nomic classes. Although a source (and possibly object) of 

satire, the picaro functions chiefly as a knave in a world of knaves. 

His morality is conventionally an amorality, and his character remains 

static throughout the episodic narrative, which tends towards a detailed 

realisID with plain and often indecorous diction. 

In many of these respects, the Profane plot is picaresque, and 'Profane • 

is a picaro. The plot'e episodic ,structure, lts emphasis on fortune, 
... 

and Profane's menial jobs aIl are conventions of the picaresque. 

.. , 



71 

Profane' s "inanimateness." however, a form of folly. signifies picaresque 

parody. 

The narrator describes Profane. who was born in 1932 during the 

./ 
Great Depression and about whose life prior to 1954 the reader i8 told 

nothing. as "amoebalike, Il a simile signifying the protean nature of the 

conventiona1 picaro, but tbe other terme of the description serve to 

ridicule: 

Still a great amoebalike boy, soft and fat, 
hai.r cropped clo~e and growing in patches, 
eyes smaii l1ke a pig' s and set too far apart. (P. 27) 

The narrator informe the reader that Profane's chief occupation, 

fo11owing his Nevy dis charge in mid-1954, ia road-laboring, and in 

the text hie jobs are the 1ow1y ones bf a picaro: "assistant saladman" 

(p. 13) at Schlozhauer's Trocadero, outside Liberty, New York in the 

summer of 1954; volunteer killer of alligators 1n the sewere of New 

York City in early 1955; and night watchman at Anthroresearch Associates 

in New York City in mid-1955. These episodes provide both comic and 

fantastic imagea that signify, ~ alia, Profane' a ineptitude and 

inaniulateness, 

Profane' 8 chief at Schlozhauer' 8 Trocadero ls "a mad Brazilian" 

named Da Conho "who wanted to go fight Araba in Israel Il (p. 13): 

Because of his obsession and violence, Da Conho prefigures the obsesslve 

'Stencil and "Violent 'V., but he is made to appear ridiculous by travesty: 
\'0<- .. ' 
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Da Conho would assemble his machine gun, 
camouflage it with iceberg lettuce, watercr~s 
and Belgian endive, and mock-strafe the guests 

. assembled in the dining room. "Yibbie. yibble. Il (P .14) 

SubsequentIy, Da Conho's machine-gun is stolen. and he is fired. Mad 

and powerless, he disappears from the narrative a figure of com1c 

pathos, but for Profane, Da Conho 1 s attachment to his machine gun 

18 a significant nove1ty: "Love for an object, this was new to him " 

(p. 14). 

Also, it is in an episode of farce outside the Trocadero that Rachel 

Owlg1ass nearly runs Profane over with her MG, a parody of the love-at-

first-sight encoun ters of mass-market romances. Thema1::'ically, the incident 

also serves to dramatize Profane 18 impotence in containing, 'the irruption 

of the inan.imate: 

He was wandering out the bsck door of the kitchen 
one noon carrying a garbage can overflowing with 
lettuce leaves Da Conho considered Bubstsndard 
when somewhere off to his right he heard the MG' s 
s1nister growl. Profane kept walking, sècure' in a 
f81th that burdened pedestrians have the tight-of-way. 
Next thing he knew he was clipped in thé rear end 
by the carIs right fender. Fortunately, it was only 
moving st 5 mph--not fast enough to break anything, 
only to send Profane, garbsge cau and Iettuce 1eaves 

, 1 

'1 , 

flying BSS over teakettle in a great green shower. (Pp.14~15) 1 

Later, as"1'rQfane reflect's on the incident" the narrative establishes 

as weIl his confusion of the animate and 1nanimate, for he ie uncerta1n' 
l '" \ ' 

if Rachel is one or the other: "He reflec ted tha t here wa~ another 

~') 

/ 
! 
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1nanimate obj ect that had nearly killed him. He was not sure whether 

he meant Rachel or the car " (p, 15), 

Rachel' fi appearance serves as an opportun1ty for incidenta! social 

,satire (effected by disabling imagery, irony. and sarcasm) of her privileged 

Long Island background, which under the illusion of freedom actually 

exacts a stultHy1ng conformity of affluence: 

-
Daughters are constrained to pace demure and darkeyed 
like so many Rapunzels with1n the magic frontiers of a country 

,\ where the elf1n architecture of Chinese restaurants, 
seafood palaces and split-1evel synagogues is often 
enchant1ng as "the seai until they have ripened enough 
to be sent off to the mountains and colleges of the 
Northeast. Not to hunt husbands (for a certain parity 
has always obtained in the Five Towns whereby a nice 

1 

boy can be predestined for husband as early as age sixteen 
or seventeen); 'but to be granted the illusion at least 
of having "played the field"--so necessary to a girl' s 
epio tionaI development. 

Ooly the brave escape. Come Sunday nights. with 
golfing done, the Negro maids. hav1ng rectified the 
disorder of last nigqt's party, off to visit with 
relatives in Lawrence, and Ed Sullivan still hours 
away, the blood of this kingdom exit {rom their 
enormous homes, _oter their automobiles and proceed 
to the business districts. The:te to divert themselves 

.• among seemiogly endless vistas of butterfly shrimp 
and egg foo yungi Orieutals bow, !'.8tld smile, and flutter 
through summer' B twilight, and in their voiees are the 
birds of summer, And with night's fal1 comes a brief 
promenade io the street: the torso of the father so11d 
and sure in its J. Press suit; the eyes of the daughters 
secret behind Bunglasses rimmed io rhinestones. And aS 
the jaguar has giveo its name to the mother' 8 car, BO 
has it given Ha skin-pattern to the slacks which 
encompass her sleek ,pips. Who could escape? Who could 
want to? (Pp. 16-17) 

Although' Rachel seeks escape ft~~m her confinement, she 1s initially 

. ,. 

, 
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impl1cated in the hegemony of the inanimate. Profane regards her world 

as "one of objects c:oveted or valued, an atmosphere Profane cou1dn't 

breathe" (p. 18). Later, as if in confirmation, he espies her speaking 

to her MG and fondHng Hs gearshift. Thus, in these episodes involving 

Da CO;1ho and Rachel Owlg18ss, the satires on obsession and violence 

work by travest;y, and the satire on the love of the inanimate works by 

the c:ontrary implication of irony. 

Profane' s killing of alligators in the sewers of New York City as 

1:lIedieval romances' a public service represent~th a p~ro~y of 

dragon-slayings by knight-err~s and a forro of the quasi-fantastic, 

neither entirely probable nor entirely impossible. Street and underground 

provide antonymic symbols for Profane. The underground oEfers a haven, 

but the Street is associated with both the inanimate and the obsessive, 

violent world of the useless animate; who themselves tend towards 

inanimate statua: 

, 
Profane had grown a little leery of streets. 
especially streets like this. They had in fact 
a11 fused into a single abstracted Street, which 
come the full moon he would have nightmares about. 
East Main, s ghetto for Drunken Sailors nobody 
knew what to Do With, sprang on your nerves with aIl 
the abruptness of a normal night' s dream turning to 
nightmare. (P. 2) 

Later, the narrative reconfirms that "Profane was afraid of lâiu~' ' 
/' 

or seascapea • • • where nothing else lived but himself ll (p,. l2). 

Thua, st leaat in the open1ng chapters 1n which these passages occur • 

. , 

, , 
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Profane is potentially a saUrie hero, one who 16 allenated by and from 

'the sterile world 'of the inanimate. The street and he are "strangers 

1n every way" (p,. 27), and "[sjtreets ••• had taught h1m nothing" 

(p. 27). But Profane 1 s apparent potential for heroism, for renewing the 
,'. 

modern Amerièan wasteland by attaeking the ster:l,le, is instead a " 

disguise for folly, for he ia a self-styled "yo-yo" and "schlemihl." 
, 

(The former metaphor vacillating movement and, 

aceording to The Dictiona of American Slang, denotes "a compromising 

person" and "a freeloader' more recently it denotes "a stupid, 

incompetent, or undesirable pers,on." The latter term, from Yiddish, 

denotes Î'an oaf, a fool, espec1ally a stupid, awkward, clumsy feHow; 

.,a jerk. "6) 

Profane's yo-yoing represent8 Pynchon'a form af the picaro's 

subjection 'to the caprice of Fortune, but it signifies furtber tbe 

protagoni&t's pointless automatism and mechanism. Likewise, his 

schlemihlhood indieates somethibg more eomplex Chan mere clumsiness in 

the presence of the inanimate. At first, he fears and a'Voids the inanimate, 

but as the text progresses, he becomes inereasingly identified with 1t. 

Profane's inability to deal with the inanimate allows Pynehon the entertain-

ment of farce, but rh~torieally the inanimate in ~ represents an 

historieal pattern of the~ non-human' s intrusion ioto and possible 

absorption of the animate, an overarching Pynchon theme, especially in 

the V. narrative. Thus, the farce of the following Bcene serves a 

superficial comie p~rpoBe but on a deeper generie level functions to 
r) 

ridicule 40fane: 

/-
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One morning Profane woke up early', couldn' t get 
back to sleep and decided on a whim to spend the day 
l1ke a yo-yo, shuttling on the subway back and forth, 
underneath 42nd Street', from Times Square to Grand 
Central and vice versa. He made his way to the washroom 
of Our Home, tripping over tw~ empty mattresses on 
route. eut himself shaving, had trouble extracting 
the blade and gashed a finger. He took a shower to get 
rid of the blood. The handles wouldn't turn. When he 
finally found a shower that worked, the water came out 
hot and cold in random patterns~ He danced around, 
yowling and shivering, slipped on a bar of 80ap and 
nearly br.pke his neck. Drying off, ,he ripped a frayed 
towel in half, rendering it useless. He put on his 
skivvy shirt backwards, took ten minutes getting his fly 
zipped and another fifteen repairing a shoelace which had 
broken as he wa8 tying it. AlI the rests of his morning 
80ngs were silent cuss words. It w8sn't that he was 
tired or even notably uncoordinated. Oo1y 80mething that, 
being a sch1emihl, he'd known for years: 'inanimate 
objects and he could not live in peace. (Pp. 27-28) 

" , 
When Profane descends into the sewers to combat alligators, then, 

his status as an object of satire has already been established. ~ 

'Just as the inanimate comes to supplant the animate, so the 

world of the street invades the netherworld of Profane's alligator 

patrol. The episode serves as a politieal allegory both of Weberian 

charisma and rationa1ization and of domination of the prete-rite by 

the elect (with the implieit rejection of the sterility of the latter 

element of each pair), two models of the proeess and structure of power 

that Pynchon employa explicitly in Gravity's Rainbow. 7 The patrol 

begins as "pretty exciting business" (p. 101). The volunteers, who 

1 are "[nQostly bumsl' (p. 100), communicate through walkie-talkies, 

but this temporary state of grace for the powerless succumbs to 

the rationalizing powe~ of the street: first, the Federal Communications 

.' 
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Commission, forb:l:ds the use of the walkie-talkies, and s~cond, control 

of tbe budget, \Jhich 1s redu,ced, 19 transferred ta a 'minor branch of the 

city' ~ ;ayrOl~_ department. while not directly attacked, dehumanizing 

pO\Jer is represent-çed artd satirized in Bung: 

Bung, the- foreman haq carried a walk~e-talkie before the 
Fee clamped down. Now he carried 'a clipboard and filed 
daily reports \Jit;h Ze1tBuBs. Re didn' t talk. much 
except to give o~derB. 9ne phrase he used always: 
"l'm the foreman." Sometimes "l'm Bung, the foreman." 
Angel' s theory was that he had to keep say1ng 'th:i:e to 
temind ,himseli. '(P. 104) 

The need ,to escape the doomed world of the Street motivates Father 

tairing to found a pari'tth for rats in the city' 8 sewer system dur1ng the 

Depression. The interpolated tale provides a narrative fantasy with1n 

the quasi-tantastic frame of the alligator hunt: 

The stories, by the time Profane heard them, were 
pr~,tty much apocryphal and more fantasy than the record 
itself warranted. At no poInt 1n the twenty or 80 years 
the legend' had been handed on d1d it occur to anyane to 
question the old priest' B san1ty. 1t i.s this way with 
sewer stbr1es. They just are. Truth or falaity don' t 
apply. (P. 108) 

Fair1ng, 18ter revealed as V. • s confessor on Malta in 1919, abandons the 
. ,. '\ - , 

human hopelessnes'8 ab ove ground ta convert to Catholicism below ground 
J 

.f 

the creatures hè considers the eventual inher'itors of the city. The 

fantastic tale satirizes the mad obsession of Fairing, who a1so eata 

the rats for 8ustenance and engages in "an unnatural re1atioDship" (p. 108) 

\ 
J 
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with 'one lUIIIled Veronica. the miaguided impotence of CatholiciBlll to redeen:i 

'J ' 
the powerless, and ult~atdy the veg .ystem that .. creates the pow~rles8 

in the first place. 

,After the alUlator patro]". Profane works &s nightwatchIDan '-for 
t' ' 

., . 
An,throresearch Associates. There. be en,counters SBROUD and SHOCK,.. two 

experimental lIlannikins d'esisned .to test the èffects of rad1.ation 
'. '. ' ) 

ab8orption and accidents. 'ln an' "imaginary conversation" (p. 274). a 
,~ • 'i). 

form of the qUIJa1-fantastic, SBROUD tells Profane about mankr1nd' Il fq,ture: 

''He and SHOCK are what you and ~verybody will be someday" (p. 266). 'ln, 
. " 

the exchange that follows, SHROUD informa Profane thato humw existence is 
l'''' 1'1 .' l 'i 

dready' nurly inanimate: 

'~t ~o you mean, we' 11 be like you and saoa lOUleday? 
Yon lIlean dead?" 

Am."l deed? If 1 am then that'8 what 1 mean. 
"If you aren' t theu what are you?" 
Bearly what you are. None Qf you bave very far to go. 
!'1 don' t understand." \j 

So 1 see. But you're not alone. That's a comfort, 
18n't it? (P. 267)' 

'\ 

,. 

Both SHROUD ~d SBOCK represent dopplegDS!rs of Prhfane's own ~:l.ma~eness; 

lIloreover, the mannikins serve as symbole of the dehumanizing effects 

of accident and v1.olence, two of 1:.'8 c;entral tbemes. Thus, the isat1re 

,of the episode, real1zed by means of the fanta8tic, 18 on tbe fo}-ly and 

knavery o,f man' s propensity for self-destruction; SHROUD, l1ke the ancient 

leader of the Phallic Sangs. attacks this form of steril1ty but unl1.ke biEf 

\ 
anc1ent forbear. he possesses no redemptive vision of ferti11ty $Dd 

'l' 

, . 

() 'j. 

. ' 

f 
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resorts not to invective but to the ind1rect implications of bl,tter sarcasm 

and irony .•. 

" These various local and global satires frbm Profane' s vocational 
\ 

world Und a counterpart in thé part1cular satire of Profane' B personal 

world •. Profane, in short, rejects love, using his fe~r of the inanimate 

'lit least in part as a rat~on~1ization for refusing to l?ecome involved 
.. 

with women, whom he regards as inanimate objects and whose need for 

CblDmitment thre·atens him. By thus becoming the embodiment' of the sterile, 
• 0 

'Profane therefore serves as an object of satire as weIl as its vehicle. 
/ 
l ,J 

The narrator tells 'the reader that Profane's morality 1s "fragmentary" 

(p. 10) and that his fear of the so-called inan1mateness of women 1s thus 

at war with his libido: 

.J 
He was visited on a lunar basis by these great 
unspecific waves of horniness, whereby aIl women 
within a certain age group and figure envelope 
became immediately and imposs1bly des1rable. Cp. 28) 

Nevertheless, it is only with Rachel Owlglass that Profane does 

beéome involved, but the affair ends becsuse of Profane's 

schlemihlhood. 

Women, however, are not inanimate; Profane confuses the in~1mate 

with his own voluntary passivity, which he eqüates both with his conception 

of woman' s sexual role and with his own schlemihlhood: 

"Nothing heroic about 8 schlem1h1." • • • What,./ 
was a hE!ro? Randolph Scott, who could handW 

'/ 

r 
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a six-gun, horse reins, lariat. Master of 
the inanimate. But a schlemihl, that was hardly 
e man: Bomebody who lies back and takes it from 
objects, like any passive woman. (P. 268) 

Near t~e end of the Profane narrative, Rachel Owlglass acts as Profane's 

foil, us1.ng invective to accuse him of rationalization: "'Yo',l've taken 
, 

your own flabby, clumsy so~l and amplified it int:p a universel Principlé'" 
, ~ 

(p. 359). She argues that '" Everybody is some kind of schlemihl'" 

(p. 360) and·that Profane uses his schlemihlhood as an excuse to continue 

taking from women without giving in return because he fears '" love and aIl 

that means is eomebody else'" (p. 359). NeverthelesB, Profane 'rejects 

the vitalizing alternative of love proferred by Rachel; he prefers his 

own inanimate Bchlemihlhood, a form of the sterile. 

The copventionally static character of the picaro serves Pynchon's 

satiric form, for Profane remaine a "yo-yo" and "schlemihl" throughout. 

Near the end of the Profane narrative, he leaves Rachel Owlglass and 

New York City at Stencil' s request for Valetta, Malta. His reasons for 

leaving are multiple: a flight from the animate a8 represented by Rachel; 

'apprehension about eventual legal prosecution (for his Indifferent 

participation in a burglary, planned by Stencil, of a V.-clue from the 

office of Manhattan dentist Eigenvalue); but principally his passive 

indirection, which levels choices, including whether or not to go to Malta 

with Stencil, to equal ins~gnificance. 

In the final Profane episode, Profane and Brenda Wigglesworth, 

an Amer~can college girl whom he has met in Valet ta, discus8 the 
/ 

( 

\ 

._-- ------------ -
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pointlessnes8 of existence. When she ssks lster whether experience has 

tsught him anything, Profane replies, "'No • • • offhand l' d say l haven' t 

learned a goddamn thing t" (p. 428). The persistent folly of ignorance 

serves to label the character of Profane as a satiric parody of the 

conventionsl picaro. Nevertheless, he regrets the losa of Rachel, "one 

unconnablé (therefore hi-valu) girll! (p. 427). He decides to return to 

rsewer work in Valetta and last appears in Y.:.. running w!th Brenda through 

Valetta during a blackout,' "momentum alone carry1ng them toward the edge 

of Malta, and the Med1terranean beyond" (p.'; 428). Profane thus remains 

effectively unchanged from his firs! appearance, a satirie fool, who, 

desplte his professed fear of the inanfmate, actually flees the animate 

1tself. 

In addition to satiric fool, Profane acts as ingénu, funct10ning 

narratively to satirize the Whole Sick Crew, a New York City group of 
\ 

pseudo-ar\ists wham he meeta through Rachel ~l~,~ass (al,t~ough ultimstely, 

h~~ver, ~rofane is himself implicated in the s'8:tire 00 the group) • . ~ 
"'L.~"- 4;" 

1.·· .." 

The narrator portrays the Crew as an exemple of decadeot Romanticism: 

The pattern would have been famil1ar--bohem1ao. 
creative, arty--except that 1t was eveo further 
removed from real1ty. Romanticism 1n 1ta furthest 
deeadence; being on1y an impersonation of poverty, 
rebellion, and art1stic "soul." For it vas the 
unhappy faet that moat of them vorked for a living 
and obtained the substance of their conversation 
from the pages of Time magazine and like publications. 
(Pp. 45-46) 

The Crew 1s a symbol of art1st1c sterility~ According to E1genvalue, 

--_...---~-- - - ----- - ~------
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ft peripheral member. the group lacks original1ty. producing '''nothing 

but taIk'" It'Cheese Danishes, '" "'technique for the sake of technique--

Catatonie Expressionism, 'Il and t" parodies "' (p. 277). Eigenvalue 

categorizes the unoriginal 8terility of the Crew' s thought in mathematical 

imagery:8 

This Bort of arranging and rearranging was 
Decadence, but the exhaustion ~f aIl possible 
permutations and combinations was death. (P. 277) 9 

One member of the crew, Fergus Mlxolydian, is satirized by hyperbole: 

Fergus Myxolydian the Irish Armenian Jew and un1versal 
man laid claim to being the laziest living being 1n 
Nueva York. Ris creative ventures, aIl incomplete, 
ranged from a wes-tern in blank verse to a wall he' d had 
removed from a staIl 10 the Penn Station men'a room and 
entered in an art exhibition 8S what the old Dadaists 
called a "ready-made." Cr'1tieal comment was not kind. 
Fergus got so lazy that his only activity (short of 
those necessary to 8ustain l1fe) was once a week to 
fiddle around at the kitchen sink with dry cells, retorts, 
a.1embics, salt solutions. What he was doiDg, he vas 
generating hydrogen; this went to fill a sturdy green 
balloon with a great Z printed on it. Hè would tie 
the balloon by a string to the post of the bed whenever 
he planned to sleep, this being th~ only way for visit:ors 
to tell which side of Clonsciousness Fergti's was on. (P. 45) 

In a McLuhanesque parody, Mi:ltolydian becomes semi-inan1mate, a mere 

extension of his television: 

His other amusement was watching the TV. Be r d devised 
an ingenious sleep-switch, receiving its signal from two 

ct" ' < 
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elec trodes placed on the inner skin of his forearm. 
When Fergus dropped below a certain level of awareness, 
the skin resistance increased over a preset value to 
oper~te the switch. Fergus thus became an extension of 
the "'1'V set. ' (P. 45) '" 

The ster11ity of the Whole S1ck Crew 18 manifested 1n pynchon' s 

satire in grotesque forms of the dehumanization of love. Mafia 

Winsome, for example, an adulterous and racist caricature of the writers 

. 10 
of popular romances, writes books satirized by the narrator in a 

disabling aim11e: 

Her novels--three to da1;ie--ran a thousand pages 
- each and' like san1tary napk1ns nad gathered in an 

immense and faithful aisterhood of consumera. (pp. ll2-13) 

" 

~ Obs~ssed witt-, Iust, she champions a theory of" "Heroic Love" that invol~e8 

"screw1ng !ive or six times every night, with a great many athletic, haIf-
) 

sadistic wrestling holds thrown in" (p. 113lThe inherent hyperbole of this 

description' by the narrator and the theory' s traves ty of love serve 

to satirize Mafia' a lU8t. Gouverneur, her husband, uaes, wit to ridicule 

Mafia: tI'you are turning our marriage into a trampoline set'" (p. 113). 

And the narrator ridicules the theory as "more wishful thinking than 

- anything el~e" and "nothing really but a frequency" (p. 113). The imagery 

of 8tatistics, like the imagery of permutation and combination, signifies 

the inanimate and the narrative's aatirie stance. 

Coemetic surgeon Irving Schoenmaker's affair with patient Esther 

Harvitz', upon whom he performs rhinoplastie surgery. reprpaents another 

\, 
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instance of love's dehumanization among the Crew. By the surgery, 

Schoenmaker desires to perfect Esther' s body so that i t conforms to his 

Platonic ideal of her "soul. Il Esther accuses him of loving not her 

but "'Yourself. Your own sk1l1 in plastic surgery"' (p. 276), but 

Esther herself provides an instance of the tex tuaI association of 

carnality with the inorganic. Because of her sense of inanimateness 

:~ 
during the rhlnoplasty, she experiences sexual arousal; in effect, the 

rhinoplasty is narratlvely treated as a violent parody of sexuality. 

Ultimately. ohe gets pregnant and goes to Cuba to have an abordon, 

which could be termed, in the rhetoric of ~. a transformation of the 

animate, (or the potentially animate) , into the inanimate, or in the 

rhetoric of this 4issertation. of the fertile into the sterile • 

• Despite the Profane narrative's satiric attention t'o forma of the 

sterile, !.!.. offers two affirmations, centering on Rachel Owlglass and 

Paola Maijatral. The firet affirmation ia Rachel's rejection of the Whole 

Sick Crew. Although Profane converts fully into a Crew member, Rachel 

tells him, '''The Crew lost a11 glamour for me, l grew up, 1 don't know 

what happened'" (p. 336). The second affirmation is thematically 

complex, centering on Paola Maij stral but including aS well a minor 

char acter named McClintic Sphere, a black and original avant-garde 

alto s8Xophonist in New York City with whom Paola has an affair. 

Paola, daughter of ~ltè8é poet Fausto Maijstral and wife of American 

sailor- Robert "Pappy" Bod, represents a fertile antlthesis to V. 

This statua is indicated in part by her multiplicity.ll Only 
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sixteen years old in~' s opening episode (and eighteen at the book' s 

conclusion), she 1s, like Sph'ere, an original who 1acks the "stereotypes" 

that "American movies had given them aIl" (p. 6). A polyglot, 

she "knew s'craps it seemed of aIl tongues" (p. 6), and when Roony Winsome 

asks her, '" ls that "'hat you are, ,solll,ething we can look at and Bee whatever 

we want? '" (p. 328) .12 her reply is, that because no one knows whether 

the Maltese are racially p~:e or mixed, they elude precise definition: 

"1 have read books • • • and 1 is ten, Roony, 
nobody knOWB what a Mal tese is. The Maltese 
think they' re a pure race and the :europeans 
think they're Semitic, Hamitic, crossbred 
with North Africans, Turks and God knows what 
dl." (P. 328) 

In Y..!.., Paola' s freedom from the constraints of definition, a corollary 

of her multiplicity, signifies an àffirmation. 

A further indication that Paola represents a form of the fertile 

1s her rejection of the inanimate. Rachel Owlglass remarks that Paola's 

life does not include "th1ngs": 

The girllived proper nouns. Persons. places. 
No things. Had anyone told her about things. 
It seemed Rachel had had to do with nothing 
else. (P. 40) 

Finally, during Paola and Sphere' s affair, which repres!,!nts B: 

fertile antithes1s to the Crew's lustful sterility, the saxophonist . 
utters one of V.'s few direct affirmations: 
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While she told him about who she was. about 
Stencil and Fausto--even a homes1ck travelogue 

,of Malta--there came to McC1intic something it 
was t1me he gc;>t round to seeing: that the on1y· 
way clear of the cool/crazy flipflop was 
obv1ously slow t frustrating and hard work. 
Love with your mouth shut, he1p w1thout break1ng 
your aas or publicizing it: keep cool but care. 
He migh t have known. if he' d used any common 
sense. lt didn't come as a revelation, on1y 
something he'd as 800n natIve admitted. (Pp. 342-43) 13 

In the end, Paola returns to Malta an'd to her husband Pappy Hod, giving 

- - 14 
him an ivory comb, symboiic of a promise of faithfulneas. 

In sum, however, the Profane narrative's' satire focuses pr1ncipally 

on the sterile, employ1ng parody, comedy. and fantasy to provide t~xtual 

variety and 'to promote a vision of the inanimate that dominates this 

modicum of affirmations. 

v. 's second structural narrative parody ia that of the quest 

romance of Herbert Stencil, an Englishman who seeks the eponymous V. 

V. is an ambiguous figure who may be Stencil' s mother and who comes to 

symbolize the paradox of Europe' s entropic descent into personal and 

social inanimateness and its negentropic aacent "towards violent apocalypse. 

Ultimately. V. embodies th~ two principal properties of f~scism, an 

attachment to the "hothouse" of the inanimate past and the "street" 

of 'the violent present, and in "The Confessions of Fausto Maijstral," 

the scene of her' death, ironically the result of an air raid on Valetta 

by the very forces of 'violence she enc~urages and represents, provides 

the central fantastie image and curse of the satire. Almost totally 

inanimate, she symbolizes the decadence into which Europe has fallen, 
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and after he Maltese chi1dren remove her inanimate parts, Maijstral 

imagines th disassemb ly as continuing indefinitely: 

Up came one of the slippers and a foot--an artifical 
foot--the two sliding out as a unit. lug-and-slot •• 
• • At her navel was a star sapphire. The boy with the 

1 

knife picked at the stone. It would not côme away. 
He dug io with the poiot of the bayooet, working for 
a few minutes before he was able to bring out the sapphire. 
B100d had begun to well in its place. 

Other childreo crowded round her head. One pried her 
jaws apart while another removed a set of false teeth. 
She did oot struggle: ooly closed her eyes aod waited. 

But she could not ev en keep them closed. ,For the 
children peeled back one eye1id to reveal a glass eye 
with the iris in the shape of 'a clock. This. too. they 
removed. 

l wondered if the disassembly of the Bad Priest 
might not go on. and 00, into evèning. Surely her arma 
and breasts could be detached; the skio of her legs ' 
be peeled away to reveal sorne intricate understructure 
Of silv~r openwork. Perhaps the trunk 'ïtself contained 
other wonders: intestines of parti-coloured s;11k, gay 

~:q,al1oon-lungs, a rococo heart. ) (Pp. 321-22)j 

\ 
Thus, V. serves both as the knavish object of satire and the symbolic 

vehicle of the satire on European decadeoce and violence. Like the 

Profane narrative, then. the V. narrative minimizes the curse and works 

priocipa1ly by the dramatic ironies of its parody, fantasy, and comedy. 

