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THE ARC AND THE CIRCLE: 

LINEARITY AND RETURN IN THE NOVELS OF THOMAS PYNCHON 

BY JOHN MORTLOCK B.A. 

THESIS FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS, 1990 

ABSTRACT 

This t h e s i s considers the opposing, but i n t e g r a l l y connected themes 
of l i n e a r i t y and r e t u r n as a s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r a discussion of the 
novels of Thomas Pynchon, from The Crying of Lot 49 t o h i s most recent 
novel Vineland (1990). 

The recurrence of these two basic t e n e t s i n h i s f i c t i o n are 
i n d i c a t i v e of a preoccupation w i t h the c o n f l i c t s t h a t c haracterize a 
c i v i l i z a t i o n b u i l t upon the Cartesian basis of su b j e c t / o b j e c t d u a l i t y . 
These c o n f l i c t s are overseen i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g by a c y c l i c a l , u n i f i e d 
cosmos against which the a c c e l e r a t i n g e v i l s of technology and 
i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n are re p r e s e n t a t i v e of a doomed impulse t o achieve 
transcendence i n ma t e r i a l terms. Pynchon's w r i t i n g emphasizes the ever-
balancing nature of the u n i v e r s a l forces t h a t l i e behind t h i s complex 
scenario, and places the curr e n t global s i t u a t i o n of e c o l o g i c a l , 
s o c i o l o g i c a l and tech n o l o g i c a l c r i s e s i n s i d e a l a r g e r r e c u r r i n g whole. 
The p o t e n t i a l f o r transcendence e x i s t s i n Pynchon's f i c t i v e world, 
a l b e i t t e n t a t i v e l y so, but whatever u n i v e r s a l absolute i s i n existence, 
i t cannot be approached by premeditated design, and respect f o r a 
balanced, regenerative universe i s at l e a s t suggested as the most 
immediate object f o r our a t t e n t i o n . 

These are most conspicuously the concerns present i n Gravity's 
Rainbow and Vineland. Chapter One examines the idea i n less complex 
form i n The Crying of Lot 49, and focuses on Pynchon's use of music as 
metaphor and supporting device i n h i s d e l i n e a t i o n of the d i f f i c u l t 
boundaries of the Cartesian dichotomy. Chapters Two t o Six consider the 
ideas as they are present i n Gravity's Rainbow, Chapter Four using the 
f i n d i n g s of LSD research t o suggest a possible framework f o r some of the 
novel's most d i f f i c u l t aspects. Chapter Seven serves as both a 
consideration of Vineland and as a conclusion t o t h i s study, since 
Pynchon's l a t e s t novel r e s t a t e s the fundamental preoccupations of h i s 
previous w r i t i n g i n a f r e s h and v i v d l y contemporary form. 

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. 

No quotation from it should be published without 

his prior written consent and information derived 

from it should be acknowledged. 



What I w r i t e , w h i l s t I w r i t e i t , seems the most n a t u r a l t h i n g i n the 

world; but yesterday I saw a dreary v a c u i t y i n t h i s d i r e c t i o n i n which 

now I see so much; and a month hence, I doubt not, I s h a l l wonder who he 

was t h a t wrote so many pages. 

Ralph Valdo Emerson, Essays 
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A BOTE OH THE TEXT 

Page references t o the works of Thomas Pynchon are abbreviated as 

f o l l o w s : 

SL - Slow Learner (London: Pan Picador, 1985) 

V. - V. (London, Pan Picador, 1975) 

CL - The Crying of Lot 49 (London: Pan Picador, 1979) 

GR - Gravity's Rainbow (London: Pan Picador, 1975) 

VN - Vineland (London: Seeker and Warburg, 1990) 

E l l i p s e s w i t h i n square brackets i n d i c a t e an omission. A l l other 

e l l i p s e s are Pynchon's own. 
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IHTRODUCTION 

I n Pynchon's l i f e t i m e the population of the United States has nearly 

doubled. 1 His generation i s the one t h a t witnessed the Second Vorld Var 

and a n n i h i l a t i o n of Hiroshima and Hagasaki d u r i n g childhood, and then 

Korea, Vietnam and American imp e r i a l i s m across the world i n both 

corporate and m i l i t a r y guise. I t i s the 'new world' a n t i c i p a t e d by 

Henry Adams2 - the 'energy burst of war' (GJ?p.521> s p i l l e d over i n t o 

s o c i e t i e s and bureaucracies. The dangerous a c c e l e r a t i o n of the times i s 

r e f l e c t e d i n the w r i t i n g of t h i s period. The f i f t i e s and s i x t i e s saw a 

surge of new w r i t e r s - f o r example H e l l e r , Vonnegut, Pynchon, Roth, 

Coover and Burroughs - a l l a r i s i n g from the same upheaval but a l l 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t - perhaps c o l l e c t i v e l y a r e c o g n i t i o n of the 

waning s i g n i f i c a n c e of the o l d orders of c a u s a l i t y and determinism, but 

i n d i v i d u a l l y heterogenous and spontaneous. Accordingly Pynchon occupies 

a unique p o s i t i o n w i t h i n t h i s p i c t u r e . His d i s t i n c t i o n , i t seems, i s 

what Edward Xendelson c a l l s ' h i s r e f u s a l t o dwell i n psychological drama 

or domestic d e t a i l ' . This presents problems f o r the modernist reader, 

since, as Mendelson continues, i n Pynchon's f i c t i o n 'character i s less 

important than the network of r e l a t i o n s e x i s t i n g between characters and 

s o c i a l and h i s t o r i c a l p a t t e r n s of meaning'. 3 This would seem 

app r o p r i a t e i n the t u r m o i l of the postwar world ( a l b e i t disguised by 
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t e c h n o l o g i c a l advancement), but the unorthodox emphasis i n h i s w r i t i n g 

i s due t o more than the immediate nature of the times he l i v e s I n . 

F r i t J of Capra i n The Tao of Physics draws a t t e n t i o n t o the Cartesian 

d i v i s i o n of the I s o l a t e d ego, separating mind from body and 

compartmentalizing the s p i r i t i n t o b e l i e f s and f e e l i n g s , the r e s u l t of 

which i s metaphysical confusion and c o n f l i c t . 4 He explains: 

This i n n e r fragmentation of man m i r r o r s h i s view of the world 

'outside' which i s seen as a m u l t i t u d e of separate o b j e c t s and 

events. The n a t u r a l environment i s t r e a t e d as i f i t consisted of 

separate p a r t s t o be e x p l o i t e d by d i f f e r e n t i n t e r e s t groups. The 

fragmented view i s f u r t h e r extended t o s o c i e t y which i s s p l i t i n t o 

d i f f e r e n t nations, races, r e l i g i o u s and p o l i t i c a l groups.® 

This, he maintains, i s at the ro o t of c l a s s i c a l physics, technology, and 

u l t i m a t e l y 'the present s e r i e s of s o c i a l , e c o l o g i c a l and c u l t u r a l 

c r i s e s ' . 6 The ge n e r a l l y o p t i m i s t i c mood he observes now, however, i s 

one t h a t looks again t o the u n i t y expressed i n the e a r l y Greek, and 

Eastern philosophies. This, broadly speaking, i s the a t t i t u d e shared by 

Pynchon and displayed i n h i s f i c t i o n . He i s acutely aware of the 

impulse t o e x p l o i t t h a t t e r r o r i z e s s o c i e t y and the n a t u r a l environment, 

and perceives i t as a m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , a cataclysmic breaking-off from 

a n a t u r a l l y - r e c u r r i n g cycle. The view emphasizes also the 

counterbalance t h a t t h i s perversion i m p l i e s - and looks beyond our own 

p a r t i c u l a r s t a t e of c r i s i s towards a wider context i n which u n i v e r s a l 

e q u i l i b r i u m must i n e v i t a b l y be reasserted. The p o s s i b i l i t y open t o us, 

as h i n t e d by Capra and present i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g , i s t o t u r n t o the 
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u n i t y l y i n g behind the Cartesian dichotomy as the d e f i n i t i v e ' r e a l i t y ' . 

Katherine Hayles i n The Cosmic Veb approaches Pynchon v i a the s c i e n t i f i c 

f i e l d model which ' p i c t u r e s objects, events, and observer belonging 

i n e x t r i c a b l y t o the same f i e l d ' . 7 Her basis i s s i m i l a r t o Capra's, t o 

use an idea from modern s c i e n t i f i c thought t o approach an 

epistemological problem - not simply as metaphor, since, as Capra 

recognizes, the same u n i v e r s a l movement can be approached by various 

forms of expression, be they i n science, philosophy, or l i t e r a t u r e . 

Indeed, as she says, 'the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the conceptual r e v o l u t i o n i n 

science d e r i v e s l e s s from the f i e l d models themselves than from t h e i r 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l and epistemological i m p l i c a t i o n s ' . 9 

A considerable amount of the d i f f i c u l t y encountered i n ' t r a d i t i o n a l ' 

readings of Pynchon i s the r e s u l t of t h i s i m p l i c i t t r u t h t h a t , as Hayles 

says, the 1 dichotomy between C...] the t h i n k i n g mind and the p h y s i c a l 

object, i s not absolute, but an a r b i t r a r y product of the human mind'. 9 

The boundaries between s e l f and universe are repeatedly t e s t e d and 

traversed, i n Gravity's Rainbow i n p a r t i c u l a r - hence Xendelson's 

observation t h a t 'character' i s no longer an i n t e g r a l concept. David 

Leverenz gives a f r a n k r e a c t i o n t o the i n i t i a l experience of t a c k l i n g 

Gravity's Rainbow - 'CI] wondered why the characters d i d n ' t seem... 

w e l l , complex, r i c h l y human and a l l t h a t . The sequences of words and 

paragraphs made no sense t o me, seemed i n no s p e c i a l order, accrued no 

momentum' . ' ° 

The experience described, i r o n i c a l l y , i s t h a t of the Cartesian 

impulse i n a c t i o n , demarcating the l a n d - l i n e s of subject and o b j e c t and 

proceeding h o p e f u l l y towards a s a t i s f y i n g conclusion. Pynchon does not 

accommodate such a reading. The fundamental d i v i s i o n between 
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t r a d i t i o n a l ' o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y ' and ' P r e - C h r i s t i a n Oneness' (.GR p.321) 
i s p r e c i s e l y the c o n f l i c t and opp o s i t i o n dramatized in Pynchon's 
w r i t i n g , as w e l l as i n a reading of i t . Katherine Hayles i d e n t i f i e s the 
embodiment of the idea i n graphical form i n Grav i t y ' s Rainbow. 

two c e n t r a l 'patterns' i n Gravity's Rainbow [...] may be represented 

as the c i r c l e and the l i n e . The c i r c l e i s c o n s i s t e n t l y associated 

w i t h the n a t u r a l cycles and processes, and w i t h the prospect t h a t we 

can r e t u r n t o some simpler, more innocent i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h the 

u n i v e r s a l ' f i e l d ' of the cosmos. The l i n e , or c i r c l e t h a t has 

become l i n e a r by being opened i n t o a parabola, i s associated w i t h 

the a r t i f i c i a l s t r u c t u r e s of c o n t r o l t h a t d r i v e toward some f i n a l 

terminus. The co n t r a s t i s embodied i n two forms s i m i l a r i n shape 

but a n t a g o n i s t i c i n meaning: the rainbow and the b a l l i s t i c arc of 

the Socket.' 1 

The d i s t i n c t i o n i s i n t e g r a l i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g . I n Gravity's Rainbow 

i t i s expressed as ' t h a t f a m i l i a r d i v i s i o n between r e t u r n and one-shot 

v i s i t a t i o n ' (GJ?p.584), and i t i s a us e f u l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of a 

fundamental c o n f l i c t a t the centre of h i s f i c t i v e universe. I n 

Gravity's Rainbow one example expresses the epistemological dilemma 

w e l l , and i s a basis f o r Hayles's f o r m u l a t i o n of c i r c l e and l i n e . The 

'pla n e t o i d K a t s p i e l ' occupies an extremely e l l i p t i c a l o r b i t , such t h a t 

i t s passing by Earth has been followed by a long ominous absence. For 

i t s i n h a b i t a n t s e x i l e d on Earth there i s competing hope and despair as 

t o whether i t w i l l r e t u r n or leave 'these k i n d round beings i n e t e r n a l 

e x i l e ' (GR p. 584). From t h e i r l i m i t e d perspective, marooned on an a l i e n 
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planet, the l a t t e r i s the most immediately d i s c e r n i b l e s i t u a t i o n - the 

angle of t h e i r v i s i o n does not encompass the c i r c u l a r i t y of t h e i r 

p lanet's path. Such i s the o s t e n s i b l e dominant c i v i l i z a t i o n t h a t f i l l s 

the pages of Pynchon's w r i t i n g - aware only of an i n e v i t a b l e end t o a l l 

t h i n g s , moving under the arc of the Socket t h a t mimicks transcendence, 

but promises only a n n i h i l a t i o n . The f a l s e hope and c l i n i c a l death t h i s 

c u l t u r e s u s t a i n s form a double n i h i l i s m , f o r Enzian i n Gravity's Rainbow 

'worse than being t o l d you won't d i e by someone you can't b e l i e v e i n . . . ' 

(GR p. 661). 

An approach t o Pynchon should i n v o l v e the higher awareness, 

expressed most comprehensively i n Gravity's Rainbow. Ve must elevate 

our angle of v i s i o n t o inc o r p o r a t e the ' c y c l i c a l , resonant, e t e r n a l l y -

r e t u r n i n g ' (GJ?p.412) cosmos t h a t i s evident throughout Pynchon's 

w r i t i n g . F a i l u r e t o do so r i s k s entrapment i n the Cartesian r i g i d i t y 

t h a t i s our most conspicuous, and i n t h i s case damning i n t e l l e c t u a l 

h e r i t a g e . One c r i t i c ' s view i s t h a t 'Pynchon savours doom' 1 2 -

symptomatic of the blindness of those inside the 'System', a l i n e a r view 

of Pynchon's w r i t i n g t h a t responds t o the arc of the Rocket but f a i l s t o 

see the c o n t i n u i t y of death and r e b i r t h t h a t i s a l l around, the 'green 

u p r i s i n g ' (Gi?p.720) t h a t s p r i n g s from an ever-reas6erting u n i v e r s a l 

e q u i l i b r i u m . Worthy of a t t e n t i o n a l s o are the dopers of Pynchon's 

f i c t i o n . They oppose the earth-bound bureaucracies of Technology and 

Var s y m b o l i c a l l y and i n a c t u a l i t y , and the abandoned use of 

consciousness-widening drugs i n t h e i r l i f e s t y l e dramatizes the move away 

from s u b j e c t - o b j e c t d u a l i t y imposed by the ubiq u i t o u s System. As an 

extension of t h i s , a study of the f i n d i n g s of LSD research provides a 

s u r p r i s i n g l y a ppropriate framework w i t h i n which t o consider many 
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otherwise seemingly diverse aspects of Gravity's Rainbow i n p a r t i c u l a r . 

This i s examined i n Chapter Four. 

The image of the c i r c l e , i n t e g r a l i n the concept of r e t u r n and 

regeneration (and i d e n t i f i e d s p e c i f i c a l l y by Katherine Hayles as a 

'pa t t e r n ' i n her i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Gravity's Rainbow) i s manifested i n 

Gravity's Rainbow i n p a r t i c u l a r as the mandala (Sanskrit f o r ' c i r c l e ' ) . 

As a symbolic diagram i n T a n t r i c Hinduism and Buddhism i t provides a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the universe and an analogy f o r p e r c e i v i n g the 

guidance of Man (the microcosm) i n t o the macrocosm, through the cosmic 

processes of d i s i n t e g r a t i o n and r e i n t e g r a t i o n . I t was observed by Carl 

Jung as an 'archetype' of the unconscious, and i t s appearance i n 

Gravity's Rainbow l a r g e l y f o l l o w s from Jung's conception. Thomas Schaub 

s t a t e s t h a t 'the mandala i n Gravity's Rainbow i s not an image of a realm 

transcending our own but one which represents the i n t e g r a t i o n of 

c o n f l i c t s w i t h i n the r e a l m ' . 1 3 As a p o i n t f o r the combining of 

opposites, which p r o l i f e r a t e i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g , i t i m p l i e s a centre, 

the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of which are uncertain, but accommodate the p o t e n t i a l 

of transcendence. Whatever i s at the centre of the mandalic v i s i o n i n 

Gravity's Rainbow i t s enduring importance i s as a u n i f y i n g f o r c e - the 

c o n t i n u i t y from which the arc of l i n e a r i t y has been broken. 

The background thus described i s l a r g e l y t h a t of Gravity's Rainbow, 

which i s discussed i n the c e n t r a l f i v e chapters. These examine the 

opposing t e n e t s of c i r c l e and l i n e , and f i n a l l y ( i n Chapter Six) focus 

on the 's i n g u l a r p o i n t ' , the n a t u r a l f u s i o n - p o i n t of a non-linear 

r a t i o n a l e . I n Vineland, the same ideas are present, a l b e i t i n l e s s 

dense form, and the complex mode of expression of the previous novel has 

evolved a more d i r e c t and ( l a r g e l y by v i r t u e of i t s s e t t i n g ) 
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contemporary manner. As a d e p l e t i o n of a world i n a c r i s i s of imbalance 

but a t the same time i n touch w i t h i t s p o t e n t i a l f o r r e t u r n and 

e q u i l i b r i u m , Vineland i s an accomplished sequel t o Gravity's Rainbow. 

The Crying of Lot 49 sees the ideas i n l e s s developed form, but present 

nonetheless. The c o n s i d e r a t i o n of t h i s novel here uses as i t s s t a r t i n g 

p o i n t music - a p e r s i s t e n t presence i n the novel t h a t has been somewhat 

overlooked i n c r i t i c i s m t o date. I t occurs throughout the novel, i n 

many forms and f o r v a r i o u s purposes. Host important, perhaps, i s i t s 

r o l e as l i n k i n g device between Oedipa's conventional, r a t i o n a l l y -

perceived world ( t h a t i s , based upon the Cartesian d i v i s i o n discussed 

above) - and the i n c r e a s i n g l y confused s t a t e of her husband which 

provides, comic p o r t r a y a l p e r m i t t i n g , a necessary counterbalance. 

Pynchon thus o f f e r s us two approaches t h a t l i e e i t h e r side of the 

d i f f i c u l t area of i n t e r a c t i o n between observer and observed. I t i s i n 

t h i s sense a u s e f u l i n t r o d u c t i o n t o Gravity's Rainbow - the edges of the 

subject are not so c l e a r l y defined as i n the large novel, but Kucho's 

d r i f t i n t o ego-less existence and the seldom-noted reference t o the 

Buddhist Bardo i n the novel's t i t l e (49 days being the length of time 

between death and r e b i r t h ) look towards the f u l l e r development of t h i s 

area t o come. 

V. i s not considered i n t h i s study. 
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CHAPTER ONE: MUSIC IN THE CRYING OF LOT 49 

"ffone of t h i s works wit h o u t mood music. Serenade us." 

The Crying of Lot 49 

I n h i s e a r l y short s t o r y 'Entropy' Pynchon makes extensive use of 

the fugue as a s t r u c t u r a l underpinning t o the a c t i o n i n a way t h a t also 

provides an important depth of metaphorical suggestion. Robert Redfield 

and Peter L. Hays i n t h e i r a r t i c l e 'Fugue as a s t r u c t u r e i n Pynchon's 

"Entropy"' make t h i s t h e i r t h e s i s , and we see t h a t an idea at f i r s t 

s i g h t perhaps u n l i k e l y has been u t i l i z e d by Pynchon w i t h great s u b t l e t y , 

woven sy m p a t h e t i c a l l y I n t o the t e x t . 1 David Cowart i n TJiojnas Pynchan: 

The Art of Allusion devotes an extensive chapter t o Pynchon's use of 

music i n h i s f i r s t t h r e e novels, and w i t h regard t o The Crying of Lot 49 

he focuses on Pynchon's reference t o p a r t i c u l a r composers t o comment on 

Oedipa's complex experiences. 2 These s t u d i e s aside, the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

music i s r a r e l y i n v e s t i g a t e d i n any d e t a i l - i n The Crying of Lot 49 i t 

i s c e r t a i n l y located a t the thematic core, and provides an i n t e r e s t i n g 

s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r a discu s s i o n of some of the novel's fundamental 

aspects. 
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In a very broad sense, music provides a c o n s i s t e n t backdrop t o the 

novel, I n the same way t h a t a t h e a t r i c a l score proceeds, i n i t s 

execution, from somewhere o f f s t a g e but i s nonetheless an i n t e g r a l 

element i n the audience's experience. I n the c l o s i n g l i n e s of the novel 

the auctioneer mounts the stage, marking the beginning of a development, 

perhaps a r e v e l a t i o n : 'Passerine spread h i s arms i n a gesture t h a t 

seemed t o belong t o the priesthood of some remote c u l t u r e ; perhaps t o a 

descending angel. The auctioneer cleared h i s t h r o a t . Oedipa s e t t l e d 

back, t o await the c r y i n g of l o t 49' (CL p.127). The a n t i c i p a t i o n of 

Oedipa and the 'pale, c r u e l faces' (.CL p.126) t h a t accompany her i n the 

saleroom, and the focused, enigmatic p r e p a r a t i o n of the auctioneer 

r e c a l l an o r c h e s t r a l conductor g a t h e r i n g the a t t e n t i o n of h i s assembled 

players. The c y c l i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n here compares t o the end of Gravity's 

Rainbow, where the audience i n the Orpheus Theatre awaits the impact of 

the rocket t h a t heralds the novel's opening l i n e . Back a t the beginning 

of The Crying of Lot 49 one of Oedipa's f i r s t unconnected thoughts i n 

r e a c t i o n t o her newly-discovered executorship i s of 'a dry, disconsolate 

tune from the f o u r t h movement of the Bartok Concerto f o r Orchestra' (.CL 

p.5). David Cowart reminds us of the use of ' t h i s mad Hungarian' i n 

' M o r t a l i t y and Mercy i n Vienna' and accordingly sees 'an i n t i m a t i o n of 

impending disorder' i n i t s use h e r e . 3 There have also been p a r a l l e l s 

i d e n t i f i e d between Oedipa and J u d i t h i n Bartok's opera Duke Bluebeard's 

Castle.* On the f o l l o w i n g page we witness the f i r s t assault of numbing 

i n f o r m a t i o n a l media as Oedipa takes a ' t r i p t o the market i n downtown 

Kinneret-Among-The-Pines t o buy r i c o t t a and l i s t e n t o the Muzak (today 

she came through the bead-curtained entrance around bar f o u r of the Fort 

Vayne Settecento Ensemble's variorum recording of the V i v a l d i Kazoo 



Concerto, Boyd Beaver, s o l o i s t ) ' ( C l p . 6 ) . Throughout the novel music 

i n t e r j e c t s i n support of developing themes, not l e a s t i n the form of 

songs supplementing t h e n a r r a t i v e f l o w (Miles' Song, Baby Igor's song, 

Serenade, Adeste Fideles, Hymn, Glee, Serge's Song). There i s the 

avant-garde i n f l u e n c e of The Scope bar, and the tr o u b a d o u r - l i k e band The 

Paranoids even c o n t r i b u t e t o the 'narcosis' t h a t characterizes San 

Ifarciso, as a t the time of Oedipa's r e t u r n t o Echo Courts a t the 

beginning of Chapter Six: 

Vhen she got back t o Echo Courts, she found Miles, Dean, Serge and 

Leonard arranged around and on the d i v i n g board a t the end of the 

swimming pool w i t h a l l t h e i r instruments, so composed and motionless 

t h a t some photographer, hidden from Oedipa, might have been shooting 

them f o r an album i l l u s t r a t i o n . (CL p.101) 

The presence of 'narcosis' i n d i c a t e d i n the example above i s 

emphasized when aspects of the f u g a l element i n 'Entropy' are r e c a l l e d 

towards the end of Chapter Two. Thomas Schaub c i t e s Marshall McLuhan 

w i t h regard t o narcosis: '"American c u l t u r e , i n short, i s numb, and i s 

addicted t o what p r o t e c t s i t from pain (and, u l t i m a t e l y , death) [...] 

our c u l t u r e has become addicted t o the m a t e r i a l forms which the American 

Dream has assumed.'" 8 This i s the c o n d i t i o n reproduced here, and i n the 

aftermath of the game of ' S t r i p B o t t i c e l l i ' Oedipa wakes t o the onset of 

a sexual climax and hears the Paranoids p l a y i n g outside: 'Outside a 

fugue of g u i t a r s had begun, and she counted each e l e c t r o n i c voice as i t 

came i n , t i l l she reached s i x or so and r e c a l l e d only three of the 

Paranoids played g u i t a r s ; so others must be plugged i n ' ( CI p.27). As 
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i n 'Entropy' t h i s s u g g ests a counterpoint of thematic l i n e s , a s Oedipa's 

'sexual crescendo' (.CL p.27) t a k e s i t s p l a c e i n an exchange with the 

musical crescendo o u t s i d e . The climax, both musical and s e x u a l t h a t i s 

a n t i c i p a t e d , a r r i v e s : 'Her climax and Xetzger's, when i t came, c o i n c i d e d 

with e v e r y l i g h t i n the p l a c e , i n c l u d i n g the TV tube, suddenly going 

out, dead, black. I t was a c u r i o u s experience. The Paranoids had blown 

a fuse* (CL p.27). The scene i s an ap p r o p r i a t e end t o Oedipa's so j o u r n 

i n San Narciso. The exchange of counterpoint performed by Oedipa, 

Metzger and the Paranoids i s trapped i n s i d e the t r a n s f i x e d mirror-image 

America t h a t IfcLuhan d e s c r i b e s . The c o l l i s i o n of t h e i r themes l e a d s to 

no t r a n s c e n d i n g c o n c l u s i o n , but a p p r o p r i a t e l y to a c h a o t i c d e b r i s a c r o s s 

the motel room: 'she and Metzger l a y twined amid a w a l l - t o - w a l l s c a t t e r 

of c l o t h i n g and s p i l l e d Bourbon' (CL p.27). As i f t o s e a l the episode, 

Baby Ig o r i n the f i l m a c h i e v e s no escape, but d i e s g r o t e s q u e l y i n a 

s i n k i n g submarine: 'Something s h o r t - c i r c u i t e d then and the grounded Baby 

Igor was e l e c t r o c u t e d , t h r a s h i n g back and f o r t h and screaming h o r r i b l y ' 

(CL p.28). The atmosphere t h a t t h i s i s c r e a t i n g i s one of no escape, of 

' e x i t l e s s n e s s ' a s we hear l a t e r (CL p. 118). I t i s , i n the dead-end 

impotence of San ffarciso, a microcosmic p r e c u r s o r of what Oedipa f i n d s 

l a t e r t o be ' j u s t America', a s she i s 'assumed f u l l c i r c l e i n t o some 

pa r a n o i a 1 (CL p. 126) i n the nove l ' s c l o s i n g pages. The c o n t r a s t v i s i b l e 

l a t e r i n the novel i s between Oedipa's perception of music i n t h i s 

s i t u a t i o n , wherein i t r e s u l t s i n no leap to p o s s i b l e f u l f i l m e n t or 

progression, but back t o a s t a t e even more trouble d and messy than 

before; and what i s seen a s a c a t a l y s t f o r change towards e g o - l e s s 

consummation f o r Nucho. The passage i s thus to some extent 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of Oedipa's f a t e . An e a r l y s t r i k e f o r some c l a r i f i c a t i o n 
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v i a Metzger y i e l d s none, and her s e x u a l e x p l o i t s i n p a r t i c u l a r s e a l a 

h o p e l e s s l y stagnant episode. I t i s perhaps f i t t i n g here to r e f e r a l s o 

to the d e f i n i t i o n of fugue i n p s y c h i a t r y , a s a ' l o s s of awareness of 

one's i d e n t i t y , o f t e n coupled with disappearance from one's u s u a l 

environment' (.OED). T h i s d e f i n e s the s t a t e t h a t Oedipa so d e s p e r a t e l y 

wishes to avoid; the p r e s e r v a t i o n of an o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y being her 

c o n s t a n t p r i o r i t y , however anguished and d i s t u r b i n g t h i s proves to be. 

I n one of the most d i f f i c u l t passages of Chapter F i v e (and a t the 

height of Oedipa's vexed no c t u r n a l wanderings) Pynchon r e a s s e r t s the 

theme of music: 

L a t e r p o s s i b l y , she would have tr o u b l e s o r t i n g the night i n t o r e a l 

and dreamed. 

