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  Context


  Born on November 11, 1922, in Indianapolis, Indiana, Kurt Vonnegut Jr. is the son of Kurt Vonnegut Sr., a wealthy architect, and Edith Sophia Vonnegut. Vonnegut's two older siblings, Alice and Bernard, attended private school, but the Depression's impact on the family's fortunes forced Vonnegut to attend Shortridge, a public high school. Vonnegut showed an early literary bent, working as an editor of Shortridge's daily newspaper. He later attended Cornell, where, at his father and brother's urging, he studied biochemistry. But, science held little appeal for Vonnegut. He found a great deal more enjoyment as a columnist and editor for the Cornell Daily Sun. While the university contemplated expelling him for his poor academic performance, Vonnegut enlisted in the U.S. Army.


  Vonnegut's experiences as a soldier had a profound impact on his writing and philosophy. His mother, who had a long history of mental instability, committed suicide in 1944 while Vonnegut was away at war. Soon thereafter, Vonnegut was captured by the Germans in the Battle of the Bulge. The Germans forced Vonnegut, along with other POWs, to work in a factory in Dresden, a city that had no strategic value in the war. Nevertheless, on February 13, 1945, the Allied forces firebombed the city while Vonnegut and the other POWs took shelter in the meat locker of a slaughterhouse. The bombing of Dresden yielded a death toll of over a hundred thousand defenseless civilians in a matter of hours, greater than the initial death count of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined. The scene of senseless misery and mass destruction at Dresden played a key role in Vonnegut's development of pacifist views. It would be 20 years before Vonnegut could bring himself to write about the experience in Slaughterhouse-Five, published at the height of the Vietnam War.


  When Vonnegut returned to the United States, he worked as a journalist and studied anthropology at the University of Chicago. After his master's thesis was rejected, he traveled to Schenectady, New York, where he took a job with General Electric, which provided inspiration for his novel Player Piano, a sobering examination of industrialization's effect on society. After he quit his job at General Electric, Vonnegut took a job teaching English in Rhode Island and continued writing novels that heavily influenced the 1960s counter-culture generation, Slaughterhouse-Five most particularly. Vonnegut gained a reputation as a science fiction writer; he was not pleased with the title because science fiction occupied a low status in the world of literature. After a failed suicide attempt in 1984, Vonnegut continues to publish novels that provide often hilarious, often macabre, and always sobering explorations of the dangers inherent in the combination of human folly and mankind's technological capacity for mass destruction.


  Summary


  The narrator of Cat's Cradle, John, once set out to write a book, titled The Day the World Ended, about the day the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. For purposes of research, he wrote to Newt Hoenikker, the midget son of Felix Hoenikker, the Nobel prize-winning physicist and one of the fathers of the atomic bomb. He asked Newt to describe what he remembered from the day the bomb devastated Hiroshima. Newt replied to say that he was only six years old when the bomb was dropped. He remembers playing with his toy trucks while his father played cat's cradle with a piece of string.


  Newt explained that Felix never showed any interest in people, so when Felix sat down to play with him that day, it was highly unusual. Felix looked so huge, ugly, and frightening when he tried to show Newt the cat's cradle that Newt fled the house in tears to sit with his brother, Frank, who was making various bugs war against one another in Mason jars. Angela, Newt's six-feet-tall sister, scolded Newt for hurting Felix's feelings, but Newt continued to complain that Felix was ugly and scary. When she slapped Newt, Frank punched her in the stomach. Shortly after Newt replied to John's letter, the newspapers reported Newt's engagement to Zinka, a Russian midget dancer and rumored Soviet spy.


  John traveled to Ilium, the town where the Hoenikkers lived during World War II, to continue researching his book. Some high school classmates of Frank Hoenikker told John that Frank was a strange, reclusive, secretive youth. Frank's main interests included building models and working at Jack's Hobby Shop in town. His peers called him "Secret Agent X-9." In Ilium, John met Asa Breed, Felix's former supervisor at the Research Laboratory. Asa informed him that Emily Hoenikker, Felix's wife, suffered an injury to her pelvis during an automobile accident. He attributed her death in childbirth to this injury.


  Asa gave John a tour of the Research Laboratory while John interviewed him. Asa praised Felix's ability to put his analytical, scientific mind to any task. Once, a general asked Felix to produce a solution to mud, a constant problem for troops on the move. Felix theorized the existence of an isotope of water, which he named ice-nine, that was solid at room temperature. Even the smallest seed of ice-nine dropped into a quagmire would solidify the mud and solve the problem. John, realizing that such an action could easily lead to the freezing of all water on earth, nervously asked if Felix had actually succeeded in creating ice-nine, a deadlier threat to life on earth than the atom bomb. Asa denied it, but he angrily ended the interview because he sensed that John thought scientists were cold-hearted and dangerous.