_, JI 

but occasional rhetoricsl ironies, as we shall see, sigoify the narrator's 

satir1c relation to the material. Moreover, the narrative parody of 

quest r?mance serves to sat1rize the teleological historiography of 

Stencil's obsession, which as Stencil himself comes to realizè 

" "add[sJup on1y to the recurrence of an initial ~nd a few dead objects" 
\ 

(p. 419). Thus as an abject of satire as weIl a~ itè vehicle, Stencil, 

/ 

/ 
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a type'9f philosophus gloriosus, occupies an ambiguous position in V. 

In th1s way. Pynchon can have it both ways; that ~s, he can present a str4cture 

of ambivalence. and as Molly Hite argues, "take the twentieth century 

•• and write of its devastations without committing it to a fixed and 

final destiny.,,15 

Herbert Stencil is the son of the lateuBritish foreign officer' 

Sidney Stencil, whose notebook entry about V. under "Florence, April, 

1899" precipitates his son' s obsession. The entry le significant, for 

1t identifies V. from the outeet with the inanimate: ' 

"There is more behind and inside V. than any 
of us had expected. Not who, but what: what 18 
she. God grant that l may never be called upon 
to write the answer, either here or in any 
offical report." (P. 43) 

Readi~g the entry in a café in Oran, Tunisia, just after the end of 

World War II, Herbert Stencil decides to embark upon a V.-quest, exchanging 

his "slothfu1" (p. 43) pre-war IUe,16 which consists of "sleep" (p. 43) t 

"random movements," and "inertn~ss," for "an acquiredsense of animateness" 

(p. 44). Whlle the queBt does not provide "vital1ty," it do es offer 

"activitylt (p. 44), a fert111zing poesibllity of escape from the 

inanimate. 

Early in 1956, Stencil joins the Whole Sick Crew to investigate 

_Crew>members Schoenmaker, Eigenvalue, and Chiclitz because he believes 

that they may lead him to pert~nent V.-clues. During his involvement 

with the Crew, four largely imaginedhistorical episodes are narrated: 

-

( : 
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the murder of one of~idney Stencil' s colleagues, Porpentine, in Egypt . 
in 1898; an attempted 1/"heft of Bottice1li's Birth of Venus from the Uffizi 

Gallery in Florence in 1899; the death of ballerina Mélanie ,l'Heuremaudit 

in Paris in 19131; and the experiencea of German eugineer Kurt Mondaugén 

in South-West Africa in 1922. The four apparently diverse episodes, an 

interweaving of his torieal fac t with Stencil fiction, have a aignificant 

connection: V. appears in each. Ultimately, in September 1956, Stencil 

goes to Malta with Profane to interrogate Fausto Maijstra1 about the latt~r's 

encounter with V. in 1943. When further investigation reveals that V.' s 

glass 'eye went to Stockholm in 1944 with a Madame Viola, he leaves for 

Sweden. 

The preceding synopsis of Stencil' s quest for V. indicates to some 

degree the broad range of this fantastic parody in pynchon' e Menippean 

satire. Formally J this range ia made possible in the V. narrative by 

a parody of the quest romance that complements the parody of the picaresque 

in the Profane narrative and implies, ~s we shall see, the ~alidatio#< 

of what Pynchon 1ater names in The Crying !!!.. ~ ~ "exc1uded middles." 

--
In parodyil!g, the quest romance, Pynchon satirizes not only Stencil 

and his quast but also Moder~ist aesthetics. The Moderniete--Eliot, 
1 

Joyce, et al.--sought ta create significance metaphorically by comparing 

contemporaneity to and with classical myth; moreover, they viewed poetry, 

in Eliot's phrase, ae "an escape frompersonality.,,17 In parodying 

Eliot' s dictum, Stencil practices not escape but "forcible dislocation," 
, " 

and his clothing, food, and shelter are as a result comically alien to 

him: 
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Herbert &tencil, Iike emaU children at a certain 
stage and Henry Adams in the Education, as weIl 
as assorted autocrats,ainee time out of'mind. 
always referred to hims-elf in the third person. 
This helped "Stencil" 'appear as only one among 
a repertoire of identities. "-Forcible dislocation 
of personality" W8S what he called the generai 
technique, which i'8 not exactiy the same as 
"seeing the other fellow' s point of viewn

: for 
it involved, say. wearing clo'ihes that Stencil 
wouldn' t be caught dead in, eating foods that 
would have made Stencil gag, living in unfamiliar 
digs, frequenting bars or cafés of a non-Stencillian 
character; a11 this for weeks on end; and why? 

, 

Ta keep S tenci! in his place; that 19, ln the 
third persan. (P. 51) 

lt ls thus a consequence of Modernist aesthetics that Stencil disintegrates 

into this folly of many alien selves, and in!:. the narrator, the 

characters, and ev en Stencil himself ridicule the endeavor: 

As spread thighs are to the libertine, flights of migratory 
birds to the ornlthologi.t, the working part of his tool 
bit to the production machinist, 80 was the letter V to 
young Stencil. He would dream perhaps once a week that 
it had aIl been a dream, and that now he' d awakened ta 
discover the pursuit of V. was merely a scholarly quest 
after a11, an adventure of the mind, in the tradition 
of The Golden Bough or The ~ Goddess. 

Bu t soon enough he' d wake up the second, real time, to 
make again the tiresome discovery that it hadn' t really 
ever stopped being the same simple-minded, literaI 
pursuit;· V. ambiguously a beast of venery, chased like 
the hart, hind or hare, chased like an obsolete, or bizarre, 
or forbidden form of sexual delight. And clownlsh 
Stencil cape ring along behind her, belle ajingle, waving 
a wooden, toy oxgoad. For no one 's amusement but hiS 
owo. (P. 50) 

Ultimate1y, however, Stencll's quest has ambiguous status, for although 
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he suffers a disintegration of personality, he may have constructed 

a forro of coherence. Like the Modernists and like Henry Adams,· Stencil 

seeks to "explain" the surface structure of apparent accident in 

modern history by V., a totalizing meeaphor of its supposed deep structure. 

or "plot." The text. however, impugns the integri ty of metaphor and 

f 
thereby s~bverts Stencil's effort. While Eliot viewed poetry as the 

imposition of order on disparate experiences by the agency of metaphor, • 
• 

pynchon' s poet Fausto Maijstral argues in his "Confessions" that 

metaphor ls "delusion" (p. 305). Although Maijstral main tains subsequently 

that metaphor is valuable precisely because of its delusive function, 

he~ titles that function. nevertheless, IIThe Gr~at Lie": 

': 

Living as he does much of the time in a world 
of metaphor, the poet .is always acutely conscious 
that metaphor has no value ap~t from 1ts functionj 
that it i8 a device, an artific. So that while 
others may look 00 the lawB of p ysics as legislatioo 
and God as a human f orm wi th beard measur~~{ in 
light-years and nebulae for sandais. Faus t"ô'" s kind 
are alone with the task of living in a universe 
of things wh1ch simply are, and cloaking that 
lonate miodlessness with comfortable and pious 
metaphor Ba that the "practicalll half of humanity 
may continue 1n the Great Lie, confident that 
their machines, dwellings, streets and weather share 
the Bame human motives, personal traits and 
fits of co,n.trarinesB as they. 

Poe ts h~ve been a t this for centuries. It 18 
the only usefu1 purpose they do serve in society: 
and if every poet were to vanish tomorrow, 
society would live no longer than the quick 
memories and dead books of their poetry. 

It is the 'role' of the poet, this 20th Century. 
'Iç lie. (P. 305) ,18 

\ 
\ 
\ 
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\Similarly, in the Profane narrative, the narrator supports thios ,_ 
- - ' 

'Ib,solute distinction of ~imate man and inanimate world. He provides 

a lengthy and descriptive catalogue of "mass deaths" (p. e 270) that 

occurred in July and August 1956 and mentions, in addition, "the attendant 

maimed, malfunctioning, home1ess, lorn" (pp. 270-71).- Claiming that 

his figures come from the Almanac and that the "business is transacted 

month after month after month" (p. 271), the narrator attributes these 

o misfortunes to an UDsympathetic, inanimate world: 

lt happens every month in a succession of 
encounters between groups of living and a congruent 
world which simply doesn 1 t care. (P. 271) 

> 

Thus in two narratives, Profane's and Maijstral's, the text proposes 

a significant and radical alienation of man from nature that subverts 

~tencil'a adventure of the imagination. 

Despite the textual qualifications of metaphor, Stenéil attempts 

ta create in V. a shaping metaphor.capable of explaining history as a 

canspiracy or mas ter cabal moving towards apocalypse: 

'" 

'. 

He had discovered, however, what was pertinent 
to his purpose: that she'd been connected, 
though perhaps only tangentially, with one of 
those grand conspiracies or foretastes of Armageddon 
which seemed to have captivated aIl diplomatiê 
sensibilities in the years preceding the Great 
War. V. and a conspiracy. lts particular 
shape governsd only by the surface accidents of 
history at the time. (Pt 141) 
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Subeequently, however, as he discovers more about V., his preltminary 

vision of her historieal significance gives way to confusion: 

What this mission was, however, came no clearer 
to htm tpan the ultimate shape of his V-structure--no 
clearer, ~ndeed, than why he shou1d have begun 
pursuit of V. in the firet place. (P. 209) 

By the time Stencil is about ,to leave for Malt"a, V. i8 "a rèinarkably 

scattered concept" (p. 364)!9 On Malta, he confirmJ vhat he a1ready 

knOWB from tfaijstral's "Confessions": the Bad Priest--the last, almost 

total1y inanimate incarnation of V.--died in Valetta in 1943 as the result 

of a German air raid, and the death, witnessed and attested to by Maijstral, 
~""-

may signify the end of his quest. To c~e the search for V., however, 

would retu~ Stencil to his pre-~945'state of inactivity, a condition 

he deems Intolerable. Thus, he continues his method of "(a]pproach 

and avoid" (p. 44) by pursQing a clue to Sweden even though his search 

Is in principle termina ted. / /' 

Who, then, or what is V.? In terme of the text, she is the woman 

Stencil imagines under various names, guises, and iden~ities in the four 
) . 

historical episodes that are partly fashioned from his imagination and 

from the "clues" uncovered during his investigations. She ls Victoria 

Wren in Egypt and Florence, appears under the alias Vera Meroving in 

South-West Africa, and assumes the cipher V. in Paris. 

As someone who "stencilizes" experience compulsively into the form 

of hia obsession, ~~encil practlces an inclusive method. ~l V'a 

-- ~-,..---~- - ~ -_ ... _._--~:: __ . ----
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are of potential and equal significance to him. Part of Pynehon's 

11terary gamesmanship ls that the reader, by a proces8 of naive identification, 

is 'teased into adopting this inclusive signifieance. However, as the 

profusion of "clues" mounts, Stencil and the reader see V. become "a 

remarkably scattered concept." 

The ridicule of Stencil's quest by the narrator, by Stencil himself, . 

andby other characters (Eigenvalu~ _ând_~ijstral, for example) makes 

evident that the V. narrative serves as a aatirie parody of the teleo-

logieal historiography. 

The V. narrative and the Profane narrative constitute, then, a binary 

opposition: às the Profane narrative dramatizes entropy (and ridicules 

its principal exponent, Profane), BO the V. narrative dramatizes the 

contradictory effort at negentropy (and ridicules its principal exponent, 

'\ 
Stencil), and the two narratives eç-exist within the frame of the tex~ 

(~ 

therefore, in ironie relation to each other. This btructural irony, 

ln whicr the integrity of each element of the binary opposition is 
,< 

subverted and yet each element logically implies the other, forms a 

closed loop whose only alternative is neither element but the largely 
~ 

unexplQred gap between them. Later, Pynchon uses the phrase "excluded 

middles" to denote this gap, implying that such contradictions, whlle 

logically compelllng, constitute inexhaustive categorizations and exclude 

valid epistemologies. Herein lies the essence of pynchon's ambivalence, 

for although "plot" is subject te satiric parody, metaphor receives 

qualified textual support as it serves through ~ te bring into the 
"( 

foreground the decadence and violence of early twentieth-century Europe. 
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The first Stencil episode, set primari1y in Alexandria, Egypt, 

1 

in 1898, concerna itself with eighteen-year-old -British tourist 

Victoria Wren's first affair with an agent of the British Foreign 

Office named Goodfellow. As-a resu1t of the affair, a friend of 
, 

Goodfellow, Porpentine, is murdered by Goodfellow's rival, Egyptologist 

Eric Bongo-Shaftesbury. In the background of the episode ia the Fashoda 

Affair, a dispute that threatens ta turn into armed conflict between 

England and France over control of the Sudan region. 

Thua, two themes of the nascent V. "plot" are initially evident: 

first, she is associated with sensuality ànd death; second, she is associa-

ted with politieal unrest • 

• The episode is a stylistic tour de force by Pynchon in which the 

narr~tive is fragmented into eight points of view: Aleul, a café waiter; 

'Yusef. a factotum; Maxwell Rowley-Bugge, a ne'er-do-well; Waldetar, a 

train conductor; Gebrail, a phaeton driver; ,Girgis, a mountebankj Hanne 

Echerze, a barmaid; and a Robbe-Grillet parody lacking an identifiable 

"hUlUan" narrator. This fragmentation furnishes the limited, obscure, 

and ultimately contradietory accounts of the first seven narr.at·ives. 
,t' 

The eighth narrative, both a parody of Robbe-Grillet's "surfaces" 

and ablatant self-parody by i~version ~f Pynchon's own profusion 

of substantives, cryptically depicts Porpentine's murder by 

Bongo-Shaftesbury. As one Pynchon crîtic declares, "the culmination 

of ~he action is deliberately ehrouded in mystery ... 20 It ie partly 

because the reader knows the essential details of the murder from the 

---------4P~r~ofane narrative, in fact, that the eighth segment of the Egypt 

. . 
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episode ia at aIl intelligible. 

ln sum, Pynchon deIiberateIy fragments the narrative's perspective, 

thereby making a narrative reconstruction by the reader necessary; 

equally deliberately, he obscures the text by providing limited and 

contradictory information, 80 that a model reconstruction ia uitimately - -

fruatrated. 2l --' ~his chapter's technique is, of course, a microcosm of 

the narrative technique of ~ itself and serves to compel the reader 

to locate the "middle" in which the' text offers cO,herence. This middle. 

a parody of plot ~ plotlessness, is not the locus of contiguity but 

of similarity, or what is Iater defined in Gravity's Rainbow by Leni 

Pokle as "Parallel • not series •••• Metaphor. Signs and 

symptoms. Mapping onto different coordinatesystema. ,,22 Thus, . . . 
Pynchon's attitude towards metaphor 1a fundamentally ambivalent, for 

although it ls a form of delusion, 1t supplies the only alternative to a 

plotless world. 

Finally, the Egypt episode contains and foreshadows as weIl signi­

ficant themes: the inan1m~te. represenfed by an electric knife-gwitch 

implanted in Bongo-Shaftesbury's arm; the Void, represented by Gebrail's 

nihillsm ("Nothlng was coming. Nothing was already here" [P. 73J.); and 

apocalypse, represented by Gebrail' s belief that "a great battle" at 

Fashoda will "engulf the world'" (p. 73). 
~ 

Stencil's second imagined episode, a parody of espionage and utopian 

fictions, is set in Florence, Italy, in April 1899. The parodies serve 

ta satirize the "plots" of the former and the illusions of the latter. 
, 

Unlike the Egypt episode, there 18 no fragmentation of' .viewpolnt, 

/ 
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although, as in the Egypt episode, V. appears as Victoria Wren and is 

further identified with political violence. 

lt i8 in this episode that two other significant V'a appear: 

Vheissu, a mysterious land that British navigator Hugh Godo1phin explored 

"1n 1884, and the mythological Venus of the Botticelli painting hanging 

in the Uffizi gallery. Vheissu, a land both fabulous and terrifying 

~nd pynchon's parodist1c utopia, thus forms oné thematic focus of the 

eplsode. Its location ia vague, but its significance to Godolphin 

1s clear: it represents the void: 

t. 
"1 had never penetrated to the heart 

those w1ld places • • • Until Vheissu. 
till the Southern expedition last year 
Saw what was beneath her skin." 

of any of 
It was not 

that l 

"What did you see?" asked Signor Mantissa, 
leaning forward • 

. "Nothing," Godolphin whispered. !lIt was 
Nothing l saw." (P. 188) 

In addition, Vheissu represents apocalyptic annihilation. Godolphin 

tells Mantissa that when he found the corpse of a Vheissu splder-monkey 

st the South Pole, Vheissu became to him "a gaudy dream" and "a dream 

of annihilation" (p. 190). About to steal the Botticelli painting, 

Mantissa decides at the last moment that Venus, too, is a "gaudy 

dream, a dream of annihilation" (p. 193), and leaves the painting 

in its place. 23 

Moreover, as in the Egypt episode, V., as Victoria Wren, ia associated 

with violence. Participat~ng in a Venez~elan consulate r10t that results 

\ 

1 
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in fatalities, Victoria Wren sees herself as a "feminine principle, 

acting aS a complement ta aIl this bursting, explosive male energy" 

(p. 192). The association)of V., a metaphor of growing multiplicity, 

with apocalypse--a forro of ultimate signlficanee--and with the void--a 

forro of ultimàte insignificance--is the V. narrative's (and the text's) 

principal dialectic. Beneatb Vheissu 1 s gaudy array of color--ita su'rfac 

skin--is the "Nothing" Godolphin diseovers; perêeiving and fearing the 

same "gaudy dream. a dream of annihilation" beneath the Birth of venus,' , '\ 

"gorgeous surface" (p. 193), Mantissa abandons his original plan ta ) 

stea1 the painting; beneath the South Pole ia the corpae of a Vheiss 

spider-monkey, "a mockery of life" (p. 189); and benel:lth the "surfa e" 
... ;4 .. _~ 

,,: .. t • 

of the British and Vanezuelan Consulates' comie and illusory crisis' over 

the Vheissu affair, precipitated by Victoria, ia "a Situation which 

refused ta make sense no matter who looked-at it~' ~r from what angle" 

(p. 174). In short,. V. as metaphor comes to repr~:sent dialectically 
__ ... l' 

both a terrifying void of insignifieance and a configuration of events 

signifying eventual apocaly~se. 

The third episode tells the story of Kurt Mondaugen, a German 

engineer who ia employed in a Long Island munitions plant hy Whole Sick 

Crew member Bloody Chiclitz's company, Yoyodyne, Inc. Investigating 

the company for "some clue ta the cabal" (p. 211) 1 Stencil meeta Mondaugen 

and diseovers that the engineer helped Germany ta develop the V-l and 

V-2 rockets during World War II; the rockets' significant initiaIs 

convince Stencil that he is on the r1ght track. Eigenvalue notes, 

however, that the tale undergoes "considerable change: had become, 

. / 
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as Eigenva1ue put it, Stencilized" (p. 211). 

"Mondaugen's Story" deals with the German 

in South-West Africa. Mondaugen ls sent there 

~ost-folonlal presence 

in Mar 1922 to decode 

atmospherlc radio disturbances (abbreviated as "sferics"). When a native 

rebellion threatens, he leaves his outpost for Fopp1's farm, where an 

expatriate group of Europeans ho1d a "Siege Party" for two and a ha1f 

months. 

In the episode, V. beglns to Incorporate the Inanimate and ls further 
1 
/ 

assoclate4 wlth violence. 
\ 

Possessing an artif1'fia1--that is, inan1mate--
\ 

left eye, Victoria Wren, alias Vera Meroving, attends the party in 

Lieutenan\ Welssmann (a central character in 

\ 
Gr~vit s Rainbow). V.-Victoria-Vera's presence in the South-West 

Africa episode during the native rebellion.relnforces Stencil's notion 

that le "state of siege" is V.' s ~atural habitat" (p. 50). Moreover, 

vera~ongs for a return to the syste~atic genocide of the co10nlzed 
i, -, ' 

es fifteen years earlier, when General Lothar von Trotha siaughtered 
'~/ 

s y thousand Hereros, a central South-West African tribe who par~ipated 

h the Hottentots in the Great Rebellion of 1904-1907 against the colonial 

rman administration. Thus, V. is increasingly 1mplicated in the 

nan1mate and viGlence. During the episode, the narrator utters a rare 

and therefore revealing sarcasm. Comparing the Herero massacre to the 

genocide of six million Jews during WoI'ld War II, he interpolates, 

"This ls only 1 pel' cent of six million, but still pretty good" (p. 227). 

The,s~rcasm ie generically significant: it functions to locate the narrat6r 
, . . 

in eatiric relat~on to the violence in the narrative. 
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ln addition, the fantastic-serves a thematic function in "Mondaugen's 

Story." Partly due ta the delirium of acurvy and hi. own voyeuriam, 

Mondaugen experiences "dreams" of uncertain origin that reco'unt the German 

colonists' genocide of the native tribes. The anonymous German soldier 

whd a~t~, as the principal viewpoint character in one of Mondaugen's 

dreams describes the metamorphosis of his perception.of killing from 

an inanimate laèk of sympathy ta a sense that the natives co-operate 

wl1lingly and gratefully in their murders: 

"One could as weIl have been a stonemason. It 
dawned on you slowly, but tbe conclu~ion was 
Irresistible; you were in no sense killing. 
The voluptuous feeling of safety, the delicious 
lassitude you went into the exterm,ination with 
was sooner or later replaced by a .. Arery curious--not 
emotion because part of it was obviously a lack of 
~hat we commonly call-"feeling"--"functional 
agreement" would come closer to it; operational 
sympathy." (P. 243) 

During the murder of a 1iottentot, this anonymous German feels "an odd 

sort of peaee, perhaps what the black was feeling as he gave up the 

ghost." The aet of murder "united them" (p. 245), and, in the dream's 

final ev~nt, an old native woman smiles at and thanks a trooper named 

Konig who kills her. 

The fantasy of Mondaugen's impersonal dream suggeats that the 

inanimateness of the Germans la not replaeed by, but inatead replaces, 

the animateness' of the natives. Thus, the "dream of annihilation" 

beneath the skin of Vhelssu in the Florence 1899 episode becomes in this 
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ep~sode the actual systematic annihilation of native tribes in South-West 

Africa. The "decadence" and "soul-depression" (p. 258) surrounding 

Mondaugen in South-West Africa represènts a moribund European colonî~lsm 
1 

that infects its colonies with this dream. The native Hereros and Hottentots, 

therefore, welcome death, not because they seek escape fro~ colonial 

oppression, but because they contract the_European.' diseàse, "the 

Inanimat~' (p. 253).24 

The South-West Africa episode conc~udes in a profound irony. 

Lieutenant Weissmann decodes the sferics as "GODMEANTNUURK." which la an 

anagram of "Kurt Mondaugen," and "DIEWELTISIALLESWASDERFALLIST" (p. 258), 

the opening proposition of Wittgenstein's Tractatus Logico-Phllosophicus, 

published in 1922, the year in which the episode takes place. (The 

German la usual1y translated into Engliah as "The World ia aIl that is 

the case.") The textual ridicule of.Stencil'a obsessive quest for V • 
.JI 

foreshadows and is reinforced by Mondaugen's message, which announces 

no transcendent meaning to the world; the world. rather, simply is. 

In the context of the V. narrative,however, such an effectively 

circular or non-predicative assertion ls, at least in part, ironie. 

Although it subverts Stencil's quest for significance by means of metaphor 

and plot, it a1so serves to bring to attention those events ln Stencil's 

fantasy that correspond historically to irrational realities that are 

"the case." The sequence from the allusion to the bloodless Fashoda 

Affair in Sudan. to the bloody riot at the Venezuelàn Consulate in 

Florence, to the genocide of sixt Y thousand Bereros in South-West Africa, 

to the allusion to the genocide of six million JeW8 in Germany evinces 
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greater and greater degrees of historical annihilation, and by the end 

of the South-West Africa episode, V. signifies the impending apocalypse 

of the inanimate~ 

Though antedating "Mondaugen's Story" by nine years, the final 

V. episode, "V. in Love," forms a later chapter in the b'ook. Stencil 

acquires the rudimentary information for bhis chapter, which dea1s with 

an affair in Paris in 1913 between V. and ballerina Mélanie l'Heuremaudit, 

from Porcépic, a composer "ta whom V. told much of their affair" 

(p. 384). 

The episode serves ta expand the themes of the stetile ta inc1ude 

two forms of Inanimate love: fetishism and tourism. The Inanimate is 

first embodied in V. 1 S increasing1y inorganic status: "Victoria was 
h 

being gradually replaced by V.; something entirely dlfferent, for whlch 

the young century had as yet 00 name" (p. 386). The episode then definea 

fetishism as love of the inanimate. In.partic4lar, V. regards Mélanie 

as her fetish, and Mélanie, i~ turn, regards herself as a fetish io 

mirrors that V. provides for her. 25 Furthermore, these fetishes, represent-

ing the transformation of the animate ioto the inanimate, are disparaged 

as forma of " tourism,n the resemblance of which to the colonialism of 

"Mondaugen's Story" and to the surface-depth obsessions of the Florence 

episode and indeed of Stenci1's entire quest is evident: 26 

••• their love waB in its way on1y another version.­
of tourism; for as to~rists bring into the world 
as It has evoived part of another, and eventually 
create a parel!e! society ôf their own in e~ery 

J 
f 
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city, so the Kingdom of Death ls served by 
fetish-constructions like V.'s, which represent 

1 
a kind of infiltration. (P. 386) 

V. herseJ.f 18 !'aware of her own progression toward inanimateness" 

(p. 385), and even Stencil imagines her as.totally inanimate in 1956. 

The climax of the chapter occurs wh en Mélanie dies duYing a 

performa~ce because she forgets (or chooses not to wear) a protective 

device. Thus, she becomes literally inanimate. ln 1.!., love of the 

Inanimate results not in the animation of the inanimate but in the inanimatlon 

of the anima te , and it is this form of love that the V. narrative 

identifies ultimately with Romanticism's love of death: 

It W8S a variation of the Porpentine theme. the 
Tristan-and-Iseult thème. indeed. according ta 
some. the single melody, banal and exasperating. 
of a11 Romantic1sm s(:nce the Middle Ages: "the 
aet of love and the ~\t of death are one." Dead 
at last, they would be one with the inanimate 
universe and with each other. r Loveplay until then 
thus becomes an impersonation of the inanimate. 
8 transvestism not between sexes but between quick 
and dead; human and fetish. (P. 385) 

The four V. episodes thus point ta V.'s growing inanimateness 

and to her historieal significan.ce. On the other hand. Pynchon 

subverts the text by indicating that V.--indeed, aIl metaphors and 

plots--may be without significance. This game between writer and reader 

continues in two other narratives: the report in Maijstral's confessions 

of V.'s death on Malta in 1943 and the epilogue. 

d 
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~'s epilogue, which deals with Sidney Stencil's experiences on 

Malta in 1919, provides equivocal confirmation of the four-part V. 

-
narrative. The epilogue is itself a parody of epi1ogues: it bas an 

unidentifiable narrator snd a conclusion that by maintaining the thematic 

suspension between ch~ce and plot, concludes notbing. 

Veronica Manganese, who is revealed to be Victoria Wren and whom 

Sidney Stencil ~alls V" acts on Malta as a~ent provocateur and has 

an informer killed in brutal fashion by profession~assassins. 

Thus, V.'s association with violence ~s further developed. 

Moreover, the reader discovers that Victoria Wren seduced Sidney' 

Stencil in Florence in 1899. Wben Stencil renews the affair on Malta 

in order to' ~py on V~, he c.alls it "a resumption of their hothouse 

time" (p. 460). This d'eclaration is significant 1 for V.' s "hothouse" 

relationship with Sten~il and simultaneous commitment to the violence 

of "the street" corresponds' to' Sidney Stencil' s own dual,. vision of 

contemporary polities. He' states in'his journal: 

"If there is any political moral to' be found in 
this world,. • • it is that we carry on the business 
of this century with an intolerable double vision. 
Right and Left; the hothouse and the street. 
The Rightcan only live and work hermetically, in 
the hothouse of the past, while outside the Left 
prosecute their affairs in the streets by manipulated 
mob violence. And cannot live but in the dreamscspe 
of the future. • • • " (P. 440) 

V. 's resolution of the "intolerable double vision" of the hothouse" 

and the street, suggesting a new politicsl synthesis, frightens the 

" 
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eIder Sterictl: 

, 
/' 

1 

Riot was her e1ement, as surely as this dark room, 
almost creeping with amassed objects. The street 
and the hothouse; in V. we~e reaolved, by some 
magic, the two extremes. She frightened him. (P. 459) 

This combination of riot in the street and a hothouse attachment 

to the inanimateness of "amassed objects" of the past points c1ear1y 

to V.'s significance as the embodiment of fascism. 27 , Historica11y 

a po1itica1 movement that espoused maes action and national traditionalism, 

fascism unites the street and the hothouae. 

" The identification of V. with fascism ia supported by the dec1aration 

in the 1913 epiaode that "the century had as yet no name" for V. 