At some i n d e f i n i t e passage i n n i g h t ' s sonorous score, i t a l s o 

came to her t h a t she would be s a f e , t h a t something, perhaps only her 

l i n e a r l y fading drunkenness, would p r o t e c t her. <CL p.81) 

The i d e a of O e d ipa 1s journey through night-time San F r a n c i s c o being 

l o c a t e d i n an o r c h e s t r a l s c o r e i s an important one. I t r e c a l l s a gain 

the f u g a l s t r u c t u r e i n 'Entropy' - a s R e d f i e l d and Hays say: 'Were we t o 

do a l a t e r a l s e c t i o n of the apartment b u i l d i n g , i t would be very much a s 

i f we were looking a t the upper two s t a v e s of a f o u r p a r t musical 

s c o r e . ' 6 A s i m i l a r i d e a c o u l d be a p p l i e d to Oedipa's experience here. 

The episode i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by i t s l a c k of p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e and 

Oedipa's attempted submission to chance ('she had decided to d r i f t 

t o n i g h t ' (CL p . 7 6 ) ) , and a s the a c t i o n unfolds, her experience becomes 

an i n d e f i n a b l e mixing of consciousness, dream and h a l l u c i n a t i o n . L e t us 
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c o n s i d e r the Idea, t h a t Pynchon i s h i n t i n g a t , t h a t Oedipa's exp e r i e n c e s 

might be seen a s one l i n e i n an o r c h e s t r a l score. S l i g h t l y e a r l i e r , the 

i d e a of ' l i n e s ' has been Introduced, and her r e l a t i o n s h i p with her 

surrounding environment has assumed d e t e r m i n i s t i c overtones, as she 

r e c a l l s her own c o l l e g e days and t h e i r l o c a t i o n , juxtaposed a g a i n s t the 

campus a t the U n i v e r s i t y of C a l i f o r n i a : 1 I n another world. Along 

another p a t t e r n of t r a c k , another s t r i n g of d e c i s i o n s taken, s w i t c h e s 

c l o s e d , the f a c e l e s s pointsmen who'd thrown them now a l l t r a n s f e r r e d , 

deserted, i n s t i r , f l e e i n g the s k i p t r a c e r s , out of t h e i r s k u l l , on 

horse, a l c o h o l i c , f a n a t i c , under a l i a s e s , dead, i m p o s s i b l e to f i n d ever 

a g a i n 1 (CL p.71). On her own ' l i n e ' she i s 'wanting t o f e e l r e l e v a n t * 

(CL p.71) and senses an a f f i n i t y with her p h y s i c a l present, d e s p i t e 

'knowing how much of a s e a r c h among a l t e r n a t e u n i v e r s e s i t would take' 

(CL p. 71). Music, a s i s seen l a t e r , i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e i n the novel of 

dimensions beyond the immediately d i s c e r n i b l e . As Oedipa moves through 

the metaphorical s c o r e her p e r s p e c t i v e i s l i m i t e d (to a passage, or l i n e 

i n the s c o r e ) , but around her i s a continuous whole (by i m p l i c a t i o n the 

e n t i r e o r c h e s t r a l sound). Such i s the f e e l i n g she e x p e r i e n c e s s l i g h t l y 

l a t e r , a sense of simple, d e f i n i t i v e 'place* i n her s i t u a t i o n : 'She 

touched the edge of i t s voluptuous f i e l d , knowing i t would be l o v e l y 

beyond dreams simply to submit to i t ; t h a t not g r a v i t y ' s p u l l , laws of 

b a l l i s t i c s , f e r a l ravening, promised more d e l i g h t . She t e s t e d i t , 

s h i v e r i n g : I am meant t o remember' (CL p.81). 

The scope and range of p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t Pynchon has introduced i n t o 

Oedipa's outlook i s r e p e a t e d l y r e a s s e r t e d i n t h i s chapter. The realms 

of l a t e n t p o s s i b i l i t i e s s t r e t c h out around her - 'She had safe-passage 

t o n i g h t to i t s f a r blood's branchings' (CL p. 81) - and the f r e s h 
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i n t e r v e n t i o n of a c t u a l music e m b e l l i s h e s the idea. I n Golden Gate Park, 

an episode p a i n s t a k i n g l y l o c a t e d by Pynchon i n a confused t w i l i g h t of 

r e a l and dreamed, c h i l d r e n s i n g a nursery rhyme, g e n t l y animating a 

t a n g l e of memories of the T r i s t e r o i n Oedipa's mind. A few pages on 

music again emerges, a f i g u r e theme di v o r c e d from Oedipa's own, but 

s t i l l a p a r t of ' n i g h t ' s sonorous s c o r e 1 , meshed e f f o r t l e s s l y i n t o her 

f l o a t i n g , unanchored d r i f t through the night: 1 I n the buses a l l n i g h t 

she l i s t e n e d to t r a n s i s t o r r a d i o s p l a y i n g songs i n the lower s t r e t c h e s 

of the Top 200, t h a t would never become popular, whose melodies and 

l y r i c s would p e r i s h a s i f they had never been sung' iCL p.84). The 

disconnected, ephemeral nature of these songs i s analogous to Oedipa's 

experience i n the novel. Her paranoia and s t a t e of n e a r - p s y c h o s i s 

t e s t i f y to the dogmatism with which she i n s i s t s on m a i n t a i n i n g her 

o b j e c t i v i t y and working only w i t h i n those dimensions which are d e f i n a b l e 

and s t a b l e i n conventional terms. As such, the data she can reasonably 

c o n s i d e r as r e l i a b l e i s i n e v i t a b l y l i m i t e d to a narrow range of 

p e r c e p t i b l e r e a l i t y . To l i n k t h i s s p e c i f i c , r e l a t i v e l y i n f l e x i b l e 

a t t i t u d e to e x t e r n a l data w i t h an all-encompassing comprehension i s the 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t f i n a l l y becomes embedded a t the n o v e l ' s c l o s e . 

Hence, she i s almost haunted by these f l i m s y , i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l pop songs 

which a r e a s f r a g i l e and tenuous i n her experience a s her own 

d i s c o v e r i e s a r e i n an attempted understanding of the T r i s t e r o and the 

t r u e f o r c e s t h a t are shaping her e x i s t e n c e . Moreover, t h e i r almost 

random nature, coming a s they do from the most obscure reaches of the 

music c h a r t s , p a r a l l e l s the randomness of Oedipa's own chosen data i n 

her s e a r c h ; and prompts an awareness t h a t what she l e a r n s i s u n l i k e l y to 

be c o n c l u s i v e or t r a n s f i g u r i n g , but r a t h e r e q u a l l y a s i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l . 
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The music and her d i s c o v e r i e s can only be r e l e v a n t i f they a r e 

c o n s i d e r e d a s p a r t of a total framework, i n which ' everything is 

connected' (.GS p. 703). The Crying of Lot 49 a n t i c i p a t e s the treatment 

of paranoia i n the f o l l o w i n g novel, where t h i s s t a t e of complete 

paranoia i s an i n t e g r a l f e a t u r e i n a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the u n i v e r s e t h a t 

p a s s e s beyond the d u a l i t y of s u b j e c t / o b j e c t perception. The Crying of 

Lot 49 i s concerned r a t h e r with the d i f f i c u l t y of e x i s t i n g with l i m i t e d 

d a t a such a s Oedipa's i n a world t h a t demands o b j e c t i v i t y and r a t i o n a l 

thought. Music, i n t h i s context, i s f r e q u e n t l y a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the 

a r e a s t h a t l i e beyond t h i s lamentably narrow pe r c e p t i o n of the world -

i t poses a c h a l l e n g e to the C a r t e s i a n d i v i s i o n of s u b j e c t and o b j e c t , 

t h e d i v i s i o n t h a t marks out Oedipa's a l i e n a t i o n and i s d i s t i l l e d a t the 

n o v e l ' s c l o s e to the image of ones and z e r o e s t a u n t i n g her menacingly. 

T h i s p o i n t i s made by David Cowart, w i t h r e f e r e n c e to more than 

s p e c i f i c a l l y The Crying of Lot 49: 'Music, i n these books, seems always 

t o h i n t a t the e x t r a dimensions of experience t h a t one m i s s e s because of 

t h e narrow range of f r e q u e n c i e s - p h y s i c a l or s p i r i t u a l - t o which one 

i s a t t u n e d . ' 7 The idea appears conspicuously when Oedipa encounters a 

convention of deaf-mutes a t a h o t e l dance: 

Each couple on the f l o o r danced whatever was i n the f e l l o w ' s head: 

tango, two-step, bossa nova, s l o p . But how long, Oedipa thought, 

could i t go on before c o l l i s i o n s became a s e r i o u s hindrance? There 

would have to be c o l l i s i o n s . The only a l t e r n a t i v e was some 

unthinkable order of music, many rhythms, a l l keys a t once, a 

choreography i n which each couple meshed easy, p r e d e s t i n e d . 
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Something they a l l heard with an e x t r a sense atrophied i n h e r s e l f . 

(CL pp.90-1) 

Cowart i d e n t i f i e s the predominance of a t r o p h i e d s e n s e s i n Oedipa's 

outlook t h a t t h i s p o i n t s towards and the p o l a r i t y i t embodies, being, a s 

a s i l e n c e f i l l e d w ith music, the opposite t o muzak (sound t h a t i s not 

heard). Indeed, the passage i s of s u b s t a n t i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . The 

dancers, we note, a r e deaf mutes, suggesting a heightened s e n s i t i v i t y . 

T h i s same awareness i s approached, a l b e i t b r i e f l y , by Oedipa, another 

glimpse perhaps of the 'voluptuous f i e l d ' mentioned above. The p o i n t e r 

i s unambiguously towards a wider range of dimensions than Oedipa can 

imagine, and s i g n i f i c a n t l y , an ar e a even i f experienced f o r which t h e r e 

i s l i t t l e scope f o r v e r b a l d e s c r i p t i o n or communication. T h i s i t s e l f 

i r o n i c a l l y p r e c l u d e s i t from c o n s i d e r a t i o n - 'Oedipa, with no name f o r 

i t , was only demoralized. She c u r t s i e d and f l e d ' (.CL p.91). 

T h i s opening up of l i m i t l e s s p o s s i b i l i t i e s i s s i g n i f i e d c o n s i s t e n t l y 

by music. David Cowart r e c o g n i z e s the use t h a t Pynchon makes of music 

theory, and i n p a r t i c u l a r the s i g n i f i c a n c e of avant-garde e l e c t r o n i c 

music i n t h i s context: 'Oedipa Kaas d i s c o v e r s t h a t her country has been 

operating only on a well-tempered s c a l e , one t h a t excludes too many 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r v a r i e t y and c h o i c e . " 3 The 

well-tempered s c a l e he speaks of imposes s p e c i f i c p i t c h e s a t gradated 

p o i n t s i n the octave. I t i s r i g i d and e a s i l y defined, and as such i s 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of an a t t i t u d e t h a t must f o r Oedipa be surpassed i f an 

ul t i m a t e e x p r e s s i o n and understanding of the m u s i c / s i t u a t i o n i s t o be 

achieved. J u s t a s the spaces between the s p e c i f i e d notes of the w e l l -

tempered s c a l e a r e passed over, so Oedipa i s unable to accept or 
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accommodate every s i g n i f i e r and nuance of p o t e n t i a l meaning from her 

environment. T h i s h e l p s to e x p l a i n the r e l e v a n c e of the ' s t r i c t l y 

e l e c t r o n i c music p o l i c y ' a t The Scope bar (CL p.31) - i t promotes the 

music of composers such a s Stockhausen who sought t o tr a n s c e n d the w e l l -

tempered s c a l e , working w i t h and beyond the twelve-tone c o n s t r a i n t s . 

The i n t e n t i o n i s to a l l o w an i n f i n i t y of p o s s i b i l i t y w i t h i n the c r e a t i v e 

a c t ; hence the b i z a r r e range of equipment a t The Scope: '"Ve got a whole 

back room f u l l of your audio o s c i l l a t o r s , gunshot machines, c o n t a c t 

mikes, e v e r y t h i n g man'" (CL p.31). The same idea appears i n Vineland, 

a s Van Meter removes the f r e t s from h i s b a s s g u i t a r , s e e i n g i n the a c t 

' f u r t h e r dimensions, the a b o l i t i o n of given s c a l e s , the r e s t o r a t i o n of a 

premodal innocence i n which a l l the notes of the u n i v e r s e would be 

a v a i l a b l e t o him' (WIT p.224). The c o n t r a s t i s important, a s The Scope's 

music i s a background, a t a r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y stage i n Oedipa's quest, t o 

her d e s i r e to connect i n l o g i c a l s t e p s her morsels of d i s c o v e r y . Behind 

her, the i n f i n i t e range of sound i s a l u r k i n g testament to the v a n i t y of 

her i n t e n t i o n s . I t i s a reminder of a wholeness, i n which an i s o l a t e d 

p a r t cannot by i t s e l f impart any r e v e l a t i o n . 

In the l a s t few pages of the novel the a l i e n a t i o n t h a t has been 

encroaching s t e a d i l y around Oedipa i s complete. Her l a s t hope, the 

nameless f a c e i n The Greek Vay bar, d e s e r t s her; the luxury of r e f e r e n c e 

point, of dimensional f o o t h o l d s has gone. Pynchon draws the scene thus: 

She stood between the p u b l i c booth and the rented c a r i n the night, 

her i s o l a t i o n complete, and t r i e d to f a c e toward the sea. But she'd 

l o s t her bearings. She turned p i v o t i n g on one s t a c k e d h e e l , could 

f i n d no mountains e i t h e r . As i f there could be no b a r r i e r s between 
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h e r s e l f and the r e s t of the land. San Harciso a t t h a t moment l o s t 

(the l o s s pure, i n s t a n t , s p h e r i c a l , the sound of a s t a i n l e s s 

o r c h e s t r a l chime held among the s t a r s and s t r u c k l i g h t l y ) , gave up 

i t s r e s i d u e of uniqueness f o r her; became a name again, was assumed 

back i n t o the American community of c r u s t and mantle. (CL pp.122-3) 

She has pushed her stamina f o r I n v e s t i g a t i o n to the l i m i t - she cannot 

determine more about her environment without t a k i n g i t on i n i t s 

e n t i r e t y . The moment c a r e f u l l y d e l i n e a t e s two l e v e l s , however. The 

semi-conscious f a t i g u e d s t a t e of her night i n San F r a n c i s c o brought a 

f l e e t i n g sense of place, i n d i c a t e d i n the o r c h e s t r a metaphor, and 

glimpsed a g a i n a t the deaf-mutes' dance. T h i s endures but cannot be 

maintained, an ambivalence f i r s t manifested back i n Chapter One a s 'what 

remained y e t had somehow, before t h i s , s t a y e d away' (CL p.12). The l o s s 

of t h i s i s embodied i n the ' s t a i n l e s s o r c h e s t r a l chime', and the 

r e s u l t i n g environment i s i d e n t i c a l , but not one t h a t can be r e c o n c i l e d 

w i t h her f a l t e r i n g quest. The v i s i o n burned i n t o her memory cannot 

s u r v i v e the h a r s h l i g h t of sober a n a l y s i s . The musical l i n e s have 

become r a i l w a y l i n e s , and she s t a n d s between the c o l d s t e e l r a i l s hoping 

perhaps f o r a new r e v e l a t i o n . The hard, t a n g i b l e t r a n s l a t i o n i n t o her 

p r e s e n t waking mind can no longer l e a d anywhere: 'Becoming c o n s c i o u s of 

the hard, s t r u n g presence she stood on - knowing as i f maps had been 

f l a s h e d f o r her on the sky how t h e s e t r a c k s ran on i n t o others, o t h e r s , 

knowing they la c e d , deepened, a u t h e n t i c a t e d the great night around her' 

(CL p.124). 

Again, i t i s music, i n the o r c h e s t r a ' s f i n a l note, t h a t l i n k s her 

w i t h the l a s t f l e e t i n g sense of a tenuous u n i t y i n her world. The 
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p a s s i n g of the s u b l i m i n a l musical moment i s one of needing to l o c a t e 

b e a r i n g s (but l o s i n g them), of needing to f e e l the v i t a l r e l e v a n c e of 

the p l a c e she i s i n (but s e e i n g i t become simply 'a name a g a i n ' ) . I t i s 

the same o b s e r v a t i o n as S l o t h r o p ' s i n Gravity's Rainbow - 'Two o r d e r s of 

being, looking i d e n t i c a l ' (G#p.202> - t h a t holds him f l i c k e r i n g 

momentarily between a connectedness and u n i t y , and f r i g h t e n e d 

d i s l o c a t i o n . Oedlpa has to re-mark the boundaries of perception, t o 

t i g h t e n her hold on, she hopes, a r a t i o n a l l y - j u s t i f i e d world. The 

r e s u l t , t r a g i c a l l y , but i n e v i t a b l y , i s deeper a l i e n a t i o n . 

Gravity's Rainbow i s a marked advance upon the previous novel i n 

s e v e r a l senses, but most s i g n i f i c a n t perhaps i s the more a s s e r t i v e 

j e t t i s o n i n g of s u b j e c t / o b j e c t d u a l i t y - embodied and dramatized by 

S l o t h r o p who l i t e r a l l y merges with h i s surroundings; and present more 

fundamentally i n a c y c l i c a l cosmic u n i t y which u n i t e s opposites, s e e s 

c o n t i n u i t y and connectedness i n a l l t h i n g s and invokes a self-imposed 

n i h i l i s t i c c u r s e on those who seek to a s s e r t complexity on u n i t y and 

l i n e a r i t y on c i r c u l a r i t y . Transcendent hope i s a tenuous presence, but 

more f u l l y e xplored than i n The Crying of Lot 49. The s h o r t e r novel i s 

p r i m a r i l y a study of Oedipa, a r a t i o n a l l y - t h i n k i n g , i f flawed heroine, 

a s her name suggest an i n h e r i t o r of the Western fondness f o r s o l v i n g 

r i d d l e s . The experience she undergoes i n The Crying of Lot 49, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n r e l a t i o n to her p a r t i n the musical analogy d i s c u s s e d 

above, i s c o n t r a s t e d by her husband Xucho. H i s ' r e g u l a r c r i s e s of 

conscience' (.CL p.7) about h i s work push him towards the use of LSD. 

Oedipa's i n t e g r i t y and stubborn r e f u s a l to compromise her own quest 

prevent her from adopting i t h e r s e l f . Her determination i s o b s e s s i v e -

she 'would be damned i f she'd take the c a p s u l e s he'd given her. 
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L i t e r a l l y damned' (CL p. 11). Vhat Hucho dramatizes, though, i s a 

n e c e s s a r y counterbalance t o Oedipa's gradual hardening of i n t e n t , and he 

alone experiments w i t h a method of approach which acknowledges the 

a r b i t r a r i n e s s of the l i m i t s of her proudly maintained o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y . 

At the beginning of the novel we f i r s t see Kucho a t odds w i t h h i s 

work as a d i s c jockey, supported by Oedipa's l a c o n i c comment t h a t he i s 

'too s e n s i t i v e ' (CL p.7). T h i s i s i n t r i g u i n g when we know of Oedipa's 

l a t e r problems, unable to be the 'true s e n s i t i v e ' who can animate 

J T e f a s t i s ' s machine, (CL p.74) and f r i g h t e n e d by the ' e x t r a sense' 

d i s p l a y e d by the deaf-mutes. A d i v i d i n g l i n e can, i t seems, be drawn 

between Oedipa with her doggedly sober r a t i o n a l i s m , and b a s i c a l l y , the 

r e s t . I t would be convenient to d i s m i s s Mucho from c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

because of h i s use of LSD, and the f a c t t h a t by so doing he e f f e c t i v e l y 

becomes u s e l e s s to Oedipa. T h i s l a s t p o i n t i s undeniable, but we have 

a l s o to c o n s i d e r whether Oedipa's quest, d e s p i t e i t s heroism and 

i n t e g r i t y , would be enhanced or exacerbated by a c l o s e r a f f i n i t y with 

Kucho's outlook. I t should be painted out t h a t Fynchon's use of LSD i n 

the novel operates on two l e v e l s . F i r s t l y , a s a drug, d i s t o r t i n g 

c o n s c i o u s r e a l i t y and r e n d e r i n g i t s user v i r t u a l l y unable to operate i n 

a conventional s o c i e t y . T h i s might seem to a l l y i t to the ' n a r c o s i s * 

d i s c u s s e d above, and as such i s a negative f a r c e , obscuring c l e a r 

d e f i n i t i o n s and imposing a d i s t o r t i n g l e n s on the user. Secondly and 

more importantly, however, i t i s a means of a l l o w i n g a c c e s s to the 

realms of the unconscious not normally, i n Western t r a d i t i o n , 

acknowledged. Pynchon p l a c e s the r e l e v a n t d e f i n i t i o n i n the mouth of Dr 

H i l a r i u s : '"You know, with the LSD, we're f i n d i n g , the d i s t i n c t i o n 

begins to vanish. Egos l o s e t h e i r sharp edges. But I never took the 
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drug, I chose t o remain i n r e l a t i v e paranoia, where a t l e a s t I know who 

I am and who the o t h e r s a r e 1 " (CL p.94). Oedipa r e f u s e s i t p o i n t blank, 

and t h i s might suggest Pynchon dramatizing i n extreme terms a 

fundamental t r a i t of her c h a r a c t e r . Her statement of i n t e n t : " ' I want 

to see i f t h e r e ' s a connection, I'm c u r i o u s " ' (CL p.52) i s a comment of 

profound i m p l i c a t i o n . I t i s her c u l t i v a t e d , c o n d i t i o n e d nature t o seek, 

to r a t i o n a l i z e , an impulse t h a t i s well-documented i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g . 

The r e s u l t of t h i s i s f r u s t r a t i n g , and she u l t i m a t e l y only I n t e n s i f i e s 

her a l i e n a t i o n and j e o p a r d i z e s her s a n i t y . Mucho, a t the other extreme, 

a c h i e v e s a s t a t e of s t r o n g i d e n t i t y with h i s environment, a l b e i t a t the 

expense of removing h i m s e l f from the a c t i o n . Pynchon must, i t seems, be 

prompting us to c o n s i d e r a t l e a s t a middle ground, wherein a c o n s c i o u s 

a s s i m i l a t i o n of the environment i s a l l i e d w ith a contentedness and a 

s t a b i l i t y d e r i v e d from what i s felt a s much a s from what i s l e a r n t . 

Accepting perhaps the i m p r o b a b i l i t y of such a s t a t e , Pynchon does put 

Oedipa i n touch w i t h emotions t h a t a t l e a s t r e c o g n i z e the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

t h i s . When she i s with Cohen during Chapter Four, h i s dandelion wine, 

and h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of where he obtained the dandelions ('"in a 

cemetery, two y e a r s ago. How the cemetery i s gone. They took i t out 

f o r the E a s t San Hareiso Freeway'" (CL pp.65-6)) cause her to r e g i s t e r , 

tenuously, Ketzger's r e l a t i o n of the same event. The connection induces 

a momentarily expansive awareness, a f l e e t i n g v i s i o n of the 

c o n f i g u r a t i o n of f a c t s , events, impulses t h a t make up her experience: 

She could, a t t h i s stage of things, r e c o g n i z e s i g n a l s l i k e t h a t , a s 

the e p i l e p t i c i s s a i d t o - an odour, colour, pure p i e r c i n g grace 

note sounding h i s s e i z u r e . Afterwards i t i s only t h i s s i g n a l , 
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r e a l l y dross, t h i s s e c u l a r announcement, and never what i s r e v e a l e d 

during the a t t a c k , t h a t he remembers. Oedipa wondered whether, a t 

the end of t h i s ( i f i t were supposed to end), she too might not be 

l e f t with only compiled memories of c l u e s , announcements, 

i n t i m a t i o n s , but never the c e n t r a l t r u t h i t s e l f , which must somehow 

each time be too b r i g h t f o r her memory to hold: which must always 

b l a z e out, d e s t r o y i n g i t s own message i r r e v e r s i b l y , l e a v i n g an over­

exposed blank when the o r d i n a r y world came back. (CL p.66) 

Oedipa's own thoughts are the most r e v e a l i n g : she acknowledges the 

i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l i t y of 'compiled memories of c l u e s ' and c o n s i d e r s the 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y of her goal: 'She glanced down the c o r r i d o r of Cohen's 

room i n the r a i n and saw, f o r the very f i r s t time, how f a r i t might be 

p o s s i b l e to get l o s t i n t h i s 1 (CL p.66). She has, however, sensed, i f 

not r e c a l l e d , a wider s i g n i f i c a n c e i n her world. 'The c e n t r a l t r u t h ' 

i t s e l f has been touched, without any l a s t i n g understanding. L a t e r , i n a 

moment of u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c stillness on D r i b l e t t e ' s grave, the f u r i o u s 

a c t i v i t y of her s e a r c h s h e l v e d f o r a while, the same f e e l i n g emerges: 

Perhaps - she f e l t b r i e f l y penetrated, as i f the b r i g h t winged t h i n g 

had a c t u a l l y made i t t o the s a n c t u a r y of her h e a r t [...] She waited 

f o r the winged b r i g h t n e s s to announce i t s s a f e a r r i v a l . But t h e r e 

was s i l e n c e . O r i b l e t t e , she c a l l e d . The s i g n a l echoing down 

t w i s t e d m i l e s of b r a i n c i r c u i t r y . D r i b l e t t e ! But as with Maxwell's 

Demon, so now. E i t h e r she could not communicate, or he d i d not 

e x i s t . (CL p.112) 
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Oedipa, we see, i s p a r t y to, but unable to accept the f e e l i n g without 

awarding i t ' t a n g i b l e ' e x i s t e n c e or non-existence. I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n 

t h i s s c e n a r i o t h a t what she a t t a i n s i s an equal i n v a s i o n of the r a t i o n a l 

mind a s Hucho's LSD e x p e r i e n c e s might be, but f o r her the tone i s 

u n e q u i v o c a l l y negative: 'The toothaches got worse, she dreamed of 

disembodied v o i c e s from whose malignance t h e r e was no appeal, the s o f t 

dusk of m i r r o r s out of which something was about to walk, and empty 

rooms t h a t waited f o r her. Your g y n a e c o l o g i s t has no t e s t f o r what she 

was pregnant with' (.CL p. 121). What Hucho's s t a t e r e p r e s e n t s i s an 

approach to the world i n which ' e x t e r n a l ' phenomena do not a u t o m a t i c a l l y 

imply a d i s t i n c t s e p a r a t i o n from the s e l f , imposing a d e f i n i t i o n and 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h a t data. Rather i t advocates c o - e x i s t e n c e - an 

a f f i n i t y with surroundings t h a t can be simply t h a t . Oedipa, 'brought up 

[...] b e l i e v i n g i n the primacy of the "conscious" s e l f <G2?p.l53) a s we 

hear of C a r r o l l Eventyr i n Gravity's Rainbow, needs to f o r c e 

i n t e r a c t i o n , to d e f i n e the borders of her s e l f more c l e a r l y . She and 

Kucho s t a n d simply f o r two modes of p e r c e p t i o n - and to approach these 

c h a r a c t e r s with such e q u a l i t y would seem to be a more e q u i t a b l e r e a c t i o n 

t o the novel than automatic endorsement of Oedipa's determination -

consigning, a s t h i s l a t t e r view does, the r e l e v a n c e of Kucho to the 

s t a t u s of f a i l e d a c c e s s o r y . The nature of the d i f f e r e n c e between them 

i s expressed, a p p r o p r i a t e l y , through music. As Oedipa moves semi-aware 

through 'night's sonorous score ' , Mucho inhabits h i s music, a world t h a t 

must have e s s e n t i a l r e l e v a n c e to the h e r o i n e ' s predicament. 

Oedipa's l a s t genuine sympathy f o r her husband comes a t the 

beginning of Chapter Two. At t h i s stage they a r e both s t i l l on the 

'outside' a s f a r as h i s l a t e r LSD-induced contentment i n concerned. She 
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imagines him watching a f e l l o w d i s c jockey a t the r a d i o s t a t i o n who i s 

' r e a l l y tuned i n to the voice, v o i c e s , the music, i t s message, 

surrounded by i t , digging i t , a s were a l l the f a i t h f u l i t went out to: 

d i d Mucho s t a n d outside Studio A looking i n , knowing t h a t even i f he 

could hear i t he couldn't b e l i e v e i n i t ? ' (CL p. 15). At the other end 

of the novel the s i t u a t i o n has transformed d r a m a t i c a l l y . A f t e r the 

sequence of Oedipa's nightmare wanderings i n San F r a n c i s c o the prose i s 

charged with the immediacy of music t h a t has shadowed her experience, 

both i n metaphor and r e a l i t y . Mucho's manner i n i t i a l l y d i s t u r b s her, 

and then a comment he makes suddenly opens out i n t o a r e v e l a t i o n of the 

change t h a t has taken p l a c e i n him: 

'There are seventeen v i o l i n s on t h a t c u t , 1 Mucho s a i d , 'and one of 

them - I can't t e l l where he was because i t ' s monaural here, damn.' 

