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Included in the category of the experimental npwabng with
Fowles’sThe French Lieutenant’'s WomandMantissa or John Barth’'She
Floating Opera Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse Fivés a novel which
facilitates the study of Postmodernist elementshiwitt. These elements
become obvious even from the front page. Not omywe find a subtitle
added to the title Fhe Children’s Crusade. A Duty-Dance with Deatbut
we are also offered a short self-presentation efvihiter, which makes no
full sense to the reader. We learn about the ‘stibgg the novel,war, the
writer being “a prisoner of war”, one that “witneslsthe fire-oombing of
Dresden, Germany (...) and survived to tell the tafeAfter this quite
traditional way of presenting, or anticipating shbject, there come the last
lines of the introduction, which completely bafftee reader:

This is a novel somewhat in the telegraphic scheepic manner of tales of
the planet Tralfamadore, where the flying saucersecfrom.
Peacé

At this point, the reader is confused and, moreartgmtly, he has no idea
what the novel will be about. The only thing hesise of is that it is going to
be something out of the ordinary. The ‘alien’ villus be the subject of the
book or, at least, the way it is presented. Onhlyp@ end of the novel will the
reader be capable of making some sense and deczmimg of these ideas.
The focus on the process of writing is one of st important
features in Postmodernism, and the novel stronghwd on this idea, the
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book presenting the adventure of writing its storfhe last part of the
introductory presentation tells us something alibet way the novel is built.
Thus, we expect it to be written in the form ofedegram’, a collage of short
texts, memories and happenings of war, put togetihea ‘schizophrenic’
way, at random and without any obvious chronololgardogical connection
between them.

The focus on the writing of the book continues he first chapter,
which presents the struggle of gathering the matend of putting it in the
right form, as in a laboratory of the story, sotttiee world would find out
about the true face of war. The writer feels thed®r a justification:

| would hate to tell you what this lousy little do@ost me in money and
anxiety and time. When | got home from the SecoratliMVar twenty-three
years ago, | thought it would be easy for me tdenabout the destruction of
Dresden, since all | would have to do would beetwort what | had seeh.

The difficulty the writer had to face was that aftrinding the right words,
of not knowing exactly how to present his ideathim most suggestive way:

But not many words about Dresden came from my ntivesh — not
enough of them to make a book, anyway. And not maosds come now,
either, when | have become an old fart with his oees and his Pall Malls,
with his sons full grown.

I think of how useless the Dresden part of my mgnias been, and
yet how tempting Dresden has been to write atfout.

And this difficulty arose, maybe, from his desiré presenting the
unpresentable, the war in its true reality:

It is so short and jumbled and jangled becauseetisenothing intelligent to
say about a massacre. Everybody is supposed toeae, do never say
anything or want anything ever again. Everythingsigoposed to be very
quiet after a massacre, and it always is, exceghfobirds’
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However, the writer wanted to speak and the only wfadoing this was the
mixture of the unpresentable and the common pl&lees, the atrocities and
the brutality of war, the blood and the death ofvsany people mingle with
insanity (Billy Pilgrim’s schizophrenic war storydlelirium (Billy’s stories
about aliens and the planet Tralfamadore) and apggmormal scenes from
the hero’s personal life.

In this process of writing and continuous inventigvhich is one of
the subjects in the novel and we follow the writetis meetings with old
veteran war-friends; we find out what the suppadadax (“the execution of
poor old Edgar Derby”) is, what the beginning (‘teis: Billy Pilgrim has
come unstuck in time”), the ending (“Poo-tee-wegtahd the title ("I'll call
it ‘The Children’s Crusade™) of the book mean.

The hero of the story is not, as we expected,whter, but Billy
Pilgrim, whose mental voyages and travels backfartth in time reiterate
his initiation voyage through life, which includése most obsessive of his
experiences. Among them war is most important. Aie é&ffect, the writer
employs a very important Postmodernist technigle:annihilation of time.
There is no time at all in the novel, but a mixtafedecades, the present
mingling with the past and the future. The narmatalso mingles with the
temporal and spatial, so that there is no contisutawing of time or of
story. The narrative is broken into little narrasy the traditional grand-
narrative being transformed into autonomous mi@awoatives. Thus, instead
of following a single story, we deal with severtirges at the same time: the
war-story, which is the dominant, the science-dictstory of the abduction
by aliens, which is the result of insanity, schizamia and SF reading, and
the ‘real’ story, set in the ‘present’ of 1967. Wtentify a plurality of
intermingling universes, some possible and othgrossible, some real and
other unreal.

The multiplied reality thus obtained is causedabyultiple individual
consciousness, which implies high degrees of stiMjgcin knowing the
world. Because consciousness is fragmented andelfiés split, the focus is
on the inside of the mind. Consequently, schizopayeor the splitting
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personality present in the text accounts for thet that reality mixes with
fiction in a chaotic and delirious way. A hyperngalis thus created. We
have two or three stories undergoing at the samme tiand even the writer
sometimes feels the need to utter that somethinigués or not: “All this
happened, more or less. The war parts, anyway,paety much true. (...)
I've changed all the names?® There is a continuous trespassing between
these worlds, which is achieved by Billy’s leapsime-travel back and forth,
out from the war story and back into it. The writemploys ingenious
technigues and methods of passing from a statey &®tory to another one,
among which the predominant is the dream, folloviegdmorphine, the
turning out of the lights, time warps, dizzinessl @woor passage. In these
leaps, the character crosses the real writer - \&gut - twice, and he marks
his presence:

An American near Billy wailed that he had excretarything but
his brains. Moments later he said, “There theytgere they go.” He meant
his brains.