(p. 386). ~ccording to the ~,- the term "fascistll and its derivatives 

were not current unti1 1919 and alter. Furthermore, ~he first fascist 

party was organized in March 1919 in Italy, just three months prior 

to the time in V. of the June Disturbances on Malta. Finally, Demivo1t, 

Si~ney Stenci1's associate, tells Stenci1.that their informant Dupiro, 

V. 's, ragman, was killed on V. 's order by "'r Banditti ••• a gang of 
'::::::.. 

. terrorists or professional assassins'" (p. 456) who'" are connected 

with the fasci di combattimento who 've organized 1ast mon th in Italy'" 

and that_"'Manganese has been in intermittent contact with their leader 

~_sol.ini' Il '(P. 456). 

In eum, the old wor1d that Stencil knew ie gone. He laments 

the 10ss of the .!!! ~ in modern polit1es: 

- >. 

. ' 
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" 

"What of the real present, the men-of-no-politics, 
the, once-respectable Golden Mean? Obsolete; 
in àny case, lost sight of." (P. 44~ 

This shift in ,the politics of the twentieth century lndicates Stencil's 

obsolescence and foreshadows his symbolically necessary death at the 

book's conclusion. 

Thus, Stencil represents a moribund order, and V. represents an 

undesirable, nascent one. 2B Stencil envisions the apocalypse at the end 

of this process in a theory of history eulminating ln a Pentecostal 

revelation: 

The matter of a Paraclete's coming, the comforter, 
the dove; the tongues of flames, the gift of tongues: 
Pentecost. Third Person of the Trinity. None of it 
was implausible to Stencil. The Father had come 
and gone. In polltieal terms, the Father was the 

'Prince; the single leader, the dynamic figure whose 
virtù used to be a determinant of history. This 
had degenerated to the Son, geniùs of the liberal 
love-fe~st which had produced lB48 and lately the 
overth-çow of the Czars. What next? What Apocalypse? 
(P. 444) 

According to Stencil, the first two historical stages, the rules of the 

Father and the Son, correspond to the hothouse Right of the past 

and the street'Left of the present. In 1919, a synthesis' of Right 

and Left, called fascism and symbolized by V., was unfolding. 
" ,-, 

Historica11y, fascism as a powerfu1 European force expired with ' 

the end of World War II~ just a. V. herself, its symbol, expires, acc;,or-

ding to Maijstral, on Malta in 1943. After her death, th? ivory comb 

, 1 

\ 
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that she wears ia picked up and passed on to Maijstral' s daughter Paola, 

who possesses the gift of tongues. The Pentecost that S~dney Stencil 

envisions as superseding the old Right and Left must have occurred, then, 

acc'ording to Pynchon, at the end of World War II, but for Pynchon that 

is another book, Gravity's Rainbow. 

The epilogue counterpoises the elder Stencil's formulations with 

\ 0 

the skepticisill of Mehemet, mas ter of the xebec on which Stencil first 

sails to Malta. Mehemet valorizes fortune, rejects as invalid StencU's 

metaphors and plo ts, and sees change only as decay towards eventual death. 

He tells, - furthermore, fantastic tales of his own time-travels and of 

Mara, a protean Maltese spirit of fertility who performs supernatural 

feats of dubious virtue while in Turkish captivity and who haunts, as 

pun1Shment, Malta's inhabited plain. But Stencil refuses to believe 

in "the Nameless Horrar" as an explanation of the firet world war, 

Iil preferring instead to comprehend it within metaphors and plots. The .. 
similarity to son Herbert' s quest for V. is not without significance, 

;; for if the text does not endorse the younger Stencil' s efforts, then it 

must ~lso by implication repudiate those of his father. 

The epllogue thus concludes with Sidney Stencil' s death, and 

the event suggests equivocal and contradictory explanatione. Either 

Stencil dies as the result of an accident (the waterspout being merely 

a natural occurrence), or he dies because V. may be present at the harbor_' 

(the evidence is ambiguous) and, in sorne supernatural wsy, causes the 

waterspout--another "V "--to erupt. Chance or plot or, in the book' s 

own Machiave1l1an terme. fortu~~ or virtù--thèse are the twin poles 

{ 
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. of closure in V. Neither can co-exist with the other, yet the reader 

t is continuous1y manipulated between them; and if the argument of this 

dissertation is correct, then pynchon' s Menippean satire 'Works by the 

irony of these contradictory poles. 7 î 

In.Y!,., the dominant tone of the narrator seems to signify a dispassionate,! 

non-evaluative stance towards the material. The common definition of 

"satire," however, presupposes the passion of anger mediated by rhetoric: 

this passion motivates the curse of invective, for example, in which the 

form of attack ia direct and explicit, and that of sarcasm, in which it 

is not. However, Pynchoa' s Y..!.. is not only IIsatire ll in this restricted, 

conventionsl sense of curse. If we recal1 that satire denotes instead 

a verse form and that Menippean satire denotes a prose-verse form, then 

" 
the issue is clarified, for the cotnmon definition of "satire" 1s then' seen 

" 

as reductionistic; certainly, (in a trivial sense) the curse is present in 

aIl such "satire" because "satire" so defined denotes only the forms 

of the attack or curse itself. In verse satire, such "satire" is 

dominant, but in Menippean satire, it is the forro of the fiction, not the 

"satire" pe,r se, tha t dominates the genre. Thus, the --presence in Y..!. 

of parodistic, fantastic, and comic forms constitutes the genre ",8 signature, 

and the dominant curse of the verse form, although not necessarily 

absent, is relegated to a secondary function. As Alvin Kernan suggests, 

in forma! verse satire, the satirist or his persona is stressed (and 

thus the mode of direct, personal, a~tack is available), but in Menippean 

satire, the scene or fiction is stressed (and t"hus, the "satire" worka 

. 29 
by the implications of the narrative forms themselves). . Even so, in .Y.:... 

( 

( 

J 
\ 
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the curee does appear 1n the narra tor' sand charac ters' rhetoric: 

the narrator' s èarcast1c remark on the s1xty thousand Herero dead and 

the ridicule of protagoniste Profane and Stencil by the narrator, by '. 

the characters, and by Profane and Stencil themse1 ves (as well as other 

incidental "satires") serve to identify and reinforce the narrative 

stance a., "satiric:!' • Most important, the curee of Menippean satire 1s 

a1so necessarily diffused through the forms of variety. Thus, the two 

parodies that structure ~ are forms of satire, ridiculing du1lness 

in Profane, pomposity in the Whole Sick Crew and through them human and 

at'tistic sterility ,and obsession 1n Stencil, but a1so more fundamentally 

the tota1izing extremes of chance and plot. 

Ultimately, in particular, the effect of satirizing Stencil as a 

foo1 is to deny textual endorsement to tbe exp1anatory inc1usiveness 

of the V. narrative, yet the dborder endorsed by Mehemet 1& equally 

unaupported by the textual statua of the Profane narrative, its principal 

em.bodiment. Thus, the 1rony of these contradictory poles compels the 

reader to reject the contradiction as invalid .!.I! ~ and to seek 

"explanations" elsewhere, in the locus of what Bahktin calls the "joyful re-o. 

lativity".30 of Menippean satire and what Pynchon himself calls the 

"excluded middle." 

Cl 

./ 

j 
J 



Notes 

1 l shall be referring ta the readily availab1e paperback edition: 
Thomas Pynchon, l.!.. (New York: Bantam, 1964). Page references ta this 
edi tion will appear wi thin the text. 

2 See Kernan, p. 2.52. Kernan, however, notes the limitations of 
a critiêism of satire based only on an analysis of rhetorical devices. 

3 See Robert Golden, IlMass Man and Modernism: Violence in pynchon' s 
"~,II Critique, 14, No. 2 (1972), 5-17, who considers the book a "satire 

on modernism" (9). 

4 The tradition hearkens to the label names of Aristophanes, 
for examp1e. Thomas E. Berry, IICharactonyms," Word Study, 25, No. 2 
(1949), 1-2, suggests "charactonyms" for this technique, and Highet, 
Anatomr of Satire, p. 275, n. 50, writes "Distorted or ridiculous names 
are always a sure sign of satire. 1I See Kelsie B. Harder, "Names in 
Thomas pynchon' s !:..," Literary Onomastics Studies, 5 (1978), 64-80, 
who points out the connection in ~ between names and theme. 

5 Stuart Miller, ~ Picaresque ~ (Cleveland: The Press of Case 
Western Reserve Univ., 1967), p. 13l. 

6 ~ Jocket Dictionary Ei-American Slang, ed. Harold Wentworth 
and Stuart Berg F1exner (New York: Pocket Books, 1967)":\ 

7 See this diss., pp.l72,176-77 for an elaboration 
USe of these antinomies in Gravit y' s Rainbow, where the 
explicit • 

of Pynchon' s 
terms are made 

8 One of pynchon' s fav~ri te sources for metaphors, as numerous 
critics have noted, is science. In particu1ar, Pynchon frequently 

) 

empl.oys mathematical imagery. See Lance Ozier, "Antipointsman/Antimexico: 
Some Mathematical Imagery in Gravity's Rainbow," Critique, 16. No. 2 
(1974), 73-90, and "The Ca1culus of Transformation: More Mathematical 
Imagery in Gravity's Rainbow," Twentieth Century Literature, 21 (1975), 
193-210. 

9 See Richard Patteson, "What Stencil Knew: Structure and Certitude 
in pynchon's V.,"Critique, 16, No. 2 (1974), 30-44'; rpt. in 
Critica1 Essa;;;. pp: 20-31, who mistakenly claims Pynchon uses 
the term "entropy" in V.; nevertbeless, this passage represents the 
c1earest expression of the concept in the book. See chapter tbree ' 
of this dissertation for a det:ailed discussion, pp. 140-41. pynchon' s 
first use of the term ie as the title o\f bis early short story, "Entropy t " 

The Kenyan Review, 22 (1960), 277-92; rpt. ±~..slow Learner: Early Stories 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1984), pp. 79-98. F~\ Pynchon i s own comments on 
entropy, see Introd., ~ Learner, pp. 12-15. 
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10 Catherine Stimpson, "Pre-Apocalyptic Atavism: Thomas Pynchon's 
Early Fiction," in Mindful Pleasures, pp. 31-47, chan·cterizes Mafia as 
"a racist Jacqueline Susann" (p. 38), although Molly Rite, p. 162, suggests 

, '.'Mafia ls a parody of Ayn Rand." 

11 See Roger Henkle, "Pynchon's Tapestries on the Western Wall," 
Modern Fiction Studies, 17 (1971), 207-20, rpt. in Pynchon: 1:. Collection, 
pp. 97-111. Henkle agrees that Paola is meant to represent an affirmation 
but thinks that her characterization is a failure. 

12 In this way Paola resembles Tyrone Slothrop of Gravity's ~ainbow, 
who becoUles a kind of Rorschach test onto which various scientists 
project their theories. 

13 Sphere himself represents a complex of affirmations. His name 
suggest the perfection of the circle. and his art ls represented as 
genuine and creative. Moreover, Pynchon'a sympathy for the historieal 
powerlessness of blacks ia evident in his "A Journey into the Mind. of 
Watts," The New York Times Magazine, 12 June 1966, pp. 34-35, 78, 
80-82, 84, as weIl as in his depiction of the Hereros in ..Yi. and Gravit y , s 
Rainbow. Sorne critics have at tempted te treat Sphere' s declaration as 
irony, but as James Hall points out in "The New Pleasures of the Imagination," 
The Virginia guarterly Review, 46 (1970), 596-612, "[Y)OU do not invent 
virtues. You earn old ones, the ones that were always there and were 
obscured by the flash of the new" (608). 

14 Robert G~aves, The White Goddess, amended and enl. ed. (New 
'York: Farrar, Straus a~â~, 1966), p. 395, associates the goddess' 
comb with heart1essness. The e?tir~ passage from Graves ls relevant to 
Stencil' s V., whom Pynchon critics, by and large, see as a debased 
fonu of the White Goddess. Pynchon, h1mse1f mentions Graves's book in 
V. (p. 50). Paola' s surrender of the comb signifies her relinquishment 
Of the goddess' traditional heartlessness. 

15 
Idees .9l. 0 rder, p. 66. 

16 Besides the name Slothrop in Gravit y , s Rainbow, this ls, to the 
best of my knowledge, Pynèbon 1 s 'only other use of the root or word 
"sloth" in bis three books. The similarities between Stencil's and 
Slothrop' s quests and personal scatterlng~ imply that the modern quest 
may~ necessitate a dispersal of identity. 

, 

17 IITradition and the Individual Talent," p. 21. For a more detailed 
discussion of the Modernists, see chapter one of this diss., pp. 33-37. 

l~ This view of metaphor resembles Alain Robbe-Grillet' s, although 
Robbe-Grillet denies the f1,lnctional value a1together. For a further 
discussion of Robbe-Grillet's theory, Bee chapter one of thls diss •• 
p. 38. 
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19 Stencil's "scattered concept" of V. corresponds to Slothrop's 
"scattering" in Gravit y 's Rainbow and to the concept of maximum information 
entropy. For a discussion of entropy, see this diss., pp. 140-41. 

20 Robert Sklar, "The New Novel, USA: Thomas Pynchon," The Na tion, 
25 Sept. 1967, pp. 277-80; rpt. as "An Anarchist Miracle: The Novels of 
Thomas Pynchon," in Pynchon: A Collection, p. 91. 

21 See David Cowart. "Love and Death: Variations on a Theme in 
pynchon' 6 Early Fiction," Journal of Narrative Technique, 7 (1977), 
157-69, for a comparison of the Egypt chapter with "Under the Rose." "­
pynehon' s early short story that served as its prototype. 

'22 \ 
Gravity's Rainbow (New York: Viking, 1973» p. 159. 

23 Graves, p. 395, ca1ls Bottice11i's Venus "an exact icon"~'of·'the 
white goddess' cult. 

24 The Hereros reappear in Gennany in Gravit y' s Rainbow, where one 
group of them, the Empty Ones, assimilates the European death culture 

. and plans tribal suicide. See this diss., pp. 174-75. 

25 Graves, p. 395. refers ta the goddes8' mirror as a symboi of vanity. 

, 26 For an exploration of pynchon' s use of "tourism" as a metaphor 
in .Y.!.. see .in particular William Plater, pp. 71-80. 

27 David Cowart, Thomas Pynchon: The Art of Allusion, p. 18, 
sees V. similarly as "the fasc1st ZeitgëisV-

28 The narrator's comparison in Gravity's Rainbow, p. 616, of the 
nob ility of World War l with the decadence of World War II may imp1y 
Pynchon 1 B sympathy for the eIder Stencil but may be less a literaI 
reflection of Pynchon' s h1storical stance than a gener1c cho1ce to 
accentuate the aq:ack on the 1939-45 conflict. 

29 Kernan, p. 25~. 
t 

30 Problems of Dostoevksy'à Poeties, p. 107. 
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Chapter Three: 

The Crying 2i. Lot 2.2.: History as a Mail Conspiracy 

In this chspter, sfter identifying similarities and 

di~similarities between 51..:.. and its successor, The Crying of Lot ~,l 

l use the generie model to organize the discussion of the latter text 

. ·J.nto curse and variety. The curse is seen as dhected politieally at 

Americ:;.a and epistemologically at monological forms of communication., 

The subsequent analysie is oràered into tex tuaI elements that represent 

the curse as a function of the grotesque, a form of the fantastic, and 

into the textusl elements of comedy and parody tha t advance the satire' s 

rhetorieal ends. 

Pynchon's second Menippean sat!re, The Crying of Lot 49, published 
. 

in 1966 three years after'y':", both resembles' and differa from the earlier 

text. As in Y..!., a protagonist becomes obseesed with a fantastic queat. 

Narratively, however, Pynchon does not, as in~, render the quest 

as a discontinuous seriea of interruptions of the textual present; rather, 

the quest forms the narrative present itself. Unlike'y':". then, there ia 

no extensive narrative experimentation in ~ ~, for the tale 1s told 

in the third-person by: a narrator restricted primarily to the protagon1at' s 
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point of view. 

In addition. significant patterns recur in the two texts. As 

Herbert Stencil' s f~a6tic quest in .Y.:.. revea16 a possible form of 

coherence in early twentieth-century Europe' s decadence and violence, 

so the fsntastic quest of Lot 49' s protagonist, California housewife 

Oedipa Maas. reveals a possible form of coherence in mid-century 

America' s ~ppre8sion and alienation. 
\ 

The sd~rility of America is signified as weIl by sterile forms of 
. \ 

communicati0f.2 In Lot i2., the orthodox communicative systems--in Bakhtin's, 

terminology, monologism--of mail, radio, and television are depicted 

as stifling, fraudulent, and deceptive, helping to forro a wasteland of 

official unifo~ity from which diversity and meaning--in Bakhtin' s 

terms, dialogism--are excluded. The text, however ~ endorses two 

fertilizing posaibilities: metaphor (and, equivocally, paranoia) and a 

communicative diversity or anarchy. \ 
Like .Y:-, ~'49 incorporates radicaHy different forms: a parody of 

the rhetoric and structure of detective fiction; a drama-within-the-Uction 

that la a. parody of J acobean revenge tragedy; the "low" comedy of puns 

and farce; grotesques who are spiritual1y and physical1y deformed; 

parodistic historiography and scholarshipi and a metaphysical rhetoric. 

PYnchon' s configuration of auch parody, comedy, and fantasy composes 

Menippean' satire' 8 generic variety, which, while serving formaI and , ' 

thematic ends, has as its function, in addition,>, the reader's entertainment 

or de).ight. 

Like 2..:., then, ~ ~ ia Menippean satire, encompassing the genre' s 
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four formaI and functional conventions: curse, varie ty, fertility, and 

de11ght, and in the discussion that follows, these elements and their 

interrelations will be explored. 

The curse of Lot 49, expressed by the narrator but reflective of 

protagonist Oedipa Maas' consciousness, is directed at America, where 

"wi-th the chances once 60 good for diversity," "excluded middles" (p. 136) 

have resul ted inst.ead in a forro of the sterile. The following passage 

near the end of the narrative uses a conventional means of the curse, 

vulgar invective, to pit narrator-Oedipa in satiric relation to America: 

She had heard aIl about excluded middles; they were 
bad shit, to be avoidedj and how had it ever happened 
here, wi th the chances once so good for di versity? (P. 136) 

One of the essential principles of classical logic, the Law of the 

Excluded Middle states that every proposition must be either true 

or false, thereby eliminating the possibility that a proposition may 

be neither true nor false but doubtful or undecidable.-3 Such uncertainty 

corresponds metaphorically to the neglected "middle" of "diversity" 

that emerges from the narrative. The curse on logica1 positivism thus 

entails attack on the exclusion from the malnstream of American life of . 
what the text identifies as "w .A. S.T .E.~' the unofficial organ1zat1on 

of communication ,for America' s disinherited. America ia thus the object 

of Lot!!1.' s satire, and the fo11owing analysis will i11ustrate the 

manner in which Pynchon' B attack is made manifeste 
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The text' s chief symbol of America 1s oligopolist Pierce Inverarity. 

a former lover of Oedipa Maas. Though Inverarity i5 dead during the 

narrative, he is active throughout the fiction by virtue of his ownership 

of near1y aIl the land and business in San Narciso, Lot 49 1 s chief 

setting, and when Oedipa is named executrix of his will .• into which 

Inverarity may have encoded a meaning, her quest to unravel his extensive 

estate begins. Inverarity is presented as a compulsive autocrat. He 

had, according to Oedipa, a "need to possess, to alter the land, to 

bring new skylines, personal antagonisms, growth rates into be1ng" 

-~ 
(p. 134). In a mathematical metaphor, she compares his compulsion to 

a "fraction of him that couldn't come out even, would carry forever 

beyond Bny decimal place she might name" (p. 134). Investigat1ng his 

estate, Oedipa conelud~s that.lnverarity's virtua1 ownership of San 

~arciso typ1fies the domination of the republic by the few. Inverarity 

thus becomes a symbol of an oligopolistic, if not monopo1istie, America: 

1 • • 

She had dedicated herse1f, weeks ago, to mak1ng 
sense of what Inverarity had left behind, never 
suspecting that the legaey was America. (P. 134) 

Speculating that San Narciso and the estate may be microcosms, 

Oedipa realizes that the alienation she uncovers"10cal1y during her 

quest 1s likely to exist nationally: 

If San Narciso and the estate were really no different 
from Bny other town, any other estate, then by that 
continuity she might have found '.the Tristero anywhere 
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1 

in her Republie, through 8ny of a hundred lightly-concealed 
entraneeways, a hundreq alienations, if only she 'd looked. (P. 135) 

Thus the quest' s signifieance is not a final (and 'undisclosed) apocalypse 

of the subversive postal organization named Tristero but the revelatory 

process: 

As things developed, she was to have aIl manner of 
-------- revelations. Hardly about Pierce Inverarity, or herself; 

but about what remained yet had somehow, before this, 
stayed away. (Pp. 9-10) 

ln brief ~ Oedipa' s quest reveals America' s exe1uded middle: 

What was left to inherit? That America coded :ln Inverarity' s 
t~stament, whose was that? She thought of other, immobil1zed 
freight cars, wh~re the kids sat on the floor planking 
and sang back, happy as fat, whatever came over the 
mother' s pocket radio; of other squatters who stretched 
eanvas for lean-tos behind amiling billboards along ,aIl 
the highways, or slept in junkyards in the stripped 
shells of wrecked Plymouths, or even, daring, spent the 
night up sorne pole in a lineman' s tent like caterpillars, 
swung among a web of telephone wires, living in the very 
copper rigging and secular miracle of communication, 
untroub1ed by the dumb voltages flickering their miles, 
the nigh't long, in the thousands of unheaid messages. 
She r~membered drifters she had listened to, Americans 
speaking their language carefully, scholarly,- as if they 
were in exile from somewhere aIse invisible yet co~gruent 

with the cheered land she lived in; and walkers along the roads at 
night, zooming in and out of your headlights wi thout 

looking up, too far from 80y town to have a real destination. 
(P. 135) 

These dïsinherited, whom Oedipa also encounters one night in San 

" , 
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Francisco (it is not insignificant that these latter encounters take 

place in an "actual, ft not fictional, locale like San Narciso), are 

grotesques in comparison with "the cheered land she lived 1n." The 

dramatic irony of this _discrepancy betveen the two Americss f\,IDct"ions 

as a satire on the repressive order .as8ociated' vith Inverarity' s' Am~rica 
~ 

and the il1usory order associated vi th Oedipa' s America prior to the 0 

quest. 

That life is rendered by Pynchon in deft satiric touches, for it 
} 

takes only the firat two paragraphs of !!2! 49 to establiab the tedious 

, and meular conventionality of Oedipa' s life in Kinneret-Among-The-Pines. 

A series of details--reference ta a Tupperwar. party ahe bas attended, 

shopping at a food market with a Vivaldi Kazoo Concerto on its Muzak--depicts 

Oedipa'. routiniEed ""raton ••• 

deck of cards: 

which in a metaphor ahe compares t~ a 

, , 

• • • she wondered. wondered, shuffling back through a 
fat deckful df days which seemed (wouldn' t spe be firet 
to admit it?) more or less identica1, or aIl painting 
the same way subtly like a conjurer' s deck, any odd one 
readily clear to a trained eye. (P. 2) 

." 

.'J 

Bowever, Oedipa develops the metaphor ta suggest the d~ck has a conjurer. 

imp1ying that her ontological ennui may have e palpable source which 

she later names "magic, anonymous and malignsnt ll (p. Il). Like 

Stencil' s quest for V., Oedipe' s eventual quest, which evolves 

from this sense that life is somehow being deniedto her by ~ 

external, mysterious and ma1evolent forces, has ambiguous status: 
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in a type of sat1ric.hamartia 1.1ke Stencil' 8 (and, later. l1ke Tyrone 

S1othrop' s), Oedipa errs by re1.fying the metaphor. That ls, O'edipa 

succeeds in reveal1ng the sign1.f1cance of the Trist~ro but remains 

unsstisfi.ed becausE!' she "reads" her experiences as convent:Lonal forms 

of detective fiction--with climactic disclosure of guilt--and romance--with 

cl1màctic elimination of the original evil and transformation of the 

wasteland. Although the narrative rhetoric indicates that she desi.reB 
1 

both forms of closure, she achieves neither, but her quest has an 

important residual effec t: the z-evelaê1.on of the disinherited. Like 

Stencil' s "uncovering" of decadence and violence in .Y!-, the process of 

the revela tion of the disinheri ted 'exposes Oedipa to "what remained yet 

somehow before this had stayed away, Il those ignored and excluded by 

official history. Pynchon's satire of America worka by the poles of tbis 

dramatië i:r;~ny of the illusion of inheritanee and the reality of 

-
d:Lsifiperi tance, and Oedipa'. quest disabuses her of politieal. ignorance 

and serves as sn l.ndietment of the manipulation and control of the l.and 

and its economy by a powerful mi.nority: 

What would the probate judge havé to say about spreading 
some kind of a legacy among them all, aIl those nemeless, 
maybe as s ,'first iostallment? Oboy. He'd be 00 her aSB in 
a microsecond, revoke her lettera testamentary, they'<l 
caU her names, proclaim her through a11 Orange County 
as a redistributionist and p1nko, slip the old man from 
Warpe, Wistfull, Kubitschek and McMingus in as administrator 
~ ~ .!!.2!!. and 80 much baby for code, constellations, 
shadow-l.egatees. (P. 136) 

At the Scope Bar, she meets Mike Fal.lopian. a right-wing fanatie 
) 

1 
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who i8 writing a book on the federal postal monopoly's suppression of 

private independent mail routes in the years preceding the Civil War. 

Fallopian sees the suppression lias a parable of power, oits feed1ng, 
,. 

growth and systematic abuse • " (p. 35). Later, at Yoyodyne, Inc., 

an aerospace company in which Inverar1ty owned shares, 8he meets engineer 

, Stanley Koteks, who complains that when an engineer signs a Yoyodyne 

contract, the corporation acquires the patent rignts to aIl bis subsequent 
~ .,. ... . 

inventions. The result is a supp~ssion of his scientif1c cre~tivity: 

, 
"This stif1es your really creative eng1neer," 
KQ1:eks said, adding bitterly, "Wherever he 
may be." (P. 61)4 

In the course of attempting to disentangle Inverarity's assets, 

,o. 

,?edipa 18 h'erself entangled in growing evidence of what may ~e a secret, 

subyersive postal organization called the Tristero (or Trystero, a 

variant orthography), by which numerous Americans of the "excluded 

middle" communicate 1.n disregard of the powerful federal postal monopoly. 

During a long night in San Francisco, she discovers a segment of this 
~ , " 

underground. Pynchon, in the Menippean tradition of the ~t~s~ic, 

depicts its membere a, grotesques whoee unnatural forms signify 

"alienation" and "apecies of withdrawal": 

Among her other encounters were a facially-deformed 
welder, who cherished his ugliness; a child 
roaming the n1ght who missed'tbe death before 

birth as certain outcasts do the dear lulling 
blankness of the communitYi a Negro woman with 

-"'; .... 
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an intricately-marbled Beat alopg the baby-fat 
of one cheek who kept going through rituals 
of miscarriage eaeh for a different reason, 
deliberately as others might the ri tuaI of 
birth, dedicated not to continuity but to sorne 
kind of interregnum; an aging night-watchman 
nibb1ing at a bar of Ivory Soap, who had trained 
his virtuoso stomach to accept alao lotions, 
air-fresheners, fabrics, tobaccoes, and waxes 
in a hopeless attempt to assimilâte it aIl, 
aIl the promise, productivi~J betrayal, ulcera, 
before it was too late: and eveo another voyeur. 
who hung outside one of the city's still-lighted 
windows, searching for who knew what specifie 
image. (P. 91) 

; 

Ignoring the federal postal monopoly, these citizens communicate instead 

by "w .A. S. T • E. ," whieh Oedipa event~al1y learns ""i'/ an acr'onym for "We 

Await SUent Trystero' s Empire" (p. 127): 

, .J 

For here were God knew hw man)' citizens, 
deliberately choosing not to communicate by 
U. S. Mail. lt was not an act of treason, 
nor possibly ev en defiance. ·But it was a 
calculated withdrawal, from the life of the 
Rep~blic, from 1te machinery. (P. 92) 

This calculated withdrawal repreaentB aomething that ia, 

despite social, p~litiealJ and economic impotence, "their own": 

Whatever else was being denied ihem out of 
hate, Indifference to the power of their vote, 
loopholes, simple ignorance, this withdrawal 
waB their own, unpublicized, private. (P. 92) 

, 1 

Oedipa perceivea in W.A.S.T.E. a aign 9f the possible presence 

\ 0 

\ 

_ ..." ~ 
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'in America of the Tristero, lia real alternative to the exitlessness, 

to the absence of surprise to life" (p. 128). 