I t dawned on her t h a t he was t a l k i n g about the Muzak. I t had been 

seeping i n , i n i t s s u b l i m i n a l , u n i d e n t i f i a b l e way s i n c e they'd 

ente r e d the place, a l l s t r i n g s , reeds, muted br a s s . (CL p.98) 

Immediately we are s t r u c k by the a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s of the s i t u a t i o n - a 

sharpened s e n s i t i v i t y t o music - a f t e r a dense, d i f f i c u l t c h a p t e r i n 

which Oedipa has been u n c e r t a i n l y l o c a t e d i n a v a s t metaphorical s c o r e , 

unable to determine her p o s i t i o n or d i r e c t i o n by conscious a n a l y s i s , and 

has f l e d a t the s i g h t of a group of people responding to an 'unthinkable 

order of music' (CL p.90) i n a s u b l i m i n a l , i n t u i t i v e f a s h i o n . Then, 

Mucho suggests the f o l l o w i n g : 
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'His E s t r i n g , ' Xucho s a i d , ' I t ' s a few c y c l e s sharp. He can't be a 

s t u d i o musician. Do you t h i n k somebody c o u l d do the dinosaur bone 

b i t with t h a t one s t r i n g , Oed? V l t h j u s t h i s s e t of notes on t h a t 

cut. F i g u r e out what h i s ear i s l i k e , and then the musculature of 

h i s hands and arms, and e v e n t u a l l y the e n t i r e man. God, wouldn't 

t h a t be wonderful.' (CL p.98) 

The idea i s a s t a r t l i n g l y p e r t i n e n t analogue to the t a s k Oedipa has 

taken on with the T r i s t e r o , and Pynchon's dark i r o n y cues her r e p l y of 

'"Why should you want t o ? " ' (CL p.98). T h i s i s exactly what she has 

been attempting, but the o b l i q u e n e s s of the comparison causes only 

bewilderment. Vhat Mucho then proclaims g i v e s a t o t a l l y new outlook on 

her s i t u a t i o n : 

'But I can do the same t h i n g i n r e v e r s e . L i s t e n to anything and 

take i t a p a r t again. Spectrum a n a l y s i s , i n my head. I can break 

down chords, and timbres, and words too i n t o a l l the b a s i c 

f r e q u e n c i e s and harmonies, with a l l t h e i r d i f f e r e n t loudnesses, and 

l i s t e n t o them, each pure tone, but a l l a t once.' (CL p.98) 

His s t a r t i n g point i s the t o t a l i t y of the s i t u a t i o n , a v a s t 

i n t e r c o n n e c t e d whole, from which he can i d e n t i f y the c o n s t i t u e n t p a r t s , 

the musician who can annotate an e n t i r e s c o r e from simply hearing the 

music. Oedipa's f a t e i s t h a t she can only 'hear' one l i n e a t a time, 

and by c l i n g i n g to her c o n s c i o u s need t o r a t i o n a l i z e i s u n l i k e l y to 

a c h i e v e the same r e v e l a t i o n with the T r i s t e r o t h a t Nucho has with music. 

To do t h i s would r e q u i r e a f r e e i n g from the c o n s t r a i n t s of t h r e e -
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dimensional p e r s p e c t i v e , a s t a t e Pynchon suggests i s dogged by the 

c e n t u r i e s of c o n d i t i o n i n g i n s i d e a Cartesian-dominated c i v i l i z a t i o n . 

The a b i l i t y t o s t e p o u t s i d e a r i g i d l y - c u l t i v a t e d o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y i s 

indeed observed i n LSD s u b j e c t s , and as i s d i s c u s s e d i n Chapter Four, 

the ensuing r e a l i z a t i o n i s r e l a t i v e l y s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d - a s one s u b j e c t 

s t a t e s : ' I t appeared r a t h e r obvious t h a t t h e r e are no l i m i t s i n the 

realm of s p i r i t and t h a t time and space a r e a r b i t r a r y c o n s t r u c t s of the 

mind.' 9 Kucho e x p r e s s e s the same sentiment e x a c t l y : 

'Everybody who s a y s the same words i s the same person i f the s p e c t r a 

a r e the same only they happen d i f f e r e n t l y i n time, you dig? But 

time i s a r b i t r a r y . You p i c k your z e r o point anywhere you want, t h a t 

way you can s h u f f l e each person's time l i n e sideways t i l l they a l l 

c o i n c i d e . Then you'd have t h i s big, God, maybe a couple hundred 

m i l l i o n chorus.' (CL pp.98-9) 

Pynchon 1s escape c l a u s e , perhaps, i s hidden i n h i s humour. Hucho's 

s t a t u s a s a c h a r a c t e r i s undermined. H i s f a r e w e l l t o Oedipa i s 

punctuated by sharp irony: 'At the s t a t i o n they k i s s e d goodbye, a l l of 

them. As Hucho walked away he was w h i s t l i n g something complicated, 

twelve-tone' (CL p.100). T h i s , though, i s Pynchon's c h a r a c t e r i s t i c mode 

of understatement - i f Hucho's s t a t u s i s d i s s o l v i n g i n our e n q u i r i n g 

minds, he i s d i s s o l v i n g on the page anyway - ('"He's l o s i n g h i s i d e n t i t y 

Edna, how e l s e can I put i t ? " ' (CL p . 9 7 ) ) . Ve must remember Pynchon's 

v i r t u o s i t y a s a l i b e r a t e d and u n i n h i b i t e d wordsmith - i n Gravity's 

Rainbow the human l i n k with the c o n t i n u i t y and resonance of the u n i v e r s e 

i s dramatized and p e r s o n i f i e d by the p h y s i c a l break-up of Slothrop. The 
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de v i c e i s v a l i d and e f f e c t i v e - n a t u r a l i s t i c f a i t h f u l n e s s was never an 

o b j e c t i v e . When Oedipa s a y s 'the day she'd l e f t him f o r San Hareiso was 

the day she'd seen Mucho f o r the l a s t time. So much of him had a l r e a d y 

d i s s i p a t e d ' iCL p. 100) we l o s e the p e r c e i v a b l e c h a r a c t e r , but Mucho's 

re l e v a n c e i s much the same a s S l o t h r o p ' s a s a commentary on the t e x t u a l 

c e n t r e . The s u g g e s t i o n of t h i s c o n c l u s i o n d e t r a c t s t e n t a t i v e l y from 

Thomas Schaub's a t t i t u d e to a fundamental concern i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g , 

t h a t of a d d r e s s i n g the n e c e s s i t y of the excluded middle: 

In Pynchon's w r i t i n g the imminence of death and the chances of a 

v i t a l a l t e r n a t i v e a re always s e t i n o p p o s i t i o n to one another [. . . ] 

t y p i c a l of the world ' i n a Vest of such extremes' (7. p.440), and 

are used by Pynchon a s a s t r u c t u r i n g d e v i c e and theme to 

c h a r a c t e r i z e the i n c r e a s i n g l y p o l a r i z e d S i t u a t i o n i n which modern 

western man f i n d s h i m s e l f . The primary f i g u r e s of h i s f i c t i o n a r e 

always caught between these poles, and experience the a l i e n a t i o n and 

ambiguity which accompany t h e i r l i v e s i n 'the excluded m i d d l e ' . 1 0 

Rather than t r a p p i n g o u r s e l v e s a l s o among 'the m a t r i c e s of a great 

d i g i t a l computer' (.CL p. 125) the music metaphors i n the novel point us 

towards a more open-ended a t t i t u d e , wherein the p o s s i b i l i t y of a ' v i t a l 

a l t e r n a t i v e ' i s not summarily trashed, but assumed i n an a t t i t u d e t o 

e x i s t e n c e t h a t a c c e p t s u n s e l f c o n s c i o u s l y the l i v i n g t e x t u r e of our world 

and a broader range of dimensions t h a t , though a l l experience, few can 

e x p r e s s or communicate - the same dimensions Pynchon i n v o l v e s us i n so 

deeply, even i f h i s heroine cannot s h a r e these without being ' L i t e r a l l y 

damned' (CL p.11). 
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CHAPTER TVO: PATTERN-PLAY ING -

AH INTRODUCTION TO GRAVITY'S RAINBOW 

H i s v o i c e sounded s h a r p l y , saying: 'Look here, Marlowe, I t h i n k I can 

understand your d e t e c t i v e i n s t i n c t to t i e e v e r y t h i n g t h a t happens i n t o 

one compact knot, but don't l e t i t run away with you. L i f e i s n ' t l i k e 

t h a t a t a l l - not l i f e a s I have known i t . ' 

Raymond Chandler, The Lady in the Lake 

Near the s t a r t of the second pa r t of Gravity's Rainbow Slothrop 

f i n d s h i m s e l f spread a c r o s s the abyss of the 'excluded middle', a s i t i s 

d e s c r i b e d i n The Crying of Lot 49 (.CL p. 125) - surrounded by c o n s p i r a c y 

and s i n i s t e r c o n t r o l , but unable to see any coherent end or a l l -

embracing c o n c l u s i o n to the f r u s t r a t i n g and p o t e n t i a l l y malevolent 

u n c e r t a i n t y : 'How d i d t h i s a l l t u r n a g a i n s t him so f a s t ? H i s f r i e n d s 

o l d and new, every l a s t b i t of paper and c l o t h i n g connecting him to what 

he's been, have j u s t , fucking, vanished. How can he meet t h i s with any 

kin d of grace?' <<3J?p.205). H is question i s addressed, o b l i q u e l y , i n 

many ways. The hope of l o c a t i n g a 'formula' with which to a t t a c k the 

problem i s l o s t i n a f o r c e d examination of surrounding environment which 

can r e l y on n e i t h e r order nor chaos, but has, u l t i m a t e l y , to accommodate 

both i n an honest p e r c e p t i o n of context. 
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S l o t h r o p ' s problem I s of s i m i l a r complexity to t h a t of the reader of 

Gravity's Rainbow, and an examination of the c e n t r a l f i g u r e i n t h i s 

r e s p e c t i s a u s e f u l p r e p a r a t i o n f o r a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the novel. Tony 

Tanner d e s c r i b e s the d i s o r i e n t i n g and i n i t i a l l y unexpected e f f e c t on the 

unwary reader of Pynchon's f i c t i v e world, and i n p a r t i c u l a r t h a t 

d i s p l a y e d i n Gravity's Rainbow. 'The reader does not move comfortably 

from some i d e a l "emptiness" of meaning to a s a t i s f y i n g f u l l n e s s , but 

i n s t e a d becomes i n v o l v e d i n a process i n which any p e r c e p t i o n can 

p r e c i p i t a t e a new confusion, and an apparent c l a r i f i c a t i o n turn i n t o a 

prelude to f u r t h e r d i f f i c u l t i e s . * 1 The approach suggested i s 

p a r a d o x i c a l - a (seemingly n e c e s s a r y ) c o n s t a n t a s s i m i l a t i o n of data of 

which the most notable c h a r a c t e r i s t i c i s i t s r e f u s a l to c r y s t a l l i z e i n t o 

i n t e l l i g i b l e form. An i n s t i n c t i v e r e a c t i o n i s panic, a d e s p e r a t i o n 

corresponding to S l o t h r o p ' s d e s c r i b e d above. V i t h more emphasis on 

o b s e r v a t i o n and acceptance than methodical enquiry however, a more 

f r u i t f u l a t t i t u d e can evolve. One s c e n a r i o which encourages t h i s 

sentiment i s a s u r r e a l s t r u c t u r e , Beaverboard Row, seen l a t e r i n the 

novel: ' I t seems to be some very e x t e n s i v e museum, a place of many 

l e v e l s , and new wings t h a t generate l i k e l i v i n g t i s s u e - though i f i t 

a l l does grow toward some end shape, those who are here i n s i d e can't see 

i t ' (.GR p.537). The place depicted s e r v e s w e l l a s a d e s c r i p t i o n of the 

novel i t s e l f . The i m p o s s i b i l i t y of f i n d i n g a d e f i n i t i v e comprehensible 

r e a l i t y w i t h i n t h i s s t r u c t u r e might be i n t e r p r e t e d a s a c u r s e on the 

worthy motiva t i o n s of the t r a d i t i o n a l quester. However, such a 

f o r m u l a t i o n i m p l i e s a s t r i c t C a r t e s i a n d i v i s i o n of observer and separate 

e v e n t s and o b j e c t s - p r e c i s e l y the d e t e r m i n i s t i c ethos t h a t i s under 

a t t a c k throughout the novel. T h i s i s the sentiment expressed by Sidney 
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S t e n c i l i n V., t h a t ' " s h o r t of anatomizing each s o u l , what hope has 

anyone of understanding a S i t u a t i o n ? " ' (V. p.470). B r i g a d i e r Pudding 

pr o v i d e s an e f f e c t i v e i l l u s t r a t i o n i n Gravity's Rainbow of the 

hopelessness of attempting an understanding of any phenomenon by way of 

methodical c a u s a l p r o g r e s s i o n . His b e l i e f i n a ' l i t e r a l Chain of 

Command' p r e c l u d e s h i s book on European p o l i t i c s from communicating 

anything meaningful. Ho base c r i t e r i a can ever be p e r c e i v e d to be 

s t a b l e , hence h i s f r u s t r a t i o n : '"Sever make i t , " he found h i m s e l f 

muttering a t the beginning of each day's work - " i t ' s changing out from 

under me. Oh dodgy, very dodgy"' (GR pp.76-7). The idea i s supported 

by Godel's Theorem, to which Pynchon r e f e r s openly. T h i s means t h a t : 

Pudding's Things That Can Happen in European Politics f o r 1931, the 

year of Godel's Theorem, don't give H i t l e r an outside chance. So, 

when laws of h e r e d i t y are l a i d down, m i l i t a n t s w i l l be born. Even 

a s d e t e r m i n i s t a p i e c e of hardware a s the A4 r o c k e t w i l l begin 

spontaneously g e n e r a t i n g items l i k e the 'S-Gerat' Slothrop t h i n k s 

he's c h a s i n g l i k e a g r a i l . (GJ?p.275> 

I t i s 'the end of h i s t o r y ' to which Pointsman r e f e r s (.GR p.56), a 

r e c o g n i t i o n of the e t e r n a l u n c e r t a i n t y i n a u n i v e r s e where connectedness 

can be sensed, but i s beyond the grasp of the c o n s c i o u s mind. I t i s a t 

the h e a r t of what p h y s i c i s t s during the 1980s came to recognize a s Chaos 

Theory. The movement f i n d s i t s t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y i n t e l l e c t u a l h e r i t a g e 

i n the work of E i n s t e i n , Bohr, and the other p i o n e e r s of r e l a t i v i t y and 

quantum mechanics, but Chaos Theory opens the f i e l d much wider, t a k i n g 

i t s experimental data from the most commonplace systems. I n the terms 
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of the theory 'the s i m p l e s t systems are now seen to c r e a t e 

e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y d i f f i c u l t problems of p r e d i c t a b i l i t y . Yet order a r i s e s 

spontaneously i n those systems - chaos and order t o g e t h e r ' . 2 The 

s c i e n t i s t s ' approach i s , broadly speaking, to observe e x i s t i n g data i n a 

much l e s s s t r u c t u r e d , premeditated way; t o acknowledge the p a t t e r n s 

e x i s t e n t i n nature and to avoid a c o e r c i o n of these i n t o a d e f i n i t i v e 

t h e o r e t i c a l framework. As such, the concepts are a t home i n Pynchon's 

w r i t i n g . Even i n the hands of Veissmann, master of manipulation and 

c o n t r o l , the enduring unknown always provides the p o s s i b i l i t y of chaos, 

even i f t h i s i s the r e s u l t of many orders operating a t c r o s s purposes. 

As he s a y s t o Pokier: '"How can anyone p r e d i c t where y o u ' l l go? We'll 

see how i t a l l develops'" (Gi?p.428>. As the t e x t u a l forage through the 

Zone approaches an end the same t r u t h s t i l l remains. As P i r a t e P r e n t i c e 

i s t o l d , '"by the time you get any summary, the whole t h i n g w i l l have 

changed" ' <<?J? pp. 540-1). 

S l o t h r o p may not understand d i r e c t l y the s i g n i f i c a n c e of these 

ideas, but does a t l e a s t i n t u i t i v e l y f e e l them to be p a r t of the 

movement around him. T h i s i s h i s r e a l i z a t i o n on s e e i n g 'big g l o b u l a r 

raindrops, t h i c k a s honey, begin to s p l a t i n t o g i a n t a s t e r i s k s on the 

pavement, i n v i t i n g him to look down a t the bottom of the t e x t of the 

day, where footnotes w i l l e x p l a i n a l l . He i s n ' t about to look. Nobody 

ever s a i d a day has to be j u g g l e d i n t o any kind of sense a t day's end' 

(Gi? p.204). The passage marks a turning-point. I t i s at t h i s s tage 

t h a t S l o t h r o p departs from h i s f e l l o w q u e s ter Oedipa Maas. She e x i s t s 

a s an i n t e l l i g e n t but r a t i o n a l l y - m o t i v a t e d i n d i v i d u a l d r i v e n to near-

i n s a n i t y by the l i t t e r of s i g n i f i c a n c e s t h a t she cannot form i n t o a 

meaningful p a t t e r n . The same agony i s E n z i a n ' s i n Gravity's Rainbow, a s 
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he i s a s s a u l t e d by an overflow of d e t a i l s which ' s w i r l l i k e fog, each 

p a r t i c l e with i t s own a r r a y of f o r c e s and d i r e c t i o n s . . . he can't handle 

them a l l a t the same time, i f he s t a y s too much with any he's i n danger 

of l o s i n g o t h e r s . . . ' (Gi? pp.326-7). Slothrop p a s s e s t h i s point, h a l t i n g 

momentarily i n the s t a s i s of despair, making an oath and continuing. I t 

i s something of a p a r a l l e l to L e n i ' s p a s s i o n a t e i n t u i t i o n f o r the p u r e s t 

moment: 'the l e v e l you reach, with both f e e t i n , when you l o s e your 

f e a r , you l o s e i t a l l ' (Gffp. 159). S l o t h r o p ' s own v e r s i o n communicates 

a s i m i l a r impression of r e l e a s e , of freedom: 'a c l u t c h mechanism between 

him and T h e i r i r o n - c a s e d engine f a r up away i n a power t r a i n whose shape 

and design he has to guess at, a c l u t c h he can disengage, f e e l i n g then 

a l l h i s i n e r t i a of motion, h i s r e a l h e l p l e s s n e s s . . . i t i s not e x a c t l y 

unpleasant, e i t h e r ' (Gffp.207). The moment f u l f i l l s i n a sense the 

c o n v i c t i o n of Roger Mexico that cause-and-effeet has gone too f a r , and 

one must ' s t r i k e o f f a t some other a n g l e 1 (.GR p.88). I t i s an impulse 

of surrender, but p o s i t i v e l y so. From t h i s p oint onwards Slothrop, and 

we, a s r e a d e r s confront a new dilemma, the r e s o l u t i o n of which w i l l 

d i c t a t e our a b i l i t y to i n t e r a c t s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y w i t h the t e x t , and ( i n 

S l o t h r o p ' s case) to confront the morass of d e t a i l t h a t f i l l s the Zone. 

The l o s s of paranoid l i n k a g e s i s a r e l e a s e , but a l s o a burden - frames 

of r e f e r e n c e become b l u r r e d and d i s t o r t e d - what i s t h e r e t o hold on t o ? 

I n a piece of f i t t i n g symbolism S l o t h r o p f i n d s h i m s e l f i n a balloon, 

unanachored, moving a t the w i l l of the elements without c o n t r o l , without 

d e s t i n a t i o n . The scene i s somewhat r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the whole Zone 

ethos. Such surrender y i e l d s u n c e r t a i n rewards: 'There i s no a c t i o n the 

balloon can take. Binary d e c i s i o n s have l o s t meaning i n here' (GR 

p.335). The h e l p l e s s n e s s i s r e c a l l e d by S l o t h r o p a s he c o n s i d e r s a n t i -
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paranoia, 'where nothing i s connected t o anything, a c o n d i t i o n not many 

of us can bear f o r long t . . . ] E i t h e r They have put him here f o r a 

reason, or he's j u s t here. He i s n ' t s u r e t h a t he wouldn't, a c t u a l l y , 

r a t h e r have t h a t reason...' (.GS p.434). Slothrop e f f e c t i v e l y dramatizes 

the l i n k between the two s t a t e s of extreme. He i s content w i t h n e i t h e r 

s i t u a t i o n , and i n f a c t the a s s u r a n c e of p l o t and c o n s p i r a c y would be a 

not wholly unwelcome presence. There i s an approach to the complexity 

of the s i t u a t i o n , however, t h a t a c c e p t s the mess of chaos and order, but 

simply attempts an informed r e a c t i o n t o i t , I t a r i s e s when S l o t h r o p i s 

provided with a new i d e n t i t y on h i s l e a v i n g the Casino. The e x e c u t i o n 

of t h i s p rocess we, and he, can see to be an o r c h e s t r a t e d plan, s p e c i f i c 

components a c t i n g out s p e c i f i c r o l e s . As f o r i t s p l a c e i n the larger 

s t r u c t u r e however, t h i s has d e l i c a t e l y been withdrawn from view. The 

e x p l a n a t i o n i s an important one: 

1Vhy are a l l you f o l k s h e l p i n g me l i k e t h i s ? For f r e e and a l l ? ' 

'Vho knows? Ve have to p l a y the p a t t e r n s . There must be a 

p a t t e r n you're i n , r i g h t now.' 

'Oh ' (<?i?p.257) 

' P l a y i n g the p a t t e r n s ' , i t would seem, i s a p o s s i b l e key to Zone 

e x i s t e n c e . G e l i T r i p p i n g echoes the sentiment: ' " I t ' s an arrangement," 

she t e l l s him. " I t ' s so unorganized out here. There have to be 

arrangements. Y o u ' l l f i n d out"' (Off p.290). 

Pynchon i s c a r e f u l enough not t o make the idea i n t o a dogmatic 

r e s o l u t i o n . I t i s an acknowledgement t h a t p a t t e r n s , orders, must e x i s t 

- 'arrangements f o r warmth, love, food, simple movement along roads' (.GR 
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pp.290-1) - f o r anything d i s c e r n i b l e , of any coherence, t o take p l a c e . 

Vhat i s beyond f e a s i b l e c o n s i d e r a t i o n , though, i s t h a t these p a t t e r n s 

can be f i x e d upon and i n t e r p r e t e d . They can have no s o l i d foundation, 

and the movement i s s t i l l i n i t s own way as u n p r e d i c t a b l e a s the b a l l o o n 

d r i f t i n g a c r o s s the Zone. As X a r g h e r i t a Erdmann s a y s , '"the two 

p a t t e r n s c r e a t e a t h i r d : a moire, a new world of f l o w i n g shadows, 

i n t e r f e r e n c e s " ' (62? p.395). The s i t u a t i o n f u s e s paranoia and a n t i -

paranoia - a constant awareness t h a t designs e x i s t , must do, i n f a c t , 

but by so being, c r e a t e t h e i r own chaos. Whether a meaningful e x i s t e n c e 

i n t h i s world e n t a i l s a design ( a l b e i t a f l e x i b l e one) or submission i t 

would not be appropriate to s t a t e . A p o i n t e r perhaps e x i s t s on the very 

f i r s t page of the novel. I n the opening scene we f o l l o w the journey of 

P i r a t e P r e n t i c e i n t o 'The Evacuation', a s u r r e a l p e n e t r a t i o n of the 

dimensionless urban l a b y r i n t h , 'pushing i n t o o l d e r and more d e s o l a t e 

p a r t s of the c i t y [...] ... r u i n o u s s e c r e t c i t i e s of the poor, p l a c e s 
t 

whose names he has never heard... (Gi?p,3>. The p l a c e i s one from 

which t h e r e i s no escape i n convenient, a c c e s s i b l e terms. Worse than a 

maze, i t i s a swamp-metropolis, once manufactured but l a t e r evolved i n t o 

a complexity of i n d i s t i n c t realms of order, perhaps chaos: ' I s t h i s the 

way out? Faces t u r n to the windows, but no one d a r e s ask, not out loud' 

(GJ?p.3). T h i s i s the n o v e l ' s f i r s t landscape, and a p p r o p r i a t e l y so. 

The n a r r a t o r ' s nod to the reader i s one of a d v i c e a s much a s i t i s 

d e s c r i p t i o n : 'Ho, t h i s i s not a disentanglement from, but a p r o g r e s s i v e 

knotting into' (GS p.3). These words demand an a t t i t u d e t h a t enshrouds 

the whole novel, implying a n e c e s s i t y t o inhabit r a t h e r than to s o l v e . 

As the novel u n f o l d s a disentanglement becomes impossible. The f a l l i n g 

away of each page cannot add to a catalogue of s i g n i f i c a n c e s , of 
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pocketable Ideas, but can r a t h e r only immerse us even more deeply i n a 

f i c t i o n a l t e r r a i n without r e f e r e n c e p o i n t s or p r o t r a c t e d ground l i n e s . 

Vhether ' p l a y i n g the p a t t e r n s ' or 'knotting into* imply a measured, 

unharrassed a s s i m i l a t i o n and p r o c e s s i n g of data or a double c u r s e of 

paranoia and a n t i - p a r a n o i a i n constant f l u c t u a t i o n i s u n c e r t a i n . 

Pynchon o f f e r s us a c h o i c e - a p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t f u s e s the two extremes, 

or a s t a t e of constant f l i p - f l o p p i n g between the two. I t i s p o t e n t i a l l y 

the one u n i v e r s a l movement seen from d i f f e r e n t vantage p o i n t s 

( p e r s p e c t i v e always being a fundamental i s s u e i n the n o v e l ) ; the same 

v i s i b l e paradox t h a t shows a constant flow of l i g h t from a l i g h t bulb. 

An a l t e r n a t i n g c u r r e n t , we know, c r e a t e s a s u c c e s s i o n of on/off o p t i c a l 

beats, but the r e a l i t y p e r c e i v e d i s the opposite - a v i s i b l e continuum. 

I t i s the k i n d of simultaneous mutual e x c l u s i o n and c o e x i s t e n c e t h a t 

Kathryn Hume re c o g n i z e s a s an important i s s u e i n Gravity's Rainbow, t h a t 

'when we c o n c e n t r a t e on one such order of being, we l o s e a l l sense of 

the o t h e r ' . 3 For Slothrop, i t i s a f a c t to be accepted and passed over: 

'Hot paranoia. J u s t how i t i s . Temporary a l l i a n c e s , k n i t and undone' 

(.GR p.291). 

To adopt a s i m i l a r a t t i t u d e i n a reading of the novel i s 

advantageous. Threads of d i s c e r n i b l e theme and development p r o l i f e r a t e 

c o n s t a n t l y , and any number can be pursued beyond t h e i r context to the 

p o i n t of obscuration, of v a r y i n g and d i s t o r t i n g emphasis. A duty t o the 

t e x t and t o Pynchon's f i c t i v e world, though, i s to acknowledge the 

fragments e q u a l l y , w h i l s t a c c e p t i n g what arrangements are evident 

without p r e j u d i c e . Alan J . Friedman and Manfred Puetz d e s c r i b e our a c t 

of p e r c e p t i o n as characteristically l i m i t e d , and suggest t h a t i t be 

recognized a s such, 'that a l l we u s u a l l y see on our wide t r a j e c t o r y of 
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a s c e n t and descent a r e i s o l a t e d beginnings, apexes, ends, or v a r i o u s 

other s u b s t r u c t u r e s of the rainbow curve of existence'.'* T h i s i s a 

r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t i t i s important t o remember, and s e r v e s a s a f i t t i n g 

i n t r o d u c t i o n to a study of the novel. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CIRCLE AND THE LINE 

I don't l i k e l i n e a r , but s p h e r a l people. 

Emerson, Journals 

I t i s a t r i b u t e t o Pynchon t h a t i n the twenty-seven y e a r s s i n c e the 

p u b l i c a t i o n of V. t h e r e have appeared a t l e a s t a s many books devoted to 

h i s w r i t i n g , b e s i d e s s e v e r a l hundred a r t i c l e s , t h e s e s and d i s s e r t a t i o n s , 

and even the o c c a s i o n a l study of the c r i t i c i s m i n i t s own r i g h t . 1 

V i t h i n t h i s blossoming i n d u s t r y , however, development has been f a s t , and 

s e v e r a l d i v e r s e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of h i s work have appeared. The p r o c e s s 

has not r e s u l t e d i n the e v o l u t i o n of ' s c h o o l s of thought' so much a s a 

c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y developing awareness t h a t somehow continues t o 

s y n t h e s i z e d i v e r s e t h e s e s . However, comparisons between the e a r l y and 

more r e c e n t c r i t i c i s m s t i l l h i g h l i g h t r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t a t t i t u d e s to 

some of the major preoccupations of h i s w r i t i n g . Bernard Duyfhuizen 

i d e n t i f i e s t h r e e phases of Pynchon c r i t i c i s m t h a t span t h i s development. 

