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      Context

      
      Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. was born in
         Indianapolis in 1922, a descendant of prominent
         German-American families. His father was an architect and his mother
         was a noted beauty. Both spoke German fluently but declined to teach Kurt
         the language in light of widespread anti-German sentiment following
         World War I. Family money helped send Vonnegut’s two siblings to
         private schools. The Great Depression hit hard in the 1930s,
         though, and the family placed Kurt in public school while it moved
         to more modest accommodations. While in high school, Vonnegut edited
         the school’s daily newspaper. He attended college at Cornell for
         a little over two years, with instructions from his father and brother
         to study chemistry, a  subject at which he did not excel. He also
         wrote for the Cornell Daily Sun. In 1943 he
         enlisted in the U.S. Army. In 1944 his
         mother committed suicide, and Vonnegut was taken prisoner following
         the Battle of the Bulge, in the Ardennes Forest of Belgium.
      

      
      	After the war, Vonnegut married and entered a master’s
         degree program in anthropology at the University of Chicago. He
         also worked as a reporter for the Chicago City News Bureau. His
         master’s thesis, titled Fluctuations Between Good and Evil
            in Simple Tales, was rejected. He departed for Schenectady,
         New York, to take a job in public relations at a General Electric
         research laboratory.
      

      
      	Vonnegut left GE in 1951 to
         devote himself full-time to writing. During the 1950s,
         Vonnegut published short stories in national magazines. Player
            Piano, his first novel, appeared in 1952. Sirens
            of Titan was published in 1959,
         followed by Mother Night (1962), Cat’s
            Cradle (1963), God Bless
            You, Mr. Rose-water (1965), and
         his most highly praised work, -Slaughterhouse-Five (1969).
         Vonnegut continues to write prolifically.
      

      
      	Slaughterhouse-Five treats one of the
         most horrific massacres in European history—the World War II firebombing
         of Dresden, a city in eastern Germany, on February 13, 1945—with
         mock-serious humor and clear antiwar sentiment. More than 130,000 civilians died
         in Dresden, roughly the same number of deaths that resulted from
         the Allied bombing raids on Tokyo and from the atomic bomb dropped
         on Hiroshima, both of which also occurred in 1945. Inhabitants
         of Dresden were incinerated or suffocated in a matter of hours as
         a firestorm sucked up and consumed available oxygen. The scene on
         the ground was one of unimaginable destruction.
      

      
      The novel is based on Kurt Vonnegut’s own experience in
         World War II. In the novel, a prisoner of war witnesses and survives
         the Allied forces’ firebombing of Dresden. Vonnegut, like his pro-tagonist
         Billy Pilgrim, emerged from a meat locker beneath a slaughter-house
         into the moonscape of burned-out Dresden. His surviving captors
         put him to work finding, burying, and burning bodies. His task continued
         until the Russians came and the war ended. Vonnegut survived by
         chance, confined as a prisoner of war (POW) in
         a well-insulated meat locker, and so missed the cataclysmic moment
         of attack, emerging the day after into the charred ruins of a once-beautiful
         cityscape. Vonnegut has said that he always intended to write about
         the experience but found himself incapable of doing so for more
         than twenty years. Although he attempted to describe in simple terms
         what happened and to create a linear narrative, this strategy never
         worked for him. Billy Pilgrim’s unhinged time—shifting, a mechanism
         for dealing with the unfathomable aggression and mass destruction
         he witnesses, is Vonnegut’s solution to the problem of telling an
         untellable tale.
      