As she investigates Inverarity's estate, she grows increasingly 

obsessed with the need ta confirm the ~ristero's existence. Researching 

the organization' s history, she 1earns \\that it was begun in Europe in 1577 

by Tristero Y Calavera, a Spaniard who claimed to be the rightful heir 

to the positions of Grand Master of the Post for the Law Countries and 

executor of the Thurn and Taxis postal monopoly. Denied what he felt 

ta be his rightful inheritance, Calavera established the Tristero, which 

terrorized Thum and Taxis couriers along their routes. From the inception 

. of the Tristero, therefore, "disinheritance" (p. 120) was its underlying 

theme. Further investigation indicates that the Tristero has oeen in 

America from the middle of the nineteenth century. While its opposition 

to and subversion of the U.S. Mail has obvious social, economic, and 

political significance, the antagonism of the two systems has communicative 

significance in the text as well. Just as the federal postal monopoly 

in Lot !2 signifies a sterile and monopolistic uniformity of communication, so 

the Tristero signifies the initiation of a fertile diversity and the 

ul timate possibil,ity of cOIIlIllunicative anarchy. 

ln 12! 49, such an ultimate possibility represents a desirable, 

if unattainable, end and is used as ironie satire of the status quo. After 

her nlght in San Francisco, Oedipa participa tes in a communièatlve 

anarchy at her hotel in Berkeley when an assemblage of deaf-mutes 

dan ces in couples--each couple following a different step--and the 

collisions that she considers inevitable do not occur: 

( 

- 1 
1 
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There would have ta be collisions. The on1y 
alternative was sorne unthinkable order of 
music, many rhythms, aIl keys at once, a choreography 
in which each couple meshed easy, predestined. 
Something they aIl heard with an extra sense 
atrophied in herself. She fo11owed her partner's 
lead, limp in the young mute's clasp, waiting for 
the collisions to begin. 'But none came. She 
was danced for half~an hour,before, by mysteriou$ 
consensus, everybody took~ break, without having 5 
fe1t any touch but the touch of her partner. (P. 97) 

That the participants in this "anarchist miracle" (p. 97) are deaf-mutes 

reflects their exclusion from orthodox means of communication, and 

their muteness corresponds in part to the W.A.S.T.E.-Tristero symbol of 

the muted post horn. The order and grace of the dance, despite the 

absence of conventiona! arrangement, thus off ers a metaphor for a 

, UtOpian communicative condition. lt ls, however, only metaphor, which, 

like those of Swift's land of the Houyhnhnms and Volta~re'8 Eldorado, 

ia atructured to satirize by dramatic irony the object of the curse, 

Amerièa. 

The satire on America has as interroediate vehicles what Northrop 

Frye describes as the Menippean forro' s interest in "rapacious and 

incompetent professiona! men of aIl kinds • • • handled in terms of their 

occupational approach to life as distinct from their social behavior. ,,6 

This exeernal approach to character in Menippean satire clarifies that 

Oedipa, lacking a profession, serves as ingénu although she possesses 

elements of ~~, hero, and fool; however, it i8 the knavery of 
, !II 

profess1ona11sm that provides the curse of Lot ~ with the bulk of its 

vehicles of attack. 

" 
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Oedipa 1 s husband. Wendell "Mucha" Maas. "hyperaware" of the 

stereotypical image of unscrupulous used car salesmen--by implication, 

mustachiaed, with padded, wide~shoulder suits and greasy pompadours--

resolves not to be identified as one: 

Mucho shaved his ùpper lip every mornipg three times 
with, three times against the grain to remove any remotest 
breath of a moustache, new blades he drew blaod invariably 
but kept at it; bought aIl natural-shoulder suita, 
then went to a tailor,to have the lapels made yet more 
abnormally narrow, on his hair used only water, combing 
it like Jack Lemmon to throw them further off. (P. 4) 

The satire on used car salesmen modulates from the folly of Mucha's 

"disguise" ta the knavery of his profession: 

\ 

The sight of sawdust, evan pencil shavings, made'him wince, 
his own kind being known to use it for hushing sick 
transmi~sions, and though he dieted he could still not 
as Dedi~~ did use honey to sweeten his coffee for like aIl 
things viscous it distressed him, recalling too poignantly 
what Is often mlxed with motor oil ta ooze dishonest into 
gaps between'piston and cylinder wall. He walked out of 
a party one night because somebody used the word 
"creampuff," it seemed\ maliciously, in his hearing. 
The man was a refugee Hungarian pastry cook talking shop, 
but there W8S your Mucha: thin-skinned. (P. 4) 

The satire assumes the broader political frame of the text as the 

typical clients turn out to be America's disinherited: 

Yet at least he had belleved in the cars. Maybe to 
excess: how could he not, s'eeing people poorer than him 
come in, Negro,Mexican. cracker, a parade seven days a 

( 
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week, bringing the most godawful of trade-ins: motorized, 
metal extensions of themselves, of their families and 
what their whole lives must be Iike, out there so naked 
for anybody, a stranger like himself, ta look at •••• (P. 4) 

Finally, MuchaIs terrHying dream,of "nada" (an acronym for National 

Automobile Dealers' Association) identifies the profession ultfmately 

with the void. 

In desperate flight from the onerie signifieanee of the used car 

business, Mucha becomes a disk jockey but in this profession discovers 

only a travèsty of communication and love--"all the fraudulent dream of 

t,eenage appetites" (p. 6). On tbe air, he communicates "'naked lust'" 

(p. 6) to his adolescent audience a~d off the air has affairs with th~. 

Unable to "believe" in the station, he takes LSD regularly and disintegrates 

into multiple cheery personalities. The comic pathos of his disinte-

gration aerves satiric effects: the loss of a distinctive p;rsonality, 

of even a token discomfort or resentment at being assimilated into 

structures of fraudulence and decepti~n, embodies by grotesque hyperbole 

the narrative satire on an Americen culture that encourages forms of 

insanity a. the only satisfactory means of accommodation. 

Mucho's drugs are provided by Oedipr.:/s psychiatrist, Dr. Hilarius, 

who ~riginally wants Oedipa ta take the LSD, whieh he tells her are 

tranquilizers. as part of an experiment on suburban housewives. 

During a nocturnal calI to Oedipa in which he tries ta eonvince her 

to take the drug, Hilarius utters the phrase, '\le vent you," prompting 

Oedipa to hallucinate a sick, violent Dncle Sam: 
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Hanging in the air over her bed she now beheld the 
we11-known portrait of Uncle that appears in front of 
all our post offices, his eyes gleaming unhealthily, 
his sunken yellow cheeks most violently rouged, his , 
finger painting between her eyes. l want you. (P. 7) 

A metapborical identity is thus established between Hilarius, Freudianism, and 

the psychiatrie office, on the one hand, and America, militarism, and 

the post office, on the other. The implications are that Freudian 

psychiatry functions as a method of tranquilizing normalization within 

the monopolistic political structure aymbolized by the postal service and 

that drugs serve as the weapons of pacification. This satire on 

America and its ideological handmaiden, Freudian psychiatry, employa 

the imagery of disease to deseribe the face of the portrait, a technique 

of the satiric tradition from Bntiquity and especially popular during 

the Renalss·ance. 7 Moreover, Hilarius "sounded like Pierce doing 

a Gestapo officer," (p. 7) a foreshadowing linkage of paychiatry, America, 

/? ,1 
and fascism confirm~d by Oedipa's subsequent discovery that Hilarius 

J~;;' 
worked at Bu~henwald on experimentally-induced insanity. The revelation 

of Hilarius' past occurs when the psychiatrist becomes paranoid and 

imagines Israeli agents are pursuing him. Like Mucho Maas, he suffers 
,1\ 

from profound professional disillusion, which turns into personal 

dissolution: 

"Yes, you hate me. But didn't l try to atone? If l'd 
been a rea! Nazi l'd have chosen Jung. nicht wahr? 
But l those Freud instead, the Jew. Freud's vision of 
the world had no Buchenwalds in it. Buchenwald, 
according to Freud, once the light was let in, would 

'" " 1 
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become a soccer field, fat children,would learn flower­
arranging and solfeggio in the strang1ing rooms. At 
Auschwitz the avens wou1d be converted over to petit 
fours and wedding cakes, and the V-2 missiles ta public 
housing for the elves. l tried to be1ieve'it aIl. l 
slept three hours a night trying not to dream. and spent 
the other 21, at the forcible acquisition of faith. And 
yet my penance hasn't been enough. They've come like 
angels of ~eath to get me, despite aIl l tried ta do." 
(P. 102) , 

By performing experiments on Jews in Germany and on suburban 

housewives in Ame,rica, Hilarius exchanges, in effect, one forro of 

totalitarianism for another. In particular, the fundamental weakness 

of Freudianism, according ta Hilarius, lies in its En11ghtenment 

assumption of the omnipotence of reason. Hilarius' experience 

of the holocaust attests ta the incapacity of the Freudian ego 

ta repress and transform its Other, the unconscious, and, as a result, 

he declines to help rid Oedipe of her fantasy: 

"Cher1sh it:" cried Hilarius, fiercely. "What else 
do any of you have? Hold it tightly by its little 
tentacle, don't let the Freudians coax it away or the 
pharmac1sts poison it out of you. Whatever it ie, 
hold it dear, for when you lose it you go over by that 
much ta the others. You beg1n to cease to be." (P. 103) 

Thus, a set of binary metaphors reflect1ng Menippean satire's dialogism 

is established: on the one hand, the monologism of ooly America and its 

synecdoches (the postal service, for example) and, on the other hand, 

the dialog1sm of the Tr1stero and its synecdoches (the W.A.S.T.E. 

system, for example). In the domain of psychology, this dialogism 

* 
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is represented by fantasy, not of the alienating, drug-induced, inward 

variety, which through Mucho's disintegration the text ridicules as 

narcissistic and eounter-productive, but ~f the outward type, whieh 
/) 

compels the fantasist to' c'bmmunicate. In this regard, the Tristero, 
"\ 

as metaphor, performs the function attributed to aIl metaphor by Fausto 

Maijstral in ~ but with one significaot difference: it serves to 

connect Oedipa not in a delusory relation with nature but in an authentic 

relation with the eommunity. 

Th~ satire on America by the vahicle of rapacious professionalism 

culminates in an archetype of American economic "freedom"--racist, sexist, 

and fascist entrepreneur Winthrop Tremaine, whose government surplus 

store sells rifles, swastika armbands, and SS uniforms. (Among his 

customers is Mike Fallopian.) 
) 

The ironie descriptions of Tremaine--. . 
"this worthY," Gp. 111) "spirited entrepreneur," (p. 112) and "You , \ 

had the feeling that it was only his good upbringing kept him from 

spitting" (p. lll)--are narrative interpolations in the dialogue that 

signify an ambiguous conflation of Oedipa's and the narrator's points 

of view; nevertheless, Oedipa, like her ancient namesake, recogniz~s 

that the responsibility for the wasteland 18 herSe 

Thus, the curse of America contained in the grotesque vision of 

the disinherited is reflected by these caricatures of apparent beneficiaries 

of America who are themselves, in their very professlonalisrn, insane. 

Oedipa experiences a "s tripping" (p. 114) of su eh men from her, and the 

subsequent erosion of her interpersonal social identities leaves ber 

to develop alone the-courage to face the unknown. 

o 
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The ecdysiastical metaphor occurs first in an episode of farce, 

a farm of the comic, which as an element of the Menippean form's generic 

varlet y, serves to entertain while advancing theme. Juxtaposed with 

the element of the fantastlc, the comlc element of farce off ers a 

structural alternation of the ordinary and the extraordinary, a radical 

discontinuity that, as Bakhtin argues of the "morai-psychologicai 

experimentation" in Menippean satire, functians Iike such experimentation 
ë.j 

ta "destroy the epic and tragic whoieness of a person and his fate." 8 

The farce of Oedipa's multiple layers of clothes and her collapse 

into helpless laughter at the sight of herself in a mirror--"a beach 

baIl with feet" (p. 22)--prefigures the far more sed.ous and elaborate, 

canceit that compares the revelation of the Tristero to a striptease. 

In its posing of the Tristero' s binary implications for Oedipa--"its 

terrible nakedness" (p. 36) either innocuous or pern~l~us--the conceit 

contains in miniature the binary structure of the book iteelf, which 

movea ambiguously and simuitaneously toward the mutually exclusive 

closures of utter triviality or total significance. Moreover, Oedipa's 

at~ribution of self-awareness to the can of hair spray that she 

accidentally sets off signifies personification, metaphor, and paranoia: 

The can knew where it was going, she sensed, or something 
fast enough, Gad or a digital machine, might have computed 
in advance the complex web of its travelj but she wasn't 
fast enough, and knew only that it might hit them at 
any moment, at whatever clip it was doinS, a hundred 
miles an hourI (P. 23) 

Like her living room in the book's opening, "which knew" that her fantasy of 

-----~ 
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Inverarity' s death is "so sick" (p. 2), Oedipa' s pers~mification of the 

hair spray can continues her tendency ta animate the inanimate. Simi1a~ly, 

when she iiret sees San Narciso, she compares its arrangement of houses 

and streets to a transistor radio's printed circuit and deduces from-

this act of metaphor that "there were to both outward patterns a 

hlerog1yphic sense of concealed meaning, of an intent to communicate" 

(p. 13). But at this point in the narrative Oedipa's lack of effort 

excludes her from the "concealed meaning": 

There'd seemed no limit to what the printed circuit 
could have told her (if she had tried to find out); 
so in her first minute of San Narciso, a revelation also 
trembled Just past the threshold of her understanding. (PI 13) 

She finally compares herself te Muche and wonders if his lack of belief 

in the radio station corresponds to her own sense of dlsconnection from 

San Narciso's secret message. In suro, the textual preb1em of bellef 

ls contained in the farcie al episode involving Oedipa's slapstick fall and 

the hair spray ean: if Oedipa does not "believe" in the act of metaphor 

and its attendant paranoia, then it seems that no communication, pattern, 

or significan~e is at aIl possible, yet if she does and theae do emerge 

as a result, such forma of meaning may be after aIl only deluslon 

and insanlty. The problem reflects, again, the dual momenta of the text 

towards contradictory absolutes, but it la important tO,recall that in 

satire such textual elements have primarily extra-textual functions: 

that ls, the elements do not represent novelistic coherence, for in 

satire they operate according to another organizing principle. The 



{ 

\ 

131 

queétion is not whether the tèxt finaUy abandons dts equivocations in 

favor of an unequ~voca1 endorsement of one view over the other (ft does 

not) but rather 1n what way such equivoc~t1ons serve to faci1itate ridicule 

~nd attack of the curse object, America. Thus, Oedipa's method a110ws 

her to explore and to detect real or imagined connections that revea1 

in the procesa a sub rosa wor1d of disinheritance; second, her ehoice 

of paranoia st the book's end (should the non-existence of the Tristero 

be confirmed) serves to focus the satire even more desperate1y on 

America, whose repress100 compe1s its citizenry into either alienat10n 

or insanity or both in order to survive. 

Endorsed by a narrative declaration that "there was that high magic 

to 10w puns" (p. 96), Pyochon's second type of the comic, paronomasia, 

takes the form of parodistic, mock-sign~ficant onomastics. 9 

Paronomasias 1ike Manny di Presso, Emory Bortz, and Geoghis Cohen 

contribute to a Menippeao ferm that functio~s both as entertainment 
o 

per se and textua1 denaturalizatien so that the reader regards the taxt 

not as synecdoche but as metaphor. The text thus becomes a puzzle or 

game of decodlng,10 one that may nevertheless lead ooly to the frustrations 

of ambiguity in Pynehon's radical questioning of meaning. 11 

Oedipa Maas' name has beeo ioterpreted both as litera! and ironie 

forms of Oedipus and "mass," Bnd one critic has even suggested the reading 

.' "Oedipu8, my a88.,,12 In aoy csse, the name Oedipa derives froID the 

Sophoclean tragic figure whoee kiogdoID ie afflicted with a plague~ 

Like Thebes, San Francisco i8 an "infected city" (p. 86), 

and as Oedipua discovers that he htmself ia the agent of the crime 

.: 
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plaguing the land, Oedipa decides that she herself 16 responslble for 
, 

allowing America to become a fasclstlc republlc ln whlch government 
) 

surplus stores sell swastikas and insurance fires such as the one that 

razes'Zapf's bookstore may be the Amerlcan form of book-burning: 

You're chicken, she told herseIf •••• This ls 
America, you live in it, you let it happen. Let it 
unfurl. (P. 112) 

Mike Fallopian and Stanley Koteks. whose names are female metaphors 

(the former a synecdoche, the latter metonymy) also regard America 

as oppressive. Their names and oppos~tion correspond to Oedipa's sex and 

her own growing resistance. Thus. the possibility of fertility in ~ 

49 is proffered by Pynchon in trope~ of femaleness, and this endorsement 

of the feminine both anticlpates the figurative language of Gravity's 

Rainbow and repudiates the ~ncient satiric tradition of misogyny.13 

The name of the satire's principal setting, San Narciso, alludes 

to the Greek mythological misogynist who dies of love of his own image, 

as weIl as to the Christian saint whose prayers over water transform 

it into oil for deacons' lamps}4 Narcissus is thus an ambiguous metaphor, 

for on the one hand, textual imagery presents San Narciso as an instrument 

of female America's violation--"possibilities • tbat had conditioned 

the land to accept any San Narciso among its most tender flesh without ' 

J 
a reflex or a cry" (~. l36)--while references to Saint Narcissus imply 

the possibllity of redemption by miraculous transformation. Moreover, as 

Echo loves NarcisBus, Ba Oedipa, staying at the Echo-Courts Mot~l, 

\ 
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loves San Narciso. This love, which extends to Ameriù 1t~elf, leads 

ber to construct an alternative vision of America by the imposition of 

the significant connections of metaphor and paranoia ypon èoincidence. 

Pierce I~verarity, likè Narcissus, ,is,an ambiguous metaphorical figure. 

"Inverarity" plays upon "invèrse rarity"--a type of stamp--and" Moriart y, 
> ) )'" 

Sherlo~k Holmes' antagoniste In the context -df Lot 49, his IIpiercing" 

of America is cl'early villainous, but his piercing of OediR.a results in 

her enlightenment. Such piercing takes two forms: Oedipa's pre-textuàl 

affair with Inverarity, and his selection of her as executrix of the will. 

The narrator characterizes the affair by a farcieal parody of 
" 

,the Rapunzel fairy tale. 15 Inverarity comically and unheroically 

"fell, on hi!> aas" as he elimbed up Oedipa-Rapunzel' s hair, which 

"sinister sorcery" had transformed into an "unanchored wig" (p. 10). 

At the beginning of ~ 49, Oedipa realizes that despite Inverarity' s \,. 

influence, she remains a prisoner in "the confinement of that tower" 

(p. 10). Her method of escape is foreshadowed in a flashback to a 

Remedios Varo painting that Inverarity and she see at an exhibition in 

Mexico. 16 In the painting, girls who are also prisoners in a tower 

weave a tapeatry that fills the vdid and ia the world. Similarly, Oedipa 

will weave her tapestry through the use of metaphor and paranoia to 

c~nnect (the etymology of "connect" is "to bind") unconnected eventa. 

Th: second form of Oedipa's piercing ls foreshadowed in another 
l' 

flaahback; Oedipa la awakened by an irrltating telephone call from \k 

Inverarity, who speaks Engliah to her in varlous foreign and domestic 

accents. By' vlrtue of this' "gift of tongues," Inverarity ia thua 

l' _ 
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1mpl1c1tly identified with the "zany Pareelete" and the "mal1gn, Unho1y 

Ghost" (p. 47) mentioned 1ater in The Cour1er's Tragedl, pynchon's 

parody of Jacobean tragedy. His last voiee ie that of "The Shadow" 

(p. 3), a Paracletian ghostly figure who threatens Oedipa' s husband Mucha 

'with a vieit, which takes the form of a letter one year later tbat announces 

Inverarity' s death and the naming of Oedipa as his executrix. "The Shadow" 

1s also radio 1 s Lamont Cranetoo, a detective (which Oedipa will herself 

become), and in the book' s final scene, the image of the Paraclete 

recurs in Oedipa' s vison of the auc t100eer as a "descending angel" 

(p. 138), j.ndicating perhape an apocalyptica "piercing ~ ,,17 

'The tez:m Tristero derives irom tryst and tristesse; 18 

thus, Oedipa' s exposure ta the Tristero denotes a lovers' meeting and 

an accompanying sadnes s, expressed as "crying." Oedipa cries when she • 

v1ews the Varo) painting and later when she meets a dying sailor. The 

book' s final "crying" is "the crying of Lot 49" at the auction 

where Oedipe may et last come face to face with the Tristero. As l 

shall demonstrate, Pynchon' s vision of humaneness in Lot ~ enta1ls a 

sobering incorporation of the void and death.' and such an incorporation 

1s accompanied by the, creation of significance. As a resu!t, Oedipa 
_ (l 

"executes the will ll in two senses: recognizing Inverarity' s America, 

she rejects it and, desiring an alternative, she chooses paranoia. 

Like comedy and fantasy, parody in ~ 49 serves formaI and 

functiona! ends. One may categorize Pynchon' 8 Menippean satire, in 

Michael Holquist' s fe1icitous phrase, as a "metâphysical detective 

story~" 19 Pynchon parodies both the metaphysica1 quest and the detective 
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fOrD! in three ways: tbrough the conjunction of metaphysical and detective 

rbetorics; through, the supplsn ~ing of the nineteenth-century detective' s 

~ogica1 method by twent1eth-century analogiea1 methods; and through the 

suspension of a conventionally conclusive structure in favor of incon-

c1usiveness. 

pynchon' s metaphysical rhetoric, a fom of t'he fantastic, is chiefly 

a rhetoric of the sacred. 20 The narrator diacloses that Oedipa is to 

bave "aIl manner of revelations" (P, 9) and as we have already mentioned, 
,~ 

she sees in t~e pattern of San Narciso t s streets and houses and in a 
< 

transistor radio' s printed circuit "a hieroglyphic sense of concealed 

, meaning, of an intent to communiClate" (p 13). She identifies this sense 

as "sOlDe promise of hierophany" (p. 18), at?-d as she copies the W.A.S.T.E., 

message' s address and the symbol of "the muted post horo trom the wall 

of the ladies' room at the Scope Bar, she thinks. "Gad. bieroglypb1cs" 

(p. 34). Similarly, Oedipa'; anarchist aquaintance, Jesus Arrabal, 

def:1.nes a "miracle" as "another world' s intrusion into this one" (p. 88), 

and Oed:lpa herself deacribes the deaf-mute dance aB "an anarchist miracle" 

(p. 97). When, at the end of the narrative, she attends the auction 

at which the Tristero may be revealed, she describes the auctioneer' s 

gesture as one that "seemed to belong t-o the priesthood of some remote 

culture; perhaps to a descending angel" (p. 138). - This ange!, the Paraclete 

of the Pentecost, signifies the terrifying approach of the communicative 

anarchy of the gUt of tongues, another image of the fantastic. 

Pynchon' B rhetoric of the sacred is Bupported by a rhetoric of the 

myst:k.a1 signifying the ultimate ineommunicability of revelation or 
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apocalypse. Oedipa regards the goal of her investigation iuto Inverarity' s 

estate--the "central truth" of the Trlstero' s revelation--as perhaps too 

blindingly brilliant to retain: 

Oedipa wondered whether, at the end of this 
(lf it were supposed ta end), she too might not 
be left with on1y compiled memories of clues, 
announcements t intimations, but never the central 
truth Hself, which must somehow each time be too 
bright for her memory to hold; which must a1ways 
blaze out, destroying ,i ts own message irreversibly. 
leaving an overexposed b1ank when the ordinary 
world came back. (P. 69) 

\ 
\ 

She names and personifies this "central truth" as "the direct, epileptic 

Word" : 

But then she wondered if the gemlike "clues" 
were only some kind of compensation~ Tc make 
up for her having lost the direct, epileptic 
Word, the cry that might abolish the night. (P, 87)21 

Later, in another context of revelation. she refers to "that magtcal 

Other," and "the unnameable act, the recognition, the "Word" (p. 136). 
<! 

Opposed to the rhetoricB of the sacred and the mystieal ie a rhetoric 

of the profane and demonte. Oedipa identifies the forces that encapsulate 
\ 

her in the tower as "sinister sorcery" Cp. 10) and "magic, anonymous 

and malignant" (P, Il), and she likens her "fat deckful of days" to 

"a conjurer' s deck • • 1 " (p. 2). Mike Fallopian ref ers to an 

indeterminate "They" (p. 31) who accuse his right-wing gro~p of being 

paranoid, and Oedipa refers to a simllar "They" who will describe her 

; 
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perceptions as "paranoia 11 (p. 128). 

Combined with thes e forms of metaphysical rhetoric 18 a parody 

the rhetorlc of detective fiction. Oedipe deduces the existence 

Trlstero from "clues" (pp. 69, 87) and ls described ln a simile 

like the private eye 'in any 10ng"'ago radl0 drama, 
bttieving aIl you needed was gritt resourcefulness, 
exemption from hidebound cops' rules, ta solve 
any great mystery. (P. 91) 

Conventionally, the character of the detectlve i8 an embodlment 

of ingenuÜy and logic. His rationality exhibits Itself in the 

sklllfu1 use of induction and deduction to solve a puzzle, and his 

of 

as 

principal epistemologlcal assumption la that of positiviam: no effect 

wlthout a c.ause,- no cause w!thout effect. Oedipa, however, practlces 

a different method: metaphor. As positivism sanctions the cause-and-effect 

epistemology of the nlneteenth-century detectlve, BO indeterminacy 

sanctions the metaphorical epistemology of his twentieth-century 

counte1J>art.22 

Metaphor comes ta serve Oedipa as a method of connecting in a 

meaningful way the profusion of coincidences she perceives. Following 

her visit with eccentric inyentor John Nefastls, who regards "entropylt 

as a metaphor linklng information and thermodynamic theories, she begin~ 

to view the Tristero as a metaphor as well: 

N9\'i here was Oedipa, faced with a metaphor of 
G.ôd;bew how many parts; more than two, anyway. 
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, 
With coincidences blossoming these days wherever 
she looked, she had nothing but a sound. a word, 
Trystero. to hold them together. (P. 80) 

23 
In a significant, difficuit. and controversial episode. 

Oedipa encounters an old, dying sailor who suffers from:i:he DT' s. In 

the abbreviation, she recognizes a me taphor: 

Behind the initiaIs was a metaphor, a delirium 
tremens, a trembling unfurrowing of the mind' s 
plowshare. (P. 95) 

The image of the "mind' s plowshare" impliea the imposition of furrowa 

of habituaI perception onto experience, and as Oedipa feels her own 
1 

customary habits of perception "unfurrowing," the metaphor DT 1eads her 

to recall t'he dt' s of college calculua, which signify moments of infinitesma1 

duration. She interprets these moments as represent:Lng the immanence 

of death ând decay: 

"dt," God help this old tattooed man, meant 
also a time differential, a vanishingly small 
instant in which change had to be confrooted at 
last for what it was, where it could 00 longer 
disgui4e itself as something innocuous like an 
average rate; where velocity dwelled io the 
Pf'ojectile though the projectile be frozeo in 
midflight, where death dwelled in the cell though 
the cell be looked in 00 at its most quick. (Pp. 95-96) 

Oedipa' s further association of the unfurrowing of delirium tremens 

with the activities of those whose existence is predicated on metaphor 
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leads to her endorsement of metaphor as a means to enlight~nment; ,for 

those who do not experience this unfurrowing, metaphor remains an 
t 

unserviceable delusion: 

The saint whose water can light lamps, the 
clairvoyant whose lapse in recell is the breath 
of God, the true paranoid for whom aIl is organized 
in spheres joyful or threatening about the 
central pulse of himself, the dreamer whose puns 
probe ancient fetid shafts and tunnels of truth 
aIl act in the same special relevance to the word, 
or whatever it is the word ie there, buffertng, 
to protee t us from. The ,act of metaphor then was 
a thrust at truth and a lie, depending where you 
were: inside, safe, or outside, lost. Oedipa 
did not know where ehe waB. (P. 95) 

For Oedipa, whose position is initially uncertain. the act of metaphor 

represents poth lia thrust at truth and a lie." Thus, when she first 

es pies San Narciso and is outside belief, no revelation occurs, but 

her subsequent linking of delirium tremens with the dt's of calculus 

signifie~, ~er t!ansform~tion from one whose perception of coincidence 
~ 1.. ~ 

leads' to the employment of metaphor to one whose perception of metaphor 

leads to the significant connection of coincidence. 24 By the end of the 

episode, Oedipa has come as close as she can to the II same special 

relevance to "the word, or whatever it is the word is there, buffering, 

to protect us from." She dis'covers IIthe irreversible process" (p. 95) 
1 
i 

of decay towards death, and so the episode functions as Lot 49's 

anagnorisis or scene of recognition. Thus t Oedipe' s method of "detectionll 

parodies the traditional method, but it functions to reveal to her the 
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represse'd existential fact of mortality. 

Pynchon parodies Dot only the rhetoric of detective fiction 

but its plot forro as well. He abhieves th1s in part by suspend1ng 

the narrative as the possible revelation of the Tristero 18 about to occur. 

This 1nconclusiveness. preceded by a parody of detective fiction' s 

final "gathering of the suspects" at the auetion, 1s fo:çeshadowed by 

Oedipa' s premonition that she may never experience the "central truth." 