The f i r s t was 'ove r l y concerned w i t h narrow r e a d i n g s of "entropy" and 

"paranoia" a s d i s t i n c t themes r a t h e r than i n t e g r a t e d f e a t u r e s i n a f u l l 

t e x t u a l m a t r i x ' . 2 The l a t e s t phase appears f i n a l l y to have rescued the 

c r i t i c a l community from what one c r i t i c c h a r a c t e r i z e s as: 
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the dark c r i t i c a l v i s i o n of the t e x t a s a n i h i l i s t i c chaos of 

u n c e r t a i n t y ; they r e s i t u a t e the novel i n a mythographic cosmos t h a t 

r e c l a i m s the p o s s i b i l i t y of transcendent c e r t a i n t y . Gravity's 

Rainbow comes t o f u l f i l 'hope' and ' p o s s i b i l i t y ' [...] i n abundance, 

s t r e s s i n g a humanistic ethos of 'kindness,' ' c a r i n g , ' and 'love' as 

Pynchon's u n i v e r s a l message. Moreover these c r i t i c s see Pynchon's 

a t t e n t i o n to messages from the 'Other S i d e ' a s examples of a 

transcendent v i s i o n underscoring a deeply h e l d - i f i c o n o c l a s t i c -

s p i r i t u a l i s m . 3 

One c r i t i c r e c e n t l y wrote t h a t Gravity's Rainbow ' i s not arch-shaped, a s 

i s commonly supposed. I t i s p l o t t e d l i k e a mandala, i t s quadrants 

c a r e f u l l y marked'.'* T h i s observation marks the boundary between the 

major s t a g e s of Pynchon c r i t i c i s m very w e l l - the f u l l e r s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

the mandala i n the novel i s d i s c u s s e d more comprehensively i n Chapter 

Four, but i t i s a c r i t i c a l emblem f o r the balance t h a t the novel 

e x p r e s s e s . Vhen George Levine reviewed the novel he s a i d t h a t ' i t i s a 

book of moments wonderfully, s a t i s f y l n g l y r e a l i z e d by Pynchon. The 

connections are m i n e 1 . 5 T h i s i s a premature acknowledgement of a 

concept not to come to f r u i t i o n f o r some y e a r s yet - t h a t the 'moments' 

are a s i f configured at e q u i d i s t a n c e around a u n i f i e d centre, and t h a t a 

v a l i d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n must recognize t h i s . The more a c c e s s i b l e response, 

however, was to assume a l i n e a r m e n t a l i t y a t work i n Gravity's Rainbow. 

T h i s r e s i d e s more e a s i l y i n s i d e t r a d i t i o n a l c r i t i c a l approaches, and 

provided f o r a time a convenient framework f o r an a n a l y s i s of the novel. 

I t ignores, however, s e v e r a l c r u c i a l elements t h a t c o n t r i b u t e towards a 

view of the novel and of the world i t d e s c r i b e s , as a balanced, c y c l i c a l 
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e n t i t y . Within this approach many more p o t e n t i a l l y o p t i m i s t i c f e a t u r e s 

r e c e i v e j u s t emphasis, and the ' c o u n t e r f o r c e 1 and 'green u p r i s i n g ' of 

the c l o s i n g s e c t i o n a r e i n t e g r a t e d e q u a l l y i n t o a consequently more 

f u l l y - c o n s i d e r e d c r i t i c a l r e a c t i o n . 

The development t h a t took p l a c e i n Pynchon c r i t i c i s m appears t o have 

been a n e c e s s a r y one i n many senses, and most r e f r e s h i n g i n r e c e n t 

s t u d i e s i s the more accommodating d e s i r e to d i s c u s s what Pynchon offers 

us r a t h e r than demands us to take on - an a r r a y of a l t e r n a t i v e s t h a t 

should not e c l i p s e each other, but r a t h e r t e s t i f y t o numerous and 

v e r s a t i l e frames of r e f e r e n c e . P e t e r L. Cooper's book Signs and 

Symptoms: Thomas Pynchon and the Contemporary World predates the t h i r d 

phase d e f i n e d by Bernard Duyfhuizen ( t h i s being on dates of p u b l i c a t i o n 

1986-88, and a f t e r , one presumes) by t h r e e years, but the most 

fundamental change of a t t i t u d e i s present here. Cooper's t h e s i s endures 

c o h e r e n t l y and p o i n t s towards an a t t i t u d e which a l l o w s the most scope 

f o r development and i n n o v a t i o n with a minimum of o b s t r u c t i o n of other 

c r i t i c a l approaches. s 

A p e r s i s t e n t element of i r o n y i s present i n t h i s d i s c u s s i o n , and i t 

i s one i n which every c r i t i c must i n e v i t a b l y be i m p l i c a t e d . I n The 

Crying of Lot 49 Oedipa comes to see e v e r y t h i n g i n terms of the 

T r i s t e r o , but s t i l l without c o n c r e t e a f f i r m a t i o n s tands divorced from 

the p o s s i b i l i t y of a s y n t h e s i z i n g r e v e l a t i o n . Something of the same 

problem i s apparent i n e a r l i e r Pynchon c r i t i c i s m , the t r a p of attempting 

'to r e g a r d one's p a r t i c u l a r f a n t a s y of the world a s the d e f i n i t i v e 

r e a l i t y ' as Tony Tanner puts i t . 7 An example of t h i s perhaps o r i g i n a t e s 

i n Pynchon's meticulous use of entropy a s a metaphor. The p r e s e n t a t i o n 

of the Second Law of Thermodynamics i s accomplished and s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y 
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woven i n t o the t e x t throughout h i s w r i t i n g and i t s u r v i v e s i n Vlneland, 

though i s never mentioned d i r e c t l y . The r e c u r r e n c e of entropy i n h i s 

f i r s t t h r e e novels, a s w e l l a s i n the eponymous s h o r t s t o r y has s e t more 

than s e v e r a l academic minds r a c i n g - the n o v e l t y of h i s approach demands 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n without doubt, but the importance of the concept has a t 

times r e c e i v e d dangerous over-emphasis to the point of p r e c l u d i n g many 

other worthwhile a r e a s from the c o n s i d e r a t i o n they deserved. Some 

undertake t o marvel a t h i s understanding and r e - c r e a t i o n of entropy i n 

metaphor and theme, and then use t h e i r knowledge of the concept a s a 

wide t h e o r e t i c a l framework f o r the whole novel. The idea i s one-sided 

and e x c l u s i v e - and tends towards a r a t h e r f r u s t r a t e d reading of 

Gravity's Rainbow. 

I n h i s chapter 'Death T r a n s f i g u r e d ' i n The Grim Phoenix V i l l i a m 

P l a t e r d i s t i l s h i s i d e a s to an unequivocal essence: ' I f the f i n a l 

measure of l i f e i s death, then death must be i m p l i c i t everywhere i n 

l i f e . ' 9 Immediately one f e e l s i n s i d e a c r i t i c a l s t r a i t - J a c k e t , and 

d e s p i t e h i s e r u d i t e and p e r s u a s i v e arguments i t i s apparent t h a t t h e r e 

i s a more developed r e a d i n g of the novel l u r k i n g between the l i n e s of 

what P l a t e r allows h i m s e l f to say from t h i s r a t h e r blank s t a r t i n g p o i n t . 

One of Pynchon's c h a r a c t e r s s e a l s the d e c l a r a t i o n - Xehemet i n 7.x '"the 

only change i s towards death. . . . E a r l y and l a t e we a r e i n decay"' (.V. 

p. 460), and P l a t e r t a k e s t h i s morsel g r a t e f u l l y : 'While i t i s the r o l e 

of a r t and human i n v e n t i o n to e m b e l l i s h and d i s g u i s e simple f a c t s , 

complex f o r m u l a t i o n s can always be reduced to Xehement's c h e e r f u l 

o b s e r v a t i o n . ' 9 P l a t e r r e f e r s to the passage i n Gravity's Rainbow i n 

which Walter Rathenau speaks through the medium P e t e r Sachsa to the 

assembled VIPs of IG Farben: ' R e b i r t h i s an i l l u s i o n ; the only 
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t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i s a s V a l t e r Rathenau expressed i t so w e l l , "from death 

to death-transfigured. 1° P l a t e r ' s reading r e l i e s h e a v i l y on the 

emphasis on entropy a l r e a d y mentioned, and the o b s t r u c t i o n of the 

s c i e n t i f i c metaphor i n t h i s i n s t a n c e begins t o be apparent. Rathenau's 

u t t e r i n g s , f i s h e d out of t h e i r p l a c e i n the t e x t , do r e s i d e i n s i d e the 

entropy framework. The s c e n a r i o P l a t e r s e e s as predominant i s presented 

on the f o l l o w i n g page: 'The p e r s i s t e n c e , then of s t r u c t u r e s f a v o u r i n g 

death. Death converted i n t o more death. P e r f e c t i n g i t s r e i g n , J u s t as 

the b u r i e d c o a l grows denser, and o v e r l a i d with more s t r a t a - epoch on 

top of epoch, c i t y on top of r u i n e d c i t y . * (.GF p. 167) T h i s i s the 

s i t u a t i o n d i c t a t e d by entropy - the r e d i s t r i b u t i o n of a system's p a r t s 

i n t o the more probable randomness of d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n - an a l l - e m b r a c i n g 

momentum of which a l l l i f e , human included, i s part. However, P e t e r 

Cooper i s quick to a t t a c k P l a t e r ' s method, s a y i n g t h a t Rathenau's words 

a r e ' d e l i v e r e d i n b i z a r r e circumstances' but more importantly t h a t 

' Pynchon's mediating s t r u c t u r e s should encourage the r e a d e r t o q u e s t i o n 

any statement t h a t p r e s e n t s i t s e l f a s c o n c l u s i v e and to g i v e i t no more 

than p r o v i s i o n a l a s s e n t ' . 1 1 C e r t a i n l y i t i s dangerous to seek the 

author's v o i c e i n any such s p e c i f i c context i n such a novel a s Gravity's 

Rainbow. T h i s appears to be a p e r s i s t e n t problem i n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of 

t h i s , and Pynchon's other novels. Avoidance of i d e n t i f y i n g a d e f i n i t i v e 

a u t h o r i a l mouthpiece, or a s s i g n i n g any c h a r a c t e r the s t a t u s of 

'spokesperson' i s e s s e n t i a l i n a balanced study. E q u a l l y however, no 

i n d i v i d u a l v o i c e should be excluded from c o n s i d e r a t i o n , and a r e a d i n g of 

the novel should attempt an equal s y n t h e s i s of a l l the t e x t u a l 

'moments'. An o b s e r v a t i o n by George Levine i l l u s t r a t e s t h i s a s w e l l as 

commenting on the r e a d i n e s s of c r i t i c s to accept an entropy-based 
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i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . He understands the epigraph to 'Beyond The Zero' a s an 

i n d i c a t i o n t h a t ' p h ysic w i l l become metaphysics' but then goes on to say 

t h a t t h i s 'would be u n e q u i v o c a l l y s e r i o u s i f i t weren't from a r e a l 

r o c k e t monster, Vernher von B r a u n ' . 1 2 The sentiment expressed i n von 

Braun's words i s one compatible with the enduring view i n Gravity's 

Rainbow of human e x i s t e n c e as p a r t of an i n t e r c o n n e c t e d whole, a 

u n i v e r s e of c y c l e and c o n t i n u i t y . I f we are to c r i t i c i z e the e x t r a c t i o n 

and i s o l a t i o n of Rathenau's words by P l a t e r , the same e g a l i t a r i a n 

a t t i t u d e should be shown i n a l l other i n s t a n c e s , and the von Braun 

quotation thus not summarily dismissed. Ve cannot assume an i r o n y t h a t 

i n v a l i d a t e s h i s words, but r a t h e r accept a s i t u a t i o n of p o s i t i v e 

ambiguity t h a t i s p resent not only here, but Indeed throughout the 

novel. T h i s i s only one i n s t a n c e showing t h a t we cannot a f f o r d , i t 

seems, to a t t a c h any l a b e l s to the hundreds of ' v o i c e s ' o perating i n the 

novel without i n c u r r i n g the r i s k of d i s t o r t i o n . 

To r e t u r n t o the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Rathenau's words i n P l a t e r ' s 

argument, Cooper's o b j e c t i o n i s v a l i d but perhaps even t h i s does not 

r e a c h f a r enough. The i s s u e r e q u i r e s a more p e r c e p t i v e a t t i t u d e to 

context, both being aware of i t on the page, and of d i s t o r t i n g i t i n the 

p r o c e s s of a n a l y s i s . Rathenau's words are to the d i r e c t o r s of IG 

Farben. A few pages e a r l i e r Pynchon in d u l g e s i n a b i t i n g s a t i r e of 

c a r t e l ! z e d bureaucracy with the s t o r y of an IG s u b s i d i a r y which had 

developed 'a new a i r b o r n e ray which could t u r n whole populations, i n s i d e 

a t e n - k i l o m e t e r r a d i u s , stone b l i n d [...] Poor S p o t t b i l l i g s f i l m . I t had 

s l i p p e d t h e i r c o l l e c t i v e mind what such a weapon would do to the dye 

market a f t e r the next war' (GR p.163). IG Farben i s a supreme example 

of the needs of b u s i n e s s , p r o f i t and c o n t r o l s u b v e r t i n g the n a t u r a l 
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balance. I t s s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i n g impulse i s one r e a l i z e d i n t o connivance 

and e x p l o i t a t i o n - and t h i s i s the o b j e c t , i n context, of Sathenau's 

a t t e n t i o n . He speaks t o the IG VIPs of the f u t i l i t y of their 

endeavours. The passage o f f e r s e v i d e n t l y l e s s ambiguity out of P l a t e r ' s 

hands: '"But t h i s i s a l l the impersonation of l i f e . The r e a l movement 

i s not from death t o any r e b i r t h . I t i s from death t o death-

t r a n s f i g u r e d . The best you can do i s polymerize a few dead molecules. 

But p o l y m e r i z a t i o n i s not r e s u r r e c t i o n , I mean your IG, 

G e n e r a l d i r e k t o r " ' <GJ? p. 166). Pynchon i s p o i n t i n g the t e r r o r of entropy 

a t this audience, the d i r e c t o r s of IG Farben and t h e i r numerous 

sympathizers i n the novel. An e x p l o i t a t i o n , a c o r r u p t i o n of the n a t u r a l 

world i n c u r s t h i s c u r s e , and the point r e q u i r e s a s s e r t i o n a s f o r c e f u l a s 

the corporate empires themselves. As Rathenau continues, " ' i t ' s only 

another i l l u s i o n . A v e r y c l e v e r robot. The more dynamic i t seems to 

you, the more deep and dead, i n r e a l i t y , i t grows"' (GJ?p.l67). I t i s 

not t h e r e f o r e , a t the r i s k of over-emphasis, an a u t h o r i a l mouthpiece i n 

progress, but an apt s n i p p e t of i n t e r a c t i o n i n an extremely complex 

s c e n a r i o . As i f i n mockery of the d e p e n d a b i l i t y of any v o i c e i n 

Gravity's Rainbow, the p o s s i b i l i t y of which has been dismissed above, 

Pynchon h i m s e l f l a b e l s Rathenau a s 'prophet and a r c h i t e c t of the 

c a r t e l i z e d s t a t e ' but only 'according t o the h i s t o r i e s ' <G5p.l64). 

Pynchon w i l l never a l l o w us to a t t a c h d e f i n i t i v e v a l i d i t y t o any 

s p e c i f i c standpoint, and the finely-wrought ambiguity here s e r v e s a s a 

f i t t i n g i l l u s t r a t i o n . 

An awareness of t h i s means t h a t entropy can be understood and 

a p p r e c i a t e d i n a more balanced manner. The s i g n i f i c a n c e of entropy can 

l a r g e l y be determined by the way i n which time i s perceived i n Gravity's 



- 47 -

Rainbow. As i s d i s c u s s e d l a t e r , the novel r e p e a t e d l y i n d i c a t e s an 

emphasis on a n o n - l i n e a r understanding of t i n e , and i n such a case, a 

'movement' towards e n t r o p i c d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n does not imply an empty, 

meaningless ter m i n a t i o n , but r a t h e r an i n c l u s i o n of t h i s s t a t e i n a 

consta n t c o n d i t i o n of d i s s o l u t i o n and assembly; the same e t e r n a l r e t u r n 

t h a t i s symbolized by the Great Serpent (Gi?p.412). The c o r r u p t i o n 

i n h e r e n t i n a l i n e a r i z e d system does c r e a t e (as Pynchon's use of the 

word as a c o l l e c t i v e l a b e l t e s t i f i e s ) a 'System' t h a t i s a s e p a r a t e 

s c e n a r i o i n s i d e which entropy can be a v a l i d metaphor. Beyond t h i s , 

however, i t s a p p l i c a t i o n should be made with more c a r e , and 

m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s dangerously easy. K a t h e r i n e H a y l e s ' s ' l i n e and 

c i r c l e ' approach to the novel and a mandalic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n both accept 

t h i s - t h a t entropy i s a convincing metaphorical t o o l , a p r o c e s s 

u n f o l d i n g i n s i d e a l a r g e r framework t h a t l o o k s r a t h e r to a constant or 

e v e r - r e t u r n i n g s t a t e of being. T h i s i s a s i m i l a r understanding of 

entropy t h a t i s embraced by Chaos Theory, a s c i e n t i f i c b a s i s t h a t does 

more to acknowledge the in h e r e n t p a t t e r n s and forms i n n a t u r a l phenomena 

than to impose a h y p o t h e t i c a l framework thereon. James G l e i c k e x p l a i n s : 

the s l i p p e r y notion of entropy [ i s ] reasonably w e l l - d e f i n e d f o r 

thermodynamic purposes i n terms of heat and temperature, but 

d e v i l i s h l y hard to p i n down a s a measure of disorder C . . . ] Nature 

forms p a t t e r n s . Some a r e o r d e r l y i n space but d i s o r d e r l y i n time, 

o t h e r s o r d e r l y i n time, but d i s o r d e r l y i n s p a c e . 1 3 

K a t h e r i n e Hayles a r r i v e s a t the same c o n c l u s i o n v i a a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of 

the b l a c k and white h o l e s t h a t i n d i c a t e a u n i v e r s e of c y c l e and r e t u r n . 
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T h i s i s based l a r g e l y on P.C.V. D a v i e s ' s The Physics of Time Asymmetry: 

'the u n i v e r s e w i l l not end i n the heat death p r e d i c t e d by the Second Law 

of thermodynamics (and Pynchon's "Entropy"), but w i l l continue to e x i s t 

i n unending c y c l e s of F l i g h t and Return t h a t some see a s a cosmic 

analogue t o r e i n c a r n a t i o n . ' 1 ' * F o r b e r t Wiener's understanding of entropy 

i n The Human Use of Human Beings a l s o , on c l o s e s c r u t i n y supports the 

same i d e a s i n c e h i s hypotheses a r e (he openly admits) dependent on a 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the Second law i n s i d e a closed system. I f t h i s i s not 

the s i t u a t i o n , a perpetual c y c l e can be maintained and a device such as 

the 'demon' can o p e r a t e . 1 3 Where Wiener can be challenged, however, i s 

i n h i s conception, u l t i m a t e l y of the u n i v e r s e ( t h a t i s , encompassing 

everything) a s a c l o s e d system and t h e r e f o r e one condemned to e n t r o p i c 

heat death. The wisdom of such an a s s e r t i o n would seem doubtful - the 

e x t r a p o l a t i o n of a model i n thermodynamics to embrace a cosmic whole 

c o n t a i n s a r a t h e r groundless s u p p o s i t i o n - and t h i s i s supported by the 

view of entropy borne out by Chaos Theory. Pynchon h i m s e l f comments 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y on the s u b j e c t i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n t o h i s c o l l e c t e d s h o r t 

s t o r i e s Slow Learner (1984). I n a r e t r o s p e c t i v e c o n s i d e r a t i o n of 

'Entropy' he d e s c r i b e s h i s y o u t h f u l d e l i g h t a t the p o s s i b i l i t i e s the 

Second Law h e l d f o r h i s w r i t i n g : 

a pose I found congenial i n those days - f a i r l y common, I hope, 

among p r e - a d u l t s - was t h a t of somber g l e e a t any idea of mass 

d e s t r u c t i o n or d e c l i n e [...] Given my undergraduate mood, Adams's 

sense of power out of c o n t r o l , coupled with Wiener's s p e c t a c l e of 

u n i v e r s a l heat-death and mathematical s t i l l n e s s , seemed j u s t the 

t i c k e t . (.SL p. 15) 
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I m p l i c i t i n t h i s i s t h a t the 'pose' of the l a t e 1950s i s not the major 

preoccupation a t hand i n the w r i t i n g of Gravity's Rainbow. The 'somber 

gl e e ' would l a t e r seem to be the r e s e r v e of the narrower c r i t i c a l 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of the novel. Entropy does e x i s t , i n thermodynamics and 

i n Gravity's Rainbow, but i t i s p a r t of a whole o u t s i d e which we never 

r e a l l y ( a s V i e n e r attempts t o ) stand, and t h a t i n v o l v e s r e g e n e r a t i o n and 

growth a s w e l l . T h i s , as we s h a l l see, i s everywhere i n Pynchon. 

The r e l e v a n c e of the Great Serpent i n the novel i n c i t e s a s i m i l a r 

c o l l i s i o n of i d e a s . I t i s evident, with l i t t l e i n v e s t i g a t i o n , t h a t the 

d e v i c e has an i n t e g r a l importance by v i r t u e of i t s f u s i n g the worlds of 

l i n e a r i t y and c i r c u l a r i t y . The serpent t r i g g e r s an image of c y c l i c a l 

s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y ( i t forms a mandala) and wholeness a s w e l l as Kekule's 

d i s c o v e r y of the benzene r i n g . I t could be seen t h e r e f o r e as a l i n k i n g 

motif f o r the most r a d i c a l opposites i n the novel - System/Zone, 

Technology/sympathy with the n a t u r a l world, n i h i l i s m / t r a n s c e n d e n t 

promise. As such i t would seem t h a t h a r d l y enough time could be spent 

i n a study of t h i s c r u c i a l symbol. P l a t e r ' s a t t i t u d e i s t h a t ' [ w h i l e ] 

the Great Serpent o f f e r s the i l l u s i o n of r e t u r n a t the same time i t 

c l o a k s the r e a l a c t i o n . A f t e r the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of d e p l e t i o n , t h e r e i s 

"no r e t u r n , no s a l v a t i o n , no C y c l e " <GR p . 4 1 3 ) ' . ' 6 Again P l a t e r ' s use 

of the words puts them i n u n s e t t l i n g immunity from t h e i r context. T h i s 

i s i n f a c t a s f o l l o w s : 'One of T h e i r f a v o r i t e slogans. No r e t u r n , no 

s a l v a t i o n , no C y c l e - t h a t ' s not what They, nor T h e i r b r i l l i a n t employee 

Kekule, have taken the Serpent to mean' (GJ?p.413). The Information i s 

reasonably c l e a r - the breaking of the c y c l e i s the doing of Them, the 

Firm: the u n d e r l y i n g , o r i g i n a l s t a t e is the C y c l e , and i t i s not an 
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i l l u s i o n . A page before Pynchon has l a i d the u n a d u l t e r a t e d u n i t y before 

us so a s to a p p r e c i a t e e x a c t l y i t s c o r r u p t i o n : 

Kekule dreams the Great Serpent holding i t s own t a i l i n i t s mouth, 

the dreaming Serpent which surrounds the Vorld. But the meanness, 

the c y n i c i s m with which t h i s dream i s to be used. The Serpent t h a t 

announces, 'The V o r l d i s a c l o s e d t h i n g , c y c l i c a l , resonant, 

e t e r n a l l y - r e t u r n i n g , ' i s to be d e l i v e r e d i n t o a system whose only 

aim i s to violate the C y c l e . (GJ?p.412> 

In f a i r n e s s to P l a t e r he r e c o g n i z e s t h a t 'the world, i t s systems and 

b u r e a u c r a c i e s , i t s people are betrayed by t h e i r own corporate 

c l e v e r n e s s ' , 1 7 t h a t the c y c l e i a s been v i o l a t e d and a c c o r d i n g l y o b l i v i o n 

i s a s s u r e d . But under t h i s c urse he groups a l l p r o t a g o n i s t s of the 

novel. He t u r n s away from the ' e t e r n a l l y - r e t u r n i n g ' to the r i g i d i t y of 

the entropy textbook: 'As they document the v i c i s s i t u d e s of the c l o s e d 

system, Pynchon's s t o r i e s and n o v e l s a l s o d e f i n e a l o s s - t o us a s w e l l 

a s to h i s c h a r a c t e r s . ' 1 e 

From t h i s seed i t i s d i f f i c u l t to nurture a s p i r i t of optimisim i n 

the novel. Another c r i t i c , Speer Morgan, f o l l o w s the same path a s 

P l a t e r , though with l e s s deference to Pynchon. Here the o b s e s s i o n with 

entropy i s a t an extreme, and r e s u l t s i n a l e s s than accommodating point 

of view, v i z : 'the good guys are those who l e a r n to accept n a t u r e ' s 

e n t r o p i e s and the bad those who oppose them.' 1 9 The emphasis i s s t r o n g 

enough to obscure the transcendent p o s s i b i l i t y p r esent elsewhere, and 

Korgan t a k e s the entropy t h a t topples bureaucracy and war a s a p p l y i n g t o 

any v a l i d a c t i o n t h a t i s not a v i o l a t i o n of u n i v e r s a l u n i t y a s w e l l : 
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Entropy may be more f e a r f u l than death i n c e r t a i n ways, s i n c e i t 

a p p l i e s t o a l l t h a t we know, from the suns down to the l i v i n g 

c r e a t u r e s , the molecules, and very atoms. I t i s a u n i v e r s a l 

sentence to extended death which through i t s very a b s o l u t e n e s s 

c a r r i e s g r e a t e r h o r r o r than the B i b l i c a l c u r s e of m o r t a l i t y . 2 0 

The ' a l l t h a t we know' i s a s i g n i f i c a n t giveaway, and t i e s i n with 

F o r b e r t Wiener's view of the u n i v e r s e as a c l o s e d system mentioned 

above. I f we cannot p a r t i c i p a t e i n a reading of Gravity's Rainbow 

without attempting to stand outside the 'System' a t some stage then our 

r e a c t i o n to the novel must be s u s c e p t i b l e to the same penchant f o r 

n i h i l i s m . P e t e r Cooper quotes C l e r k Maxwell i n h i s c o n s i d e r a t i o n of 

t h i s a t t i t u d e : ' " I t i s very seldom that any man who t r i e s to form a 

system can prevent h i s system from forming round him, and c l o s i n g him 

i n . " ' 2 1 

The problem with Morgan's view i s t h a t the s w i t c h has been thrown a t 

so b a s i c a l e v e l t h a t however p e r s u a s i v e the evidence i s from t h a t point 

on, no change w i l l take p l a c e , and the strong and j o y f u l l y p o s i t i v e 

elements i n the novel appear only to r e i n f o r c e the n i h i l i s m , a l b e i t 

accompanied by some desperate b l a c k humour: 

The joke i s on S l o t h r o p and the other good guys who accept nature 

(Roger Mexico, L e n i Pokier, and o t h e r s ) , as w e l l as on 'Them', the 

p r o t a g o n i s t s of the rocket-worshipping system. By a c c e p t i n g nature 

they accept death by d i s s i p a t i o n , and the author p o s i t s h i s g r e a t e s t 

sentiment i n t h e i r hopeless a c t i o n s . T h e i r j o k e s , t h e i r o p p o s i t i o n 

to the system, t h e i r very energy can only be hollow, s i n c e they 
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merely speed up the end, and the more u s e l e s s t h e i r a c t i o n , the more 

h y s t e r i c a l l y f a r c i c a l they become. 2 2 

Even more e x a s p e r a t i n g i s the charge of Pynchoa's ' p e c u l i a r b l i n d n e s s ' -

Xorgan winds up h i s e s s a y a s f o l l o w s : 

One can only wonder i f i n some odd way Pynchon has not taken the 

concept of entropy too s e r i o u s l y , a l l o w i n g an i d e a from p h y s i c s , 

which has v a l i d i t y as a p s y c h o l o g i c a l d e l u s i o n , to dominate h i s own 

view of human l i f e . A l l l i f e - a l l b i o l o g i c a l and h i s t o r i c a l e v e n t s 

immediate enough to be of human concern - i n v o l v e s growth and s e l f -

r e g u l a t i o n as w e l l a s decay and death, and i n not r e c o g n i z i n g t h a t 

f a c t Pynchon f a l l s prey t o a p e c u l i a r b l i n d n e s s , a heady 

e c c e n t r i c i t y , broad and f a s c i n a t i n g and about a s m e t a p h o r i c a l l y 

i n a c c u r a t e as H e r a c l i t u s ' notion t h a t a l l t h i n g s are of f i r e . 2 3 

V i t h a modest amount of j u g g l i n g and rearrangement Morgan's comments 

co u l d be a t e l l i n g c r i t i c i s m of h i s awn approach, and p r a i s e f o r the 

u n i v e r s a l , comprehensive p i c t u r e t h a t Pynchon c r e a t e s i n Gravity's 

Rainbow. The b l i n d n e s s would c e r t a i n l y appear to be more the a f f l i c t i o n 

of the observer than the observed i n t h i s case, but the stance i s one 

vantage point, and one t h a t Gravity's Rainbow accommodates without 

a u t o m a t i c a l l y e x c l u d i n g i t . An important q u a l i t y of Pynchon's w r i t i n g 

i s i t s a b i l i t y to accommodate m u l t i p l e frames of r e f e r e n c e , and h i s 

s c i e n t i f i c metaphors a r e e s s e n t i a l elements i n the p r o c e s s of weaving 

together these viewpoints. The danger they provide f o r the unwary 

reader i s t h a t of convenience, of easy i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I t i s an 
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e v o l u t i o n t h a t any c r i t i c a l community i s f a t e d always to endure, i t 

seems. The paranoia of academic study i s no d i f f e r e n t from t h a t 

experienced by Slothrop - h i s s i t u a t i o n i s ours: not to be goaded by a 

f r e s h s e t of ' c l u e s ' , but r a t h e r to accept no one's e x p l a n a t i o n q u i t e so 

r e a d i l y - not c y n i c i s m , but a more d i s c e r n i n g openness. Ho answers w i l l 

ever f a l l a t h i s f e e t , but he ' i s n ' t about to look' <(/J? p.204) even i f 

they do. T h i s a t t i t u d e seems to be a s i n c e r e r e a c t i o n to a t i m e l e s s 

problem. To attempt to i s o l a t e and understand i s almost by d e f i n i t i o n 

a t odds with a genuine d e e p l y - f e l t comprehension. The c o n c l u s i v e n e s s of 

t h i s problem i s r e f e r r e d to l a t e i n the novel, during G e l i T r i p p i n g ' s 

dream-reverie: ' T h i s i s the World j u s t before men. Too v i o l e n t l y 

p i t c h e d a l i v e i n constant flow ever to be seen by men d i r e c t l y . They 

are meant only to look a t i t dead, i n s t i l l s t r a t a , t r a n s p u t r e f l e d to 

o i l or c o a l ' ((?J?p.720>. A sharp, s p e c i f i c , f ocus on any one e n t i t y 

must always mean t h a t awareness i s b l u r r e d around i t . I t i s the same 

b l i n d n e s s t h a t Rathenau warns IG Farben a g a i n s t , the one-way flow t o 

dead molecules - the only t h i n g we w i l l see i f we insist on seeing, so 

p r e c i s e l y . I n a c o n t i n u a t i o n of the excerpt above, the m o t i v a t i o n s 

behind the System, i t s b u r e a u c r a c i e s and c a r t e l s , a r e put i n 

p e r s p e c t i v e : 

A l i v e , i t was a t h r e a t : i t was T i t a n s , was an overpeaking of l i f e so 

clangorous and mad, such a green corona around e a r t h ' s body t h a t 

some s p o i l e r had t o be brought i n before i t blew the C r e a t i o n a p a r t . 