      
      	Vonnegut wrote Slaughterhouse-Five as
         a response to war. “It is so short and jumbled and jangled,” he
         explains in Chapter 1, “because there is
         nothing intelligent to say about a massacre.” The jumbled structure
         of the novel and the long delay between its conception and completion
         serve as testaments to a very personal struggle with heart-wrenching
         material. But the timing of the novel’s publication also deserves
         notice: in 1969, the United States was in the
         midst of the dismal Vietnam War. Vonnegut was an outspoken pacifist
         and critic of the conflict. Slaughterhouse-Five revolves around
         the willful incineration of 100,000 civilians,
         in a city of extremely dubious military significance, during an
         arguably just war. Appearing when it did, then, Slaughterhouse-Five made
         a forceful statement about the campaign in Vietnam, a war in which incendiary
         technology was once more being employed against nonmilitary targets
         in the name of a dubious cause.
      

   
      Plot Overview 

      
      Note: Billy
         Pilgrim, the novel’s protagonist, has become “unstuck in time.”
         He travels between periods of his life, unable to control which
         period he lands in. As a result, the narrative is not chronological
         or linear. Instead, it jumps back and forth in time and place. The
         novel is structured in small sections, each several paragraphs long,
         that describe various moments of his life. 
      

      
      illy Pilgrim is born in 1922 and
         grows up in Ilium, New York. A funny-looking, weak youth, he does
         reasonably well in high school, enrolls in night classes at the
         Ilium School of Optometry, and is drafted into the army during World
         War II. He trains as a chaplain’s assistant in South Carolina, where
         an umpire officiates during practice battles and announces who survives
         and who dies before they all sit down to lunch together. Billy’s
         father dies in a hunting accident shortly before Billy ships overseas
         to join an infantry regiment in Luxembourg. Billy is thrown into
         the Battle of the Bulge in Belgium and is immediately taken prisoner
         behind German lines. Just before his capture, he experiences his
         first incident of time—shifting: he sees the entirety of his life,
         from beginning to end, in one sweep.
      

      
      	Billy is transported in a crowded railway boxcar to a POW camp in
         Germany. Upon his arrival, he and the other privates are treated to
         a feast by a group of fellow prisoners, who are English officers who
         were captured earlier in the war. Billy suffers a breakdown and gets
         a shot of morphine that sends him time-tripping again. Soon he and
         the other Americans travel onward to the beautiful city of Dresden,
         still relatively untouched by wartime privation. Here the prisoners
         must work for their keep at various labors, including the manufacture
         of a nutritional malt syrup. Their camp occupies a former
         slaughterhouse. One night, Allied forces carpet bomb the city, then
         drop incendiary bombs to create a firestorm that sucks most of the oxygen
         into the blaze, asphyxiating or incinerating roughly 130,000 people.
         Billy and his fellow POWs survive in an airtight
         meat locker. They emerge to find a moonscape of destruction, where
         they are forced to excavate corpses from the rubble. Several days
         later, Russian forces capture the city, and Billy’s involvement
         in the war ends.
      

      
      	Billy returns to Ilium and finishes optometry
         school. He gets engaged to Valencia Merble, the obese daughter of
         the school’s founder. After a nervous breakdown, Billy commits himself
         to a veterans’ hospital and receives shock treatments. During his
         stay in the mental ward, a fellow patient introduces Billy to the
         science fiction novels of a writer named Kilgore Trout. After his recuperation,
         Billy gets married. His wealthy father-in-law sets him up in the
         optometry business, and Billy and Valencia raise two children and
         grow rich. Billy acquires the trappings of the suburban American
         dream: a Cadillac, a stately home with modern appliances, a bejeweled
         wife, and the presidency of the Lions Club. He is not aware of keeping
         any secrets from himself, but at his eighteenth wedding anniversary
         party the sight of a barbershop quartet makes him break down because,
         he realizes, it triggers a memory of Dresden.
      

      
      	The night after his daughter’s wedding in 1967,
         as he later reveals on a radio talk show, Billy is kidnapped by
         two-foot-high aliens who resemble upside-down toilet plungers, who
         he says are called Tralfamadorians. They take him in their flying
         saucer to the planet Tralfamadore, where they mate him with a movie actress
         named Montana Wildhack. She, like Billy, has been brought from Earth
         to live under a transparent geodesic dome in a zoo where Tralfamadorians
         can observe extraterrestrial curiosities. The Tralfamadorians explain
         to Billy their perception of time, how its entire sweep exists for
         them simultaneously in the fourth dimension. When someone dies,
         that person is simply dead at a particular time. Somewhere else
         and at a different time he or she is alive and well. Tralfamadorians
         prefer to look at life’s nicer moments.
      