Moreover, the laek of conclusiveness in the text, and indeed the entire 

pattern of the narrative i tself, corresponds ta one of Lot 49' s central 

metaphors, that of entropy. 25 

The Second Law of Thermodynamics, which states that a closed system 

(Le. one that receives no outside energy) moves inevitably from arder, 

activity, and ~different1ation to disorde~~~~ctivity, and uniformlty, 

furnishes the concept of entropy, a meSBurement of unavailable energy 

(ar disorder) in a system. In information theory. on the other hand, 

the concept of entropy Is a measurement of a message' s uncertainty as 

a function of the number of possible messages that cau replace it. Since 

information about a system increases aa the system maves thermodynamically 

from a state of maximum entropy to a state of minimum entropy and decreasea 

as the system moves in the opposite direction, the two entropies can be 

seen as inversions of each other. In other words, at maximum th~rmodynamic 

entropy, systemic uniforroity results in minimum information and maximum 

certainty. Uncertainty and informatiDn entropy ss a measure of th1s 
" 

uncertainty are therefore st a minimum. Conversely, at minimum 

thermodynamic entropy. systemic differentiation results in maximum 

\ 
\ 

1 
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information and minimum certainty. Uncertainty ia then at a maximum, 
\ 

and information entropy i8 at a maximum as weIl. 

Oedipa encounters thia concept wh en she visita Berkeley inventor 

John Nef.sUa, a type of philoso~hua ~lorioaus ~ims to have designod 

and built a perpetuaI motion machine that houses Maxwell t s Demon, an invisible 

intelligence origina11y hypot~esized by nineteenth-century Scottish 

scientist' 'James Clerk Maxwell. The Demon separates fast molecules from 

slow molecules, creating as a resu1t regions of different temperatures 

capable of driving a heat engine. Nefastis believes not on1y that the 

Demon inhabits his machine but also that only a "sensitive" (p. 77), 

someone capable of communicat ing with the Demon, can operate it. Thus, 

both thermodynamicB and information flow are invo1 ved in the machine 1 s 

operation. As the Demon transforms the system thermodynamically from 

maximum to minimum entropy by ordering it through the acquisition of 

information, information entropy increases, as greater information 

results in greater uncertainty. 

Nefastis explains that the equations for thermodynamic 'and information 

entropy resembled each other in the 19308, but he calla the resemb1ance 

a "coincidence," with the Demon providing the single connection between 

them: 

The equation for one, back in the '30's, 
had looked very like the equation for the other. 
It was a coincidence. The two fields were 
entirely unconnected, except st one point: Maxwell 1 s 
Demon. Cp. 77) 
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Entropy, Nefsstia tells Oedipa, acts as a linking metaphor between 

thermodynamic and information theory, and the Demon provides an embodiment 

of this metaphor, transforming the mere coincidence into empirical fact~ 

"Entropy Is a figure of speech, then," sighed 
Nefastis, "a metaphor. It connecta the world of 
thermodynamics to the world of information flow. 
The Machine uses both. The Demon makes the 
metsphor not ooly verbally grsceful but also 
objectively true." (P. 77) 

Oedips, however. la akep ticsi 0 f the Demon 1 a existence. She saks 

Nefastis in effect whether the Demon or the metaphor came first: 

"But what," ahe felt like some kind of 
heretic. "if the Demon exista only because the 
two equations look alike? Because of the 
metsphor'l" (Pp. 77-78) 

When Nefastis replies that the Demon existed for Maxwell prior to the 
1 

metaphor of entropy. Oedipa wonders privately. "But had Clerk Maxwell 

been such a fanstic about his Demon's reslity?" (p. 78). At this 

point ln the text, she ls left to ponder the relationship between 

metaphor and reality. 

The concept of entropy. furthermore. serves ss Pynchon 1 s central 

metaphor for Oedlpa t s quest of the Tristero. In terms of thermodynamic 

entropy, Oedipa moves from a state of greater entropy, a condition of 

uniformity in which her "days seemed • • • more or Iess identical" 

(p. 2) to a stete of 1easer entropy. a condition of rudimentary diversity 
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made possible by the Tristero. In terms of: information entropy, however, 

she moves from leaaer to greater entropy, as the expanding information _ /r=- she gathers about the Tristero increases the uncertainty of the information' s /' 

J 
'1 

ult1mat,e s1gnificance. The text, then, signifies the transformation 

from an unknowledgeable certainty to a knowledgeable uncertainty. 

Ultimately t this knowledgeable uncertainty is represented as a 

" 
puzzle that, points back to Pierce Inverarity. Not on1y does Oedipa's 

encounter with Nefastis provide in the concept of entropy a metaphor 

for the quest, but it a1so provides in Maxwell' s Demon a metaphor for 

Oedipa, who, like the Demon, accumulatea data in the process of attempting 

to bring -order ta Inverarity's estate. Through her questioning of 

Nefastis, however, Oedipa implies that the Demon may exist only because 

of the metaphor. If such 1s the case, then Oedipa herself may "exist" 

• 1 

only because of the metaphor of the Tr1stero; moreover, the Tristero 

may in turn exiat only because of Pierce Inverarity. 

Esrly 1n the book, the poss1bility of a "plot" is foreshadowed 

by Oedipa' a apprehension that Metzger may have engineered a plot ta 

seduce her. Later, the speculation that the Tristero may simply be 

Inverarity's hoax on Oedipa 1s introduced by Mike Fal1opian: 

"Has it ever occurred to you, Oedipa, that 
somebody' B putting you on? . Th~ tbis 1s a11 a 
hoax, maybe something Inverarity Bet up before 
he d1ed?" (P. 126) 

Oedipa claims to have considered the possibility, but 11ke her own 
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death, refuses to acknowledge it: 

It had occurred to her. But like the thought that 
someday she would have to die, Oedipa had been steadfastly 
refusing to look at that possibility directly, or in any 
but the most accidentaI of lights. "No. 1I she said, 
"that's ridiculous." (P. 126) 

-- Moreover, Oedipa fears the possibility net only that Trystero 

may be a hoax but also that it IDay be real: 

She wanted Hilarius to tell her she was some kind of a 
nut and needed a rest, and that there was no Trystero. 
She also wanted to know why the chance of its being 
real should menace her so, (P. 98) 

In sum, Oedipa faces a double bind: if the Tristero is on1y a 
• 0 

hoax, she must accept meaninglessness along with the repreaaed fact of 

her own mortality and, as we shall see, choose paranoia as the only 

avai1able means of relevance; if, on the other hand, the Tristero is real, 

Oedipa must recognize that, for her. its meaning is utter alienation from 

America. In each caae, ~he confronta a terrifying possibility. When 

she finally 1ists the four possibilities that face her--a real Tristero, 

an hallucination, a plot, or the fantasy of a plot--she significantly 

. {\~~bstitutes "plot" for Fallopian' s ides of "hoax." for she believes that 

the sheer extent of the Tristero "must have meaning beyond Just a practical 

joke Il (p. 128). 

Although the text neither confirms nor denies with finslity 

the existence of the Tristero, Oedipa rejects the ides that it 
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i8 only lnverarity' s elaborate joke. During a 1engthy rumination 

on lnverarity, the Tristero, and America, she categorizes America as 

"a symmetry of choicesH (p 136) represented by the binary opposition of 

a thorough plenitude of meaning--the Tristero--or an utter Iack of 

meanlng--"jus t America": 

For 1t was now like walking among matrices of a great 
digital computer, the zeroes and ones twlnned above, 
hanging like balanced mobiles right and left, ahead, 
thlck, maybe endles8. Behind the hieroglyphic streets 
there wou1d either be a transcendent meaning, or on1y 
the earth. In the songs Miles, Dean, Serge and Leonard 
sang was either some fraction of the truth's numinous beauty (as 
Mucho now believed) or only a power spectrum. Tremaine 

the Swastika Salesman' B reprieve from ho10caus t W/!-8 
elther an injustice, or the absence of a wind; the bones 
of the GI' B at the bot tom of Lake Inverarity were there 
either for a reason that mattered to the wor1d, or for 
skin divers and cigarette smokers. Ones and zeroes. So 
d,id the couples arrange themselves. At Vesperhaven 
House either an accommodation reached, in seme kitl.d 
of dignity, with the Angel of Death, or only death and 
the daily, tedious preparation for it. Another mode 
of meaning behind the obvious, or none. Either Oedipa 
in the orbiting ecstssy of a true paranoia, or a rea1 
Tristero. (Pp. 136-37) 

She lamenta America' s lack of "diversity" and its "excluded middles," 

finally embracing the Tristero, regardless of whether it exista or not, 

as representing the p08sibili ty of meaning. - --If the Tris tero does not ------exlst, she ia then determined oto choose "paranoia" as a means of 

. relevance to America, oot unlike the "special relevance" to the word 

achieved by believers in metaphor: 

\ 
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For there was either some Tristero beyond the 
appearance of the legacy America, or there was 
just America and if there waa just America then 
1t seemed the on1y way ahe cou1d continue, and 
manage ta be at aIl relevant ta it, was as an 
aHen, unfurrawed, assumed full circle into 
Bome paranaia. CP. 137) 

Oedipa 1 S decision to choose paranoia implies her substitution of an 

active creation of signif1cance for the passive acceptance of apparent 

insignificance; she ther~y determines to assimilate the republic in a 

comprehensive vision. 26 

Nevertheless, pynchon' s satire does not reveal the Tristero, and 
'<.) 

whether Inverarity has duped Oedipa or whether the Tristero ia real 

repreaents, finally, a moot question that Pynchon has chosen to leave 

unanswered. As She1don SacKs points out, choices in satire are made to 

"max1mize the ridicule directed -at the external world." 27 Thus , 

critical discussions of Oedipa' s paranoia miss the point if t1J.~y fail to 

11 take into account that her paranoia is a device that ia meant to fac,ilitate 

the curae directed st America; Oedipa' s choice, like the insanity of other 
<''if 

characters in Lot 49, serves to depict America as a nation that 

" 
requires the insanity of its citizena if they are to survive. 

~ 49 ' s incanclusiveness ie thus not part of a Pynchon hoax 

on the reader, and the scientific and mathematical metaphors of entropy 

and dt' s combine with the metaphysical and detective rhetorics to provide 

the tropes that signify this structure. As entropy offers a metaphor 

for the progression of Oedipe' 8 quest (more information, greater uncer-, 

ta'inty), 80 calculus offers in !ta concept of limita 8 metaphor for 

, , 
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the ultimat~ inaccessibility of the reve1ation or apoca~se. Just as 

the final dt of éa1culus ;Ls attainable only in theory, so too the u1 timate 

revelation of the Tristero and its metaphysical significance can on1y 

be approachedj like aU metaphors, it remaina paradoxically a "thrust 

at truth and a lie," and not the truth itself. 

Conventional1y, both the metaphysiea1 quest and detective fiction 

are conclusive: ont:; achieves its sacred goal;. the other, its secular 

goal. Through his inconc1usiveness, Pynchon parodies both. The epistem-

ologieal implication is that the virtue of the quest is not in the product 

of signification but in its process. Pynchon points to metaphor as a 
{ 

ferti1izing process that frees communication from the s!=erility of 

conventional, orthodox strategies. The attention to process suggests 

final1y that paranoia, 1ike Oedlpa r s need to "know" the Tristero, misses 

the point, that what_ "mattered to the wor1d" 18 Oedipa' 8 ~ncovering during 

the quest of disinhe.itance" alienation, and death as ubiquitou8 facts 

of American 1ife. , 

.f 

--
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Notes 

1 l sha11 be referring to the paperback ;dition: Thomas Pynchon, 
.:!:h!. CrY,ing E.!.1.2! ~ (New York: Bantam, 1966). Page references to , 
this edition, to which,' l will refer henceforth as Lot 49, will appear 
within the text. 

2 Similarly, Thomas Hill Schaub, "Open Letter in Response to 
Edward Mende1son's 'The Sacred, the Profane, and The Crying of Lot 49, ", 
Boundary l, 5 (1976) t 93-104, views Lot 49 ss "a parable of perception" 
(96) • 

3 l am indebted to L. 1 Susan Stebbing' s discussion of The Law of 
thê Excluded Middle in A Modern E1ementary Logie, pp. 146-52. In Lot 
i2." it is evident that Pynchon begins an attack -on logica1 positivism. 

4 Pynehon's sympathy for engineers' 10ss of patent rights ta 
corporations stems most probably from his experience in Seattle st 
Boeing Aireraft. Mathew Winston writes that Pynchon worked there as 
"an 'engineering aide' who collaborated with others on wr1ting technical 
documents." See his "The Quest for Pynchon,11 Twentieth Century 
Literature, 21 (1975), 278-87; rpt. as "Append?-x: The Quest for Pynehon, Il 
in Mindful Pleasures, pp. 251-63, esp. p. 260. 

o 
5 This metaphor of an unthinkable but fertile anarchy is prefigured 

in V.'s jazz alto saxophonist McC1intic Sphere's abi1ity to play notes 
missed by Charlie Parker and cu1minates in Gravity's Rainbow's debate 
between Sauré Bummer and Gustav Schlsbone over the relative merits of 
Rossini 'and Beethoven. The latter is def'ended by Gustav for having 
expanded the number of notes in the musical seale. See V., pp. 48-49, 
and Gravity's Rainbow, pp. 440-41. For an analysis of 'the debate, see 
Cowart, Thomas Pynchon: The ~ 2i Allusion t pp. 82-88. On how the 
concept of an unthinkable anarehy may prove fertilizing, see George Levine, 
"Risking the Moment: Anarchy and Possibility in Pynchon's Fiction,·' 
in Mindfu1 Pleasures, pp. 113-36. ' 

6 Frye, p. 309. 

7 See Mary Claire Randolph, "The Medical Concept in English 
Renaissance Satirie Theo~y ,:"" Studies .!!! Philo10gy, 38 (1941), 125-57; 
rpt. in Satire: Modern Essays, pp. 135-70, esp. pp. 135-36. 

8 Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky'e Poeties, p. 116. 
o 

9 ~ 49 thus incorporates pynchon' s on1~ categorics1 statement 
on puns, a form of metaphor he e1ear1y endorses. See a1so his Letter, 
The New York Times Book Review, 17 Ju'ly 1966, pp. 22, "24, in which he 
~tigates Ro~Gary for having accused him, unjust1y, Pynchon claims, 
of the theft of the "trivial" pun G~nghis Cohen from one of Gary' s books. 
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10 See Elizabeth W. Bruss, "The Game of Literature and Sorne 
Literary Games," New Literary History, 9 (1977), 153-72 for sorne va1uab1e 
games theory approaches to fic tion. See a1so Tanner, "Games American 
Write..rs Play," Sa1magundi, No. 35 (1976), pp. 110-40. 

Il See Terry P. Caesar, "A Note on Pynchon' s Naming," Pynchon Notes, 
No. 5 (1981), pp. 5-10, who argues that "Pynchon's naming must be frivo10us ll 

(p. 8) but that it manages ta interre1ate dialectica11y a comp1ex of 
codes and the "impure, free-spirited play of signification itself" 
(p. 9). . 

,12 C 5 aesar, p. • 

13 See Linda Wagner, "A Note on Oedipa the Roadrunner," Journal of 
Narrative Technique, 4 (1974), 155-61, who argues that Pynchon anticipates 
feminism by his "significant" choice of protagoniste See a1so Cathy 
N. Davidson on Oedipa as "protofeminist" and "androgyne" in "Oedipa 
as Androgyne in Thoma~ P~nchon' s The Crying ~ Lot !!i," Contemporary 
Literature, 18 (1977), 38~50. 

14 See But1er's Lives of ~ Saints: Complete Edition, ed. Herbert 
Thurston, S. J., and Donald Attwater (New York: Paul J. Kenedy and 
Sons, 1956), IV, 217. 

15 Pynchon parodies forms of the romance~-the fairy tale and myth, 
for example-~more open1y in Lot-49 than in V. (and will expand romantic 
parody to a principal element in-C;ravity's RAinbow). These parodied 
forms serve Pynchon as an image of the imprisonment of consciousness; 
thus Oedipa's initial perceptual passivity represents a romantic 
"confinement in that tower" (p. 10). In ~, on the other hand, Pynchon 
satirizes Romanticism's effects on behavior rather than its epistemology. 
On Pynchon's use of quest romance conventions, see Cowart, Thomas Pynchon: 
The Art"of Allusion, pp. 96-133. 

16 Varo is an actual artist whose exhibits Pynchon may have seen in 
Mexico City. Her name, in keeping with Lot 49's principal theme, means 
"various'answers." See David Cowar~, "Pynchon's ~ Crying of Lot 49 
and the Paintings of Remedios Varo, 1 Critique, 18, No. 3 (1977), 19-26, 
and his Thomas Pynchon: The ~ of Allusion, pp. 24-30. 

17 The Paraclete is thus an ambiguous metaphor. In V., Sidney 
Stencil fears iti in Lot 49, it signifies a terrifying intrusion from 
another world. Yet as w.r. Lhamon points out in "Pentecost, Promiscuity, 
and pynchon' s V.: From the Scaffold to the Impulsive, Il Twentieth Century 
Literature, 21 (1975), 163-76; rpt. in Mindful Pleasures, pp. 69-86, 
Pentecost has its positive aspect as weIl, that of "communication. Il 
See a1so Edward Mendelson, "The Sacred, the Profane, and The Crying 
~ ~ 49," in Individua1 and Community: Variations 2.!! .! Theme ~ 
American Fiction, ed. Kenneth Baldwin and David Kirby (Durham, N.C.: Duke 

.. 
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Univ. Press, 1975), pp. 182-222; rpt. in Pynchon: ! Collection, pp. 112-46, 
in which Mende1son argues that aince Fentecost derives from the Greek 
ward for "fiftieth, Il the crying of lot 49 at the auction ia "the miracle ••• 

in astate qf potential" (p. 135). See a1so in the same collection 
James Nohrnberg, IIpynchon's Paraclete," pp. 147-61, for an extensive 
comparison of the Bib1ical Pentecost and Lot 49. 

18 Tony Tanner, Thomas Pynchon, p. 65, suggests that the term 
"Tristero" combines "a meeting with sadness and terror •••• " 

19 Michael Ho1quist, "Whodunit and Dther Questions: Metaphysical 
Deteçtive Stories in Post-War Fiction," New Literary History, 3 
(1971), 135-56. 

20 On this point, see Mendelson, "The Sacred, the Profane, and The 
Crying of Lot !t2,," pp. 118-20, 122-23, and 126-27. 

21 Mendelson, "The Sacred, the Profane, and The Crying 21 Lot i2,," 
p. 133, points out the traditionally sacred status of epi1epsy. 

\ 

22 See Holquist, 147-56, for an elaboration of traditional detective 
conventions and the ways that Postmodernists use and parody them. Of 
particular interest ls Holquist's argument that the essence of the world of 
Postmodernist metaphysical detective fiction lies in its emphases 
on procesB, strangeness, and Irresolution. With conventional detective 
fiction as 'a "subtext" (155), the Postmodernist is thus able, Holquist 
argues, to attack the reader in "a kind of calisthenics of perception" 
(153-54). 

23 Mendelson, "The Sacred, the Profane, and The Crying Ei Lot 49," 
and Schaub, "Open Letter," for example, diff~r in their respective 
interpretations of the passage. Schaub argues that in the passage 
the text endorses "the outside. t1 Unfortunately, he sees that this premise 
puts metaphor into the category of "lie" and attempts to escape the 
dilemma, l think unsuccessfully, by propoaing that 12l~ exists instead, 
as does Oedipa, in the uncertain middle. Mendelson argues, as l" do, that 
metaphor is truth for those "inside," that is, those who in Mendelson' s 
terms, are within a IIhieratic vision" (p. 142), or in my terma, are within 
IIbelief." 

24 Mende1son, "The Sacred, the Profane, and ~ Crying of ~ 49," 
p. 142, makes the interesting point that metaphor may itself be the 
delirium to whiçh Oedipa refera. 

) 

25 For the following discussion, l am indebted to Mendelson; 
Peter Abernethy, "Entropy in Pynchon's The Crying ~ Lot 49," Critigue; 
14, No. 2 (1972), 18-33; and Thomas R. Lyons and Allan D. Franklin, 
"Thomas Pynchon's 'Classic' Presentation of the Second Law of The~odynamics," 

( 
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Bulletin of the Rocky Mountain Modern Language Association, 2i (1973), 
.. 1 ft 195-204. Mendelson describes entropy as a central motif io satire 

(p. 113), and Lyons and.franklin suggest that it 1s a modern form of 
"fate" (p. 195). For the opposing view, which l WOu Id argue pynchon 
endorses, see the following: Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human 
Be1ngs: Cybernetics and Societ:ï,, 20d l'ev. ed.(Ne~k:--Av~, 1967), 
1n wh1ch he asserts that "local enc1avel1" resist entropy (p. 202); 
Malcolm Browne, "/\ Decade of P1anets and DNA and Bottom Quarks," The 
New ~~, l January 1980, p. 13, who points out that the 1977 
Nobel Prlze for Chemistry was awarded to Be1gian ac1entist 11ya 
Prigogine, who proved that life, by interaeting with its surroundings, 
1s anti-entropic; and Stephen P. Schuber, "Rereading Pynehon: Negative 
Entropyand 'Entropy,'" Pynchon Notes, No. 13 (1983), pp. 47-60. 

26 See Annette Ko1odny and Daniel James Petera, "Pynchon's The 
CryinS of !:2!!!2.: The Novel as Subversive Experience," Modern Fhlion 
Studies, 19 (1973), 79-87, who make essential1y the seme point. For 
another point of view, see,Sehaub, Pynchon: The Voiee of Amb1gu1ty, 
esp. pp. 3-42 and 103-38, who stresses the ambiguity and uncerta1nty of 
Pynehon's characters' situation. 

27 Sacks, "From: Toward a Grammar," p. 331. 



Chapter: Four: 

Gravity's Rainbow: The Protestant Deformation 

In this final chapter, l analyze Pynchon's magnum opus, ' Gravity's 

Rainbow,l as Menippean satire. Beginning with introductory comments 

on the book's reception, method, and effect, l then summarize the chapter's 

basic argument about the form of the text and reviey tlie continuity of 
/-

Pynchon's, motifs and themes from ~ to Gravitt~ Rainbow. The chapter 

then moves to an overview of the book's themes as they are,realized 

through the conventions of the Menippean genre, and two episodes from 

the text serve to map the relations among writer, text, and reader. The 

repding of the text fQcuses on the object of the satiric curse, the 

Western world, and locates affirmations in forms of the irrational and 

fantastic; fina11y, the chapter conclude~ with an ana1ysis of Pynchon's' 

use of the forms of Menippean variety. 

Gravity's Rainbow is a prodigy, a monstrous omen,2 and perhaps 

the definitive Menippean satire in American Postmodernism. Published 

in 1973, it received two awards, "lost" a third,3 and has sinee been 

a source of awe, disgust, and bewilderment to its readers,4 This reaction 

is due in part to its length (760 pages) but more to what one critic 
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5 calls its "connected complexity," a function of its shifting sequence 

of perspectives. While not aIl the book's more than two hundred characters 

provide narrative viewpoints, many do; as a result, the narrator, who 

relates the four chapters' seventy-three scenes primarily from the limited 

third-person perspective of a scene ' s principal character, is himself 

a protean figure whose own perspectives become ambiguously identified 

with those of the characters. Furthermore, he resorts to either a 

conventional authorial omniscience or an unconventional limited author-as-

character point of vlew. Coupled with numerous alterations in mood and 

tone, these continual destabilizations of narrative viewpoint parody 

conventional novelistlc narration and create, in effect, a text of dizzying 
! 

intricacy.6 

The kaleidoacopic and vertiginous effect of Gravity ' a Rainbow'~ 

multiplicity of mood, tone, and structure is a function of ita satiric 

form, and the apparent formaI dis?rder7--violations of traditional 

narrative decorum, rapid shifts t radical juxtapositions l' aporias t 

overdeterminations, profusions, indeterminacies, parodies--leads to 

the critical problem of formaI coherence or genre. Most critics treat 

this problem with some 'degree of defensiveness as insoluble or incidental,8 

judging that the text resists critical totalization, and concentrate their 
\ 

attention instead on the multitude of textual patterns. In one sense, 

8uch critic6 are correct; the book 16 so vast that no one critical 

endeavor can possibly contain' it entirely. But they are wrong to 

deny its generic form, for Gravity's Rainbow is, as we shall see, 

Menippean satire: the critical exposure of official cultural institutions 
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and demystification of power; the foeus on the ugly, the painful, and 
/ 

the ridiculous; the attention to carnality, scatology, and consumption; 

the caricatures' para~oid obsessions--this eentury's psychologieal forro 

of Renaissance satire's physiologieal humors and Enlightenment satire's ruling 

passions--the seriocomic prose and verse; the popular diction, proverbs, 

and culture; the multiple parodies; and, finally, the epide1ctic variety 

of the comie and the fantastic represent an encycloped1c extension of 

the genre's conventional poQsibi11t1es, and any failure or refusaI on 

the part of the book's commentators to acknowledge its Menippean genre 

is dué'primarily to the text's obscure fOrill, an especially radical dep~rture 
\ 

from conventional mimeeis. 9 , 

Because Menippean satire has extratextual targets ( although a 

vehicle of the curse may serve as its intermed1ste object as weIl), 

it is helpful to establish st the outset that despite the labyrinth1ne 

structure of the text, Gravity's Rainbow has such a unitary and identifiable, 

if massive, target: the Western world. Smith and TololyanlO regard 

Gravity's Rainbow as a form of jer~iad that addresses itself to global 

problems, and if one add~ the qualification that the jeremiad ls itself 

a type of satirell_-in the case of Gravity's Rainbow, Menippean satire--

Smith and Tololyan's essay aids in explaining the apocalyptic inclu-

sivenesB of Pynchon's lamentation, complaint, and denunciation of the 

Postmodern condition. 

In 1ts breadth, pynchon's Men1ppean satire attacks ~nstitutions in 

v1rtually aIl categories of official culture: philosophy, science, 

art, history, politics, economics, psychology, and sociology. The 

mock-erudition of this parodistic encyclopedism exposes aIl 
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explanatory codes as partial, problematic, or repressive, and the rejection 

of the monological nature of such eutonomous codes leads ta radical 

fusions and fantastic alternatives. Pynchon's fantastic narrative 

explodes the spatio-temporal connections of the well-made Aristotelian 

plot,l2 and this narrative design clearly has ideological motives: closed, 

determined, metonymic plots reprèsent for Pynchon yet another form of 

repressive order, and the comic, parodistic, and fantastic form of 

Menippean satire serves him as the narrative embodiment of the fertilizing 

freedom of possibilities that are open, undetermined, and metaphorical. 

Since aIl of Pynchon's texts are in a fundamental way'abq~t 

signs and significances and their relations, it is important to recall 

that the decoding conventions of the mimetie novel are irrelevaJ:l't to 

Menippean satire. Thus, the depiction of the fantastic does not signify 

a literaI, referent1al, or existential "fact"; rather, the fantastie 

serves as a vehicle for releasing satire's aggressive impulses as well 
J 1 

as providing a form for its real1zation. "~Moreover, the very releasB 

into fantasy embodies per se a metaphor of ~aginative freedom 1rom 

represslve personal and social codes of aIl kinds. 
\ 

Gravity's Rainbow is in part a continuation of Pynchon's mottfs 
"'~'!1 \ 

and themes" from 1:.. and Lot 49."- l'he solitary protagonists' obsessions 

with V. and the Tristero in the earlier texte are transformed in Gravity's 

Rainbow into the obsession of many characters with the German V-2 rocket. 13 

1 

Characters from 1:..--Mondaugen, Bodine, Weissmann, Chiclitz--reappear in 

Gravity's Rainbow, as does Pynchon's eoncern with European coloniali~ 

In addi,tion, the metaphore of "excluded middles," "entropy," and "paranoia" 
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from~!:1. appear in Gravity's Rainbow, and "metaphor" itself is again 
.' 

suggested as a. v,italizing alternative, in this case ta the more sterile 

determinism of cause-and-effect epistemology. Thus, in importantoways, 

Gravity's Rainbow combines the international focus of the first Menippean 

satire's V. narrative with significant metaphors from ~ 49. The book 

represents much more, however, than a simple combination and extension 

of previous motifs and themes. Beginning as a tale of'a corpulent and 

likable Benny Profane-like Ameriean, Tyrone Slothrop, who works in London 

for the Allies at the end of World War II, Gravity's Rainbow beeomes, by 

its conclusion t a paranoid and apocalyp~c vision of "Their" tyranniesl, 

global "System," whieh has its source in the Protestant Reformation of 

Europe and culminates in the Amer~can republic. 
.... 1 

In addition, as::-in'!!. and Lot 49, there are formaI subversions that 

destroy the illusion of narrative certainty and textual autonomy and 

endeavor to induce in the reader an anxiety of uneertainty that fertilizes 

perception. The central textual symbol of this uneertainty is the V-2 

rocket, an ambiguous, fetishistic objeet that promises escape by trans­

eendenee and that serves as the obsession of vfrtually aIl the book's 

eharacters and, by narrative implication, of the reader as weIl. Most 

important, Slothrop discovers that his own history is eonnected with 

that of the rocket, whieh thus becomes for him the abject of a seriocamic 

quest for self-enlightenment that forms the narrative's principal 

"plot." ,Moreover, the rocket forms an historieal dialectic with V. 