So we, c r i p p l e d keepers, were sent out to m u l t i p l y , t o have 

dominion. God's s p o i l e r s . Us. C o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s . It is our 

mission to promote death. The way we k i l l , the way we d i e , being 
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unique among the Cr e a t u r e s . I t was something we had t o work on, 

h i s t o r i c a l l y and p e r s o n a l l y . To b u i l d up from s c r a t c h t o i t s 

present s t a t u s a s r e a c t i o n , n e a r l y a s s t r o n g a s l i f e , h o l d i n g down 

the green u p r i s i n g . But only n e a r l y a s str o n g . <<3i?p.720) 

The c o n f l i c t d e s c r i b e d here i s the point of convergence t h a t is l i f e , 

and t h a t which c o n t r i b u t e s to the cohesion and u n i t y of Gravity's 

Rainbow. The passage would be a b e t t e r f o c u s f o r the reader s e e k i n g the 

novel epitomized, c e r t a i n l y b e t t e r than the ambiguity of Rathenau's out-

of-context words. I t l o c a t e s the negative impulse, the down-curve i n 

the c i r c u l a r i t y of e x i s t e n c e , i n s i d e a l a r g e r framework, and as a point 

of o r i g i n ( d e s p i t e being near the end of the novel) f o r the f o r c e s of 

r e a s s e r t i n g l i f e t h a t a r e a l l around. P l a t e r , i n some ambivalence, does 

accommodate t h i s . The passage i s a p o s i t i v e one i n h i s view, but he 

proposes a r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t emphasis: 

E a r t h ' s own p r o c e s s i s a one-way c o n t i n u i t y of l i f e becoming death, 

one form g i v i n g way t o the other even a s the E a r t h i t s e l f runs down 

- but not a t a l l the h o r r i b l e s p e c t e r t h a t the l i v i n g seem to t h i n k 

i t , a s L y l e Bland and G e l i T r i p p i n g r e v e a l i n t h e i r v i s i o n s . 2 " 

He i m p l i e s an i n t u i t i o n of g r e a t e r unity, but only a s a c o n t i n u i t y of 

molecules s t i l l on a path t o e n t r o p i c heat-death. There i s no 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n of i t s m y s t i c a l nature. He i s , i n t h i s s i t u a t i o n , 

b e t r a y i n g h i m s e l f a s one of the ' c r i p p l e d keepers'. Cooper p r o v i d e s a 

welcome counterbalance to t h i s view: 
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An i n t e g r a t i n g f o r c e competes w i t h the d i s i n t e g r a t i n g one so 

conspicuous i n t h i s novel and dominant i n V,. The i n t e g r a t i n g f o r c e 

i s a r e a l a l t e r n a t i v e t h a t c a l l s f o r choice, not submission. 

C e r t a i n l y i t i s not the f a l s e f a c e of e n t r o p y . 2 6 

The 'green u p r i s i n g ' , then, should be a more worthy focus of our 

a t t e n t i o n s . I t s m a n i f e s t a t i o n s a r e p e r v a s i v e - they c o u l d almost be 

seen a s P r e t e r i t e f e a t u r e s - c e r t a i n l y they have been 'passed over' by 

some e a r l i e r c r i t i c s , i n the g r e a t e r g l o r i f i c a t i o n of the entropy 

metaphor. The rainbow i t s e l f , a v e r s a t i l e symbol even to the most 

narrow-minded comes f r e s h l y upon us f o l l o w i n g the passage d i s c u s s e d 

above: 'Pan - l e a p i n g - i t s f a c e too b e a u t i f u l to bear, b e a u t i f u l 

Serpent, i t s c o i l s i n rainbow l a s h i n g s i n the sky' <GR pp. 720-1). I t 

i s , t h e r e f o r e , the i n t e r f a c e with l i f e a s w e l l a s death and i s not only 

an analogue to the death-curve of the Rocket. Right from the c r u c i b l e 

of concentrated f e c u n d i t y i n P i r a t e ' s banana garden t h e r e i s a ' s p e l l , 

a g a i n s t f a l l i n g o b j e c t s ' ((?2?p. 10), the a s s e r t i o n of l i f e , an u p r i s i n g 

as elemental as the r i s e of S l o t h r o p ' s penis, t h a t i s no death-

t r a n s f i g u r e d . S l o t h r o p i s the n a t u r a l focus f o r t h i s a s he i s f o r so 

many elements i n the novel. Deep i n the Zone he dreams a s u r r e a l i s t 

nightmare, but i t s e t t l e s t o images of l u s h f e r t i l i t y , a woman, perhaps 

Xother E a r t h h e r s e l f , ( l i k e the Herero woman ' i n touch with the E a r t h ' s 

g i f t f o r g e n e s i s ' (<31? p.316)) the l i v i n g b i r t h channel of all l i f e : 

From out of her body now streams a f l o o d of d i f f e r e n t c r e a t u r e s , 

octopuses, r e i n d e e r , kangaroos, 'Who can say a l l the l i f e / That 

l e f t her womb t h a t day?' [...3 
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T h i s dream w i l l not leave him. <<?!? p. 447) 

He dreams, but the dream becomes him - the f a l l i n g away of d i s t i n c t i o n s 

between waking and dreaming, even l i f e and death i s a point of 

i n c r e a s i n g f a m i l i a r i t y i n the novel, and S l o t h r o p ' s l a c k of s p e c i f i c 

v o l i t i o n i n the p r o c e s s c e a s e s to matter - a s we hear l a t e r , he ' i s 

c l o s e r to being a s p i r i t u a l medium than he's been yet, and he doesn't 

even know i t ' (GJ?p.622). H i s u l t i m a t e s t a t e i s d e s c r i b e d 

unambiguously: 'He i s now always the same, awake or a s l e e p - he never 

l e a v e s the s i n g l e dream, t h e r e are no d i f f e r e n c e s between the worlds: 

they have become one f o r him' (GJ?p.721). 

T h i s l e a d s us to a p o i n t which i s i n a sense the e p i c e n t r a l f u s i o n 

point of the whole novel. The entropy-view of Slothrop i s e m p h a t i c a l l y 

l i n e a r i n i t s conception, s i n c e i t assumes t h a t he e n a c t s the breaking 

down, d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n of molecules i n a c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y p e r c e p t i b l e 

process. T h i s is the o b j e c t i v e t r u t h f o r those i n the novel who pursue 

him because they are condemned to d e f i n e the data i n terms of t h e i r own 

system, a system t h a t has developed on the grounds of unnatural 

ordering. S l o t h r o p ' s breakup i s , t h e r e f o r e a mockery of t h e i r dominion 

the element they cannot capture long enough t o study i t . To Them, he i 

the a s s e r t i o n of entropy t h a t ( i n T h e i r terms, were they to examine i t ) 

r e s u l t s i n c h a o t i c n u l l i t y . T h i s i s where entropy, a s a metaphor 

becomes 'a t h r u s t a t a t r u t h and a l i e ' ( C I p.89). Slothrop does 

demonstrate the 'one-way c o n t i n u i t y ' as P l a t e r e x p r e s s e s i t , from 

completeness to t o t a l d i s s i p a t i o n t h a t should be a c a u t i o n a r y s i g h t to 

the advocates of the System - o s t e n s i b l y the same f o r c e s a t work t h a t 

w i l l condemn the Rocket, deluded by 'a promise, a prophecy, of Escape' 
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(<?J? p. 758), t o a n n i h i l a t i o n . At the same time, however, t h i s r e s t r i c t e d 

s e t t i n g must be stepped beyond: S l o t h r o p b r i d g e s s e l f and u n i v e r s e and 

i s h e l d v i s i b l y i n a p r o c e s s o u t s i d e the r u l e of time. I n a d i s t o r t e d 

l i n e a r i z e d p e r s p e c t i v e i t appears a k i n to one-way entropy, but i s 

i n d i c a t i v e of i n f i n i t e l y more. 

I n the n o v e l ' s widest terms, S l o t h r o p ' s p r o g r e s s i o n i s from 

i n d i v i d u a l p h y s i c a l wholeness t o u n i v e r s a l wholeness, not a ' d e c l i n e of 

the animate i n t o the inanimate' a s Edward Mendelson p e r c e i v e s the 

dominant theme i n 7..2S He breaks up, not to n u l l i f i c a t i o n , but i n t o 

the ' e t e r n a l l y - r e t u r n i n g ' (Gl?p.412) C y c l e . A passage i n 'The 

Counterforce' marks the d e l t a - t stage where h i s c r o s s i n g the i n t e r f a c e 

makes him a l i v i n g i n t e r s e c t i o n between the two poles: 

. .. and now, i n the Zone, l a t e r i n the day he became a c r o s s r o a d , 

a f t e r a heavy r a i n he doesn't r e c a l l , S l o t h r o p s e e s a very t h i c k 

rainbow here, a s t o u t rainbow cock d r i v e n down out of pubic c l o u d s 

i n t o E a r t h , green wet- v a l l e y e d E a r t h , and h i s c h e s t f i l l s and he 

s t a n d s c r y i n g , not a t h i n g i n h i s head, J u s t f e e l i n g n a t u r a l . . . (.GR 

p.626) 

He i s a c r o s s , a mandala himself, and f o r the i m p e r c e p t i b l y s m a l l s l i v e r 

of time s t a n d s a t the t h i n n e s t edge of h i s consummation. Appropriately, 

the content of h i s v i s i o n i s a l u x u r i a n t f e c u n d i t y . T h i s s t r e s s e s again 

the g r o s s n e s s of Speer Morgan's c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 'the joke i s on 

S l o t h r o p 1 . A f t e r t h i s point we l o s e s i g h t of him, only because he 

c e a s e s to be a c l a s s i f i a b l e e n t i t y - h i s importance i n f a c t i n c r e a s e s , 

not d i m i n i s h e s as h i s s e p a r a t e i d e n t i t y d i s s o l v e s . 
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A r e c o g n i t i o n of t h i s u n d e r l y i n g t r u t h i n the novel swings us even 

f u r t h e r away from the narrow l i n e a r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n d i s c u s s e d above. 

Even before S l o t h r o p ' s profoundest experience Pynchon has planted the 

seed f i r m l y i n the t e x t w i t h the sequence c e n t r i n g around L y l e Bland. 

On t h i s passage, Cooper comments i n d e f i n i t i v e but h a r d l y exaggerated 

terms, t h a t 'Pynchon does not p o r t r a y humankind a s stranded without hope 

i n an a l i e n and dying cosmos C. . . ] I n Gravity's Rainbow C.. . ] p h y s i c a l 

f o r c e s appear to be s p i r i t u a l , even l o v i n g i f considered from a m y s t i c ' s 

p e r s p e c t i v e : not only can people c a r e f o r the E a r t h - i t can c a r e 

b a c k ' . 2 7 The t r u t h a l l u d e d t o here has always been present, but i s most 

d i s c e r n i b l y r e l a t e d a s f o l l o w s , by L y l e Bland: 

i t ' s hard t o get over the wonder of f i n d i n g t h a t E a r t h i s a l i v i n g 

c r i t t e r , a f t e r a l l t h e s e y e a r s of t h i n k i n g about a big dumb rock to 

f i n d a body and a psyche, he f e e l s l i k e a c h i l d again, he knows t h a t 

i n theory he must not a t t a c h himself, but s t i l l he i s i n love with 

h i s sense of wonder, w i t h having found i t again, even t h i s l a t e , 

even knowing he must soon l e t i t go.... To f i n d t h a t G r a v i t y , taken 

so f o r granted, i s r e a l l y something e e r i e , Messianic, e x t r a s e n s o r y 

i n E a r t h ' s mindbody... (GR p.590) 

The same i n t u i t i v e concern emerges i n the idea of 1 mineral 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s * . The s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s i s reasonably s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d : 

t h a t a v a s t movement i s i n progress a l l about, of which our own 

p e r c e p t i o n i s inadequately narrow: 'that h i s t o r y a s i t ' s been l a i d on 

the world i s only a f r a c t i o n , an o u t w a r d - a n d - v i s i b l e - f r a c t i o n . That we 

must a l s o look to the untold, to the s i l e n c e around us' (Ci?p.612). I t 
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a l s o i n j e c t s l i f e i n t o the apparently inanimate; the same a s Bland's 

transcendent r e a l i z a t i o n ; and the d i f f e r e n c e t h a t a l l o w s t h i s i s one of 

p e r s p e c t i v e , of looking beyond c o n v e n t i o n a l l y - d e f i n e d lengths of time. 

A f i t t i n g comment on t h i s a xiomatic f a c t i s made, a p p r o p r i a t e l y , by 

V a l t e r Rathenau: '"You are co n s t r a i n e d , over there, t o f o l l o w i t i n 

time, one s t e p a f t e r another. But here i t ' s p o s s i b l e to see the whole 

shape a t once [...] I s i t any use to t e l l you t h a t a l l you b e l i e v e i s 

r e a l i s i l l u s i o n ? " ' <G2?p.l65). Real i n t e r a c t i o n with the n a t u r a l 

world, i d e n t i f i e d t e n t a t i v e l y by Cooper a s one of Pynchon's 

' S o l u t i o n s ' 2 9 and noted s p e c i f i c a l l y i n the cas e of L y l e Bland i s played 

out by Slo t h r o p a s w e l l . I n J u x t a p o s i t i o n t o the Slothrop f a m i l y ' s 

enslavement by paper ('Shit, money, and the Word, the three American 

t r u t h s ' (GJ?p.28>) Tyrone i s able almost to care f o r t h i s l u c r a t i v e 

r e s o u r c e - 'understanding t h a t each t r e e i s a c r e a t u r e , c a r r y i n g on i t s 

i n d i v i d u a l l i f e , aware of what's happening around i t , not J u s t some hunk 

of wood t o be cut down' (.GR p.552). The example i s important a s a 

contrast: an opposing f o r c e i s a t work i n Gravity's Rainbow, and i t i s 

one t h a t i s worthy of more emphatic treatment than has perhaps been the 

case before. 

The a s s e r t i v e 'counterforce' t h a t i s present throughout the novel a s 

an a f f i r m a t i o n of an e v e r - r e t u r n i n g , c o n s t a n t l y r e g e n e r a t i n g u n i v e r s e i s 

evi d e n t i n more than simply an emphasis on n a t u r a l f o r c e s and t h e i r 

s t e a d i l y - g a i n e d dominion. The f u l f i l l e d s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p i n 

Gravity's Rainbow i s an important component i n the mandalic u n i t y t h a t 

binds together the nove l ' s p r i n c i p a l c o n f l i c t s . I t s s i g n i f i c a n c e i s not 

misplaced - i n the context of human i n t e r a c t i o n s i t i s the most 

s i g n i f i c a n t gesture p o s s i b l e , i n t e g r a l i n the c y c l e of death and 
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r e g e n e r a t i o n with which the l i n e a r l y - c o n c e i v e d f a r c e s of the novel a r e 

a t odds. 

For Roger Xexico, h i s a f f a i r with J e s s i c a i s the only p a r t of h i s 

l i f e where something u n f u r l s n a t u r a l l y without paranoias and neuroses 

i n t e r v e n i n g and o b s t r u c t i n g h i s genuine c o n v i c t i o n s . He f a c e s the 

apparent s o l i d a r i t y of h i s c o l l e a g u e s ' s u p e r i o r awareness, ' t h a t t h e r e 

must be more, beyond the senses, beyond death, beyond the P r o b a b i l i t i e s 

t h a t a r e a l l Roger has t o b e l i e v e i n . . . ' (.GR p.91) - but h i s a n x i e t y and 

impending a l i e n a t i o n t u r n him i n s t i n c t i v e l y towards J e s s i c a . The two 

l o v e r s i n t h i s sense form a cros s r o a d s , s i n c e they are both c o n s t a n t l y 

under t h r e a t from and profoundly a f f e c t e d by t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e 

occupations, but a t the same time a r e open to the most consummate and 

t r a n s f i g u r i n g rapture. As such a point of i n t e r s e c t i o n they 

a u t o m a t i c a l l y demand our a t t e n t i o n . There i s no higher e x p r e s s i o n of 

abandoned p o s i t i v e w i l l between i n d i v i d u a l s , and Pynchon s c a t t e r s enough 

s t e r i l e , n asty c o n t r a s t s f o r us t o a p p r e c i a t e t h i s . S i g n i f i c a n t i n the 

se x u a l union portrayed here i s the r e b e l l i o n a g a i n s t l i n e a r time. The 

Var/System s e t t i n g surrounding Roger and J e s s i c a f o r c e s Roger to see h i s 

a f f a i r i n s p e c i f i c a l l y l i n e a r terms. I n t h i s l i g h t ( t h a t i s , the 

System's method of measurement) the r e l a t i o n s h i p i s b e l i t t l e d and 

undermined: 'The time Roger and J e s s i c a have spent together, t o t a l e d up, 

s t i l l only comes to hours. And a l l t h e i r spoken words to l e s s than one 

average SHAEF memorandum. And the r e i s no way, f i r s t time i n h i s 

c a r e e r , t h a t the s t a t i s t i c i a n can make these f i g u r e s mean anything' (GR 

p.121). I t s worth and importance must t h e r e f o r e r e s i d e i n s i d e a non­

l i n e a r framework, wherein i n t e n s i t y - ' i t i s love, i t i s amazing' (.GR 

p.120) - s u r p a s s e s d u r a t i o n . The b a s i c o p p o s i t i o n s of Hayles's c i r c l e 
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and l i n e a r e reproduced f a i r l y e x a c t l y , a s the 'Home Front' f o r the two 

l o v e r s seeks 'not too s u b t l y ' to 'subvert love i n favour of work, 

a b s t r a c t i o n , r e q u i r e d pain, b i t t e r death' ((72? p.41). T h i s imposes a 

s y s t e m a t i z e d a u t h o r i t y of l i n e a r c o n t r o l on a t i m e l e s s euphoria: the 

p u r i t y of l o v e ' s o p p o s i t i o n i n the context of the war becomes 

i n c r e a s i n g l y c l e a r ; and thus a l s o the a p t n e s s of Soger and J e s s i c a a s 

the n o v e l ' s most s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y p o r t r a y e d couple. 

T h e i r c l a n d e s t i n e meeting place i s symbolic of t h e i r f u g i t i v e 

coupling, a stubborn hold-out a g a i n s t the omnipotent f o r c e s around them. 

There i s a k i n d of 'enclave' here, i r o n i c a l l y opposite to the 

conventional thermodynamical enclave. The war i n i t s conception opposes 

entropy, and t h e r e f o r e i s an e v e r - i n c r e a s i n g enclave i n i t s e l f (and t h u s 

more and more l i k e l y to succumb to chaos and a n n i h i l a t i o n , as i t 

u l t i m a t e l y does) while w i t h i n t h i s movement Soger and J e s s i c a f i n d y e t 

another enclave, an o b s t i n a t e and i r r e v e r e n t gesture of frank, 

uncomplicated love. By 'opposing the o p p o s i t i o n ' i t i s an a c t of 

danger, but a l s o of pure b e n i f i c e n c e : ' I t i s marginal, hungry, c h i l l y -

most times t h e y ' r e too paranoid t o r i s k a f i r e - but i t ' s something they 

want to keep, so much t h a t to keep i t they w i l l take on more than 

propaganda has ever asked them fo r . They a r e i n love. Fuck the war' 

<<3J? p. 41). The worlds they have upturned a r e d e l i c a t e l y balanced i n the 

hideaway, and a c a r e f u l ambivalence of f r a g i l i t y and u n y i e l d i n g v i t a l i t y 

emerges: 

an empty milk b o t t l e holding s c a r l e t blossoms from a spurge i n a 

garden a mile down the road: [ s h e ] r e a c h e s to where her c i g a r e t t e s 

ought t o be but a r e n ' t . Halfway out now from under the covers, she 
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hangs, between the two worlds, a white, a t h l e t i c t e n s i o n i n t h i s 

c o l d room. (GS p.53) 

Whatever f r a g i l e beauty t h e i r condemned a f f a i r can y i e l d , Pynchon does 

not a l l o w the presence of war to d r i f t f a r from t h e i r consciousness. 

More than d i s t u r b i n g what they have a t t a i n e d , i t i s an omnipresent c u r s e 

on t h e i r emotions. T h i s piece of emotional emancipation h e l d a g a i n s t 

t h e i r war-governed world s p i l l s over onto s e v e r a l other c h a r a c t e r s , and 

t h i s , i f nothing e l s e , a l e r t s us to the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e i r union. 

P i r a t e P r e n t i c e i s s t r u c k by the s i g h t of them together, and t h e r e i s a 

f e e l i n g of the opposites and p o l a r i t i e s t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e the war and 

i t s supremacy f u s i n g i n these two l o v e r s and l o s i n g t h e i r malevolence: 

'He i s suddenly, dodderer and a s s , taken by an ache i n the s k i n , a 

simple love f o r them both t h a t a s k s nothing but t h e i r s a f e t y , and t h a t 

h e ' l l always manage t o d e s c r i b e as something e l s e - "concern," you know, 

"fondness..."' (GS p. 35). The aura t h a t f o l l o w s them here i s a 

c o n s i s t e n t presence and t h e i r bond i s almost too r a d i c a l l y a t odds with 

the e v e n t s and a t t i t u d e s around them: 'They confuse everyone. They look 

so innocent. People immediately want to p r o t e c t them: c e n s o r i n g 

themselves away from t a l k of death, b u s i n e s s , d u p l i c i t y when Roger and 

J e s s i c a a r e th e r e ' (.GS p. 121). The r e l a t i o n s h i p i s t o some e x t e n t a 

r e f e r e n c e point f o r the c o n s t e l l a t e d p o l a r i t i e s t h a t p r o l i f e r a t e 

elsewhere. While Pointsman's b i n a r y world of ones and zeroes t r e a d s 

m e t h o d i c a l l y on accompanied by h i s r o u t i n i z e d masturbation ('a j o y l e s s 

constant, an i n s t i t u t i o n i n h i s l i f e ' (GS j>. 1 4 1 ) ) , the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s 

weighed a g a i n s t Soger and J e s s i c a are shed i n u n i n h i b i t e d love-making 

and union. 



- 63 -

From t h i s c e n t r a l p o s i t i o n shades and elements of the u n i t y spread 

outwards. T h e i r attendance a t the advent s e r v i c e c o n j u r e s an atmosphere 

of harmony and bending of b a r r i e r s , d e s p i t e the overwhelming presence of 

the war behind the scene. The church c h o i r t h e r e accommodates one b l a c k 

man amongst a l l the whites. The d i f f e r e n c e i s s u p e r f i c i a l l y s l i g h t , but 

h i n t s of a J o i n i n g together t h a t expands i n s i g n i f i c a n c e , ' b r i n g i n g 

brown g i r l s to sashay among these nervous P r o t e s t a n t s , down the a n c i e n t 

paths the music had s e t ' (GJ? p. 129). T h i s f e e l i n g i s the one t h a t 

d r i f t s i n t h e i r wake, t h a t d e s p i t e t h e i r eventual (and i n e v i t a b l e ) 

demise, and the o c c a s i o n a l i d i o c y of Roger's mind, a s c a t t e r of 

p o s i t i v e s and n e a r - r e c o n c i l i a t i o n s l i e s behind them on the paths they 

have trodden. He may s t i l l l a c k a frame of r e f e r e n c e i n which to 

p e r c e i v e , and hence e v a l u a t e h i s roost i n t i m a t e and profound 

communication w i t h J e s s i c a ( i n a sense of understanding r a t h e r than a s 

dialogue) but i t i s the absolute c o n t r a d i c t i o n of the war-bureaucracy he 

i s trapped i n s i d e . The point i s understated d e l i c a t e l y by Pynchon, but 

the message i s c l e a r : 'She f o r g e t s her annoyance, comes up out of the 

f a t p a i s l e y c h a i r t o hold him, and how does she know t . . .3 muscles, 

touches, s k i n s confused, high, blooded - knew e x a c t l y what Roger meant 

to s a y ? ' (GJ? p.58). Roger does not need to e x p r e s s the r e a l i t y of what 

i s happening, and J e s s i c a can be e q u a l l y a t a l o s s f o r d e s c r i p t i o n or 

explanation, as she s a y s : ' " . . . p i c t u r e s , w e l l scenes, keep f l a s h i n g in, 

Roger. By themselves, I mean I'm not making them. . . ' (Gi? p. 122). 

Perhaps because they cannot d i s c u s s or e x p l a i n the t r u t h of t h e i r 

f e e l i n g s , t h e r e i s no p l a c e f o r t h i s i n the world they i n h a b i t - such 

u l t i m a t e l y - c o n c e i v e d emotions must i n e v i t a b l y become tenuous when s e t 

a g a i n s t earth-bound p h y s i c a l i t y and the demands of the war. The pathos 
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i s s t a r t l i n g l y acute, and the passage a t the end of 'Beyond The Zero' i s 

among the most poignant i n the novel. The h e i g h t s t h a t they have 

a t t a i n e d , however, remain unchallenged, and the sadness i s not thereby 

diminished, but more p r o p e r l y i n p e r s p e c t i v e : 

i n another time t h a t might have sounded romantic, but i n a c u l t u r e 

of death, c e r t a i n s i t u a t i o n s are j u s t more hep to the j i v e than 

o t h e r s - but they're a p a r t so much. . . . 