That was I. That was me. That was the authoriefiibok’

and,

(...) Somebody behind him in the boxcar said, “Ozhiaffwas I. That was
8
me.

All this creates confusion and the misleading & tbader, who is
trapped in this series of fictional worlds and catrtell the difference
between fiction and reality. The only story he peres as being ‘real’ is the
war story, presenting the travel of the Americais@ners of war to Dresden,
the period of time spent in Slaughterhouse Five,libmbing of the city and
the come back home. The one he knows to be ‘Uisdlle science fiction
story of Billy’s experience on Tralfamadore. Inweé&n, nothing is clear or
will become clear. In the end, the reader cannaderstand or decode the
novel fully. He knows that it deals with an impottavent, probably the one



Postmodernist features ... / Ovidius University Arsnafl Philology XII, 60-66 (2001) 64

that caused the splitting of personality. Everythiis built around this
moment - the bombing of Dresden - but there atketBings that cannot be
decoded as they are created by a schizophrenic muitiedbut any rules or
logic.

Another postmodernist feature which is also presan
Slaughterhouse Fivis the fact that the text is not only one of seftection,
but also one of cross-connection. We identify i tiovel a lot of elements of
intertextuality, appearing as a collage of différecenes and excerpts from
different domains: literature, science fiction,eswe, songs, classical music,
or newspaper articles. All these elements are g@dfaand some of them
appear twice in the text. Such an example is “thatrgin from the famous
Christmas carol” that is used as the “epigraphhef book”, and reappears
later on in the novel:

The cattle are lowing,
The Baby awakes.

But the little Lord Jesus
No crying He make3.

Another one is the prayer that appears both dy'8ilesk and on Montana
Wildhack’s necklace: “God grant me the serenityatept the things |
cannot change, courage to change the things latehwisdom always to tell
the difference.™®

Among all these selections of texts, the sciencioh story occupies
an important place. Being introduced as the masrbe and ‘unreal’ of the
stories in the book, it permits the writer some amant considerations on
time, human nature and writing. Moreover, Vonnegimploys the majority
of these ideas Billy pretends to have found in &g Trout’s novels in
writing this novel. Thus, the Tralfamadorian belieét “all time is all time. It
does not change. It does not lend itself to wamimgexplanations. It simply
Is. Take it moment by moment, and you will findttiage are all (...) bugs in
amber”!, is applied in the novel, where we have a contisugoyage back
and forth between the present and many pasts, dretewthe character
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realises that everything in his life is and willvalys be the same, “because
among things Billy Pilgrim could not change were thast, the present and
the future.*® This includes his death, which he has seen dunisgtime
travel. Thus, “I, Billy Pilgrim — he said — will dj have died, and always will
die on February thirteenth, 1976%

The writing of literature, as seen on Tralfamadalso accounts for
the formula used in the structure of this novel:

There are no telegrams on Tralfamadore. But yorgbkt: each clump of
symbols is a brief, urgent message — describinguat®n, a scene. We
Tralfamadorians read them all at once, not one #feeotherThere isn’t any
particular relationship between all the messageseet that the author has
chosen them carefully, so that, when seen all eaépothey produce an image
of life that is beautiful and surprising and de@&pere is no beginning, no
middle, no end, no suspense, no moral, no causesffectsWhat we love in
our books are the depths of many marvelmasnents seen all at one timé

This is the model Vonnegut tries to apply in theelpand this explains the
technique of fragmentation, the accumulation ofrslfragments of stories,
which are always separated by series of dots betwesm, and which are
often interrupted or stopped with a stereotype fdam“So it goes.”

All of Billy's readings combine in his mind, resialg in a mixture of
reality and fiction until the reader can no longel the difference between
them. In this way, Billy lives the life of the claater in the science fiction
novel, and he explains life through the books herkad. The science fiction
story is thus important because it facilitates Wréter a discussion about
peace - the hidden message of the book - and whraatriticism on the
senseless humans’ need for war:

How the inhabitants of a whole planet can live @age! As you know, | am
from a planet that has been engaged in senselasghstr since the
beginning of time. (...) Earthlings must be the tesrof the Universe! If



Postmodernist features ... / Ovidius University Arsnafl Philology XllI, 60-66 (2001) 66

other planets aren’t now in danger from Earth, teegn will be. (...)The
idea of preventing war on Earth is stuptd.

In conclusion, we can say that in readi@;ughterhouse Fivave
witness a Postmodernist process of alienation freamson, history and time,
of repudiation and subversion of convention andgtitform, of exploration
of ecstasy, trance and other extreme states oinfgebf turning of the
consciousness in upon itself and, last but not |edghe intense awareness
of imminent Apocalypse - the bombing of Dresden.
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