      
      	When he returns to Earth, Billy initially
         says nothing of his experiences. In 1968,
         he gets on a chartered plane to go to an optometry conference in
         Montreal. The plane crashes into a mountain, and, among the optometrists,
         only Billy survives. A brain surgeon operates on him in a Vermont
         hospital. On her way to visit him there, Valencia dies of accidental
         carbon monoxide poisoning after crashing her car. Billy’s daughter
         places him under the care of a nurse back home in Ilium. But he
         feels that the time is ripe to tell the world what he has learned.
         Billy has foreseen this moment while time-tripping, and he knows
         that his message will eventually be accepted. He sneaks off to New
         York City, where he goes on a radio talk show. Shortly thereafter,
         he writes a letter to the local paper. His daughter is at her wit’s
         end and does not know what to do with him. Billy makes a tape recording
         of his account of his death, which he predicts will occur in 1976 after
         Chicago has been hydrogen-bombed by the Chinese. He knows exactly
         how it will happen: a vengeful man he knew in the war will hire
         someone to shoot him. Billy adds that he will experience the violet
         hum of death and then will skip back to some other point in his
         life. He has seen it all many times.
      

      
   
      Character List

      
      
         Billy Pilgrim -  A
            World War II veteran, POW survivor of the firebombing
            of Dresden, prospering optometrist, husband, and father. Billy Pilgrim
            is the protagonist of the novel who believes he has “come unstuck
            in time.” He walks through a door at one moment in his life and suddenly
            finds himself in another time and place. His fragmented experience
            of time structures the novel as short episodic vignettes and shows
            how the difficulty of recounting traumatic experiences can require
            unusual literary techniques.
         

      

      
      
         Kurt Vonnegut -  The
            novel’s author and a minor character. Vonnegut himself was a prisoner
            of war during the firebombing of Dresden, and he periodically inserts himself
            in the narrative, as when he becomes the incontinent soldier in
            the latrine in the German prison camp. This authorial presence reappears
            throughout the novel, particularly in the refrain “So it goes” that follows
            each mention of death. Vonnegut’s commentary as a character and
            an author enables a more factual interpretation of a story that
            seems almost preternaturally fictional and adds support to the idea that
            such fantastical elements may be the reality of a traumatized mind.
         

      

      
      
         Bernhard V. O’Hare -  A wartime pal of Vonnegut. O’Hare appears when Vonnegut
            visits him and his wife in Pennsylvania while trying to do research
            and collect remembrances for his Dresden book. Like his wife, Mary,
            and Vonnegut himself, O’Hare, a nonfictional character, helps ground Slaughterhouse-Five in
            reality. Vonnegut actually has this other survivor of the firebombing
            contribute to the research and recollection process involved in
            creating the book, which allows us to take the novelistic details
            as fact and appreciate the thoughtful manner in which they are presented.
         

      

      
      
         Mary O’Hare -  Bernhard
            O’Hare’s wife. Mary gets upset with Vonnegut because she believes
            that he will glorify war in his novel; Vonnegut, however, promises
            not to do so. Slaughterhouse-Five is a condemnation
            of war, and Vonnegut’s decision to dedicate the novel in part to Mary
            suggests how deeply he agrees with her that the ugly truth about
            war must be told.
         



OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to Slaughterhouse-Five



		Title Page



		Context



		Plot Overview



		Character List



		Character Analysis



		Themes, Motifs & Symbols



		Summary & Analysis		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10









		Important Quotations Explained



		Key Facts



		Study Questions & Essay Topics



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Slaughterhouse-
Five

Kurt Vonnegut