You go from dream t o dream i n s i d e me. You have passage to my l a s t 

shabby corner, and there, among the d e b r i s , you've found l i f e . I'm 

no longer sure which of a l l the words, images, dreams or ghosts a r e 

'yours' and which a r e 'mine'. I t ' s p a s t s o r t i n g out. We're both 

being someone new now, someone i n c r e d i b l e . ... (GR -p. 177) 

Peter Cooper t a l k s of t h e i r a f f a i r a s 'an end i n i t s e l f ' , 2 9 i t s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s being t h a t i t i s not founded on corrupted motivations 

such a s the d e s i r e to c o n t r o l or manipulate. The completeness of t h i s 

s y n t h e s i s i s such t h a t J e s s i c a can only t h i n k of Soger o b j e c t i v e l y when 

at a d i s t a n c e (Gffp.126), and her view i s then d i v i s i v e l y changed. 

The s e x u a l p o s i t i v e s a r e not e x c l u s i v e l y those of Roger and J e s s i c a . 

T h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p i s a convenient focus by v i r t u e of i t s c l o s e l y -

followed development and sympathetic p o r t r a y a l , but i s only pa r t of a 

l a r g e r thematic movement. In the meantime the amorous Slothrop 

c o n t i n u e s shamelessly on h i s way, adding to h i s ever-growing catalogue 

of conquests. H i s r e l a t i o n s h i p with Darlene, a nurse a t St Veronica's 

h o s p i t a l , invokes a blending of opposites t h a t i s comparable to Roger 



- 65 -

and J e s s i c a ' s union. Ve are shown again the r a d i c a l c o n f l i c t , the 

i d e o l o g i e s of s u p p r e s s i o n and manipulation - and the l o c a t i o n of the 

o p p o s i t i o n to t h i s - i n love, u n i n h i b i t e d coming together, unconscious 

impulses and a c t i o n s . 

As Slothrop and Darlene meet i n the s t r e e t , h i s immediate 

preoccupations f a l l a s i d e a s impending union w e l l s up i n both t h e i r 

minds. A quick glance a t the e x t e r n a l world s e t s i n t r a i n the 

a f f i r m a t i o n t h a t i s t o be made: ' T i r e t r a c k s i n the s l u s h have turned to 

p e a r l , mellow p e a r l . G u l l s c r u i s e s l o w l y a g a i n s t the high windowless 

b r i c k w a l l s of the d i s t r i c t ' (GJ? p.115). The h a b i t u a l o p p o s i t e s of 

b l a c k and white immediately fuse i n greys and indeterminate shades, and 

when Sl o t h r o p and Darlene a r e wrenched from the simple, elegant r a p t u r e 

of t h e i r love-making i t i s by the rocket, and i s accompanied by a 

shocking r e a s s e r t i o n of the a n t i t h e t i c a l c o l o u r s : 'the room i s f u l l of 

noon, b l i n d i n g white, C...1 a s the concussion d r i v e s i n on them, [...] 

gone a l l to white and b l a c k l a t t i c e of mourning-cards' (.GB p. 119-20). 

The b l a c k s and whites here are an unwanted fo c u s i n g , a fundamental 

d e t r a c t i o n from the i n t u i t i v e and tenuously c o n s c i o u s q u a l i t i e s of the 

coupling. 

Should c o n t r a s t to the p o s t i v e s e x u a l unions d i s c u s s e d above be 

necessary, than i t i s present i n abundance. The d e s p i c a b l e B l i c e r o and 

h i s u n c e r t a i n minions K a t j e and G o t t f r i e d occupy scenes populated by 

grotesque s e x u a l negatives: submssion, r o l e r e v e r s a l , masturbation, 

sadism; and a l l are framed by a (one time comforting?) context of 

d e c e p t i v e l y innocent f a i r y - t a l e with more than a pinch of malice. 

Indeed, the whole r e s t s e a s i l y i n s i d e a cocoon of childhood imagery t h a t 

i s ominously compatible with the extremes of Nazi ideology: ' t h i s 
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JTorthern and a n c i e n t form, one they a l l know and are comfortable with -

the s t r a y e d c h i l d r e n , the wood-wife i n the e d i b l e house, the c a p t i v i t y , 

the f a t t e n i n g , the Oven' (Gffp.96). K a t j e p r o v i d e s the o b j e c t i v i t y , but 

a l s o admits the s e r i o u s n e s s of t h e i r c a p i t u l a t i o n t o the f o r c e s of 

e x p l o i t a t i o n : ' i t ' s b e t t e r , she b e l i e v e s , t o e n t e r i n t o some formal, 

r a t i o n a l i z e d v e r s i o n of what, outside, proceeds without form or decent 

l i m i t day and night' (GS p. 96). 

For G o t t f r i e d such awareness seems an improbable luxury. He i s on 

the other s i d e of the d i v i d e , inside the r i t u a l , and unable to p e r c e i v e 

i t s s e d u c t i v e power. A f e e l i n g of abandonment p r e v a i l s , and f a r from 

p o s i t i v e , t h i s i s the measure of h i s l o s s t o B l i c e r o ' s world and the 

abuse of h i s s e x u a l i t y and consciousness: 'Here he f e e l s taJren, a t t r u e 

ease. Without the War what could he have hoped f o r ? But to be p a r t of 

this adventure... [...] i f not a c t u a l l y judged and damned, he's gone 

insane' (61? p. 103). The scenes ( i n c l u d i n g the s i c k e n i n g and 

un f o r g e t t a b l e B r i g a d i e r Pudding sequence) a re a n e c e s s a r y adjunct to the 

sce n e s a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d . S e x u a l i t y , l i k e other human a t t r i b u t e s , i s 

nakedly d e f e n c e l e s s to the dark workings of a ' c u l t u r e of death' (GS 

p.445), but the m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of t h a t c o r r u p t i o n a r e e s p e c i a l l y 

grotesque; an unwelcome t r u t h Pynchon p o r t r a y s w i t h i m p r e s s i v e candour. 

Thus, f u s i o n i n the uncorrupted s e x u a l a c t i s a w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d 

constant i n the novel. Roger and J e s s i c a f o r a l l t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l f l a w s 

and i d i o s y n c r a c i e s c r e a t e something t h a t t r a n s f i g u r e s them both - f o r 

Roger t a k i n g him beyond ' h i s b i t t e r n e s s , h i s darkness, run deeper than 

the War, the winter' (GS p.126) - and a l s o those around them. Other 

i n d i c a t i o n s of the same are s c a t t e r e d l i b e r a l l y - the e c c e n t r i c Mrs 

Quoad p r o f e s s e s to a broken, de f e n s i v e e x i s t e n c e without her husband 
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a l i v e - '"He was my good h e a l t h [...] I've had to become [...] a l l but 

an o u t r i g h t witch i n pure s e l f - d e f e n s e ' " ( G J ? p . l l 5 ) . Slothrop, with h i s 

unpremeditated and c o n s i s t e n t l y i n s t i n c t i v e p r e t e r i t e responses t o h i s 

world pursues h i s s e x u a l adventuring with s i n c e r e enthusiasm. These 

o c c a s i o n s do not b e t r a y d e s i r e f o r e x p l o i t a t i o n f o r d e s i r e or c o n t r o l , 

a s i n the p o l l u t e d f l i p - w o r l d of B l i c e r o , but r a t h e r genuine d e s i r e t o 

be i n sympathy and connection with h i s surroundings. The impulse even 

s t r e t c h e s to the h a l f - J o k i n g prospect of i n t e r c o u r s e with F r i e d a the pig 

(GJ?p.575), but even here the motivation i s of p o s i t i v e o r i g i n and not 

m a l i c i o u s or f e t i s h i s t . 

S exual union i s an obvious e x p r e s s i o n and embodiment of mandalic 

c i r c u l a r i t y , and appears i n the novel a s an emphatic counter to the 

v a r i o u s fragmented a l t e r n a t i v e s . Between Sl o t h r o p and K a t j e , a s w e l l a s 

t h e i r own c a r n a l a c t , i s ( g e o g r a p h i c a l l y , from Holland to London) the 

s e m i - c i r c u l a r a r c of the Rocket ('"Between you and me i s not only a 

r o c k e t t r a j e c t o r y , but a l s o a l i f e " ' (<?J? p.209)). The image i s of a 

l i v i n g s e x u a l analogue - 'a c l e a r a l l u s i o n to c e r t a i n s e c r e t l u s t s t h a t 

d r i v e the p l a n e t [...] over i t s peak and down, plunging, burning, toward 

a t e r m i n a l orgasm...' (GJ?p.223), but the r o c k e t mirror-image, a n t i -

mandalic and s y s t e m a t i c a l l y doomed to a n n i h i l a t i o n , i s p u r e l y negative. 

I t s covenant i n l o g i c a l B i b l i c a l f a i t h f u l n e s s i s a c c o r d i n g l y no gospel, 

but ' i t s own black-and-white bad news c e r t a i n l y a s i f i t were the 

Rainbow, and they i t s c h i l d r e n . . . ' (Gi? p. 209). In the novel's broader 

terms t h i s i s engaged by a s e x u a l counterforce. For every r o c k e t t h a t 

f i n d s i t s 'terminal orgasm' i n the London t a r g e t , S l o t h r o p has a l r e a d y 

p l a n t e d h i s seed, h i s most s i n c e r e gesture of l i f e - a s s e r t i o n . To 

complete the p i c t u r e , t h i s j o i n s the broken mandalas: Roger's c i r c l e s 
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are superimposed on S l o t b r o p ' s g i r l - s t a r s ; and the 'great a i r l e s s a r c ' 

(GR p.223) of the V-2 i s j o i n e d from the point of death/orgasm to a 

r e b i r t h - both S l o t h r o p ' s seed and the c i t y - w i d e process observed by 

Gwenhidwy: '"Ah, I've been keep-ing my own map? P l o t - t i n g da-ta from 

the maternity wards. The b a - b i e s born during t h i s B l i t z a r e a l - s o 

f o l l o w i n g a Poisson d i s t r i b u t i o n you see"' <GR p. 173). 

The image i s a s t i m e l e s s as the Great Serpent. Even i n the t e r r o r 

of war, a n a t u r a l balance i s f i g h t i n g f o r r e a s s e r t i o n . T h i s hope i s 

present throughout the novel - 'up through c r a c k s i n the pavement, 

everywhere l i f e may gain purchase, up r u s h e s green summer '45' (GR 

p.502) - perhaps l e s s hope than an i n e v i t a b l e t h r u s t f o r e q u i l i b r i u m 

growing i n proportion to the s t r u c t u r e s of c i v i l i z a t i o n ; m aintaining the 

mandala, p r e s e r v i n g the u n i t y . T h i s u n d e r l y i n g t r u t h i s symptomatic of 

what Robert Shaw, a p h y s i c i s t and exponent of Chaos Theory e x p r e s s e s a s 

the f a c t t h a t '"You don't see something u n t i l you have the r i g h t 

metaphor to l e t you p e r c e i v e i t " ' . 3 0 What b e t t e r metaphor can t h e r e be 

than the mandala, the a r c h e t y p a l archetype - the e x p r e s s i o n of a 

constant glimpsed i n Roger's s t a t i s t i c s , a 'music, not without i t s 

majesty' (<?J? p. 140), and something ' i n the a i r , r i g h t here, r i g h t now' 

(GJ?p.86) t h a t both i s and d i c t a t e s the essence of the cosmos. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DRUG-EPISTEMDLOGIES 

a l l of a sudden S l o t h r o p p i c k s up the s c e n t of an unmistakable, no i t 

can't be yes i t i s i t ' s a REEFER! A-and i t ' s burning someplace c l o s e 

by. 

Gravity's Rainbow 

OHE: ' THE DOPE-FIEUD NEEDS HIS DOPE' CGR p. 66) 

Pynchon's dopers, a disconnected, jumbled s t r a t u m of l o w - l i f e 

i n d i v i d u a l s , form an omnipresent sub-community i n Gravity's Rainbow. I f 

they form a sub-community ( a l b e i t a ' community* not d e f i n e d by s p a t i a l 

or temporal parameters), t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e forms a sub-text, a forum of 

a c t i o n worthy of s e p a r a t e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . Pynchon's a t t i t u d e to t h i s 

area of a c t i o n and c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n i s complex. I t would be convenient 

to pronounce the dopers an u n q u a l i f i e d p o s i t i v e i n the n o v e l ' s 

framework, but the i d e a cannot be accepted without e x t e n s i v e 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n and b a l a n c i n g of views. Indeed, s e e k i n g a concrete 

a t t i t u d e to t h i s a r e a c a l l s to mind some of the most fundamentally 

d i f f i c u l t concepts i n v o l v e d i n an understanding of the novel. The 

s i t u a t i o n can to a l a r g e extent be seen a s an e x t r a p o l a t i o n of the 

o p p o s i t i o n present i n The Crying of Lot 49 ( d i s c u s s e d i n Chapter One), 

where Oedipa's hardening i n t e n t to r a t i o n a l i z e the c o m p l e x i t i e s of her 
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s i t u a t i o n a r e s e t a g a i n s t the a n t i t h e t i c a l l o o sening of the boundaries 

of ego played out by Mucho, consumed by h i s use of LSD. These 

p o l a r i t i e s h i g h l i g h t the nature of the Cartesian-dominated c i v i l i z a t i o n 

under s c r u t i n y , and the i s s u e i s even more s t a r k l y a t hand i n Gravity's 

Rainbow. 

On the p o s i t i v e s i d e , the dopers form a k a l e i d o s c o p i c mass of 

benevolent enjoyment - more as a method of e x i s t e n c e than a s simple 

d i v e r s i o n . We should remember Gravity's Rainbow1 s p r o v i s i o n a l t i t l e 

Mindless Pleasures, of which the dopers' pastime i s q u i t e c l e a r l y one. 

T h i s s i t s unambiguously i n s i d e Roger Mexico's c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of 'love, 

dreams, the s p i r i t , the senses and the other s e c o n d - c l a s s t r i v i a t h a t 

are found among the i d l e and mindless hours of the day' (.GR p. 177) t h a t 

e x i s t s almost a s a manifesto of optimism and p o s i t i v e a s s e r t i o n , a t h i s 

vexing imminent estrangement from J e s s i c a . The s i t u a t i o n r e c a l l s 

K a t h e r i n e H a y l e s ' s argument t h a t i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g we are c o n s t a n t l y 

reminded of the f a c t t h a t n a r r a t i v e i t s e l f , both w i t h i n the novel and 

between novel and reader, i s a d i v i s i o n , the ' p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t the Text 

i s an i n t e r f a c e , on one s i d e the Word, on the other r e a l i t y ' . 1 The 

bla c k marketeer Semyavin i n Z u r i c h u n d e r l i n e s the d i s t i n c t i o n to 

S l o t h r o p thus: '"Information. What's wrong with dope and women? I s i t 

any wonder the world's gone insane, with information come t o be the only 

r e a l medium of exchange"' <<?J?p.258). The dopers, whatever r e a l i t y they 

i n h a b i t , a r e place d f i r m l y on the other s i d e from the Word. L i n e s of 

communication, methods of communication a r e dangerous d i v i s i o n s , and i t 

i s a t r u t h t h a t the dopers have seen and attempt to avoid. Hence the 

more i n s t i n c t i v e modes of ex p r e s s i o n such a s the f a m i l i a r 'hyeugh, 

hyeugh,' of P i g Bodine, and h i s 'dexterously r o l l i n g a r e e f e r one-handed 
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on a c i g a r e t t e paper he has f i r s t t orn, with s t r a l g h t f a c e d bravura, i n 

h a l f (<?i?p.370). The atmosphere i s of good-natured but paranoid 

brotherhood. Pynchon p r e f e r s to c h a r a c t e r i z e i t a s much with impression 

and form than spoken i n t e n t i o n . That the Zone-emancipated S l o t h r o p i s 

s t e e r e d by the p l a n t o remove ' s i x kilosl of pure, top-grade Hepalese 

h a s h i s h ! ' (<?J? p.370) i s only another 'pattern' t h a t he comes to play, 

but dope i s an a p p r o p r i a t e focus f o r i t . The same v i t a l essence t h a t 

Slothrop* s g a r i s h d r e s s - s e n s e b r i n g s to the Casino i s a l s o the 

p r e r o g a t i v e of the dope-dealers i n Nice who have shoes ' i n c o n t r a s t i n g 

c o l o r s (such a s orange on blue, and the p e r e n n i a l f a v o r i t e , green on 

magenta)' (<?i?p.254). Raoul's party, and the Bodine-organized 'Runcible 

Spoon F i g h t ' are among s e v e r a l i n s t a n c e s of c o l o u r f u l chaos i n which 

'dopers and d r i n k e r s s t r u g g l e together without shame' (Gi? p.245). 

Pynchon 1s arch-doper Emil 'Saure' Bummer ( h i s nickname 

u n s u r p r i s i n g l y meaning ' a c i d ' ) t a l k s of the production of cocaine and 

e s t a b l i s h e s a c r i t i c a l metaphorical l i n k between the Rocket and the 

dopers: 

'the cocaine w i l l appear f i r s t , a t the edges, then the vegetable 

cut, the procaine, the l a c t o s e a t the other well-known p o s i t i o n s - a 

purple t a r g e t , w i t h the outer r i n g worth the most, and the b u l l ' s 

eye worth nothing. An a n t i - t a r g e t . C e r t a i n l y not the A4's idea of 

one, eh, Socketwan.' (GJ?p.376) 

The same substance (potassium permanganate) i s c r u c i a l both t o the 

r o c k e t and to cocaine, and these m u t u a l l y - e x c l u d i n g (and mutually-

d e f i n i n g ) opposites t a k e t h e i r p l a c e i n the n o v e l ' s most fundamental 
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d i v i s i o n of l i n e a r a r c and e t e r n a l l y - r e t u r n i n g c i r c l e . They seek t h e i r 

transcendence i n m a t e r i a l and s p i r i t u a l form r e s p e c t i v e l y , i n r o c k e t i n g 

to the moon and d i s s o l v i n g the boundaries of a se p a r a t e s e l f . 

The p o l a r i t y l o c a t e s drugs q u i t e p l a i n l y i n Pynchon's epistemology. 

They widen and enhance the senses, and i n t h e i r extreme (LSD f o r 

example) a l l o w a complete l o s s of s u b j e c t - o b j e c t d u a l i t y and a f u l f i l l e d 

sense of p l a c e i n the surrounding environment; they oppose s y m b o l i c a l l y 

and r e a l i s t i c a l l y the primacy of the Rocket, and are the preserve of the 

l e a s t m a l i c i o u s and e x p l o i t a t i v e c h a r a c t e r s of the novel. With 

r e f e r e n c e t o the l a s t point, i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e to c l a s s dopers a s 

' P r e t e r i t e ' , i n the same s t a r k p o l a r i t y a s the a n t i - t a r g e t of cocaine. 

Saure Bummer c o n s i s t e n t l y q u e s t i o n s and s u b v e r t s what he s e e s a s 

c o n t r i v e d grandeur, the pomposity of the E l e c t , f o r example i n h i s 

argument about the r e l a t i v e m e r i t s of Beethoven and R o s s i n i ((Si? p.440). 

I n t h i s sense the dopers f a l l i n t o the category John S t a r k i d e n t i f i e s a s 

the theme of 'minority t a s t e s ' , t h i s encompassing 'powerless c h a r a c t e r s 

who have developed b i z a r r e t a s t e s i n order to c r e a t e a sm a l l area of 

t h e i r l i v e s where they can r e s i s t the c o n t r o l of the p o w e r f u l ' . 2 I t i s 

the f a t e of such I n d i v i d u a l s to be the v i c t i m s , the e x p l o i t e d 

s c h l e m i e l s , p r o t e c t i v e of t h e i r l i m i t e d spheres of i n f l u e n c e . Hence 

Pynchon's d e s c r i p t i o n of the cool l y - p r e m e d i t a t e d i n t r o d u c t i o n of opium 

i n t o China: ' T h i s c l a s s i c h u s t l e i s s t i l l famous, even today, f o r the 

c o l d p u r i t y of i t s e x e c u t i o n [...] You win, China l o s e s . F a n t a s t i c ' (GR 

p.346). The pe r v e r t e d manipulation of 'market f o r c e s ' even y i e l d s the 

unnatural d i s t o r t i o n of ' l o o k - a l i k e s t h a t were worth even more than 

c o c a i n e 1 (GJ?p.375). Everywhere t h e r e f o r e , the frequent c a s u a l t i e s of 

the System are the dopers - a persecuted minority i n i s o l a t i o n perhaps, 
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but i n a wider view they are a formidable community and by many 

i n d i c a t i o n s appear to be a p o s i t i v e l y - c h a r g e d f o r c e running through the 

novel. There i s almost a p r o p o r t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p i n the f i c t i o n a l 

worlds Pynchon c r e a t e s , between the damnation of i n d i v i d u a l s or groups 

by ' c i v i l i z a t i o n ' and the establishment and t h e i r importance and 

p o s i t i v e v a l u e s demonstrated t h e r e i n . He champions the lowest - those 

whose a t t i t u d e to and r e l a t i o n s h i p with t h e i r environment i s the l e a s t 

complex and the most i n s t i n c t i v e - a s he does every item of waste or 

t r i v i a , t h a t are s t i l l ( d e s p i t e t h e i r apparent i n s i g n i f i c a n c e ) equal 

p a r t s of the v a s t c o n t i n u i t y of a r e t u r n i n g u n i v e r s e . 

One u n s e t t l i n g but p e r s i s t e n t point needs to be addressed, however. 

That the dopers a r e symbolic opponents of war and technology i s not i n 

question, but t h e i r loosening g r i p on ' r e a l i t y ' i s on i n i t i a l 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n a d i s q u i e t i n g f a c t . Raoul's p a r t y i s a doper's f i e l d day 

of harmless f r o l i c k i n g but i s ' a l l out of shape, no focus to i t ' . They 

cease to determine anything, and simply 'dopers a r e looking around, 

b l i n k i n g , s m i l i n g , s a y i n g yes i n a number of ways' (GJ? p. 246). In the 

same way the Bodine-organized merry-making i n the Zone l e a d s to complete 

i n e f f e c t i v e n e s s , where 'a good h a l f of the crowd a r e out i n the 

f o o t h i l l s of unconsciousness, and the r e s t a r e not e x a c t l y sure what's 

going on' (GJ?p.597). I f such a l o s s of f a c u l t i e s i s the i n e v i t a b l e 

d e s t i n a t i o n , then can the dopers r e a l l y r e p r e s e n t a s e r i o u s counterforce 

i n the n o v e l ' s design? The quest i o n r e c a l l s Oedipa i n the previous 

novel who t e l l s Dr H i l a r i u s t o 'face up t o your s o c i a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ' 

(.CL p.94), while Mucho i n the meantime i s rendered e f f e c t i v e l y 

i n o p e r a t i v e by LSD, and r e g a r d l e s s of h i s personal f u l f i l m e n t can have 

no f u r t h e r i n f l u e n c e on those around him. 
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A d i s t i n c t i o n i s presented l a t e i n Gravity's Rainbow t h a t h e l p s t o 

e l u c i d a t e the problem. Slothrop i s t a l k i n g to h i s f a t h e r , a s e l f -

c o n f e s s e d 'doper a l l m * l i f e ' : 

- I mean i t was always understood t h a t this would s t i l l be here when 

you got back, j u s t the same, e x a c t l y the same, r i g h t ? 

- Well ha-ha guess t h a t ' s why we c a l l e d 'em vacations, son! Cause 

you always do come back to old R e a l i t y l a n d , don't you. 

- Kou always did. <Gi?p.699) 

In t h i s s c e n a r i o the experience i s c o n t r o l l a b l e , a c c e s s i b l e a t w i l l , but 

with no profound or l a s t i n g d i s t o r t i o n of o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y . Hence, 

' R e a l i t y l a n d ' i s s t i l l the determining environment, and t h a t i n which 

any r e s p o n s i b i l i t y has relevance. Slothrop f i e l d s the idea of s h i f t i n g 

the emphasis away from ' R e a l i t y l a n d 1 ; the determining environment 

becomes completely d i f f e r e n t : 

A-and who sez i t ' s a dream, huh? M-maybe i t exists. Maybe t h e r e i s 

a machine to take us away, take us completely, suck us out through 

the e l e c t r o d e s out of the s k u l l 'n' i n t o the Machine and l i v e t h e r e 

f o r e v e r w i t h a l l the other s o u l s i t ' s got s t o r e d there. It c o u l d 

decide who i t would suck out, a-and when. Dope never gave you 

immortality. You hadda come back, every time, i n t o a dying hunk of 

s m e l l y meat'. But Ve can l i v e f o r e v e r . (GJ?p.699) 

There remains a dilemma of moral r e s p o n s i b i l t y , t h a t the promotion of 

the transcendence of o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y i g n o r e s i s s u e s t h a t are d i c t a t e d 
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by the temporal and p h y s i c a l . T h i s i s the c a p i t u l a t i o n made by Hucho i n 

The Crying of Lot 49 where Pynchon i s t e n t a t i v e l y ambiguous a s regards 

the m e r i t s of t a k i n g t h i s route. I n Gravity's Rainbow t h i s sentiment i s 

P i g Bodine's, the q u e s t i o n of whether ' h e ' l l have t o l e t go? But 

somebody's got to hold an, it couldn't happen to all of us - no that'd 

be too much...' (GR p.741). As i s the case so often, S l o t h r o p i s the 

n a t u r a l f o c u s of a t t e n t i o n . He undergoes a d r i f t towards a wholly 

connected u n i v e r s e which i s m a n i f e s t l y a p o s i t i v e progress. The ego­

l e s s consummation i s not s p e c i f i c a l l y drug-induced, but Slo t h r o p i s 

unmistakably a doper, and h i s s t e a d i l y - l o o s e n i n g sense of s e l f i s a 

n a t u r a l e x t e n s i o n of the use of these consciousness-widening t o o l s . I t 

i s a genuine, v a l i d r e a c t i o n to every archetype and unconscious constant 

t h a t p o i n t s towards an e t e r n a l l y - r e t u r n i n g u n i v e r s e ; not the l i n e a r i z e d 

c o r r u p t i o n t h a t enshrouds the r e s t of the novel. Katherine Hayles 

a d d r e s s e s t h i s i s s u e : 

But i f to overcome the s u b j e c t - o b j e c t d u a l i t y completely i s to merge 

wit h the 'mind-body' of the cosmos, i t i s a l s o to cease t o e x i s t a s 

a person l o c a l i z e d i n time and space, and thus to be unable to 

i n f l u e n c e the temporal unfolding of events. Those who have made the 

t r a n s i t i o n , f o r example Walter Rathenau and L y l e Bland, cease to 

c a r e how events unfold i n s e c u l a r h i s t o r y , f o r the good reason t h a t 

to them s e c u l a r h i s t o r y i s an i l l u s i o n . Something of the same 

i n d i f f e r e n c e o c c u r s i n those who immerse themselves i n the 'mindless 

p l e a s u r e s ' t h a t a r e the p r o l e t a r i a n e q u i v a l e n t to R i l k e a n 

transcendence. I f from one p e r s p e c t i v e t h i s i s s a l v a t i o n , from 

another point of view i t i s a b e t r a y a l of the r e v o l u t i o n by becoming 
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incapable of e f f e c t i v e s o c i a l a c t i o n . To s t a y a t the b a r r i c a d e s , 

however, i s t o remain i n the realm of c o g n i t i v e thought, t h u s 

c o n t r i b u t i n g , through the very a c t of remaining conscious, to T h e i r 

e n t e r p r i s e . 3 

The most a c c e p t a b l e balance of these i d e a s would be perhaps to 

acknowledge Fynchon's d e x t e r i t y i n framing the a l t e r n a t i v e s i n d e l i c a t e 

enough f a s h i o n not to advocate e i t h e r f o r c e f u l l y . I t has always been a 

p a i n f u l and damning p r o c e s s attempting to p e r c e i v e i n s t r u c t i v e 

d i d a c t i c i s m i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g . A u s e f u l s t r u c t u r e f o r i n c o r p o r a t i n g 

the ambivalence might e x i s t i n (again) the mandala, simply i n the sense 

t h a t opposing impulses of ' s o c i a l r e s p o s i b i l i t y ' grounded i n a s h a r p l y -

d e f i n e d s e l f , and p o s i t i v e c a p i t u l a t i o n t h a t passes beyond s u b j e c t -

o b j e c t d u a l i t y , can be l o c a t e d around a u n i v e r s a l c e n t r e t h a t binds both 

a l t e r n a t i v e s i n a higher, all-encompassing r e a l i t y . The same a c t i o n i s 

a t once ' b e t r a y a l of the r e v o l u t i o n ' and a l s o a ' s a l v a t i o n ' , and we 

should perhaps be content to accommodate both w i t h i n the same r e a d i n g of 

the novel. 
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TVO: ' A ROUTE IB' - LSD RESEARCH AND GRAVITY'S RAINBOW 

Having attempted an i n t e g r a t i o n of Pynebcin's p o r t r a y a l of drugs and 

dopers more f u l l y i n t o the t e x t u a l whole, i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to examine 

f u r t h e r the connection t h a t these elements form with some wider a s p e c t s 

of the novel. K a t h e r i n e Hayles i s h e l p f u l i n d e f i n i n g a s t r a n d i n 

modern t h i n k i n g t h a t she d e f i n e s a s the ' f i e l d concept', d i s c u s s e d 

e a r l i e r , t h a t can be e a s i l y l o c a t e d i n the conception of Gravity's 

Rainbow. T h i s i s the sense of oneness t h a t connects the 'Other Side' 

through the c r o s s r o a d s of Slothrop and the other p o i n t s of i n t e r s e c t i o n , 

with t r a d i t i o n a l p e r c e p t i o n s of r e a l i t y . I t i s a l s o Pynchon's 

inv e n t i o n , Oneirine, a drug t h a t r e v e a l s the ab s o l u t e connectedness of 

a l l t h i n g s . T h i s f a c t i s a t the base of a transcendence of s u b j e c t -

o b j e c t d u a l i t y and i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d i n Gravity's Rainbow as a drug 

presented a s a p o s s i b l e 'route I n ' f o r T c h i t c h e r i n e (Gi? p.703), 

However, the r e l e v a n c e p a s s e s beyond O n e i r i n e and the s e v e r a l c h a r a c t e r s 

who t r a v e r s e the boundaries of the s t r i c t l y - d e f i n e d ego. The f i e l d 

concept i s the b a s i s from which Pynchon approaches n e a r l y all phenomena 

i n the novel, and the idea i s a u s e f u l one i n l i n k i n g the myriad of 

unconventional moments and experiences t h a t populate the pages of 

Gravity's Rainbow. 