As V. 's death signifies a decadent and violent terminus of the eonjunction 

of hothouse and street in fascism, so the V-2 signifies the charismatic 
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14 origin of a new, inanimate wor1d order whose ~~de is rationalization, 

and as V. is symbolically animate but 1ncorporates the inanimate, so the 

V-2 is symbo11cally inan1mate but incorporates the anima te, in the form 

of a passive young German boy, Gottfried, a sacrificial victim who 

is 1aunched by Blicero-Weissmann in Spring 1945 in a special V~2~ 

the 00000, at the Lüneburg Heath in Germany. The rocket fails to 

~cape gravit y but does not crash, metamorphosing at book's end into an 

ICBM tensely poised above the roof of present-day Los Angeles' Orpheus 

Theatre (in which sits Pynchon's audience of readers) at the terrifying, 

infinitesmal momen~ b~fore apocalypse. 

The curse of Gravity's Rainbow is directed at the necrotic order 

of Western rationalization, symbo11zed by the V-2, that results from 

man's repression of mortality.l5 ln the rhetoric of Gravity's Rainbow, 

as we ahall see, the result of such ontological repression is sublimation 

into "synthesis" and IIcontrol," which manifest themselves as such overarching 

forms of rationalization as analytical science and deterministic Calvinism. 

Moreover, the repression of death entails necessari1y the repression of 

life as weIl and the consequent .xpression of anality and racism. In 

this way, Pynchon combines Freud vith Marx. On the other hand, the text 

affirms freedom in multiple forms: Godel's Theorem, Murphy's 

, Law, nature. love, spontaneity, music, comedy, magic, heresies, 

anarchy, metaphor, and middles; earth and gravit y in particular assume 

paradoxica1 significance as the comp1~t mysterious, and powerful symbol 

of sterile repres~ion ~fert1le transformation. 

As in ~ and ~ ~ the Menippean variety of Grayity's Rainbow 
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, 
forms the narrative vision of comedy, fantasy, and parody. pynchon 

juxtaposes the comic,l6 which, as in his previous texte, is presented 

chiefly as paronomasia and farce, and the fantastic, which appears as 

the supernatural and the grotesque. Finally, the satire's dominant 
~ ') 1 , 

1 

structural parodies (among multiple subordinate parodies) .are of, the 

quest romance, cinematography, and narrative omniscience. Gravity's 

Rainbow's use of these fundamental conventions of Menippean satire"curse 

and variety, will be discussed be1ow. 

Read parabo1ically, two episodes from the book's final chapter, 

entitled "The Counterforce," help to establish the overall relationship 

of writer, text, and reader in Pynchon's Menippean satire. The first, 

"The Story of Byron the Bulb," presents a light bulb named Byron who 

is immortal, and tHe oppressive Phoebus light bulb cart~l attempts to 

kill him. Through a series of fortunate coincidences, Byron escapes 

his intended assassination, and as he grows older, learns "more and more 

of this pattern" of oppression. Ultimately, however, he is "impotent" 

(p. 654): 

He is condemned to go on forever, knowing the 
truth and powerless to change anything. No 
longer will he seek to get off the wheel. 

, 1 

His anger and frustration will grow without 
limit, and he will find himself, poor perverse 
bulb, enjoying it. • (P. 655) 

Byron may be seen as a projection of Pynchon, the satirist, whose work 

also seems to illuminate and reveal more and more of a pattern to events 

," 

---1 

J 
1 
1 
1 
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but who, like many satirists before him, realizes with "anger and frustration" 

the powerlessness of satire ta reform. 17 Neverthel'ess, ~ike Byron, Pynchon 

goes on, perversely and cynica11y enjoying the creation of his angry 

18 
art. 

The second episode, from another passage in the "Counterforce" 

chapter, takes the form of a joke in which a psychiatrist recommends 
(\ 

that a chlld who hate8 and feaTs the food kreplach be allôwe,Lt,o'-w,atch 

his mother make it. Unaware of the final product,- the child expresses 

delight at the ingreùients and the process of creation, but when the food 
, 

assumes Hs final shape, he screams, "GAAHHHR~ ••• krep1ach: Il (p. 737). 

Pynchon uses the joke as an illustration of the ways in which the "Secret 

of the Fearful Assembly" (p. 738) of the rocket entera the popular culture" 

but the anecdote a1so corresponds to the relationship of the text to 

the reader. Like much satire, and, not incidenta11y, like the rocket 

ltself, Gravlty's Rainbow may be lnnocuoua, amusing, or even enjoyab1e 

~n its parts, but the final configuration of its elements producea a 

~ense of anxiety, repulsion, and terror. Thua, Gravity's:Rainbow. 

professes to be a prodigy, a monstrous, metaphorical omen that impllcates 

the reader in a vision of circumambient ev!l. 

pynchon's mock-encyclopedic Menippean satire of repressed, ratlonalized, 

white, colonialist, racist, Puritan-Calvinist, European-American 

èivilization dominates his contrary Utopian impulses, which appear in 
... 

scattered local and hopeful affirmations, and the text thus eesme to 

represent Western civilization as virtually irredeemable. There existe 

in~the text ample evidence to regard its apparent eschatological , 

•• 
----------------------------------------~----~-
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judgment on the past, present, an4 future of the Western world as 

unremittingly negative, unrelievedly pesàimistic, and termina1ly 

apocalyptic. Blicero enunciateS this position: 

"America ~ the edge of the World. A message for 
Europe, continent-sized, inescapable. Europe had found 
the site for its Kingdom 'of Death, that spécial Death j~ 
the West had invented. Savages had their waste regions, 
Kalaharis, lakes so misty they could not Bee the other 
side. But Europe had gone deeper--into obsession, 
addiction, away from aIl the savage innocences. 
America was a gift from the invisible powers, a way of 
returning, But Europe refused it. lt wasn't Europe's 
Original Sin--the latest name for that is MOdern'Analysi8-­
but it happens that Subsequent Sin i8 harder to atone for. 

"In Af"riea, Asia, Amerindia, Oeeania, Europe came and 
e'stablished its order of Analysis and Death. What it" could 
not use, it killed or altered. In time the death-colonies 
grew strong enough to break away. But the~qmpulsë to 
empire, the mission to propagate death, the structure 
of'it, kept on. Now we are in the last phase. American 
Death has come to occupy Europe. lt has learned empire 
from its old metropolls. But now we have only the 
structure left us, none of the great rainbow plumes, no 
fittings of gold, no epic marches over alkali seae. The 
savages of other contin~nts, corrupted but still resiating 
in the name of life, have gone on despite ev~rything • • .' 
while Death and Europe are separate as ever, their love 
still unconsuIDmated. Death only rules here. It has 
never, in love, become ~ with. (Pp.722-3) 

\ ~'1 . "' . , . 
As we shall see, however, Pynchon.' s apo-calypse ia ambiguous: it c0l"\tains 

both destruction and creation, end and origin, "JUree and .f~rtility •. In 
, ~ 

this regard, the sc.attered affirmations form a necessary element in the 

'satirei without them, the ambiguous apocalypse would be formally Incoherent, 

functional!y irrele~nt, and thematically ~njustif1ed. The en~uing 

reading of the satire of Gravity's Rainbow will demonstrate thfs.profound 

modal ambivalence in the text's recurrent shifts' from 8teri~~ realit~es 

.. 

• 
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to fertile possibi1ities. 

'Implied in and supporting pynchon's attacks. on the West are en 

historical critique of the post-Renaissance effort to order nature by 

analytical science and a critical,allegory of this effort,'as a type of 
, 

original sin" and fal1 from ontologieal holism and primaI uuity with nature 

into ontolo~ical fragmentation and modern a1ienation from 

its religious forro, this f~ag~entatio~dla1ienation are 
- , v-

nature. In 

both cause 

and effect of Christianity, in partic~lar of Puritanism and Calvinism, 

" which repress the fact of eorporeal mortality by subltmating it into 
, 

spiritual immortality and ty rationalizing the natural contingency of 

the world through systematic synthesis and 'control. In its politi~al 

forro, repress~on entall~, rac1st colonialism, whieh interprets Hs 
~ 

'" victime as symbols not only of the brute and slien other, desth, but slao 

,) of its dislectical ~ti\helis, unrepressed, u~s7emstized lite, snd 
D 

this dialectic compels the colonizers ambivslently to indulge and deny 

the natural freedom of the oppressed. In its psychologiesl form, 

the text's eomplex overlspp1ng and metaphor1cal identification of codes 

yields a critique of'the ego as a àelusive reification; hence, as we 

shall see, Slothrop's seattering represents a paradox: a negation and affir-
"- , 

" mation that signify respectively oot ooly theofailure of Slothrop's 

'quest but also the death of the unitary subjeet and the birth of its 

p1uralistic, Postmodern sucçes80r. Moreove~1 io symboliziog the attempt 
- ----0 - --

'. , 
tp transceoDife ~ dea th. 

e 

the fetishiz.edrociet 'ltself evokes a collective - -~-- ---

obsession that signifies the desperate sublimation of libido into the 
o • " , 

illusion of transcendence by the inanimate. W1th no colonies left to 
.f 
'-., 

;: ... ' 

L 

o .. ' 

0. 

, 
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U infect, Europe attempts to further Hs life-and-death-den'ying mania lnto 
'" 

the locus of space. -Blic~ro wonder~, '''Is the cye-le over now, and a new 

one re~dy to begin? Will our new Edge, our new Deathklngdom, be the . , 

..... ' Moon?'" (tlo.,',7~3) but earth and' gravit y hav~, the final triumph. 

:. 

"The nan:;atj.ve .tttitude towards these overarchin~ subj-ects of the' 

text 1s one of derisive satire. In the following passage, for example, 

the narrator utters a grave disquisitlon and satiric invective on the 

System' s suicidaI, anti-cyclical compulsion to maximize productivity and 

profit: " 

Kekulé 0 dreams the Grea1: Serpent holding ita own taU' in 
its mouth, the dreaming Serpent which surrounds the World. 
But the meanness, the cynicism with whïch this dream ls 
ta be used. The Serpent that announces, l'The World ls 
a closed thing, cyclical, resonant, eternally-returning, " 
1s to be delivered into a system whose only ~im 1s to 
violate the Cycle. Taking and not giving baWk, demanding 
t,ltat "productiv1ty" a~~ ~:~~rnlngs" "keep on 1ncreas1ng 
with time, the Systell{:removing"from the rest of the W.orld 

~ , \, 

. these vast quantities of energYTto keep its own t1ny 
o desperate fraction showing \.2.' profit: and not on1y most of 
humanity--most, of th~ World, animâl, vegetable and mineraI, 
.is laid waste in the process. The System may or may not 

o • understand that 1t t S onlY~UYing time. And that time is 
an artïficia1 resouree' to egin with, of no value to 
anyone or anyth1ng but the ystem. which sooner' or Ister 
must erash to Cits death, when its add1e'tion to energy 
has become more than tEe, rest of the World can suppIy, 
dragging w1 th it innocent souls aIl along the chain of 
life. Living lnslde the System ls like r1ding aeross 
the éountry in a bus dr1ven by a maniae bent on suicide ••• 
(P. 412) 

This bitter attaek i8 followed, in the imagined monologue of the 

System' s bus driver, by a contrastingly, ironie parody of the style of " 

a modern nightelub 'comedien: 

"\ 
) 
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(T}hough he' s amiable enough, keeps cracking jokes back 
through the loudspeaker, "Good morning folks, this 1a 
Heidelberg here we' re eoming into now, you know the oid 
refrain, '1 lost my heart in HEddelberg,' well l have a 
friend who los t both his ~ here! Don' t get me wrong, 
it' s really a nice town, the people are warm and wonderful-­
when they' re not duel 1ng. Seriously though. they trea t 
you jus t fine J they don' t jus t give you the key to the 
city, they give you-the b~ng-stafter!" (P. 412) 

" 

Th~ paradox1eai caricature of the System' B driver as both maniacal 

and amiable, embodi~d in the Menippean seriocomic formaI al ternation, 
\ 

suggeats the seductive, ideological mystifications of power tha,t the 

text demys tiUes as "every poor illusion of comfort the bourgeois 
" 

,1, ~, • takes for reai • • • Il (p. 571) e Later. in a parodistic Iampoon of 

Richard Nixon, the arch-repressor Richard M. Zh1ubb 1e deseribed as "like 

," 
... a nightclüb comie, alone in liis tar circle. his chalk terror " (pa 756). 

The suicidal nature of the System ie ironieally mirrored in the 

Empty Ones, German ReTeros who choose to commit gToup suicide. These 

"Zone" HereroB intend tp bring to completion from the previous generation 

in colonial Afdea a tribal denth' -wish. that signified a desperate and 

hostile rejection of European domina'Uon. 
() 

In the following satir1e 

passage, the narrntor begins with a series of sarcasme on the "interest" 

wh1tea feel as the native African HEirero birth rate declines, th en 

lampoons Karl Marx as racist for ignoring repression ae perhaps the most 

signi.cant motive for colon1al1sm, and ends by eatirizing contemptuQusly 

the sterile forms of Europe's "death and repression" in comparison with 

the colonies' "Ufe and sensuality in a11 its forms": 
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A generation earlier, the declining number of live 
Herero births was a topie of medical interest throughout 
80uthern Africa. The whites looked on as anxiously as 
they wQuld have at an outbreak of rinderpest among 
the cattle. How provoking, to watch one's subject 
population dwindHng like this, year after year. Wha t' 6 

a colony without Hs dusky nat~ves1 Where' s the fun 
if they' re a11 going to die off? Just a big hunk of 
desert, no more maicls, no field-hands, no laborers 
for the construction or the mining--wait, wait a minute 
there, yes !t's Karl Marx, that sly oid raéist skippin'g 
away with his teeth together and his eyebrows up trying 
to make believe it' s nothing but Cheap Labor and Overseas 
Markets. • •• Oh, no. Colonies are much, much more. 
Colonies are the outhouses 0 of the European soul, where 
a fellow can let his panta down and relax, enjoy the 
smeli of his own shit. Where he can fall on his slender 

\ prey roarj,ng as loud as he feels like, and guzz1e her 
blood with open joy. Eh? Where he can, just wallow 
and rut and let himse1f go in a softness, a receptive 
darkness of limbs, of hair ss woolly as the hair on his 
own forbidden genitsls. Where the poppy, and cannabis 
and coca grow full and green, and not to the colore and 
style of death, as do ergot and agaric, the blight and 
fungus native to Europe. Christian Europe was a1ways 
death, Karl, death and repress1on. Out and down in the 
colonies, lHe can be indulged, IHe and sensuality in 
aIl its forma, with no harm done to the Metropolis, 
nothing to 8011 those cathedrals, white marble statues, 
noble thoughts. • •• No word ever gets back. The 
silences down here are vast enough to absorb aIL behavior, 
no matter how dirty, how animal it gets. • •• (P. 317) 

In the subsequent passage, the narrator discusaes in dispassionate tone 

t~e possible medical reasons for the decl1.ning birth rate but rejects 

them. Instead,' he proposes the existence of irrational, "sinister" 

motives of "a tribal m1nd ,at work, n which effects through suicide Il 

hopeless, violent repudiation of European manners and morals. The 

narrator then shifts to reflect equivocal European, regret for mistreatment 
, 

of the natives, but the passage 1 a final effect is significantly one of 
''t, 
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the satiric irony of an uncomprehending, supercilious, and resentful 

European tone towards the natives for their refusaI ta coopera te: 

Sorne of the more rational men of rnedicine attributed 
the Rerero birth decline ta a deficiency of Vitamin E 
in the diet--others to poor chances of fertilization given 
the peculiarly long and narrow uterus of the Herero female. 
But underneath a11 this reasonBble ta1k, this scientific 
speculating, no white Afrikaner cou1d quite put down the 
way it felt •••• ' Something sinister was moving out in 
the vel'd':he was beginning to look at their faces, especially 
those of the wornen, lined beyond the thorn fences, and he 
knew beyond logical proof: there was a tribal mind at work 
out here, and it had chosen to commit suicide. • •• Puzzling. 
Perhaps we weren' t as fair as we might have been, perhaps 
we did tàke their cattle and their lands away • • • and 
then the work-camps of course, the barbed wire and the 
stockades. • • , Perhaps they feel it is a world they no 
longer want to live in. Typical of them. though •. giving 
up, c rawling away to die • • • why won' t they even 
negotiate? We could work out a solution, sorne solution. 
(Pp. 317-8) --

The African Hereros, recognizing that the European culture inflicted on 

them leads only to death, choose "tribal death," a paradoxical affirmation, 

and repudiate "Christian death," while the narrator ridicules Christian1ty 

in general as the "Baby Jesus Con Game": 

lt was a simple choice for the Rereros, between two 
kinds of death: tribal death. or Christian death. Tribal 
death made sense. Christian death made none at aIl. lt 
seemed an exercise thêy did not need. Bll-t to the 
Europeans, conned by their own Baby Jesus, Con Game, what 
they were w1tnessing among the8e' Hereros wàs a mystery 
potent as that of the elephant graveyard, or the lemmings 
rushing into the sea. (P. 318) 

\ 

.l 
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Since the nBrrator likens the succeeding generation in Germany to "a 

siek woman" (p. 318), the Empty Ones' subsequent planned tribal suicide, 

unlike that of the African Hereros, do es not constitute su ch an affirmation. 

Pynchon' s satire on Western man' s futi1>e att'ernpt to master death 

by rationalization takes the Menippean forro of che comie, parodistic, 

and fantastic narrative vision of Gravit y , s Rainbow. _ After a fantastic 

musical comedy p~rody in which rats and mice emerge from scientists' 

cages, grow ta human size, and sing and dance in the aisles of the 

PISCES ,laboratory, reeearcher Webley Silvernail regards the animaIs 

in their mazes as an image of man's labyrinthine rationaiizations of 

death: 

.. 
They have had the il' momel'lt of freedom, Webley 
has only been a gues t _ star • ,~ow i t' s back to 
the cages and the rationalized forms of death-­
death in the service of the one s.pecies cursed 
with the knowledge that it will die. , • • "1 
would set you free, if l knew how. But it isn' t 
free out here. AlI the animaIs, the plants, the mineraIs., 
even other kinds of men, are being broken and reassembled 
every day, to preserve an elite few t who are the 
loudest to theorize on freedom, but the least free 
of aIl. l can' t even give you hope that it will be' 
different someday--that They'll come out, and forget 
death, and lose Their technology's elaborate terror, 
and stop us1ng everc other, form of lite without mercy 
to keèp _ what baunts men down to a tolerable level--
and be like you instead, simply here, simp1y aUve •• 
• ," The guest star retires dowh tbe corridors. 
(P, 230)' 

j 19 
Later, in a fantastie passage concerned with the Titans of Orpnism 

~\ 

and as~iated ~ith good w1tch Gel1 Tripp1ng, the narrator lamenta 

that human consciousness is a "poor cripple, that deformed and doomed 

. ' 



167 

o 
thing" whosè "m.i.ssion[isJ.E2. promote death": 

o 

[HJuman consciousness, that po or cripple, that deformed and 
doomed thihg, ia about to he born. This is the Wort~ 
just before men. Too violently pitched alive in 'v' 
constant flow ever to he seen by men directly. They 
are meant only to look at it dead, in still strata, 
transputrefied to oil or coa!. Alive, 1t was a threat: 

1t was Titans, was an overpeaking of life so c1angorous 
and mad, sué'h a green corona about Earth' s body that sorne 
spoiler ~lt~d tp be brought in before i t blew the 
Creation Spart. 50 we, the crippled, keepera, ~re 
sent out to multip1y, to have dominion. God' a s~oilers. 
Us. Counter-revo1utionaries. lt ia our mission ta 
promote death. The way we kill-,-the way we die, being 
unique among the Creatures. lt was something we had 
to work on, historically and personally. To build 
from scratch up to ita present status as reaction, 
nearly as strong as life, holding down the green 
uprising. CP. 720) 

Rational1zed death in Gravit y' s Rainhow takes the form of "synthesis," 

and "control" by the powerful, a theme that Pynchon implies in!!.. and 

makes explicit in Lot 49. Assassinated German foreign minister Walter 

Rathenau communicates wlth corporate Nazis from IG Farben in a 1920a 

seance in Berlin, cautioning them that the cartel is a forro of death. 

l~ lUe, Rathenau, described by the narrator as "prophet and architect 

of the cartel1zed State" (p. 164), had envisioned the ideal political 

system as "a rational structure in which business would be the true, 

rightful authority" (p. 165). Nevertheless, he now warna the Nazis that 

their beliefs are illusory and that the cartel serves to transform 

death not into rebirth but into "death-transfigured":' 

, , 
\ 

\ 
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"But thls is aIl the lmpersonation of life. The real 
movement ls not from death ta any reblrth. It is from 
death to death-transfigured. The best you can do ls 
to polymerize a few dead molecules. But polymerizing 
ls not resurrectlon. l mean your IG, Generaldirektor." 

"Our IG, l should have thought," replies Smaragd 
wl th more than the usual ice and stiffness. 

"That' s for you to work out. If you' prefer to calI 
thls a liaison, do. l am here for as long as you need 
me. You don' t have Fa listen. You think you' d rather 
hear about what you calI 'life': the growing, organic 
Kartell. But it' s only another illusion. A very clever 
robot. The more dynamic it seems to you, the more deep, 
and dead, in reallty, it grows. Look at the smokestacks, 
how they proliferate, fanning the wastes of original 
waste over greater and greater masses of city. Struc­
turally, they are strongest in compression. A smokestack 
can survive any explosion--even the shock wave from one 
of the new cosmic bombs"--a bit of a murmur around the 
table at this--"as you aIl must know. The persistence, 
then, of structures favoring death. Death converted 
into more death. Perfecting its reign, just as the 
buried coal grows denser, and overlaid with more strata-­
epodt on top of epoch, city on top of ruined city. This 
is the sign of Death the impers'onator. (Pp. 166-7) 

'he tells them that in arder to learn the truth, they 

"real nature" of synthesis and control (p. 166), 

suggesting they reject the cause-and-'effect of secu1ar history as "a 

diversionary tactic" and s,!:udy instead "the techno1?gy of these 

matters" (p. 167). 

\ 
American businessman Lyle Bland~ another of the book' s elect!,~ 

achieves a form of Their enlighterunent when bis spirit begins ta 1eave 

his body regular1y. He discovers that "an astra:P ,IG, whose missfon r: IJ 
. 

is p,ast secular good and evl1" (p. 590) operates on "the other side" 

to perpetuate the creation of new synthetics and that gravit y attracts 

dead forms ta the earth' s "ho1y center": 
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To find that Gra'vitYt taken so for graoted, i8 really 
something eerie, Mè'ssiaoic, extrasensory in Earth 1 s 
mindbody • having hugged to i ts holy center the 
wastes of dead species, gathered, packed, transmuted, 
realigned. and rewoven molecules to be taken up again 
by the coal-tar Kabbal1sts of the other side, the ones 

• Bland on his voyages has noted, taken boiled off, 
teased apart, explicated to every last permutation 
of useful magic, centuries past exhaustion still finding 
new molecular pieces, cbmbining and recombining them 
ioto new synthet:i,ce(. .. ]{P. 590) 

The strategies of synthesis and control are typified in Gravit y , s 

Rainbow by events that contain certain ,future possibilities and that 

are manipulated by,a corporate, moneyed elite in the interest of 

its continued domination. These events are both natural and political. 

Bland sees in Franklin Roosevelt such an ideal and exploitable combination _ 

of the lineaments of political power; and the narrative attributes 

Roosevelt's "election" in 1932 to Bland's manipulations: 

Psychological studies became, in fact, a Bland 
specialty. His probe into the aubconscious of 
early-Depression America ia conaidered a classic, 
and widely credited with improving the plausibility 
of Roosevelt' s "election" in 1932. Though many 
of his colleagues found a_ posture of hatred for 
FDR useful, Bland waB too delighted to go through 
the motions. For him, FDR was exactly the man: 
Harva1;'d, beholden to aIl kinds of money old and 
new, commodi ty and retail, Harriman and Weinberg: 
an American synthesis which had never occurred 
before, and lwhich opened the w~y to certain < 

grand possib:Uities--all grouped under the tem 
"control," which seemed to be a private code-word-­
more in Une with the- aspirations of "Bland and 
other s. (P.' 581) , 

.... \, , 

Earlier in the text, Roosevelt ia described at the Yalta conference 
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as a ta 01 of the powerfu1--"a being They assemb1ed, a being They would 
~;,' 

dismant1e ll (p. 374)--and the point of "Their" l1achiavellianism is, 

according to the Berero Enzian, the 'postwar realignment not of the 

world' s geographical boundaxies but of Ha vampiric technologies: 

It means this War was never political at a11, 
the politics was aIl theatre, aIl just to keep 
the people distracted • • • secretly, it was being 
d:lctated instead by the needs of technology • • • by 
a conspiracy between human beings and war, crying, 
"Money be damned, the very life of Unsert name 
of Nation] ia at stake," but m~aning, most likely, 
dawn ~ nearly here, l. ~ E!l night's blood, 
E!l funding, funding, !.hh~, ~ ...• The 
real crises were crises of allocation and priority, 
not among firms--it was only staged to look that ' 
way--but among the different Technologies, Plastics, 
E1ectronics~ Aircraft, and their needs which are 
understood on1y by the ruling elite. •• (P. 521) 

Thus, Enzian' s view confirms Rathenau' s reconnnendation to the IG 

Farben executives to study "the technology of these matters" to 

learn the truth. 

In general, then, the effort to reprees and master "invu1nerab1e 

Death" (p. 40) leads paradoxically to a "culture of death" (p. 176), 

in which the elite synthesize and control both history and nature by 

means of a Faustian technology. This rationa1ization of death emp10ys 

as its principal scientific method the post-Renaissance analysis of 

nature into its e1ements, which are then named and recombined. Such 

" 
naming resul ts in the desperate isolation of man from nature J "setting 

namer more hopelessly apart from named" (p. 391) J and the sterile ... 

Cl 
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futility of recombinations is described as "endlessly diddling play" 

(p. 391). The System tha t insists on such analysis and reeombination 

violates the natural cycle of life and death,and the result of the control 

of nature is the ultimate death of the System itself and of the innocent 

-
victims ensnared by it. \ 

As nature i6 exploited, history becomes propaganda sa that "They" 

can lDaintain control. During the seance, as we have seen, Rathenau 

réfers ta the secular history of cause and effect as "a diversionary 

tactic" (p. 167). The narrator describes h{story as "at best a conspiracy, 

no~ always among gentlemen, ta defraud" (p. 164). Roger Mexico, PISCES 

statistician, thinks of peaee as similarly "another bit of propaganda," 

since "Their enterprise goes on" (p. 628). In short, the They-System 

is seen by Gravit y 's Rainbow's characters and narrator as an unceasing 

and universal venture for whieh the war serves as subterfuge or camouflage. 

In a surrealistic fantasy, Mister Information states the official 

War disguises "the red War," which continues to kill people and is 

interested only in "keeping things dive. Thil'l;gs" (p. 645). Thus, a 

complex overlay of perspectives is empIoyed to create a vision of World \' , 

War II that atta~k6 the customary historical explanation as a delusion 

and affirme a counter-theory of "the reai movelDents of the War" as 

CODlIDercial: 

Don't forget the rea! business of the War is ,~ 
buying and selling. The murdering and the 
violence are self-policing, and can be entrusted 
to non-professionals. The mass nature of wartime 
death 1s useful in many ways. It serves as 
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spectacle. as diversion from the real movements 
of the War. It provides raw material to be recorded 
into History, so that chi1dren may be taught 
History as sequences of violence, battie after 
batt1e. and be more prepared for the adu1t wor1d. 
Best of all. mass death's a stimulus to Just 
ordinary folks. little fellows. to try 'n' grab 
a piece of that Pie while th~y're still here ta 
gobble it up. The true war ia a celebration of 
marke~ts. (P. 105) 

The strategies of synthesis and control arise in a European religibus 

context whose locus is Christian, and in particular. Calvinist. In 

, -, , 
Gravit y s Rainbow, Calvinism 'has two narrative dimensions. The first 

concerns itse1f with the Puritan American Slothrop family; the second, 

with the tribal Hereros of South-West Afrita'. 

Economical1y and po1itica1ly, Ca1vinism ls associated wlth the 

rise of cap.italism and the founding of the American republic. 20 

From the Calvinist concept of predestination, Pynchon takes the 

dichotomy of elect and preterite, a forro of excluded middIe, to refer 

-
to the moneyed power fuI and the unmoneyed powerless"respectively. 

