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BY ELIZABETH LUNDAY

YOU KNOW IT AS SLAUGHTERH ) !SE-Fl ", BUT IT GOES BY', N. "R
NAME, TOO. The complete title of Kurt Vonnegut’s acclaimed novel is
Slaughterhouse-Five, or The Chiidren’s Crusade: A Duty Dance with Death, by
Kurt Vonnegut, A Fourth-Generation German-American Now Living in Easy
Circumstances on Cape Cod [and Smoking Too Much}, Who, as an American
Infantry Scout Hors de Combat, as a Prisoner of War, Witnessed the Fire-
Bombing of Dresden, Germe 1y, ‘The Florence of the Elbe,” a Long Time Ago,
And Survived to Tell the Tale. This is @ Novel Somewhat in the Telegrarhic
Schizophrenic Manner of Tales of the Planet Tralfamadore, Where the Flying
Saucers Come From. Peace.

Weird, yes. But when you get to know the book, jt actually makes a lot of
sense. Even the bit about the flying saucers. Allow us to explain.

T !

Slanghterhouse-Five isn’t told in the
standard, chronological way. On the
contrary, its main character, Billy
Pilgrim, is an unwitting time traveler.
One moment he’s living in 1945, then
1968, then 1954.

Arguably the novel’s most com-
pelling sections take place during
World War II, when young Billy is
serving as a U.S. soldier. The Germans
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capture Pilgrim, who’s lost behind
enemy lines, and take him to
Dresden, a beautiful city untouched
by war. There, he and other POWs
ate kept in an abandoned slaughter-
house, where they escape the Allied
bombing of Dresden in an under-
ground meat locker. Although they
are safe, they can still hear the fire-
bombs pounding above. And when
they emerge, everyone has been
killed, and everything is destroyed.

Pilgrim returns to these memories
frequently. But after coming home
from the war, he marries, graduates
from optometry school, and becomes a
respected businessman. Despite such
positive steps, tragedy seems to follow
him. First, he turns up the sole sur-
vivor of a plane crash. Next, his wife
dies in a car accident. Following these
events, Pilgrim starcs telling people he
was kidnapped by aliens called
Tralfamadorians, who taught him that
the past, present, and future don’t real-
ly exist. Instead, they believe time is a
continuous whole. Pilgrim accepts the
Tralfamadorian theory, and as he floats
through the unalterable events of his
life, he accepts that he has no power
over his fate.

MR T A S T S
Dresden, Germany, was indeed fire-
bombed on the night of February 13,
1945, and Kurt Vonnegut was one of
the POWs who witnessed the atrack.
On chat evening, Allied forces killed at
least 25,000 people (although some
estimate that as many as 130,000 peo-
ple died). Vonnegut decided to write
about his experience in Dresden as soon
as he returned from the war, but it
took him more than 20 years to finish
the book. While crafting the novel, he
realized conventional narrative struc-
ture imposed logic on events—and
that the events he witnessed in
Dresden had none. Slaughterhonse-Five
therefore lacks conflice, climax, and
conclusion. In addition, he feared glo-
rifying war. Thus, the short, episodic
style of the novel doesn’t allow the
reader to draw morals from the story,
nor allow the characters to find peace.
To underscore this point, he inserts
himself into the narrative, making it

Cow
i I I

W’

reee Stuhtne o - fenu nPC ™ sk _rin F~
rr- (o etV s cmetpr oarntye'c L bisletr o
ra-skhr o ~3av, oubrtydacrzp ontate ctrdors T it onag -

L Sotaiiiind ol Falll A | ealdialt

-

o R TGP | I ala el I RalFANNE s cateaney T2 1 sk WG 1 fe ioiWiasawi ol o
ta~~  *oogn, et ~ter ot ehortt s s decet ity nto ety
totit~'fo b~ stheen s e S to g t e re T it me y of tr

s nren,endthr ik e cier 2t the b

- vonn-_ tvicits ais or buser | nerd O'Here #9 #~ ebe it Drees nL 'in's
stpi~dbyt ket tyof OliZ-e's Wiy, iy, Wi D ¢CCL > e ber o
poorvingwer oo demore toetaramaeivitnbre ke naaor Y he
Voome, VonneZ e mies st L 2rhoust wi)i'thiveaprnni
for Linotre,

<o dovs atertae s mrends,  in o crontie rckeTi_F3:nce Tt o2

/ v2horeas. . he could crwos2toeme  ror™ o hir)ytim:s an

i“nceth2h d, tieviou * b hmor anch:dchoos 2 b > in the s''n-
st r2vita me tirds sindirain ta freer. 1 is i im’s hopn 2st merory—
* LIS Wi Gun ¥ d y or i bin~ o his chil 1, but an  xperience ¢S YD 2

anime Com ore.

. T i : ).

=741 poaened W ten a Universiy of Clic 2 pid’s o€ ae oC3K w2 D 7 DU
tue raid a3 | had see i, €20 a2 boo ™ T wolid Vv il 170 W W3 v hidh T OF
athinica dTt2Ccr ™ LeonSocia: Tl ha /w2 he O3 i wndUe 2
CONCEY “&tion cain o, .« 1 avoul ho 7 the Gumians €1 Twad € 2up wnd Cé -
¢ soutoft afacciusiaJuws and €20 sul I coL'c oo /Y w3, 1000, |

know ! know.'*

*Thot e ried by 17az . LoCiucs, “u e Ut1Siwoud to e o v fiC a “jul”
vor ora "ri; sive. 2 uicd o cural b2 e S CnlCion. ol ol
by € suivosh $itVv.in the noL Lot
lanuTaar oL Ledirfantiac W ol b cucLeheltie

NOCH/ e d L el B 2is

T Ww T Yo ur U opedliaaC oo
el ,Cd N LG Tl oo wee wl

clear that even the author can find no
way to form a lesson from such horror.
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ANTI-PLOT, NON-HERQO: Vonnegut
abandons traditional storytelling by
drastically altering chronology. This
strategy allows him to reflect
Pilgrim’s disjointed reality and avoid
a conventional plot. Vonnegut also
discards the traditional literary hero.
Christ-like in his suffering, Pilgrim
does not act, but is instead acted
upon—a victim of destiny without
any motivation beyond basic survival.
Through Billy Pilgrim, Vonnegut
paints all participants of war as the
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“listless playthings of powerful
forces.”

LITTLE GREEN CREATURES IN
FLYING SAUCERS: The science-fic-
tion segments of Slaughterhouse-Five
strike most readers as bizarre, even dis-
tracting. Out of nowhere, Billy
Pilgrim is kidnapped, displayed in an
alien zoo, and mated with a movie star.
Vonnegut never says his alien stories
are imaginary, but Pilgrim does read
science-fiction novels with similar
plots. Real or not, the Tralfamadorians
are a coping mechanism that enables
him to accept empty tragedies. He
clings to the Tralfamadorian saying
about life and death: “So it goes.”™
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