Also a 'route In' i s an approach which binds together many a s p e c t s 

of the novel i n t o a more all-em b r a c i n g understanding of the unconscious 

and the e l u s i v e , d i f f i c u l t concepts surrounding i t i n G r a v i t y ' s Rainbow. 

V i t h any study of the novel more than one t h e o r e t i c a l framework or frame 

of r e f e r e n c e i s of t e n a p p l i c a b l e to the same area. So f a r , the most 
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u s e f u l u n i f y i n g symbol has been the Great Serpent, a mandalic image of 

the e v e r - r e t u r n i n g c y c l e , of fundamental importance i n Buddhist and 

Hindu t h i n k i n g , and a l s o r e c o g n i z e d e x t e n s i v e l y by Jung a s an archetype 

of the unconscious. The emblem can thus be considered a fundamental 

l i n k i n g d e v i c e with an omnipresent, connected u n i v e r s e . K a t h e r i n e 

Hayles looks to t h i s p o i n t and opens i t out: 'When the s u b j e c t - o b j e c t 

d u a l i t y i s considered a s an i l l u s i o n t h a t i s imposed on r e a l i t y r a t h e r 

than i n h e r e n t i n i t , a l l we must do to recover the wholeness i s to 

abandon the p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t l e a d s us t o b e l i e v e i t i s r e a l . T h i s 

provides one e x p l a n a t i o n f o r S l o t h r o p ' s f i n a l d i s s o l u t i o n . ' A I t 

p r o v i d e s c o n s i d e r a b l y more as w e l l - indeed, every element i n the novel 

t h a t q u e s t i o n s the 'primacy of the "conscious" s e l f ' CGR p.153). 

H a y l e s ' s comment suggests t h a t we should approach the novel with a s much 

of the abandonment of p e r s p e c t i v e she r e f e r s to a s p o s s i b l e . She 

continues, p l a c i n g S l o t h r o p ' s f i n a l s c a t t e r i n g i n a l e s s conventional 

context: 'Slothrop has a r r i v e d a t a transcendent r e a l i z a t i o n of the 

e s s e n t i a l connectedness of a l l t h i n g s . I n Zen terms he has achieved 

s a t o r i , e x p e r i e n c i n g the s e l f a s a m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the U n i v e r s a l One.' 5 

The many paths of approach t h i s opens up r e c a l l s F r i t j o f Capra's 

combination of modern p h y s i c s and E a s t e r n p h i l o s o p h i e s , a p t l y 

r e i n f o r c i n g the emphasis here of the connectedness of a l l t h i n g s 

r e g a r d l e s s of the i n t e l l e c t u a l d i s c i p l i n e used as a mode of perception. 

To be i n v e s t i g a t e d here i s an approach which i s admittedly Western i n 

i t s conception, but i s r e f r e s h i n g l y aware of the f a c t , and f o s t e r s an 

a t t i t u d e t h a t resembles the abandonment of s u b j e c t - o b j e c t p e r s p e c t i v e 

suggested by K a t h e r i n e Hayles. As an appropriate e x t e n s i o n of the theme 

of drugs and dopers a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d i t i s based on the attempts of 
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S t a n i s l a v Grof, a p s y c h i a t r i s t working i n C z e c h o s l o v a k i a and the United 

S t a t e s , t o ' o u t l i n e the cartography of the human unc o n s c i o u s ' 6 by the 

use of LSD r e s e a r c h . He i s f u l l y aware t h a t the method i s only one of 

many p a s s i b l e f o r conducting such a study, but i t p r e s e n t s e a s i l y -

p rocessed data, and without a l a r g e degree of a r t i f i c i a l d i s t o r t i o n . He 

e x p l a i n s : 

I have been q u i t e encouraged by the f a c t t h a t i n v a r i o u s a r e a s of 

human c u l t u r e t h e r e a r e numerous i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t the maps of 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s emerging from my LSD work a r e f u l l y compatible and 

sometimes p a r a l l e l with other e x i s t i n g systems. [...] T h i s p a r a l l e l 

between the LSD e x p e r i e n c e s and a v a r i e t y of phenomena manifested 

without chemical f a c i l i t a t i o n p r o vides a d d i t i o n a l supportive evidence 

f o r the u n s p e c i f i c and c a t a l y z i n g e f f e c t of LSD. 7 

His study i s p a r t i c u l a r l y h e l p f u l with regard t o Gravity's Rainbow, 

s i n c e i t a l s o a l l o w s us t o c o n s o l i d a t e the a r r a y of drugs and dopers 

i n t o a more u n i f i e d movement of Pynchon's P r e t e r i t e , l i n k i n g them and 

the uncontrived honesty of t h e i r motivations to many of the most 

profound moments i n the novel. T h i s approach admits the i r o n y of making 

con n e c t i o n s t h a t are not n e c e s s a r i l y i n h e r e n t i n the t e x t , but i s a s 

p l a u s i b l e a s Hayles's Zen comparison, u s i n g simply a d i f f e r e n t approach 

t o address the same ar e a . I t i s a l s o no a c c i d e n t t h a t Pynchon's s t r i k e s 

a t d e f i n i n g an e g o - l e s s , non-Cartesian b a s i s w i t h i n our present s o c i e t y 

a r e f r e q u e n t l y v i a drugs - f o r example Onei r i n e , cocaine, and LSD (the 

l a t t e r c o n s p i c u o u s l y so i n T i e Crying of Lot 49). 
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G r o f ' s i n t r o d u c t i o n c o n s i d e r s the m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the p o t e n t i a l 

of LSD i n American s o c i e t y , and the s p e c i f i c emphasis on r e c k l e s s abuse 

t h a t i g n o r e s i t s wider u s e f u l n e s s and r e l e v a n c e : 

Almost every day sensation-hungry j o u r n a l i s t s would b r i n g new 

r e p o r t s about the h o r r o r s and d i s a s t e r s due to unsupervised 

experimentation [ . . . ] These r e p o r t s c r e a t e d an image of LSD as a 

d i a b o l i c drug and provided s u f f i c i e n t background f o r a witch-hunting 

response from parents, t e a c h e r s , m i n i s t e r s , p o l i c e a u t h o r i t i e s , and 

l e g i s l a t o r s . 1 3 

There i s something of an analogue to Pynchon's w r i t i n g i n the sense of 

not being ab l e to accommodate h i s f l e x i b l e , r e s p o n s i v e a t t i t u d e to 

' s e l f i n s i d e a conventional c r i t i c a l approach. I t i s a d i f f i c u l t y of 

d i s c u s s i o n t h a t has perhaps c o n t r i b u t e d t o the tendency of Pynchon 

c r i t i c i s m t o over-emphasize the l i n e a r i t y i n Gravity's Rainbow and 

attempted t o apply t h i s to the whole novel. Meeting t h i s a r e a head-on 

i s , i t seems, a problematic task, such as i s an acceptance of the 

p o s i t i v e and t h e r a p e u t i c uses of LSD. Because i t i n v o l v e s a r e a s t h a t 

Western t h i n k i n g has not yet i n t e g r a t e d i n t u i t i v e l y i n t o i t s vocabulary 

i t i s most e a s i l y d e a l t with by narrow c l a s s i f i c a t i o n , 'pigeon-holing', 

and by i m p l i c a t i o n d i s t o r t i o n - Jung comments t h a t 'with us, philosophy 

and theology are s t i l l i n the p r e - p s y c h o l o g i c a l stage where only the 

a s s e r t i o n s are l i s t e n e d to [...] while the a u t h o r i t y t h a t makes them 

has, by general consent, been deposed as outside the scope of 

d i s c u s s i o n ' . 9 Pynchon, however, w i l l not l e t us do t h i s . The s u b j e c t 
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i s c o n c l u s i v e l y i n t e g r a t e d i n Gravity's Rainbow, and must be examined 

ac c o r d i n g l y . 

Grof i s p a r t i c u l a r l y concerned t h a t the LSD s e s s i o n - d e r i v e d data 

should be shown to be v a l i d from the point of view of whether t h e r e a r e 

' e f f e c t s of LSD t h a t a r e pur e l y pharmacological i n nature, a r e u n r e l a t e d 

to the p e r s o n a l i t y s t r u c t u r e of the s u b j e c t , and occur without e x c e p t i o n 

i n every s u b j e c t who t a k e s a s u f f i c i e n t dose of the d r u g ' . 1 0 H i s 

r e s e a r c h data i s meticulous, comprising the a n a l y s i s of over 3,800 

r e c o r d s from LSD s e s s i o n s the r e s u l t being t h a t t h e r e was not 'a s i n g l e 

symptom t h a t would be an a b s o l u t e l y constant component i n a l l of them 

and could thus be c o n s i d e r e d t r u l y i n v a r i a n t ' . 1 1 T h i s does add 

co n s i d e r a b l e cudos to the h e u r i s t i c value of LSD as a t o o l f o r the 

e x p l o r a t i o n of the human unconscious, a s w e l l a s the manifold p a r a l l e l s 

between LSD-induced e x p e r i e n c e s and methods i n many c u l t u r e s and 

r e l i g i o n s worldwide. On t h i s point Grof comments a s fo l l o w s : 

powerful procedures have e x i s t e d i n many a n c i e n t and s o - c a l l e d 

p r i m i t i v e c u l t u r e s t o f a c i l i t a t e such e x p e r i e n c e s i n i n d i v i d u a l s a s 

we l l a s groups [...] The techniques employed by these c u l t u r e s cover 

a wide range of methods [...] such a s those developed w i t h i n the 

Hindu and Buddhist t r a d i t i o n s . 1 2 

The Tibetan Book of the Dead i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y appropriate s a c r e d work 

t h a t by i t s intended a p p l i c a t i o n a s guidance through the p r o c e s s of 

death and u l t i m a t e l y transcendence or r e b i r t h p a r a l l e l s remarkably 

c l o s e l y the e x p e r i e n c e s of the p e r i n a t a l stage i d e n t i f i e d by Dr Grof and 

d i s c u s s e d below. 
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The s i g n i f i c a n c e of the LSD framework here i s how i t so a p t l y 

complements the a r e a s of emphasis with which Pynchon i s a l s o concerned. 

I t h e l p s t o demonstrate many d i v e r s e p a r t s of the novel - e x p e r i e n c e s , 

a t t i t u d e s and l e v e l s of p e r c e p t i o n - r e s i d i n g w i t h i n one e v e r - p r e s e n t 

movement. T h i s , not s u r p r i s i n g l y , i s the movement t h a t r e a c h e s i t s 

f u r t h e s t t r a n s i t i o n i n the transcendence of s u b j e c t - o b j e c t d u a l i t y . I t 

i s i n a sense the f i e l d concept a p p l i e d to p s y c h o l o g i c a l phenomena. For 

the t r o u b l e d r e a d e r of Gravity's Rainbow i t a l s o p r e s e n t s v e r i f i a b l e 

s c i e n t i f i c data forming a framework f o r some of the more d i f f i c u l t 

a s p e c t s of the novel. The c r i t i c a l key t o a f u l f i l l e d r eading i s , i t 

would seem, the j e t t i s o n i n g of the C a r t e s i a n p e r s p e c t i v e of s u b j e c t 

v e r s u s o b j e c t . T h i s i s the experience of David Leverenz whose i n i t i a l 

' l i n e a r ' r eading i s cheated by the d i s s o l u t i o n of Slothrop: 'My 

involvement with Slothrop, l i k e my need to understand, had shown my 

membership i n the Firm. 1 1 3 Dr Grof's LSD r e s e a r c h p r o v i d e s a means f o r 

r e a c h i n g the same c o n c l u s i o n . I t does so v i a the o b s e r v a t i o n of LSD 

experiences, which a r e u n u s u a l l y appropriate p a r a l l e l s to the u n f o l d i n g 

e x p e r i e n c e s i n Gravity's Rainbow. Pynchon's O n e i r l n e i s the f i e l d 

concept - 'the d i s c o v e r y t h a t everything is connected, e v e r y t h i n g i n the 

C r e a t i o n ' <Gi?p,703) - and i n l e s s h y p o t h e t i c a l form LSD, and i t s 

i n f l u e n c e i s present i n the novel's most fundamental o r i g i n s . G r o f ' s 

study i s a p p l i c a b l e t o a reading of Gravity's Rainbow i n t h r e e major 

r e s p e c t s , which a r e to be considered i n turn. I t d e s c r i b e s the 

' p e r i n a t a l ' experience, t h a t i s , of death and r e b i r t h , the c y c l e a t the 

n o v e l ' s core and manifested v a r i o u s l y throughout; the ' t r a n s p e r s o n a l ' 

experience i n which c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s observed to pass beyond the bounds 

of the s e p a r a t e i n d i v i d u a l ; and the n a t u r a l r e c u r r e n c e of v a r i o u s 
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symbols and archetypes. I n the f i n a l i n s t a n c e , Grof's f i n d i n g s s e r v e a s 

a u s e f u l s t a r t i n g - p o i n t f o r a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the s u b s t a n t i a l presence 

of the mandala i n Gravity's Rainbow - both a s a symbol and a s a 

s t r u c t u r i n g device. 

# * * 

( i ) 

As a door i n t o the realms of the unconsciousness, LSD i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y e f f e c t i v e i n r e l o c a t i n g the b i r t h experience, from 'Primal 

Union' i n s i d e the womb, to the labour c o n t r a c t i o n s to p r o p u l s i o n through 

the b i r t h c a n a l to u l t i m a t e s e p a r a t i o n from the mother. The same 

ex p e r i e n c e s are present i n Gravity's Rainbow, a l b e i t i n d i r e c t l y so. 

Grof c l a s s i f i e s these s t a g e s as B a s i c P e r i n a t a l Matrices, and a s s o c i a t e s 

each stage w i t h s p e c i f i c e x p e r i e n c e s r e - e n a c t e d under LSD therapy. He 

emphasizes the fundamental s i g n i f i c a n c e of the b i r t h experience w i t h 

c o n s i d e r a b l e i n s i g h t , most importantly t h a t 'the s i m i l a r i t y between 

b i r t h and death - the s t a r t l i n g r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t the beginning of l i f e 

i s the same a s i t s end - i s the major p h i l o s o p h i c a l i s s u e t h a t 

accompanies p e r i n a t a l e x p e r i e n c e s ' . 1 4 T h i s i s c l o s e l y t i e d to the 

c e n t r a l canon of c i r c u l a r i t y , of the death and r e b i r t h c y c l e p o r t r a y e d 

i n the novel. Vhat he continues to say i s of c o n s i d e r a b l e r e l e v a n c e to 

p a r t s of Gravity's Rainbow. Take, f o r example, the case of L y l e Bland, 

a minion of the System u n t i l h i s metamorphosis of r e a l i z a t i o n . Grof 

comments thus t h a t 'even hard-core m a t e r i a l i s t s , p o s i t i v i s t i c a l l y 

o r i e n t e d s c i e n t i s t s , s k e p t i c s and c y n i c s , and uncompromising a t h e i s t s 
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and a n t i r e l i g i o u s c r u s a d e r s such a s the M a r x i s t p h i l o s o p h e r s suddenly 

became i n t e r e s t e d i n a s p i r i t u a l s e a r c h a f t e r they confronted t h e s e 

l e v e l s i n t h e m s e l v e s ' . 1 S A major c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of such r e v e l a t i o n i n 

t h e novel i s the loosening of the boundaries of ego. I t i s e x e m p l i f i e d 

i n S l o t h r o p and a l l i e s him to the c y c l i c a l l y - r e s o n a t i n g u n i v e r s e sensed 

throughout, a t a m e r c i f u l remove from the deluded s c i e n t i s t s and p r o f i t -

mongers p r o l i f e r a t i n g elsewhere. Grof p o i n t s to the f i r s t B a s i c 

P e r i n a t a l Matrix a s an i l l u s t r a t i o n of t h i s experience ( i t i s , we should 

note, d i f f i c u l t t o speak of 'experience' without an i m p l i c i t s u b j e c t -

o b j e c t i n t e r a c t i o n , and hence S l o t h r o p ' s and oth e r s ' 'experiences' 

should e q u a l l y be understood as 'enactments' or simply ' o c c u r r e n c e s ' ) : 

'An i n d i v i d u a l can, f o r example, t a l k about t h i s experience a s being 

c o n t e n t l e s s and yet a l l - c o n t a i n i n g C...] He r e f e r s to a complete l o s s of 

ego and y e t s t a t e s t h a t t h i s c o n s c i o u s n e s s has expanded t o encompass the 

whole u n i v e r s e . ' 1 6 

A p a r a l l e l to the u t t e r f u l f i l m e n t of the womb experience i s dreamt 

by S l o t h r o p i n the dream-sequence d i s c u s s e d above i n Chapter Three, 

images of f e r t i l i t y c e n t r i n g i n an a r c h e t y p a l woman-figure g i v i n g b i r t h 

t o a l l c r e a t i o n i n a s e t t i n g of c l e a n b r i g h t waters (£7 p.447). I n 

G r o f ' s o b s e r v a t i o n s a s u b j e c t r e c a l l s the e x p e r i e n c e g r a p h i c a l l y , and 

a g a i n e g o - l o s s i s a c r u c i a l element: 

' I l o s t my sense of i n d i v i d u a l i t y ; my ego d i s s o l v e d , and I became 

a l l of e x i s t e n c e . Sometimes t h i s e x p e r i e n c e was i n t a n g i b l e and 

c o n t e n t l e s s , sometimes i t was accompanied by many b e a u t i f u l v i s i o n s 

- a r c h e t y p a l images of P a r a d i s e , the u l t i m a t e cornucopia [...] I was 
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the ocean, animals, p l a n t s , the c l o u d s - sometimes a l l these a t the 

same t i m e . 1 1 7 

Pynchon keeps the i d e a s a t c a r e f u l d i s t a n c e by s p e c i f y i n g t h a t t h e s e 

images a re contained i n a dream but d e l i c a t e l y draws the s i g n i f i c a n c e 

out i n t o the open w i t h the pr o p h e t i c - ' T h i s dream w i l l not le a v e him' 

(GJ? p.447) - i n f a c t i t s i g n a l s a source and d e s t i n a t i o n towards which 

S l o t h r o p progresses, and with which he u l t i m a t e l y connects, even though 

t h i s c u l m i n a t i o n i s beyond the re a c h of the senses. The idea of r e t u r n 

i m p l i c i t i n the b i r t h - e x p e r i e n c e f u l f i l m e n t i s p e r f e c t l y compatible with 

the u n i v e r s e a s overseen by the t a i l - e a t i n g Serpent, and Slothrop 

h i m s e l f dramatizes a s i m i l a r impulse. David Cowart p o i n t s out t h a t 

S l o t h r o p ' t r a v e l s i n a g i a n t c i r c l e on the map of Europe: from London 

[...] then, come f u l l c i r c l e , back to London, where the f a l l i n g r o c k e t s 

s t a r t e d i t a l l ' . i e T h i s f i n a l o b s e r v a t i o n i s of S l o t h r o p on a r e c o r d 

album photograph taken 'near an o l d rocket-bomb s i t e , out i n the E a s t 

End, or South of the Ri v e r ' (62? p.742), but even t h i s tenuous c l u e does 

g e n t l y c o n f i r m the c i r c l e of r e t u r n he c i r c u m s c r i b e s . The same s u b j e c t 

observed by Grof i n the example above r e l a t e s e x a c t l y t h i s impulse of 

r e t u r n a s a fundamental motivation w i t h i n which S l o t h r o p i s comfortably 

placed: 

'The c r a v i n g f o r r e i n s t i t u t i o n of the s t a t e of r e a l f u l f i l m e n t t h a t 

was once experienced i n the womb appeared to be the u l t i m a t e 

motivating f o r c e of every human being [...] I t became c l e a r t o me 

t h a t here was the answer to mankind's most fundamental dilemma: t h i s 

i n s a t i a b l e c r a v i n g and need cannot be s a t i s f i e d by any degree of 
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achievement and s u c c e s s i n the e x t e r n a l world. The only answer i s 

t o reconnect with t h i s p l a c e i n one's mind, i n one's own 

u n c o n s c i o u s . ' 1 9 

The impulse i s one governing, i t would seem, any s e a r c h f o r f u l f i l m e n t 

or transcendence. T h i s r e i n f o r c e s the i r o n y of Socket 00000 

c o n s i d e r a b l y . I t s symbolic s i g n i f i c a n c e s a re manifold, but from t h i s 

p o int of view i t becomes a womb surrounding the embryo G o t t f r i e d . 

Pynchon i s unequivocal i n h i s p o r t r a y a l of t h i s : 

The glove i s the c a v i t y i n t o which the Hand f i t s , a s the 00000 i s 

the womb i n t o which G o t t f r i e d r e t u r n s . 

S t u f f him i n . Not a Proc r u s t e a n bed, but modified to take him. 

The two, boy and Rocket, c o n c u r r e n t l y designed. I t s s t e e l 

h i n d q u a r t e r s bent so b e a u t i f u l l y . . . he f i t s w e l l . (GS p.751) 

The image i s the f i n a l damnation of B l i c e r o ' s Rocket-madness and 

technology's a s s a u l t on an unchangeable u n i v e r s e . Their transcendence 

i s c o n s t r u c t e d with v i o l a t i o n and agg r e s s i o n - a hard-edged m a s o c h i s t i c 

rocket-womb t h a t w i l l o b l i t e r a t e i t s e l f i n a l i n e a r a r c . As G o t t f r i e d 

' r e t u r n s ' t o t h i s mockery of the l i f e source, s p i r i t u a l transcendence 

elsewhere l i e s i n t r u e r e t u r n , t h a t which was not c y n i c a l l y p e r v e r t e d by 

Kekule's m i s i n t e r p r e t e d dream or the multitude of s i m i l a r a s s a u l t s on 

the n a t u r a l course. The mirror-image n i h i l i s m i s t o respond to the 

' c r a v i n g f o r r e i n s t i t u t i o n ' by c o n s t r u c t i n g a m a t e r i a l womb, and t h i s 

f i n a l image of Gravity's Rainbow i s a u n i t i n g one, t a k i n g the f u s i o n of 

man and technology to i t s u l t i m a t e c o n c l u s i o n : G o t t f r i e d and the r o c k e t 
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'are mated t o each other' (Gffp.751), and the dark c h u c k l i n g behind 

Pynchon's zany Socket L i m e r i c k s assumes a deathly, m a l i c i o u s r e l e v a n c e . 

The second d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e phase of p e r i n a t a l experience provides an 

e q u a l l y u s e f u l p a r a l l e l t o a s p e c t s of the novel. The phase i s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of antagonism with the Mother, and produces I n t e n s e 

awareness of m o r t a l i t y , i d e n t i f i a b l e as a c o n f u s i o n of the b i r t h / d e a t h 

agony. Grof l a b e l s i t a 'no e x i t 1 s i t u a t i o n , i n which 'the i n d i v i d u a l 

[ . . . ] s e e s t h a t human e x i s t e n c e i s meaningless, y e t f e e l s a desperate 

need to f i n d meaning i n l i f e ' . a o T h i s i s a u s e f u l d e s c r i p t i o n of, i n 

The Crying of Lot 49, Oedipa's ' e x i t l e s s n e s s ' (.CL p. 118), and i n 

Gravity's Rainbow looks towards the impulse to seek transcendence i n 

m a t e r i a l terms. I t r e p r e s e n t s c o n s c i o u s attempts t o overcome the 

l i m i t a t i o n s of n a t u r a l l y 'dying' organisms and p r o c e s s e s (such a s 

entropy) which attempt to answer to the 'meaningless' i n t u i t i o n s 

otherwise i n s p i r e d . The phase l o c a t e s d e s p e r a t i o n and n i h i l i s m i n s i d e a 

l a r g e r p r o c e s s t h a t u l t i m a t e l y surmounts both f e e l i n g s , and a s such i s 

analogous t o t h a t view of the novel which p e r c e i v e s one-way p r o c e s s e s of 

deathward technology consumed inside a l a r g e r c i r c u l a r i t y t h a t i s a t 

once c o r r u p t e d and y e t all-encompassing. 

The p r o g r e s s i o n i m p l i c i t here i s t h a t o r i g i n a t i n g i n passage through 

the b i r t h c a n a l , a d i f f i c u l t and unpleasant process, but one prompting 

widening p e r s p e c t i v e s . G r o f ' s d e s c r i p t i o n l i n k s with an important 

thematic s t r a n d i n Gravity's Rainbow. He d e s c r i b e s i t thus: 

a s u b j e c t w i l l t y p i c a l l y s c r u t i n i z e the value system t h a t has 

p r e v i o u s l y dominated h i s l i f e . He has to r e c o n s i d e r the 

s e n s i b l e n e s s of complicated power schemes a s compared to a simple 
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and q u i e t e x i s t e n c e ; the r e l e v a n c e of love and i n t e r p e r s o n a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s v e r s u s p r o f e s s i o n a l ambitions aimed a t s t a t u s , fame, 

and p o s s e s s i o n s ; and the emotional value of pursuing s h a l l o w and 

promiscuous s e x u a l adventures i n s t e a d of c u l t i v a t i n g one meaningful 

love r e l a t i o n s h i p . 2 1 

One co u l d almost i d e n t i f y a 1 c o u n t e r f o r c e * t h e r e i n , of complementary 

r e l e v a n c e to Pynchon's own a s portrayed i n Gravity's Rainbow. G r o f ' s 

d e s c r i p t i o n i s an un c a n n i l y a c c u r a t e summary of Soger Mexico's 

developing awareness and r e a c t i o n s t h e r e t o . For example h i s view of 

Jeremy Beaver: 

he i s every a s s e r t i o n the f u c k i n g Var has ever made - t h a t we are 

meant f o r work and government, f o r a u s t e r i t y : and these s h a l l take 

p r i o r i t y over love, dreams, the s p i r i t , the s e n s e s and the other 

s e c o n d - c l a s s t r i v i a t h a t are found among the i d l e and mindless hours 

of the day. . . . Damn them, they are wrong. They a re insane. (.GR 

p.177) 

The f o r c e i s h a r d l y a t t r i b u t a b l e only t o Mexico. Bnzian's h o r r i f y i n g 

r e a l i z a t i o n of the extent t o which he has been abused and e x p l o i t e d i n 

the f i n a l pages i s of the same o r i g i n . The f e e l i n g s they v o c a l i z e are 

c r u c i a l ones i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g because of the t r a n s i t i o n they embody 

between E l e c t and P r e t e r i t e , those who know and e x i s t i n the System, 

T h e i r c o n s p i r a c i e s , y e t a r e given the i n s i g h t to p e r c e i v e the wider 

deeper r e a l i t y a l s o present. 
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< i i ) 

I t I s c e r t a i n l y apt t h a t Soger Mexico, u n w i t t i n g l y or otherwise, 

f i n d s h i m s e l f a p a r t i c i p a n t i n what Grof d e s c r i b e s a s ' t r a n s p e r s o n a l 

e x p e r i e n c e s ' . The p e r i n a t a l e x p e r i e n c e s d i s c u s s e d above are not 

i n f r e q u e n t elements of LSD experimentation and r e p r e s e n t a c o n s t a n t 

a f f i n i t y of the i n d i v i d u a l with the u n i v e r s a l c y c l e s of death and 

r e b i r t h not u n l i k e the Buddhist Bardo, echoes of which are e q u a l l y 

d i s c e r n i b l e i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g . L e s s frequent, and by i m p l i c a t i o n 

l o c a t e d more deeply i n the realms of the unconscious are t r a n s p e r s o n a l 

experiences. These commonly appear after a working through and 

i n t e g r a t i n g of psychodynamic (t h a t i s , a c c e s s i b l e i n u s u a l s t a t e s of 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s ) and p e r i n a t a l l e v e l s . T h i s suggests t h a t they a r e 

concerned w i t h the widest and most f a r - r e a c h i n g 'experience' i n the 

unconscious. For Mexico, i t i s h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p with J e s s i c a t h a t 

t r e a d s i n t h i s e t h e r e a l t e r r i t o r y . Grof d e s c r i b e s the phenomenon of 

'Experience of Dual Unity' thus: 'The s u b j e c t e x p e r i e n c e s v a r i o u s 

degrees of loosening and l o s i n g of h i s ego boundaries and merging w i t h 

another person i n t o a s t a t e of u n i t y and oneness Csuch a s ] the u n i t i v e 

f u s i o n with a s e x u a l p a r t n e r (with or without the element of g e n i t a l 

u n i o n ) . ' 2 2 I t i s a r a p t u r o u s height of e x p e r i e n c e unlocked by an LSD 

s e s s i o n , but one of which Pynchon i s i n t u i t i v e l y aware and reproduces i n 

d e l i c a t e form. He dramatizes the s h i f t i n g depths of the unconscious 

t h a t break through i n t o our waking thoughts and a c t i o n s and s y m b o l i z e s 

by so doing an ease and p o s i t i v e a f f i n i t y w i t h the surrounding u n i v e r s e . 