Since; sccording to Calvinism, affluence and diligent labor signify 

e1ection, Just as poverty and idieness signify preterition, the Puritan 

Slothrop family' s "ressoned, inertia," which prevents them from relocating 

their paper business when the supply of trees in New England i8 

exhausted, clearly indicates their preterition. The attack on America 

contained in the Slothrop's conversion of natural New England lumber 

into unnatural paper--"toilet paper, banknote stock, newsprint--a 

medium or ground fo~ ahit, money, and the Word. • •• the three 
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American truthsH (p. 28)--foresh~dows as well the subsequent papyronamia 

of Gravit y , s Rainbow. The money that Calvinism declares a aign of grace 

and the documents that contain the most cheri shed possession in-the 

satire, information, are, as paper, both forms of l'ationalized nature. 

By associating paper satirically with the rationalized BterJlity of a 

divisive "culture of death, Il then,' Pynchon subverts its sacroBan~t 

status: 

lt is not death chat separates theae inc,arnationa, but 
paper: paper apec ialties, paper routines ~ The War. 
the Empire, will e~pedite su~h barriera between our 
lives. The War needs to divide this way. and to 
aubdivide, though its propaganda will always stress 
unit y, alliance, pul,ling together. (P. 130) 

Calvi~!sm 1 S second narrative dimension provides the rationalization 

for genocidal colonialism. In an al1egorical epis9de fantasized by 

"fantasist-surrogate" (p. 12» Pirate Prentice for the Firm, Kat je 
, 

Borgesius' Dutch ancestor Franz van der Groov systematically exterminates 

the dodoes on Mauritius in tne seventeenth century because of his inabi1ity 

to detect in the creatures "details of Design" (p. 110). The mute birds, 

preteri te because in addition to b.eing clumsy 1 atupid, ugly, and useleaB, 

they lack speech and thus remain unassifuilab1e into the Word and Salvation 

of CalviniBID) represent the Satanic Other to certain members of the Dutch 

colony: 

, 

To some, it made sense. They saw the stumbling birds 
ill-made to the point of Satanic intervention. 80 ugly , 

'. 
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as to embody argument against: 8 God1y creatIon. Waa 
Mauritius some tirst poison tr~ck.1e through the she1tering 

,dik.es of Earth? Christians must stem it here, or peri ah 
in a second Flood, loosecL this time not by God but by 
the Enemy. The act of ramming home the charges into 
their musketry' became for these men a devotional act, 
one whçse symb~lism they understood. (P. 110) 

Van der Groov himself 'fantasizes a miraculouB "Conversion of the 

Dodoes" that grants the' b1r~.s the "Gif t, of Speech" (p.' 110) • 

Al though , th,is transformation makes the birda and colonists 

"brothers in Christ," the net result ia the sarne, for the dodoes' 

must still face "our blade, our necessary blade." Since the 

birds,no longer "prey," are now "sanctified," the murderous act 
>~ 

is justified by the appea1 to spiritual salvation and immortality 
~l~ 

"in Christ' s kingdom": 

Sanctified now they will feed us, sanctifiep their 
remains and droppings fer·til Ize our cropa. Did we tell 
them "Sa1vation"? Did we mean a dwelling forever in 
the City? Everlasting life? An earth1y paradise restored, 
their Island as it used to be given them back? Probably. 
Thinking a11 the time of the little, brothera numbered 
among our own blessings. Indeed, if they save us from 
hunger in this world, then beyond, in Christ's kingdom, 
our salvations must be, in like measure, inextricable. 
Otherwise the dodoes would be only what they appear 
as in the world' s illusory light--only our prey. Gad 
could not be that cruel. (P. 111) 

The extinction of the dodo es foreahadows the extermination in 
< 

1904-07 of the South-West African Herero8 by German colonists, 

an event to which Pynchon alludes in .Y.:.. and in Gravi ty' s Rainbow. 

J 

- , 
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The Hereros aubsequently come to Germany, and ,the EmptvOnes commence 
~ 

their plan ot tribal suicide, a1though EnZian r,epudiates "the Christia,n 

sickness" (p. 320) of Europe ,as "death and repression''i (p. 317)." -: \ ... - 0' ~ 

Chris tian Europe'! s imposit ion of this repression and death upo!!J 
", • It 

its colonies ia reflected in the transplanted coloniale" subseque~t 0 

~ ~ < 

preoccupation with sexual steri-1ity and self-annihilation. Enzian' s 

coqnter;art Josef Ombindi, leader of the Empty Ones, tells E~zian' t.ha!, 
-

in its final suicidaI act the group presumes to en'compass /,lan array of 
\ 

sexual deviations: bestiality,. pedophi1ia, lesbiahism, homosexua1;i.ty, 

('sadisID,'masochism, onanism, coprophilia, urcflagnia, fet~shism, and 

necrophilia (p. 319). ,Thus, with the exception of'Roger Mexico and 

Jessica Swanlake' s wartime affair and Tyrone S1othrop' s ... promiscuous 

adventures, instances of, heterosexuality are virtuaIIy ab~&nt from 

/. 

Gravit y , s Rainbow, which concentrates in.stead on the ~teri1e dev~ations 

that Ombindi enumerates. Furthermore, Roger and Jessica's affair' is doomed 
~ 

to end with the end· of the official War and the cessation of V-2' 
~ 

att-acks, and Slothrop himself discovers that even his own erections 

represent lia colonial outpost" that is "1ike an instrument installed, 

wired by Them into his body" (p. 285). 

The theme of sexual deviation, especially that of) fetishi~, 

pertains in particular to the central symbol of Gravit y 's Rainbow, 
\ 

the V-2 rocket. Historical!y, the V-2, Vergeitungswaffe~. or. 

ReprisaI Weapon Two, represented the most technologica!ly advan,~ed German 

war weapon. In Gravit( s Rainbow, Pynchon uses 1t to represent a 

charismatic fetish objec.t and a religious symbol of potentia1 transcendence 
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signify.ing man' a endeavor to fescape terrestial mortali ty. Miklos Thana·tz 

views it thus as an image of grace and redemption: 

~ 

There- ~8 no pfoblem steering him onto the SUbj(ct 
of the' Rocket--tlI think of the ~4," sez he, Ys 

- 1 \ 
a baby Jesus~ with endless comml~~f H)!'t'ods 
out to'dest;roy it in infancy--Prusaians-;---'ome of 
whom in their innermost hesrts still felt artillery to 
be a dangerous innovation. If you'd been 
out there • • • inside the first minute, you 
saw, you grew docile under its • • • it really did 
posseas a Max Weber charism8. • • soma joyful--and 
deepl~ irrational--force the State bureaucracy 
could never routinize, against which it could 
not prevaUt ••• ' (P. 464) 

Although soclo1ogist Max Weber, from whom Pynchon borrows the terms 

"charisma" and "routinization" (or "rationalbation"), applies the 

term "charisma" to both people and objects,21 he analyzes charisma 
. , 

pr1ncipally as an original and vital personal force, n an extraordinary 

quality of a. person,,22 'that inspires the devotion of more ordinary 

beings. This quality, real or ~gined, is described by Weber as 

lrrational and,magical. Inevitab'ly, h~wever, the chariamst,ic figure 

Is unable to live up to the expectations of his devotees. and theb 

'veneration o~ him subsequently lessens. The leader' s epigones must 

then, if they wish to secure a position of power, 8omehow transform 

this original, extraordinary quality into a legitimate, rationalized 

• structure.' WhUe Weber analyzea chadama chiefly a8 personal, Pynchon .. 
chooses to aymbolize it in the inanimate. The rocket is thus a fetish . ~ 

in two senses. As an object of spiritual reverènce and as an object -of 

1 

., 
r 
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. sexual pleasure, 1t unites the rel1g10us and the erotic, but the union 

. Is inorganic and sterlle. 

10 Pynchon' s theophany, the rocket 1s thus only an ambiguoua 

pseudo-deity. Although hs charisma 1I!akes possible ,su ch "magic" as 
\ 

Roger and Jesslca' s love, the notion of a "Holy" rocket la ridiculed 

by Enzlan, and the death of Gottfried in the 00000 V-2 at the end of 

Gravt,ty' s Rainbow lndicates that the transcendence offered by the rocket , 

as "a promise, a prophecy of Escape" (p. 758) 1a ooly a temporary parody • 
of flight; Hs charisma will finaUy be overcome by the routinizlng force 

of gravlty, as Its ascent gives way to an Inevitable descent. 
( 

! Quest of the rocket provides Gravit y , s Rainbow' s principal structuring 

narratlve, that of pynchon' s comie American Everyulan, Tyrone Slothrop, 

whose erections coincide with rocket strikes and whose fate in some 
t 

11 • 

sense embodies the meaning of the book. 23 Slothrop, whose picaresque 

adventures and romantic obsession with the rocket make him a cambination 

of ~'s picaro Benny Profane and quester Herbert Stencil, 24 seeka 

to de termine the rocket' s secrets of the Schwarzgerat and Imipolex G, 

but" unbeR:nownst to him, he is being uaed by "Them" to locate and d~stroy 

the 00001 and the Schwarzkommando. Moreover, the British Paviovian 

Po!ntsman manipulates him as psrt of an experiment designed to prove 

the validity of determiniam. Thua, aignHy1ng taioted\ Ameriean 

"innocence" (even his sexual freedom 18 largely under Thelr control) 

returning to its rationalized Calvin1st origin, Slothrop repreaents, in 

effect, America as a fa!led redeemer under Europe' s control. Dur1ng 
.J' 

sodium amytol exper1men~ performed on him by Pointsman, Slothrop 

\ 
1 

" 1 
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reveals archetypal repressed American guilt and fear of excrement, blacks, 

and Indians. As he learns about the rocket, he uncovers information 

about Laszlo Jamf, the scientist who performed ~hi1dhood experiments 

on him that seem to be connected in some ,,?ay with the present frequency 

of his erections. During Pointsman' s exposure of Slothrop to the roc~et. 

Sir Stephen Dodson-Truck" almost reveals the secret of his conditioning: 

r 
But Sir Stephen is on bis knees. just about, quaking 
at/ the edge of lt. to tell Slothrop a terrible secret, 
à fatal confidence concemlng: 

THE PENIS HE THOUGHT WAS HIS' OWN 

(P. 216) 

Discovering later that his fatheT was paid by Jamf for tbe experiaents 

to finance Tyrone' s education at Harvard, and tbat Jamf bad worked for 

the ~.rte1. Slothrop comes to bel~e that "They", bave ha<! him under 

obs~rvation since his infancy: 

Nice way to find out your father made a deal 20 
years ago witb somebody t9 spring for your education. 
Come to think of it, Slothrop never could quite put the 
announcements, all through the Depression, of imminent 
famlly Tuin, together with the comfort he enjoyed at 
Harvard. Well now, what was the deal between his father 
and Bland?' l've been sol~Jesus Christ r've been sold 
to lG Farben like a side of beef. Surveillance? 
Stinnes, like every industrial emperor, had his own 
company spy system. So did the IG. Does this mean 
Slothrop has been under their observation--m-maybe sinee 
was ÈE.E:!.? Yaahhh • •• (P. 286) 

J 

he 
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Slothrop realizes that The1r cont'rol of him 18 all1ed' w1th the 

myster10us erectile plastic lmipolex G: -'!t- o , 

The fear balloons again inside his 
be kept down with a simple Fuck You. 
a forbidden room, at ,the bottom edge 
He can't see lt, can't make it out. 
It 1e allied w1th the Woret Thing. 

brain. lt will.'D.6t ,i ~'. 
••• A sm~ 
of his memory. 
Doesn't want ~o. 

He ~QWS what the amell has to be: though according 
to these papers it would have been too early fot 1t, 
though he has never come acroes any of the stuff among 
the dayt1me coordinates of his life, still, down here, 
back here in the warm dark, among early shapes where , . 
the clocks. and calendars don 1 t mean too Iiluch; he knows. 
that what'e haunt1ng him now will prove to be the smell 
of Im1polex G. (P. 286) * 

UltimateIy, Slothrop, by ident1fying htmself 1n a dream a8 Jàmf, -'. 
acknowledgee his enslavement to Their System: ' 

Then there's thi~recent dream he 1s afraid of having 
again. He was in his old room, back home. A summer 
afternoon of l1lacs and bees, and warm air through an 
ôpen window. Slothrop had fcund a very old dictionary 
of technical German. lt fell open to a certain page 
prickl1ng with black-face type. Reading down the page, 
he would come to JAMF. The definition wouid read: 1. 
He woke begg1ng lt ~--but even after waking, he waB 
sure, he would remain sure, that lt could visit him , 
again, any time lt wanted. Perhaps you know that dream 
too. Perhaps l t has warned you never to speak l te namè. 

V,) 

d ", 

1 j 

If sa, you know about how Slothrop'll be feeling now. (Pp. 286-7)~ 

Paranoia, generally defined stif~b.l~~ in on.s.lf 

e for 'SIOtbrop 1 e escape from ae the object of persecution, ls 

Their machinations. Since Slothrop '8 ass sment oia }his persecution 
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lB just1fied, however, Pynchon can ,character1ze htm (and 1ndeed all the 

other appropriate characters) as paranoid only by redefining the 

term: 
Ill' .. 

• • • the onset, the leading edge, of the 
~i8covery that every;thing .!! connected, 
everyth1ng in the Creation • •• (P. 703) 

... 
However, the taxt' 8 association of paranqia with Puritanism--

"lt' s a Puritan reflex of seeking ordera beh1nd the visible, at80 known 

as paranoia" (p. l88)--results in profound narrative ambivalence about 
• J 

1 

paranoia' 8 ultimate virtues. Slothrop i!l a descendant of American 
• l , • 

Oalviniste,and his totalizing paranoia formally resemblea Calvini.m'. 

1 

t~taliz1ng tendency to divide the world into the absolute dther/or 

framework of elect and preterite. Moreover, the Slothrop famlly itaelf 

is preterite, and Tyrone's ppranoia, while temporarily effective in 

freeing him from Their control, can lead only to ultimate failure, 

"to no clear happ;Lnesè or redeeming cataclysm" (p. 738).25 Missing 

the central tunnel where the rocket i8 housed in the Mittlewerke at , 

Nordhausen, Slothrop goes astray in hi~ quest, and he not only fa~lB 

to unveil the Scbwarzgerat 's meaning but also ie deflected from an 

, 
Jinvestigation of the rocket cartel and his ul timate queet of the 

.'l 

i conne:~tions among Jamf, his own erectioDs, and lmipolex G; in effect, 
1 . 

he ~nters the ant1-paranoid part of his cycle: , 

If there 1a something comforting--religious, if 
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you want--about paranoia, there is still alse anti-parauoia, 
where neth1ng is connected to anything, a condition not 
many of us can bear for long. WeIl right now Slothrop 
feels himself sliding ont,o the anti-paranoid part of his 
cycle, feels the whole city around him going, back roofless, 
vulnerable, uncentered as he ls, andonly pasteboard 
images now of the Listening Enemy left between him and 
the wet sky. ~ 

Either They pave put h1m here for a reason, or he' s 
just here. He isn't sure that he wouldn't. sctuaUy, 
rather have that reason. • •• (P. 434) 

",.. 

• The narrator announces that Slothrop, uncaring and disconneeted, 

"is to b~ counted. after all. among the Zone's lost" (p. 470). In 

saUric terms, he possesses the potential1ty f'or redemp~ive heroism 

but remains instead an ingénu and fooI. 
, 

~ 
Early in the final chapter-, Slothrop' s character literally 

"seatters," but because his Orphie "scattering" corresponds to 

"the ehtropies of lovable but Bcatterbrained Mother Nature," (p. 324) 

) 

like the paranois tha t tirst frees him 1t must be regarded as parsdoxical. 26 

.) 

Even though Slothrop does not achieve understanding of the rocfet. the 

Schwarzgera-t, Jamf, or Imipolex G, he does learn the truth of his 

manipulation by Them, and in his final scene as an 1ntegrated character, 

he becomes reeonclled with the here and now of the fertile earth: 

••• and now, in the Zone, later in the day 
he became a crossroad, after a heavy rain he doesn' t 
recall, Slothrop sees a very thick rainbow here, a 
stout rainbow cock driven down out of pubic clouds 
into Earth, green wet valleyed Eal'th, and his chest 
fills and he stands crying, not a thing in his head,.f 
just feeling naturaI. • •• (P. 626) 
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Slothrop's tragicomic sacrificial "scattering" spawns an alternative 

to the "They-System," a "We-System" called the "Counterforce," but 

the Counterforce, like its method of "creative paranoia" (p. 638), 

provides onl-y a temporary solution to the problem of the They-System ,'s 

rationalizations. 27 When Roger Mexico hears of the They-System from 

Pirate Prentice, one of its chief advocates, his Urst reactio.n i8 

to accuse Prentice of udng Their methods. Later, Mexico envisions 

"the failed Counterforce" (p. 713) as an exploitable element of the 

They-System. The 1n~vitable re-absorption of the originally charismatic 

but eventually and unavo1dably rationalized al ter~ative 1& later 
, 

confirmed. In an interviellf with the Wall Street Journal (presumably 

"Their" newspaper), a Counterforce spokesman admits ·that the organ1zation '. s 
<; 

differing theories of Slothrop doomed it from its inceptiop: 

"We were never that concerned with Slothrop qua 
Slothrop," a spokesman for the Counterforce admitted 
recently in an interview with the Wall Street Journal. 

INTERVIEWER: You mean, then, that he was more a 
rallying-point. 

SPOKESMAN: No, not even that. Opinion even at the stert 
was divided. lt was one of our fatal weaknesses. 

[1 'm sure you want to hear about fatal wea~essesJ Some 
called him a "pretext." Others fel t that he was a 
genuine, point-far-point microcosm. (P. 738) 

Tbe spokesman admits, in an aside, that he ls a traitor: 

l am betraying themal1 • • • the worst of tt is that 
l know what your editors want. exactly what they 
want. l am a tra1tor. l carry it with me. Tour 
virus. (P. 739) 
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The narrator, too, foreshadows the impending failure of the Counterforce 

by recounting the organi,zatipn 1 s ambiv,lence towards money, the ration­

alized paper source of the elite's power: 

,­
'1 
1\ 

Well, if the Counterforce knew better what those 
categories conceale&. they might be in a better 
position to disarm, Ide-peniè and dismantle the 
Man. But they don't. Actually they do. but they 
donlt admit it. Sad but true. They are as 
schizoid, as double-minded :in the massive presence 
of Il!0ney, as any of the rest of us, and that' s 
the hard facto The Man has a branch office in 
each of o~r brains;" his corporate emblem is a 
white albatross, each' local rep hAs a cover known 
as the Ego, and their mission in this world ia 
Bad Shit. We do know what' a going on, and we 
let it go on. As long as we can see them, stare 
at them, those massively moneyed, once in a 
while. Ae long as they allow ua a glimpse, 
however r arely. we need tha t. And how they 
know it--how often, under what conditions. • •• (Pp. 712-3) 

. Like the statue of the Counterforce and paranoia, th~ ultimate 

statue of the War ie ambiguous. 28 On the one hand, the official 
, 

hietory of the War is deacribed as a deception; on the other band, 

however, the War makes possible the breakdown of customary repressions: 

Roger Mexico and Jessica Swanlakg can, as a result, engage in a temporary 

romance, and Ge'rmany returns to a state of disintegration or abolition 

of its borders. an anarchy that symbolizes a desirable, pre-rationalized 

condition of unity. The narrator longs for 

••• --something to raise the poseibility of 
another night that could 8ctually, with love 

·and cockrow., light the path home, hanish the 

,l 

1 



r, 

'. , 
1 

\ , , 

• 

,.' 

" 

.' 

184 .' .. 

Adversary, destrdy the boundaries between our landa" 
our bodies, our stories, a11 faIse, about who we 
are E. · .J (P.~ 135) 

Similarly, the anarchist Squa1~dozzi envisions' an "o'penness" to 

'supplant his native country Argentins's "s!llokey labyr~nths" (p. 264)'. 

These labyrinths, a' symboi oL borders in ge~eral, appear as wel-l in 

thElmazes oI Webley Silvernail's experiments with rats, anq as a 

British manifestation of the "German mania for subdividing" (p. 448) 

thst results in4·the satire of the ~p1sode of the Nazi "Toiletship" 

~ ~ . Rucksichtslos, represent yet another fonn. ox the rationalization of 

death • 

'In sum, Gravit y 's Rainbow attacks as sterile Calvinist Europe' a 

rationalized repression of death, for the resulting methods of synthesis 

and controi t.f~sform the organ~c into the inorganic. Even the anodyne 

rocket fails ta transcend, and the creative paranoia of the pretet;'ite 

in the Counterforce becomes in the end only another rationalized 

component of the ubiquitous They-System. 

Despite the dominant representations of and attacks on the sterile, 

Gravit y 's Rainbow contains affirmations of the fertile as weIl. The 

traditional affirmations of friendship and love--Slothrop' s friend 

Tantivy Mucker-Maffick's "quiet decencies" (p. 25), Mexico's sense 

in his affair with Jessica of "thé .very first real magic" (p. 38), 

Slothrop' s belief of Bianca that "Right here, right now[. • • ]she 

exists, love, invisibility" (p. 470)-counter the sterile compulsion 

for synthesis and control by the System, but &s in much satire, these 

, . 
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overt A.Uirmat1ons are short-lived: Mucke~-Maffick 1s killed by-, Them, --
"Jessica returns to her husband Jeremy, and Sl:othrop leaves Bianca, 

who drowns. 

Opposed to the Chr1stian escatolog1cal vision of apocalypse are 

the cyclical Herero myths that respect the f~inine ear~h'B generative 
. , 

and Tegener:ative abii1.t1es. 29 These mythe ,focus upon recurrence, 
v ' . 

retum, and centers. An Erdschweinnôhle Herèro mothel' of four -stillborn 

children, fO!,example, 1s buried in.the African grouud to her ahoulders 

to encourage ~ertility: 

, ~ 

!n-pr~ter1te line they have pointed her here, to be in 
,touch with Earth's g1ft for genesis. The woman feels 
power flood in through every gate: a river between her 
thighs, light leapiug at the ends of fingers and toes. 
lt ia sure and nourishing as sleep. le 1e a warmth. 
'l:he more the dayl1ght ,"fades, the further she submits--to 
the dark, to the descent of water from the air. She 
is a seed in the ~arth. The holy aardvark has dug her 
bed. (P. 316) 

~reover, Enzian re~lizes that his own exposure to the fetishistic 

peuile rocket ent.ils a radical rejection of f~inine natur~~ .. 

D 

. 
,Beyond simple steel erection, the Rocket was an 
entire system won, away from the feminine darkness, 
held against t~ent):opie,s of lovable but scatterbrained 
Mother Nature ( ••• ;t (P. 324) 

~ !J 

This' repud1ation of the feminine reaults in "masculine technologies" 

(p. 324), which, as we have seen, transform love into perversion, 

'0 
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maniplliation, and control. Thus, the feminine is associated with fertility.30 

The Counterforce myth of the Soniferous Aether 31 repr~sents 'a 

fatl'tastic assertion in the form of ideol~al defiance: 

1 
Imagine this very elaborate scientific lie: th,:lt sound 

cannot travel through outer space. Well, but suppose . 
it can. Suppose They don 1 t want us to know there ls a 
med'i'ü'; there, what used to be called an "aether," 
whlch can carry sound to every part of the Earth. The 
Soniferous Aether. For millions of years, the sun has 
been roaring, a giant, furnace, 93 millionmile roar, so 
perfectly steady that generations of' men have been born 
into it and passed out of it; again, without ever 1)earing 
it. Unless it chànged, how would anybody know? (P. 695.) 

Moreover, the narrator expresses paranoia abo~t the official "vacuum": 

What if there is no .Vacuum? Or if tbere is--what if 
T'bey' re using it on you? What if They Und lt convenient 
to preach an island of life surrounded by a void? 
Not juat the Earth in space, but your own individual 
life in Ume? What if it's in Their interes.t to have 
you believing that? (P. 697--) 

The a~sertion of the .possibility of a spatial continuity ia comple-

mented by the narrator' s speculation on the possibility of a similar 

temporal continuity: 

thia lack of synunetry lell'ds to speculating that a presence, 
analogous to the Aether, flows through time, 8S the 
Aether flows through space. The assumption of a Vacuum 
in time tended to cut us off one from anothel'. But an 
Aether séa to bear us world-to-world might bring us .back 
a continuity, show us a kinder universe, more easygoing •.• 
(P. 726) 

. . 
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These Counterforee assertir0ns func'tion to 8ttack the theories of 

, 
institutional science as divis1ve, negative mystifications and to 

provide a dialectical, counter"'ideologY' of unHying affirmations. 

As in Lot 4~, Pynehon affirms as well middles, metaphor, and, as 

-
we have already seen, anarchy. Roger Mexico's middles of probability 

are opposed to the cause-and-effect certainties of the Pavlovian Pointsman, 

whose method assumes the existence of a 4eterminate structure in all 

events. Pointsman' represents a nineteenth-century scienUf1c epistemology, 

and Gravit y , s R,ainbow posits in its place the twentieth-eentury 

concept of incompleteness. The text's affirmative allusions to GOdel, 

the originator .of the Ineompleteness Theorem (as well as to what the 

taxt identifies as the popular eorollary of the Incompleteness Theorem, 

Murphy' s Law) signtfy a vision of experience that endorses limits to 

'knowledge' s' control and the consequent freedpm in partialities and 

. 32 
1JIlcertainties. It i8 therefore not merely coineidental that the 

statisUcian of indeterminaey, Roger Mexico, is capable of feeling 

genui,ne love, 'While his determinist antithes1s, Pointsman, engages in 

nightly masturbation, a "joyless constant, an institution in his life" 

(p. 141), or that ~del' s Theorem makes likely the indefin1te post-

ponement of ~he tribal suicide of the Empty Ones: 

SOLD '\N SUICIDE 

WeIll don' t eare-for, th' things· 1 eat, 
Can' t. stand that boo,ie-woogie beat-­
But l'm 80ld, on, suicide: 

( , 

! 
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" You can keep Der Bin'gie too, a­
And that darn "bu-bu-bu-boo, " 
Cause l 'm sold on suicid'e: 

Oh! l'm not too keen on ration stamps, 
or-Mothers who uaed to be baby vamps, 
But l'm sold, on, liIuicide: ù' 

~ 

Don' t like ei ther, the Cards or Browns, 
,Piss on the country and piss on the town, 
But l'm S.O.S., yes well actually this goes'on, verse 

after verse, for quite some time. In its compl,ete version 
it represel1ts a pretty fair renunciation of the things 
of the worid. The trouble with it is that by Godel' s • .. 
Theorem there is bound to be some item around that 
one has omitted from the list, and such an item is not 
easy to think of off the top of one' s head, so that 'wltat 
one does most likely is go back over the whole thing, 
meantime corre,ctlng mi~akes and inevitable repetitions, 
and putting in new i~s that will surely have occurred 
to one, and--well. it's easy to aee that tbe "suicide" 
of the title might have to be postponed indeflnitely: (P. 320) 

\ 

Linear. cause-and-effect deterministn ls also opposed at one 

point to metaphor. When scientis't Franz P~kler, who designs the 

Schwarzgerat' 8 bousing, attacks his wHe' s interest in asi,rology as 
<q, 

unsclentific, she responds that cause-and-effect ia iuelf 4n' lnadequate 

method: 

"Not produce," she tried, "not cause. lt a11 goes 
along together. Parallel. not series. 'Metaphor. 
Signs and symptoms. Happing on to different coordinate 
systems, 1 don't know ••• " She didn't know, 
aIl she was trying to do ,was reach, (P. 159) 

Necessarily, Len! pokler'. struggle to articulate the non-rational, 
a :/ 
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and syntax ava11able 1n a logieal, rat10nal1zed language, which, 

tied ideologically to a repre~sive concept of linear time, has the 

apparatus to repre~t seriality but not the .simultaneity .of "the 

Other Side": 

!~~r::~i:!m:~ea~~e~ot~:~~~i:V:~~:a:~: :!~~h:~:a~~ the same 

" 

"make sense" back here: they lack historical structure, l 
they sound fanciful, or insane). (P. 624) 

1 

Ihe ideology of language also forms the thematic center of 

Tchitcherine's story of the New Turkic Alphabet,'which the Stalinist 

govemment attempts to impose on the organic oral tradition of the 

Kazakh tribesmen. The Kazakhs are "darker" (p. 340) than the Russians, 

and like the Rereros, encounter-a forro of white colonialism; Pynchon, 

however, satirizes the effort by focusing comically on the petty Btruggles 

for power between letter and language committee~, and the entire episode 

points back in time to an affirmation of the Kazakhs' original, pre-litera~e 

purity of "speech, gesture, touch[. • ;J' (p. 338). Deflled by this 

Russ~~ version of the Word, the Kazakhs resort to their own form of 

defiant, subversive Cpunterforce: 

, 
• On sidewalks and walls the very first printed slogans 

Btart tç show up, the Jirst Central Asian fuck you signs, ~ 
the first'kill-the~police-commissioner signs (and somebody 
does': this alphabet is really something!) and so the 
magic that the shamans, out in the wind, have always 
known, begins to operate now in a political way ~ • ~J (P. 355-6) 
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The concluding affirmation of Gravity's Rainbow occura in the 

book' s terfifying fin~l scene, "Descent." In it, ,the rocket is about 

• 
to crash into the Orpheus Theatre, where we, the n·viewers" of the text, 

are awaitin~repair bafore the film recommences: 

The screen is a dim page spread hefore us, white 
and silent. The film has broken, or a ~rojector 

. bulb has burned out. lt was d1ff1cult even for 
us, old fans who've always been at the movies 
(haven't we?) to tell which before th~ darkness 
swept in. (P. 760) 

In the phrase "who' ve always been at the movies (haven' t we?)," 

the narrator's tone 1s one of ironie condescension, suggesting our 

~rsisten~ inab1Iity or refusaI to experience the world in unmediated 

forme In general, ln Gravity's-Ra1nbow, film, like calculu~, ià parodied 

and attacked aB "pornographies of f11ght" (p. 567), illusions of 

cont1nulty that aré actually divided into separate and frozen frames 

and are thus "Reminliers of impotence and abstraction" (p. 567). 