  After his ill-fated interview with Asa, John visited the local cemetery to take a photograph of Felix's grave. He found that Emily Hoenikker's tombstone was a 20-foot high monument while Felix's tombstone was a small, modest square marker. He learned from Martin Breed, proprietor of the local tombstone store and brother of Asa Breed, that Angela and Frank came to his store and bought Emily's tombstone a year after her death because Felix hadn't bothered to buy one for her. Martin hated Felix, despite the prevailing notion that Felix was harmless and innocent. He did not believe any man who had a hand in creating the atom bomb could be innocent; Martin had also been in love with Emily, his high school classmate. He implied that Emily was miserable in her marriage to Felix, owing to Felix's lack of concern for other people and their feelings.


  Unbeknownst to John, Felix had indeed created ice-nine, without keeping records of his discovery. Shortly before he died, on Christmas Eve at Cape Cod, he showed the isotope to his children. The Hoenikker siblings divided the ice-nine among themselves. Frank used it to buy himself a comfortable job as Major General on the island republic of San Lorenzo. Angela traded hers in exchange for marriage to the handsome Harrison Conners, a scientist employed in top-secret weapons research for the United States. Zinka stole Newt's share of ice-nine for the Soviet government.


  Meanwhile, John was hired to write an article about Julian Castle, a multi- millionaire philanthropist living on San Lorenzo. On the plane to the island, John met Lowe and Hazel Crosby and Horlick and Claire Minton. Lowe and Hazel were traveling to San Lorenzo to open a bicycle factory because the island legislated no labor restrictions. Horlick was the new American ambassador to San Lorenzo. Angela and Newt also occupied the plane; they were en route to a celebration of Frank's engagement to Mona, the beautiful adopted daughter of "Papa" Monzano, the island's dictator.


  All of San Lorenzo's residents were practitioners of Bokononism, a religion created by Bokonon. When Bokonon and his friend McCabe first arrived on San Lorenzo, they wanted to make the island into a utopia. San Lorenzo had a tumultuous history, conquered and claimed by various nations at various times. The island was completely worthless. When McCabe and Bokonon asserted their authority, no one intervened. McCabe and Bokonon quickly realized that no amount of legal and economic reform would provide the island's residents with a good standard of living. Instead, Bokonon offered the inhabitants of the island comfort through the creation of an eponymous religion based on happy lies. At Bokonon's request, McCabe outlawed Bokononism and made its practice punishable by death. Thus, outlawed, the religion gave excitement and a comprehensible meaning to the lives of the island's impoverished masses. Every ruler since then, including, Papa Monzano, participated in the charade.


  On the island, Monzano, stricken with terminal cancer, named Frank his successor. Uninterested in the responsibilities of the job, Frank asked John to take his place as San Lorenzo's next President. John refused the position until Frank told him that he would get to marry Mona as part of the bargain. Monzano gave his blessing to the plan and wished them luck before taking the Bokononist last rites. John briefly considered lifting the ban on Bokononism, but he realized that he did not have the ability to offer adequate food, housing, and social services to the populace. Therefore, he decided to continue the charade of his predecessors.


  During the ceremony in honor of San Lorenzo's Hundred Martyrs to Democracy, John planned to announce his assumption of the Presidency. During the ceremony, Monzano's attending physician, Dr. von Koenigswald informed him that Monzano had committed suicide. Upon looking at the body, John realized that Monzano's condition could only have been caused by swallowing ice-nine and that, by extension, Felix's experiments to create the isotope had been successful. When John demanded that Frank, Newt, and Angela come to Monzano's bedroom, they confessed that they had divided Felix's awful creation among themselves after he died, though they couldn't explain why. They set about cleaning the room by melting the fragments of ice-nine. They decided to take a break before burning the bodies to go watch the ceremony for the Hundred Martyrs. During the ceremony, a plane crashed into the cliffs above Monzano's castle. A landslide ensued, taking half the castle along with Monzano's body into the sea. All the water of the world became ice-nine within seconds.


  Shortly after the disaster, most of the island's survivors, including Mona, committed suicide. John, Frank, Newt, and the Crosbys survived for six months. John wrote this narrative, Cat's Cradle, as a record of what had occurred, while Newt painted, Hazel sewed, Lowe cooked, and Frank studied ants. Bokonon finished writing the Books of Bokonon, all the while commenting on human stupidity.


  Character List


  
    John - John is the hapless narrator of Cat's Cradle. In the past, he set out to write a book about the day the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, entitled The Day the World Ended. His research led him to an ill-fated acquaintance with Angela, Frank, and Newt Hoenikker, the equally hapless children of Felix Hoenikker. He became involved with their efforts to buy happiness through the use of their father's scientific creation, ice- nine, which could simply and without effort turn water to ice.

  


  
    Bokonon - When Bokonon and his friend, Edward McCabe, landed on San Lorenzo, a small island republic ravaged by poverty and disease, they hoped to turn the island into a utopia. However, they quickly realized the futility of their efforts. Bokonon saw that the truth was an ugly thing indeed, so he sought to offer the citizens of San Lorenzo hope through comforting lies. He created the religion of Bokononism and asked McCabe to outlaw it so that the religion would be more exciting and meaningful for its practitioners. John becomes a follower of Bokononism after he travels to San Lorenzo to interview Julian Castle for a magazine article.
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