The descent of the rocket, "a bright angel of death" (p. 760) that 

by fantastic time-travel and metamorph~sis 1s presumably a modern-day 

nuclear missile, betokens the impending, suicidaI annlhllatio,n of the 

"theatre" of the vitlated Western world, and given the evldence of the 

text, the impllcated reader may regard 8uch a destructive and terminal 
" 

apo~alypse as frlghtening but inescapabIe, perhaps even necessary or 

deslrable. Sut the screen 18 blanl;t. 8uggesting both th~ imminence (and 

immanence) of thE; 'void and the p08sib1lity Qf a "scrlptura!" revivsion 
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for the final Bcene; moreover, the cocket does not quite penetrate the 

theatre' s roof. The narrator declares., "There 1& time C • .]" (p. 760), 

and what there 1s time for, evidently,'is a choice: 

There ie time, if you need the comfort, to touch 
the person next to you, or to reach between your own cold 
legs ••• or, if song must find you, here's one They 
never taught anyone'to sing, a hymn by William,Slothrop, 
centuries forgotten-and out of print, sung to a simple 
and pleasant air of the periode (P. 760) 

Pynchon's e11ips1s denotes the existence of alternatives: 

comfortable contact and ~asturbation, on the ~ne hand, or preterite 

song on the other: 

F.ollow the bouncing ball: 

There is a Band to~um the Ume, 
Though thy Glass today be run, 
Till the Light that hath brought 'the Towers low 
Find the last poor Pret' rite one • • • 
Till the Riders sleep by ev'ry road, 
AlI through our crippl'd Zone, 
With a face on ev'ry mountainside, 
And a Soul in ev'ry stone. • • • 

Now everybody-­
(P. 760) 

~ 1 

In Gravity's Rainbow, comfort'is identified as an illusion, and 

masturbation 1s assoc1ated with the sterility of Po1ntsman, Jerèmy, and 
t 

rational analys1s 1n general, but music, like the "anti-gravity" of ... 
comedy in general, represents positive freedoms. Thus, the f~l 



~, 

1 il 

• 1 

..... --'-. 

192 

aposeopesis is a summons to a new fertile ~orm of consciousness that 

resu1ts from the shattering of the o1d sterile forme Despite the . , 
hopeless, official notion of entropy as the irreversible movement towards 

the absolute end of time--"the last delta-t" (p. 760)--:the narrator's 
, 

declaration and the hymn's first two lines suggest a Blakean eternity 

and poss1b11ity of redemptive reversaI in every moment, and the razing 
, 

of the "Tower" by the "Light" 1n the tarot deck symboI1zes the destruction 

of false human institutions Iike the rocket by the truth. 33 

Pynchon's Menippean sati~e is thus unusual. Both regressive and 

progressi~e in its af~irmations, Gravity's Rainbow curses rationalizat1on 

by means of a dual fantasy: the nostalgia for the pre-rationalized 

anim1stic and geocentric mytha of the pre-colon1srAfrican Hereros . 
and good, "World-choosing" (p. 718) witch Geli Tripping; and the 

• 0 

charismatic myths of irrat10nality of the, defiant Counterforce. 

In Gravity's/Rainbow, Menippean satire's formaI convention of 

variety appears as comedy and fantasy juxtaposed with extensive parody. 

As in ~ an~12! 49, the comlc ls represented by paronomasia and farce,. 

and Pynchon's employment of mock-s1gnificant onomastics, in part1cular" 
'" 

turns the experience of the text into a sometimes frustrating game of 

decoding between writer and reader. 34 

'Some names, for example, are clearly significant. The name, 

Slothrop derives from "sloth" and "sleuth," echoing both the family's 

"rea,oned iner.ti.a" that keeps it and its paper business in Massachusetts. 
,Oi 

when opportunity lies elsewhere and Slothrop's own mysterious queat i 
l • 
l 
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of the rocket. One critie suggests that the name may also be an acronym 

for Second Law of Thermodynamics. 35 Simi1arly, the name Weissmann, 
Il, , 

meaning "white man," is connected with the t~tl s condemnation of 

whiteness as an image of sterility and with the Germanls code name, 

Dominus B1icero, which translates as "Lord of :beath." Weissmann-Blicero's 

sacrificial victim i8 ironically named Gottfried, or "Godls peace." 
. ~ ,\ 

Bowever, the signifieance of Pynehon's naming is deliberately irregular; 
, 

names of witt y irrelevance join those of eomplex overdeterminations 

in Gravity's Rainbow, and lt i6 sufficient ta note that Pyrtehon uses 

this ferm of the comie not enly to entertaln his reader but a1so, as 

he does in'y!' and ~ 49, to edify him by means of metaphor,36 a 

counter-entropic 1inguistie devlce that introduces into elosed ~stemè 

new, nçn-systemic possibilities. 

Like paronomaBia, epiBodes of farce Berve both ta entertain and 

Iwo indlances may Buffice to illustrate • 

Early in Jhe text, Po in tsman, l:,.unting " 

to provide textual· significance. 

the satirie funct10n of farce. 

a dog on which he wishes to experiaent, steps into a toilet bowl and 

1s unable to extricate himself from 1t'~ Roger Mexico, trying to 

assist him, plunges headfirst into a baby's pram. The episode 1s 

immediately humorous and ultimately Batiric. Subsequently, Gravity's 

Rainbow connects by metaphor toilets,'whiteness, paper, money, texts, 

lM 
racism (as a,hatred of blackness), repression of excrement, and repress!on 

of death. Pointsman is thus implicated in an ensuing vision of ev!l. 

On the other band, Mexico's entanglement in a child's carriage establishes 

the irony of his initial naiveté, a characteristic which only Iater 

," 
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yields to his rejection of Pointsman and of the rationalized system to 

which Pointsman belonga. 

For the most part, picaresque farce 1s also the mode by which 

'Tyrone Slothrop's unheroic preterition is confirmed. His eventual 

"scattering" is foreshadowed in a series of disguises that he adopts 

in the Zone after the theft of his uniform and papers in France. 

Whi1e the episode of the theft ia preaented as farcical, it signifies 

the loss of Slothrop's identity and his subsequent attempts to reconstruct 

it. Slothrop, however, 1s preterite, and his outcome is to be 

"scattered": 

There 1s also the story about Tyrone Slothrop: 
who was sent 1nto the Zone to be present at his 
own assembly--perhaps, heavily paranoid voices 
~ave whispered, his time's 8ssembly--and there 
ought to be a punchline to it, but there isn't. 
The plan went wrong. He is being broken down 
instead, and ecattered. (P. 738) 

Pynchon presents the fantastic in Gravity'a Rainbow 1n the forms 

of the supernatural and the grotesque. 37 Spiritualism, w1tchcraft, 

an imi sm , heresies, and fantasies are explored as aspects of the 

preternatural, and, as we have seen, the text points to such irrationalisms, 

created in part hy the Caunterforce, as an alternative ta systems'of 

ratianalized thaught. Although the Counterforce iteelf eventually 

fails, its mythe and activities--the parable of Byron the Bulb and 

the list of alliterat1ve, disgusting foods catalogued by Mexico and 

Badine at Stefan Utgarthaloki's dinner party, for exampLe38_-offer 

.' 
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instances of charismatic, a1beit temporary, defiance. 

, Whi1e the supernatural provides a provisionsl alternative to 

rationalization, rationalization itself produces the satire's vision 
o 
of the grotesque; indeed, the vision of Gravity's Rainbow is the very 

essence of, psychopathological grotesquerie. Pointsman's and Tchitcher­

ine's obsessions with Slothrop and Enzian, Brigadier Pudding's 
~ 

scatophagy, Weissmann's sadism and pederasty, Gottfried's masochism, 

Major Marvy's racism, and, of course, circumambient rocket fetishism 
, '" 

are the most outstandlng examples of a vision that is predominant1y. 

a1most exc1usi~ely, grotesque. 39 

As comedy and fantasy constitute satire's radical juxtaposition 

of divergent forms, parody accentuates artifice and uncertainty. In 

Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon parodies the quest romance, as he does in ~ 

and Lot 49, but he parodies in addition cinematography and narrative 

omniscience. 

The parody of quest rhetoric embodies Slothrop's self-parody 

and foreshadows his ultimate failure: 

Slothrop's dumb idling heart sez: The 
Séhwarzgerat i8 no Grail, Ace, that's not what 
the G in Imipolex G stands for. And you are no 
knightly hero. (P. 364) 

Furthermore, Pynchon parodies the picaresque, b~ginning with~blothrop's 
• loss of identity in the metonymic theft of his uniform and papers. 

Slothrop subsequently adopts an array of disguises: a purple bedsheet; 

/ 
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a mustachej a British uniform and British accentj a zoot suitj an a1ias--1an 

Scuffling, British war correspondent; workmen's clothesj painter's 

coveralls; a new hairdo and trimmed mustache resembling Hitler's; 

a Wagnerian "Rocketman" costume of horned pointed helmet, green velvet 

cape, and buckskin trousers; another alias--Max Schlepzig, German film 

star; evening clothes; Tchitcherine's uniformj and the costume of 

Plechazunga, a local German pig hero. These picaresque metamorphoses 

both foreshadow'and signify Slothrop's scattering, which is illustrated 

in the final chapter by the breakdown of the narrative into a series 

of d1scr~te, fragmented narratives. 

Thus, the failure of Slothrop's quest is the 1rresolution of a 

parodied quest romance, and from ~ to Lot 49 to Gravity's Rainbow, 

1 in sum, Pynchon moves from a quester whose failure results from a 
. 

refusal to acknowledge closure, to a quester suspended on the point of 

closure, to a quester who misses the "center" of closure altogether and 

then dissipates. This dissipation of both protagonist and plot parodies" 

conventional conclusiveness and its thematic corollary, determinate 

significance. Slothrop's disintegration, represented formally by the 

"scattering" of the narrative into narratives, represents in turn the 

fertile anarchy of a charismatic origine Thus, Pynchon minimizes the 

significance of plot as a determinate product of its final outcome and 

maximizes the significance of plotting as a continuous, moment-to-moment 

process. 

Gravity's Rainbow's second formal parody, cinematography, conjoins 

text and fi1~. 40 Pynchon presents the book as a musical comedy "film," 

----------
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invoking camera techniques, for example, to indicate the forro.of a scepe's 

presentation and .alluding to numerous actors, actresses, directors, 

ra1es, and films (some actual, some imagined). Furthermore, in the 

book's final scene, as we have noted, the reader is depicted as viewing 

the film Gravity's Rafnbow in a Los Angeles theater. whose screen has 

~omentarily gone blank and into which the 00000 rocket containing Gottfried, 

having magically transcended t'1me, space, and form, is about to crash, 

the imminent irruption of the rocket into the viewer/reader's consciousness 

c .ignifying an apocalyptic transformation. 

The satire'a blurring of the distinction between text and film 

.iguifles formally an innovative assimllation of fil~ by text, a 

.trlking reversaI of common practice,41 and themâtically a r.cognition , 
of, the profound contemporary influeuce of film on experlence. For 

exampIe, the Allies' Operation Black Wing, involving the film1ng of 

fict1tious black rocket troops in Gerroany for propaganda purposes, 

becomes textual fact when the Allies subsequently diacover such troops 

in Germany, who are described by the director of the film, Gerhardt von 

GOlf, as "leading real, paracinematic llv~s" (p. 388). Similarly, Franz 

POkler conceives his child lIse while 1magining his wife ta be Greta 

Erdmann, the pornographic film star who conceives her owo daughter 

Bianca during an orgiastic scene in the same fiim that arouses pokler. 

Thus lIse and Bianca are literally twin children of the cinema. In 

general, however, film in Gravity's Rainbow i6 regarded as an undesirable 

42 falsification of experience. 

Throughout Gravity'a Rainbow, Pynchon parodies narrative omniscience. 

1 
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r: 
The text's narrative and its implied protean narrator serve as an exem-

plification of incompleteness and indeterminacy. Thus, the book leaves 

unanswered basic questions: how coula the stimulus Jamf used on Slothrop 

have been lmipolex G. since it was developed on1y years later?43 

What connection is there, if any. between Slothrop's erections and 

the rocket strikes in London? ls there in fact some vast "planetary , 

"plot" afoot orchestrated ultimately by Them? To poslt these questions 

assumes the deterministic certainties of a paran01d epistemology thst 

the text ridicules in the caricature of Pointsman in particular and in 

kits parody of plot in general. In Gravity's Rainbow, no such metonymy 
~ 

exists, only metaphor. These uncertainties are produced by the satire's 

narrative form, which presents a kaleidoscopic sequence of perspectives' 

that result in a profusion and simultaneous subversion of significance. 44 

For exemple, the shape of the tunnels in the Mittelwerke is provided 

~y the narrator with a multiplicity of equally valid Interpretations, 

and Tchitcherine's rumored connection with Wimpe, an IG salesm~n, ls 

elaborated for several pages and then dismissed as rumor. In certain 

instances the narrator himself ~arodies directly the conventional reader's 

desire for determinacy: "ls the baby smiling, or 1s it just gas? 

Which do you want it to be?" (p. 131), and "y ou will want cause and 

effect. AH right" (p. 663). In other instances he acknowledges the 

limitations of his own knowledge: "Indeed, why did she leave SchuGstel1e 3? 

We are never told why" (p. 107). These parodies of ~he quest romance, 

cinematography, and narrative omniscience structure a fiction whose 

own "center" is' an absence; the uncertainty of experience itself, and 

- "-"--------
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( 
BU ch attacks on the reader as call1ng him a "Glozing Nf!uter" (p. 677) 

are thus structured to compel his active participation in the formulation 

oof meaning. 

In sum, synthesis, rationalization in Gravity's 

Rainbow corporated mortality, and the 

result i8 paradoxically death's sterile propagation. Representing and 

attacking these forms of the sterile as they are manifested in,various 

official institutions of the Western world, the Menippean satire 

endorses the possibility of redemption in the here and now, and Pynchon 

counters man's labyrinthine rationalizations with radical and fantastic 

alternatives that do not repreaent.experiential choices as such but 
.. 

serve to attack the sterility of Western man's current condition. 
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Notes 

l P~ge references are to the Viking edition and ~il1 appear with~n 
the texte My ellipses will be bracketed. 

2 Mendelson, "Gravity's Encyclopedia," p'. 195, uses the term 
"monstra" (Latin for "omens of dire change") to describe in part his 
conception of Gravity's Rainbow's genre as "eneyelopedic narrative," 
but "prodigy" also sign'ifies "omen, monster" in Latin and is, l think, 
a suitable term as weIl. 

,3 Gravity's Ralnbow won the National Book Award for fiction and 
the Howe1ls Medal of the National Institute of Arts and Letters and 
the Ameriean Àeademy of Arts and Letters, but "lost" the Pulitzer 
Prize. By now, this story, like that of pynehon's sending double-talk 
comedi.n Professor Irwin Corey to aecept the National Book Award, is 
1egenda~. Benjamin DeMott, Elizabeth Hardwick, and Alfred Kazin chose 
Gravity's Rainbow unanimously for the 1974 Pulitzer award, but their 
choice was rejected by a supervisory board. Members of the board 
deseribed th~ book as "turgid," "overwritten," "obscene," and "unreadab1e," 
and as a result, no award was given that year. S~e Peter Kihss, ";Pulitzer 
Jurors, Dismayed on Pynchon," ~ New.!.2!!. Times, 8 May 1974, p. 38. 

4 For ~ negative evaluation of Pynchon's magnum opus, see David 
Thorbum, "A Dissent on Pynchon," C01Dl'llentary. September 1973. pp. 68-70. 

5 Bertram Lippman, "The Reader' of Havies:" Thomas Pynchon' s 
Gravlty's Rainbow," The Denver Quarterly, 12. No. 1 (1977). 12. 

6 For convenience and consistency, l shall i~ntify aIl non-dialogical. 
omniscient. or author-as-character points of view by the term "narrator." 

See Mark Siegel. Pynchon: Creative Paranoia, p. 15, who enumerates 
the narrator's eonfusing stances as 1) "the deceptive appearanee of 
7, camera-eye' object1vity"; 2) "a eomrade sharing an experienee with the 
reader or jeering at the reader's inability to keep up with him"; and 
3) "a hysterical paranoid like many of his eharacters." and Schaub, 
Pynchon: The Voiee'of Ambiguity. pp. 123 and 128. who identifies as 
weIl a "meditative, nightmarish. oratorical" form of second-person address 
in Gravity's Rainbow and asserts that Pynehon's voiee is "omnipresent 
but not omniscient." Sehaub views the progression of Pynchon's narrative 
persona as a metamorphosis from the "relative stability" in V. to • 
the "Orphie presence" in Gravity's Rainbow. In his "Open Letter," 
p. 98, he describes the narrator of Lot 49 as one who positions hi~self 
within Oedipa's eonsc1ousness but whOSedistance f1;'om Oedipa "f1uetuates 
ambiguously." Other cri tics too numerous to mention have eommented 
on the apparent confusion and paranoia of Pynchon's narrators, ultimately 
attributing su ch confusion and paranoia to Pynehon himself. a naive 
biographieal orientation simp1y beneath criticism. 
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7 Jonathan Rosenbaum, "A Reply," The New Review, July 1976, .::'i;._" 
p. 64; rpt. in Pynchon: A Collection, pp. 67-68, claims that to ~ 
traditional" cri tics who regard prose "as a transparent medium rather 
than an artificial construction," much of Gravit y' s Rainbow must appear' 
"incomprehensible." Ros,enbaum argues, rightly 1 think, that Pynchon' s 
"deconstructions" ~onstitutè a significant portion of the text that 

,should not be ignored or dismissed as merely "an ironie subtext." 
As in V. and Lot 49, a large part of the effect of Gravity's Rainbow 
resultS-from this~nteraction of disorder with'teasing intimatioris 
of order, a dialectic that accentuates the conventional reader's assumption 
of textual (and perhaps experiential) coherence. The function of such 
a dialectic is, as 1 have suggested elsewhere, the renewal of perception. 

8 For example, Siegel, Pynchon: Creative Paranoia, p. 121, argues, 
'~Any attempt to place the structure of Gravit y , s Rainbow in a traditional 
genre probably will be rendered meaningless by qualifications," while 0 

John Stark, P'ynchon's Fictions, p. 26, reluctant1y admits that "Menippean 
satire, whose features are on1y broadly defined, Il may have t~ suffice 
as a Pynchon mode1, and he suggests that a "judicious critic • • • not 
try to go beyond that." 

9 Another generic approach to Pynchon has been through melodrama. 
See David Leverenz l "On Trying to Read ~avity 1 s Rainbow," in Mindfu1 
P1easures, pp. 229-49, and ~oug1as Fowler, A Reader's Guide. However, the 
radical variety of Gravity's Ra1nbow places-tt, 1 be1ieve, outside 
the generi~ boundar1es of melodrama and w1thin those of Menippean satire. 

10 Marcus Smith and Khachig T"ol'olyan, "The New Jeremiad: Gravit y , s 
Rainbow," in Critical Essays, pp. 169-86. 

Il See C. Hugh Holman, "Satire," in his A Handbook to Literature, 
3rd ed. (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merr1l1, 1972) ,-p. 473. -

12 Michael Seidel, "Sat1ric Plots," p. ,ZOO, points to satire' s 
convention of "literaI and metaphoric impediments to narrative reso1ution" 
as the "subjects of narrative obsession" in Gravit y' s Rainbow. 

) 

13 V-2 is, of course, V., too, and the rocket appears in pynchon's 
ear1ier work as Mondaugen's project at Peenemunde. 

" and 
pp. 

14 Pynchon borrows the term charisma, as he does rat1onalization 
routinization, from Max Weber. See note 22 below and this diss., 
176-77 • 

15 Richard Poirier, "Rocket Power," Saturday Review ~ .!!!!. !!:!!, 
3 March 1973, pp. 59-64; rpt. in Pynchon: ! Collection, opp. 167-78, 
first suggests Gravity's Rainbow's linking of history with neurosis and 
invokes analogously Norman O. Brown's Life against Death. Lawrence 
Wolf1ey, f~llowing Poirier's lead, explores'Pynchonis debt to Brown 
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in "Repression' s Rainbow: The Presence of Norman O. Brown in yynchOn' S 

,Big Novel,"~, 92 (1977),873-:89; rpt. in Critical EssaIS, pp. 99-123. 

16 On co~edy in Gravit y" s binb~w, see Roger Henkle, "Tie Moming 
and the Evening Funnies: Comedy in Gravit y , s Rainbow, Il in lpproaches 
to Gravity'e Rainbow, ed. Charles Clerc (Columbus: Ohio State Univ. 
Press, 1983), pp. 273-90. 

, 
~. ~ 

17 One is r,em,inded of Swi.ft'e epitaph, "Hic depositum ~ corpus 
Jonathan ~, !!. 1:.:..!!., ubit ~ indignatio ulteris ~ 1acerare 
neguit," and its source in Juvenal, Saturae 1. 79. 

Q 18 Ho"{ever, George Le\litÎe, "V-2," Partisan Review, 40 (1973), 
0517-29; rpt. 1n Pynchon: A Collection, pp. 178-'9l, regards Pynchon's 

style as reflecting a "refusa1 of outrage" and a "dispassion in'-'t"he, face 
of the perversions, monstrosities,' dehumanizations 1t chronic1es" 
(p. 185). In brief, this assessment ie on1y pa,rt1y true. The narrator 
and at 1east two ~ignificant characters, Mexico and Enz1an, attack 
i.netitutions in various ways. See this diss., pp. 162-66, 169-70, 194-95, etc. 

19 On Pynchon's use of Orph1sm, êee,Thomas A. Bass, "Gravity's 
Rainbow as Orphie Text," Pynchon Notes, No. 13 (1983), pp. 25-46. 

20 See in p'articu1ar Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
~ Cap1ta11sm, transe T~lcott parsons-{New York: charïëS Scr1bnër's 
Sons, 1958)., and R. H. Tawney, Religion ~ the ~ El Capita11sm: ! 
Historica1 Study, Rolland Memorial Lec!ures, 1922 (N~ York: Harcourt, 
1926). 

1 21' On Pynchon's use of Weber, see Vincent D. Ba1itas, "Char1smatic 
Figures in Gravit's Rainbow," Pynchon Notes, No. 9 (1982), pp. 38-S.3. 

22 Max Weber, "The Social Psycho1ogy of World Religions," From Max 
Weber: Essays in Socio1ogy, ed. and trans. H. H. Gerth and C. wçtgh~ 
Mi1la (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1958), p. 295 • .. 

23 Most cri tics view Slothrop's final fate (and the book's final 
judgment) as indicating unambiguous failure, but for another view, osee 
Carol Richer, "The Prismatic Character ln Gravit y' s Rainbow," pynchon 
~, No. 12 (1983), pp. 26-38, and Molly Rite, 'pp. 118-20. 

24 Unlike V.ls division of quester and picaro, Pynchon in Gravlty's 
Rainbow comnin;B the two in Slothrop, who represents a kind of union 
of Don Qulxote ldea1ism with Sancho Panz~ materialisID. 

25 Joseph Slade, "Escaping Rational1zation: Options for the Self ln 
Gravity's Rainbow," Critique, 18, No. 3 (1977), 27-38, endorses the view 
that paranoia ia textual1y repudiated. .Slade argues that Pynchon 

o 1 

A 

rejects paranoia because lt ia a form of ao1~psism, Puritan rationa1ization, 
and mystification. 
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26 Richer, p. 37, suggests that by Slothrdp ' s fate Pynchon rej ects 
the traditional conceptiol) of character and a'dopts instead "a revo1utionary 
and strict1~ postmodernist conception of twent\fth century man~" and ' 
Hite, p. 118, suggests of Slothrop's, scatterifig that "However unsettling 
thie outcome mBy he, one implication le that he has escaped control. . . ~ fi 

27 See Siegé1, Pynchon: Creati~ Paranoia, pp. 18-19, for the alternative 
view that the Counterforce and creative paranoia are endorsed by pynchon. 

28 See Scott Sanders: "Pynchon' s Paranoid History," i~ Mindful 
P1easures, pp. 139-59, for the alternative view that the war is a 
Usynecdoche for hiBtory itself, the drift towards death" (p. 148). 

'. 
29 See Slade, "Escaping Rationalization," 29, who refers to a 1etter 

Pynchon wrote to Thomas F. Hirsch in 1968 in which he endorses the 
cyclical Herero myths • 

. , 30 See Marjorie Kaufman, "BrünhUde and the Chemists: Women in 
Grgvity' s Rainbow," in Mindful Pleasures, pp. 197-227, for the re1ated 
view that on the who1e Pynchon gives lia fair shake to his women 

'''ç~racters ••• Il (p. 199). 

31 See 'Bass, p. 37, on the Orphic source of the spatial and tempq.fi.l 

a,ether. " 
, 

32 See ,Stade, "Escap1ng Rat ionalizatlon , " 36, and-cF. S. Schwarzbach, 
"A Mt:I,t~èr of" Gr.avity,U The New Review, June 1976, pp. 39':42; rpt. in 
Pynchon~' A Collection, pp. 56-67, two critics who agree on Pynchon' s 
endorsemellt of "middles" as central to Gravity's Rainbow's vision. 

33 FO~ Interpretations of- the Towe:r card of the tarot deck, see th~ 
following: :Eclen Grày, A Compl~te Guide toi the Tarot (New York: Bantam, 
1972), p •. .5;0; ,Alfred Douglas, ~ Tarot: !h! Origins, Mean1ng and.!!!!! 
Ef Eh! Car~'8 (New ,York: Penguin, 1973), pp. 93-95; and the narrator' s , 
own readings in Gravity's Rainbow itself, pp. 747-48. 

34 For the view that Pynchon' s names have "'multiple connotations," 
B~e D,8'iid Seed, "Pynchon' s Names: Sorne Further Considoerations," Pypchon 
No'tès, No. 6 (198l:) t pp. 41-43. 

35 W. T. Lh on, quoted in Seed, p. 4.2. 

36 Of sncil ary interest ie that the name Enzian, a1though textually~ 
acknowledged to be from Rilke, was a1so the name of an expérimental ' 
manned rocket t at Germany was develop1ng during the war. See Donald 
Skarzenski, "En ian and the Octopus: Fact in pynchon' s Fiction," Notes • on Modern Americ n Literature, 1 (1976); Item 35. 
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37 See Schaub, Pyncho~: Th!; Vbice $1- Amb 1 a,ul ty, p. tÇ6, wh~.::- sées 
the slWernatural as one pole of an unresolved 'b1.nary set of explanati~. 
the]t,tural and the supernaturâ1. ",,;', - '" ~--

Pynchon thuB adapts the sat1t'ic convention, of the "Pa1nfu1 ,D1nner," , 
t'o whi h H1ghet refers in ~ Anatomy of Satire, p. 221. 

39 Slade, "Escaping Rationalization, Il 34, arg~es :that such deviations 
resu1t from a Jungian loss of spiritual satisfaction, as opposed to 
a Freudian repression of sexUAlity. 

40 On film in Gravit y , s Rainbow, see Scott Simmon, "Beyond the Theater 
of War: Gravit y' s Rainbow as Film," Literature/Fllm Quarterl" 6 (1978), 
347-63; rpt. in Critical Essays, pp. 124-39, and Charles Clerc, "Film " 
in Gravit y , s Rainbow, il in Approaches!2. Gravit y , s Rainbow, pp. 103-~l. 

41 See Bertram Lippman, 17, who asserts, "The book 'is "a final coming 
together of the movies and the novel." 

42 On this point, see Cowart, ;'Mak~ng the Unrea1 Reel: Film in' 
Gre.vity"s Rainbow," Thomas P.xnchon: .!.h!!!.! & Allusion, pp. 31-62. 

43 On this problem, see Fowler, "Append1x III: The Problem of Im1po1e~ 
G," A Reader's Guide, p. 273. 

44 See pynchon's prin~ip81 American epistemo1ogica1 model, Melville's' 
Moby ~, esp. Chapters 41 and 42, llMoby Dick"1I and "The Whiteness 
of the Wha1e," in which Ahab specula tes on the possible meanings of the 
whale's whiteness but leaves the reader suspended inconclusively. 
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