For Roger Xexico, h i s c o n s c i o u s can s c a r c e l y accommodate i t , but the 

f e e l i n g i s unmistakable: 
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And there*ve been moments, more of them l a t e l y too - times when 

f a c e - t o - f a c e t h e r e has been no way to t e l l which of them I s which. 

Both of them a t the same time f e e l i n g the same e e r i e confusion... 

something l i k e looking i n a mirror by s u r p r i s e but... more than 

t h a t , the f e e l i n g of a c t u a l l y being j o i n e d . . . When a f t e r - who 

knows? two months, a week? they r e a l i z e , s e p a r a t e , again, what's 

been going on, t h a t Soger and J e s s i c a were merged i n t o a j o i n t 

c r e a t u r e unaware of i t s e l f . . . . I n a l i f e he has cussed, again and 

again, f o r i t s need t o b e l i e v e so much i n the t r a n s - o b s e r v a b l e , here 

i s the f i r s t , the very f i r s t r e a l magic: data he can't argue away. 

(GR p. 38) 

T h i s passage i s more powerful f o r i t s p o s i t i o n j u s t a f t e r a d e s c r i p t i o n 

of the a f f a i r between P i r a t e P r e n t i c e and S c o r p i a Mossmoon. T h i s i s a 
t 

l i a i s o n of nasty opposites, the ' i n c r e d i b l e black-and-white S c o r p i a ' (GR 

p.35), t e m p o r a r i l y emancipated by the absent C l i v e , t a u n t i n g P r e n t i c e 

w i t h what he s e e s a s h i s ' l a s t chance'. The s i t u a t i o n i s one of 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a t t r a c t i n g and r e p e l l i n g p o l e s , a t a u t and d i f f i c u l t 

p o s i t i o n , and a harsh c o n t r a s t to the i n s t i n c t i v e s y n t h e s i s t h a t appears 

i n the d e s c r i p t i o n of Soger and J e s s i c a . 

By observing such i n s t a n c e s i n s i d e the framework provided by Grof i t 

i s e a s i e r to sense the c o l l e c t i v e e f f e c t t h a t I s emerging, t h a t 

sympathetic human f e e l i n g s l i k e Mexico's are p a r t of the same movement 

t h a t l e a d s i n t o u l t i m a t e l y , cosmic u n i t y . I n s i m p l i f i e d terms Grof s e e s 

t r a n s p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e s a g a i n s t a background of 'the three-dimensional 

phenomenal world as we know i t from our normal s t a t e s of consciousness', 

i n which 'an i n d i v i d u a l e x p e r i e n c e s h i m s e l f a s e x i s t i n g w i t h i n the 
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boundaries of h i s p h y s i c a l body, which s e p a r a t e him d i s t i n c t l y from the 

r e s t of the w o r l d * . 2 3 By c o n t r a s t , t r a n s p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e s are 

summarized a s 'experiences i n v o l v i n g an expansion or extension of 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s beyond the usual ego boundaries and beyond the l i m i t a t i o n s 

of time and/or s p a c e ' . 2 * These e x p e r i e n c e s t r a v e r s e e n t i r e l y the 

d e f i n i t i o n s of ' o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y ' and u s u a l ego boundaries. I n t h e i r 

most extreme v e r s i o n s the s u b j e c t ' s c o n s c i o u s n e s s appears to 'encompass 

elements t h a t do not have any c o n t i n u i t y with h i s usual ego i d e n t i t y and 

t h a t cannot be c o n s i d e r e d simple d e r i v a t i v e s of h i s experiences i n the 

three-dimensional w o r l d ' . 2 6 Thus i n a r e l a t i v e l y coherent, though ' r i c h 

and r a m i f i e d group of phenomena' 2 S a broad sweep of Pynchon's c h a r a c t e r s 

and p o r t r a y a l s a r e incorporated. P e r f e c t l y p a r a l l e l e d here i s the 

abandonment of s u b j e c t - o b j e c t d u a l i t y t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s Katherine 

H a y l e s ' s t h e s i s a s w e l l a s a more general r e b e l l i o n a g a i n s t the 

C a r t e s i a n d i v i s i o n of s e l f and u n i v e r s e . 

At a reasonably primary l e v e l i n these t r a n s p e r s o n a l phenomena a r e 

what Grof terms A n c e s t r a l Experiences. I t i s a remarkably s e n s i b l e 

concept even i n c o n v e n t i o n a l terms when considered c a r e f u l l y , t h a t the 

b i o l o g i c a l connection w i t h p a r e n t s and a n c e s t o r s should be capable of 

being experienced on some l e v e l , even i f not normally perceived. Grof 

s t a t e s : 

The i n d i v i d u a l f e e l s t h a t h i s memory has transcended i t s u s u a l 

l i m i t s and t h a t he i s i n touch with information r e l a t e d to the l i f e 

of h i s b i o l o g i c a l a n c e s t o r s . Sometimes, such e x p e r i e n c e s a r e 

r e l a t e d to comparatively r e c e n t h i s t o r y and more immediate a n c e s t o r s 

on the maternal or p a t e r n a l s i d e , such a s p a r e n t s or grandparents. 
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In an extreme form, however, they can r e a c h back many g e n e r a t i o n s or 

even c e n t u r i e s . 2 7 

I n Gravity's Rainbow Pynchon introduces the i d e a a t a r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y 

stage. The example used i s a p p r o p r i a t e l y the Hereros, enduringly 

symbolic i n the novel of t a c i t commitment t o the p e a c e f u l s t a b i l i t y of a 

c y c l i c a l u n i v e r s e . Edwin T r e a c l e i s t a l k i n g to Soger Mexico: '"There 

a r e peoples - t h e s e Hereros f o r example - who c a r r y on b u s i n e s s every 

day with t h e i r a n c e s t o r s . The dead are a s r e a l as the l i v i n g . How can 

you understand them without t r e a t i n g both s i d e s of the w a l l of death 

w i t h the same s c i e n t i f i c approach?"' (GJ? p. 153). 

The 'Great Serpent' passage (Gi? p.412) a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d a s a 

p i v o t a l i n t e r s e c t i o n point i s a l s o r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of an experience 

l o c a t e d i n Grof's observations. He r e f e r s to what i s termed 'Oneness 

wi t h L i f e and A l l C r e a t i o n ' : 2 e 

The c o n s c i o u s n e s s of a l l l i v i n g matter can a l s o be a s s o c i a t e d with 

the e x p l o r a t i o n s of the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s and c o n f l i c t s i n t r i n s i c to 

l i f e , w i t h attempts to estimate the r e l a t i v e power of l i f e ' s s e l f -

p r e s e r v i n g f o r c e s v e r s u s s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e p o t e n t i a l s , and with an 

assessment of the v i a b i l i t y of l i f e a s a cosmic phenomenon. 

Ex p e r i e n c e s of t h i s k i n d can r e s u l t i n an enhanced awareness of and 

s e n s i t i v i t y t o e c o l o g i c a l problems r e l a t e d to t e c h n o l o g i c a l 

development and r a p i d i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n . 2 9 

The economy of t h i s d e f i n i t i o n i s almost s u r p r i s i n g i n i t s l u c i d 

r e l e v a n c e t o the c e n t r a l i s s u e s of Gravity's Rainbow. From i t s r a t h e r 
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e p i c e n t r a l p o s i t i o n (almost c e n t r a l i n the chronology of the book a s 

w e l l a s t h e m a t i c a l l y ) the Great Serpent passage, and i t s corresponding 

sta n d i n g i n G r o f ' s t h e o r e t i c a l framework l e a d s i n t o s e v e r a l i n t e g r a l l y -

connected sub-strands. The idea of 'Oneness with L i f e and A l l C r e a t i o n ' 

i n G r o f ' s vocabulary i s one t h a t develops c o n c e p t u a l l y throughout 

Gravity's Rainbow. T h i s i s the p e r s i s t e n t presence t h a t suggests a 

preference f o r P e t e r Cooper's c r i t i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n over W i l l i a m 

P l a t e r ' s , a s d i s c u s s e d i n Chapter Three. Slothrop i s a s ever a 

prominent i n t e r s e c t i o n point f o r the development. He e n a c t s an 

awareness t h a t j o i n s e a s i l y t o t h i s r e v e l a t o r y experience d i s c u s s e d 

above, a s t a t e t h a t l i n k s p e r i n a t a l and t r a n s p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e s i n 

Grof's d i s c u s s i o n . I t i s a heightened s e n s i t i v i t y to the n a t u r a l world 

t h a t proceeds comfortably from the f e e l i n g d e s c r i b e d above: 

t h e r e i s an i n c r e a s e d s e n s i t i v i t y and enjoyment of the p e r c e p t u a l 

nuances d i s c o v e r e d i n the e x t e r n a l world. The p e r c e p t i o n of the 

environment has a c e r t a i n primary q u a l i t y , every sensory s t i m u l u s , 

be i t v i s u a l , a c o u s t i c , o l f a c t o r y , gustatory, or t a c t i l e , appears to 

be completely f r e s h and new, and, a t the same time, u n u s u a l l y 

e x c i t i n g and s t i m u l a t i n g . S u b j e c t s t a l k about really s e e i n g the 

world f o r the f i r s t time i n t h e i r l i v e s , about d i s c o v e r i n g e n t i r e l y 

new ways of l i s t e n i n g to music, and f i n d i n g e n d l e s s p l e a s u r e i n 

s m e l l s and t a s t e s . 3 0 

V i t h Slothrop, t h i s s t a g e appears j u s t before h i s 'crossroads' 

experience (GR p. 626). For him i t stands a t the l e a d i n g edge of a 

profounder u n i t y : 
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he l i k e s to spend whole days naked, a n t s c r a w l i n g up h i s l e g s , 

b u t t e r f l i e s l i g h t i n g on h i s shoulders, watching the l i f e on the 

mountain, g e t t i n g to know s h r i k e s and c a p e r c a i l l e , badgers and 

marmots. Any number of d i r e c t i o n s he ought to be moving i n , but 

he'd r a t h e r s t a y r i g h t here f o r now. <GJ? pp.622-3) 

The l e a p from t h i s s t a t e of e f f e c t i v e l y only sharpened s e n s i t i v i t y 

to f u l l e r a b s o r p t i o n and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with environment might seem 

s u b s t a n t i a l , but with S l o t h r o p the passage i s smooth and unforced, j u s t 

a s Grof's c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of p e r i n a t a l and t r a n s p e r s o n a l i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

only by the s u b j e c t ' s development between the e a r l y and advanced LSD 

s e s s i o n s i n h i s r e s e a r c h . S l o t h r o p ' s awareness i s a p r e c u r s o r to h i s 

more or l e s s complete d i s s o l u t i o n i n t o h i s surroundings. I n the 

meantime he i s able t o p e r c e i v e t h a t 'each t r e e i s a cr e a t u r e * and 'not 

j u s t some hunk of wood to be cut down' (.GR p.552). L i n k i n g t h i s with 

Grof's d e f i n i t i o n of 'plant consciousness' i s s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d . 

E s p e c i a l l y a p p l i c a b l e to Slo t h r o p i s Grof's o b s e r v a t i o n of sympathy i n 

t h i s experience: 

S e v e r a l s u b j e c t s , f o r example, have pondered over the p u r i t y and 

u n s e l f i s h n e s s of p l a n t e x i s t e n c e and have seen p l a n t l i f e a s a model 

fo r i d e a l human conduct [...] They a r e i n d i r e c t contact with a l l 

four elements - e a r t h , water, a i r , and f i r e (sun) - and t h e i r 

a b i l i t y t o transform cosmic energy i s a b s o l u t e l y i n d i s p e n s a b l e f o r 

l i f e on t h i s p l a n e t . P l a n t s are uncontaminated by qu e s t i o n s about 

purpose, C . . .] r a t h e r they seem to r e p r e s e n t pure being i n the here 

and now, the i d e a l of many m y s t i c a l and r e l i g i o u s s c h o o l s . 3 1 
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Moreover, Gr o f ' s o b s e r v a t i o n of animal i d e n t i f i c a t i o n a s a s p e c i f i c a l l y 

primary v a r i e t y of t r a n s p e r s o n a l experience has p a r a l l e l s i n S l o t h r o p ' s 

r o l e a s Pig-Hero. He f i n d s companionship with a r e a l pig, F r i e d a , and 

d e s p i t e the obvious r i d i c u l o u s n e s s of the p i g - s u i t , t h e r e i s i m p l i e d a 

deep a f f i n i t y i n S l o t h r o p ' s r o l e - 'the p i g a wandering e a s t e r n magus' 

s h a r i n g S l o t h r o p 1 s i n t i m a c i e s and minutiae of day-to-day s u r v i v a l (GR 

pp.573-5). 

I n the same way, the r e f e r e n c e to 'mineral consciousness' and L y l e 

Bland's r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t ' E a r t h i s a l i v i n g c r i t t e r ' (<?J?p.590) a r e 

symptomatic of another of Grof's o b s e r v a t i o n s : 

s u b j e c t s o f t e n c o n s i d e r the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s a 

b a s i c cosmic phenomenon r e l a t e d to the o r g a n i z a t i o n of energy, and 

t h a t i t e x i s t s throughout the u n i v e r s e [ . . . J Episodes of 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s of i n o r g a n i c matter can be accompanied by v a r i o u s 

i n s i g h t s of a p h i l o s o p h i c a l and r e l i g i o u s r e l e v a n c e , they can 

mediate a new understanding of animism and p a n t h e i s m . 3 2 

The i n s t a n c e s d i s c u s s e d above i n v o l v e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with, and 

awareness of wholly e x t e r n a l f a c t o r s , t h a t i s , to do with a p r o j e c t i o n 

from and breaking down of b a r r i e r s with the i n d i v i d u a l body image. 

E q u a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t i s an acknowledgement of s h r i n k i n g and expansion of 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s t h a t e x i s t s i n s i d e the human body, and Pynchon p a t e n t l y 

understands the p l a c e t h a t such awareness has i n the l e s s d e f i n a b l e 

workings of the psyche. From the opening pages of the novel, w i t h h i s 

' p e c u l i a r s e n s i t i v i t y to what i s r e v e a l e d i n the sky' (GJ?p.26) S l o t h r a p 

i s d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y aware of and d i c t a t e d to by h i s penis, something 
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l i n k e d i n e x t r i c a b l y t o whatever i t was 'back i n a room, e a r l y i n 

S l o t h r o p ' s l i f e , a room forbidden t o him now' (<3J?p.208). I n o p p o s i t i o n 

to t h i s paranoia and l a c k of knowledge about the motivating s o u r c e s of 

h i s most a c t i v e organ i s a sequence Grof would c l a s s i f y a s 'Organ, 

T i s s u e , and C e l l u l a r Consciousness'. He observes t h a t i t i s p o s s i b l e 

f o r 'the i n d i v i d u a l ' s c o n s c i o u s n e s s [...] to be c o n f i n e d to a r e a s 

s m a l l e r than the u s u a l body image; i n most i n s t a n c e s i t i n v o l v e s the 

p a r t s of the s u b j e c t ' s body and p h y s i o l o g i c a l p r o c e s s e s t h a t under 

normal c i r c u m s t a n c e s are not a c c e s s i b l e to a w a r e n e s s ' . 3 3 For S l o t h r o p 

the experience i s g r a p h i c - a s an a d d i t i o n a l example i t demonstrates 

Pynchon's i n t u i t i o n f o r the expansive p o t e n t i a l s of the conscious, 

i n s i d e the most comprehensive cosmic s c e n a r i o : 

but l a t e r on, i t w i l l occur to him t h a t he was - t h i s may sound odd, 

but he was somehow, a c t u a l l y , w e l l , Inside his awn cock. I f you can 

imagine such a t h i n g . Yes, i n s i d e the metropolitan organ e n t i r e l y , 

a l l other c o l o n i a l t i s s u e f o r g o t t e n and l e f t to fend f o r i t s e l f , h i s 

arms and l e g s i t seems woven among v e s s e l s and ducts, h i s sperm 

r o a r i n g louder and louder, g e t t i n g ready to erupt, somewhere below 

h i s f e e t . . . . Maroon and evening c u n t l i g h t r e a c h e s him i n a s i n g l e 

r a y through the opening a t the top, r e f r a c t e d through the c l e a r 

j u i c e s f lowing up around him. He i s enclosed. E v e r y t h i n g i s about 

to come, come i n c r e d i b l y , and he's h e l p l e s s here i n t h i s exploding 

emprise. . . red f l e s h echoing... an e x t r a o r d i n a r y sense of waiting to 

rise (CJ?p.470) 
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The example I s demonstrative of a per c e p t i o n of the s e l f t h a t assumes an 

a r b i t r a r i n e s s of b a r r i e r s equal t o t h a t a l r e a d y witnessed w i t h supposed 

' e x t e r n a l s ' . Vhat Pynchon i n t e n d s and what Grof's study a l l o w s us to 

see even more e a s i l y , i s an acceptance of a u n i v e r s e i n which, p a t e n t l y , 

e v e r y t h i n g is connected. 

• * # 

( i i i ) 

Thus f a r , G r o f ' s framework has been u s e f u l a s a means of looking a t 

a number of i n s t a n c e s i n the novel where the b a r r i e r s of ' s e l f a r e 

transcended both i n w a r d l y and outwardly; b r i n g i n g the i n d i v i d u a l i n t o 

the same e t e r n a l movement t h a t embraces a l l t h a t i s p e r c e i v e d a s the 

n a t u r a l world. T h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t h i s d i s c u s s i o n , though, i s t h a t 

they a r e e x p e r i e n c e s s t i l l based on what i s normally p e r c e i v e d i n the 

con v e n t i o n a l three-dimensional world. However, the novel and G r o f ' s 

study a l s o I n c o r p o r a t e more profound phenomena t h a t a r e a t another 

remove. I n Gro f ' s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n he names them ' E x p e r i e n t i a l E x t e n s i o n s 

beyond the Framework of " O b j e c t i v e R e a l i t y * " . 3 A They i n c l u d e the 

numerous occ u r r e n c e s and uses of symbols and archetypes - elements not 

p e r c e i v e d i n 'normal' s t a t e s of consciousness, and belonging thus t o 

Jung's 'p s y c h i c h e r e d i t y ' 3 S , forms t h a t a r e common to a l l and i n d i c a t e a 

u n i v e r s a l whole of which we a r e a l l p a r t . The images recorded by Grof 

cover a wide range of c u l t u r a l and r e l i g i o u s symbolism, and s e v e r a l a r e 

present i n Pynchon's w r i t i n g : 
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Many i n d i v i d u a l s undergoing LSD treatment have had v i s i o n s of 

complicated g e o m e t r i c a l compositions c l o s e l y resembling o r i e n t a l 

mandalas C . . . ] The most frequent symbols observed i n the s e s s i o n s 

were the c r o s s , the s i x - p o i n t e d s t a r of David, I n d o i r a n i a n s w a s t i k a , 

the a n c i e n t E g y p t i a n ankh ( F i l e C r o s s or crux ansata), the l o t u s 

flower, the T a o i s t yin-yang, the Hindu s a c r e d p h a l l u s ( S h i v a 

lingam), the diamond and other j e w e l s , the Buddhist wheel of death 

and r e b i r t h , and the c i r c l e ( f r e q u e n t l y appearing as the a r c h e t y p a l 

g i g a n t i c shake Uroboros devouring i t s t a i l ) . 3 6 

Immediately obvious with r e f e r e n c e to Gravity's Rainbow, are the 

Uroboros and s w a s t i k a , both of which are u n d e r l y i n g symbols of u n i t y and 

e t e r n a l r e t u r n , but have been perverted and manipulated by chemistry and 

ffazism r e s p e c t i v e l y . The u b i q u i t y of the mandala a s a l i v i n g emblem i n 

the novel should not be understated. I t i s present i n the geography and 

ethos of the Herero v i l l a g e (with i t s mirror-image i n the 

Schwarzkommando i n s i g n i a , and the s i m i l a r l y - c o n f i g u r e d Baketen-Stadt), 

the Great Serpent (opposed by Kekule's a r c h i t e c t u r e of carbon 

m o l e c u l e s ) , the Kazakh s i n g i n g duel, and numerous r o c k e t images. As has 

a l r e a d y been mentioned, the journey of S l o t h r o p f o l l o w s a roughly 

c i r c u l a r route, t h u s i n v e s t i n g the n o v e l ' s c e n t r a l f i g u r e with a 

u n i f y i n g s i g n i f i c a n c e , embodying the mandala i n h i s own approach to 

p h y s i c a l and s p i r i t u a l union with the cosmos. Thomas Schaub notes t h a t 

Jung's preoccupation with the image r e l i e s on i t s p o s i t i v e p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e : '[mandalas] often f o l l o w c h a o t i c , d i s o r d e r e d s t a t e s marked 

by c o n f l i c t and a n x i e t y . They express the idea of a s a f e refuge, of 

i n n e r r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and w h o l e n e s s ' , 3 7 but i t s symbolic importance i s i n 
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I t s a b i l i t y t o u n i t e opposites. On one l e v e l the mandala i s an image of 

the p o s i t i v e , and, a s we have seen above, prompts a mirror-image 

opposition, but the o p p o s i t e s themselves can be u n i t e d t h e r e i n - the 

concept i s p a r a d o x i c a l and d i f f i c u l t , but a b s o l u t e l y e s s e n t i a l to the 

novel's cohesion. Schaub e x p l a i n s t h a t 'the mandala symbols t h a t 

pervade the Zone of Gravity's Rainbow are meant to invoke an i n t e g r a t i n g 

f o r c e which s p a r s w i t h the d i s i n t e g r a t i n g f o r c e s of a n a l y s i s , and i s 

i t s e l f a symbol capable of u n i t i n g both (as i t u n i t e s a l l o p p o s i t i o n ' . 3 6 

The mandala i s not simply a meaningful symbol i n s e r t e d f o r 

d e s c r i p t i v e e f f e c t , but an attempt a t a t r u e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the 

u n i v e r s e and s e l f , i n synchronous i n t e r a c t i o n and s y n t h e s i s . Archetypes 

a r e accepted c o n s t i t u e n t s of such a s c e n a r i o and hence assume a s t r i k i n g 

p r o f i l e i n Gravity's Rainbow. That the novel l i e s so e a s i l y 

inside/around the mandala supports i t s m a n i f e s t a t i o n i n the n o v e l ' s 

heart, a s 'the dreaming Serpent which surrounds the world' ((?J?p.412). 

Alex Comfort r e f e r s t o the mandala as 'a schema f o r the " s e l f , " or f o r a 

r e a l or imaginary cosmos, or f o r b o t h ' . 3 9 He u s e f u l l y d e l i n e a t e s the 

o b j e c t i f y i n g of the " f e e l " of i d e n t i t y i n a r t and iconography t h a t the 

mandala r e p r e s e n t s . He s t a t e s : 

Jung was r i g h t to s e l e c t i t , s i n c e i t i s one of the few schemata 

where the n e u r o l o g i c a l b a s i s of the diagram can be i n f e r r e d , and 

where i t probably r e p r e s e n t s some kind of zero-input d i s p l a y , 

i n t i m a t e l y connected both w i t h v i s i o n i n three dimensions and a l s o 

with our a p p r e c i a t i o n of symmetry, both i n t e n s e l y a s s o c i a t e d with 

the way t h a t " i d e n t i t y " i s experienced. In t h i s sense, the mandala 
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i s not only a diagram of the experience but arguably an a c t u a l p a r t 

of i t . 4 0 

T h i s e x p r e s s e s the same paradox mentioned above, t h a t the mandala i s a 

symbolic framework f o r c o n f l i c t s within our range of perception a s w e l l 

as our e x p r e s s i o n of an all-encompassing u n i t y whose shape and nature i s 

beyond our grasp. T h i s should not produce dichotomy so much as 

awareness of p e r s p e c t i v e s and our a b i l i t y t o accommodate d i s t i n c t but 

complementary frames of r e f e r e n c e . I t a l l o w s , f o r i n s t a n c e , an 

understanding of the novel t h a t r e c o g n i z e s the predominance of the 

archetype used symbolically throughout; but a l s o i t s r e l e v a n c e a s an 

a l l - c o n t a i n i n g framework. 

To p e r c e i v e Gravity's Rainbow i n mandalic form (or perhaps r a t h e r of 

mandalic n a t u r e ) has an i n t e r e s t i n g i m p l i c a t i o n with regard to 

n a r r a t i v e . K a t h e r l n e Hayles accommodates t h i s view, s e e i n g an e q u a l l y -

weighted c o n f i g u r a t i o n of 'events', the e f f e c t of which i s a more 

ac c u r a t e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of our own r e l a t i o n s h i p with the u n i v e r s e than a 

' t r a d i t i o n a l ' n o v e l i s t i c approach: 

P s y c h o l o g i s t s have shown t h a t t h i s s u b o r d i n a t i o n of p e r c e p t u a l data 

i n t o background i s an e s s e n t i a l element of c o g n i t i o n ; i t i s what 

a l l o w s us to 'tame' the incoming s i g n a l s so t h a t we are not 

c o n s t a n t l y overwhelmed by a mass of d e t a i l . The t e x t u r e t h a t we 

i d e n t i f y as ' n o v e l i s t i c ' r e c a p i t u l a t e s t h i s p r o c e s s by encoding i t s 

s i g n s w i t h d i s t i n c t i o n s between s i g n i f i c a n t events and ' i r r e l e v a n t ' 

d e t a i l s . The t r a d i t i o n a l novel i s thus ' r e a l i s t i c ' p r e c i s e l y i n the 
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sense t h a t i t m i r r o r s the p r o c e s s t h a t a l l o w s us to b r i n g r e a l i t y 

i n t o focus [...] 

Pynchon explodes the t r a d i t i o n a l d i s t i n c t i o n between foreground 

and background by t a k i n g a r a d i c a l l y e g a l i t a r i a n a t t i t u d e toward h i s 

m a t e r i a l . I n e f f e c t , he r e f u s e s to make the d i s t i n c t i o n between the 

meaningful event and the ' i r r e l e v a n t ' d e t a i l . ' * 1 

T h i s i s mandalic simply because the mandala combines and u n i t e s a l l 

elements i n equal balance. 

The i d e a i s pr e s e n t a l s o i n the w r i t i n g of Robert Coover, a 

contemporary of Pynchon's. Gerald's Party i s an unbroken account of an 

i n c r e a s i n g l y c h a o t i c party, wherein much of the a c t i o n i s r e l a t e d 

through the c h a r a c t e r s ' dialogue. T h i s , however, i s as f a r as p o s s i b l e 

' r e a l i s t i c a l l y ' presented, t h a t i s , a roomful of c o n v e r s a t i o n 

t r a n s c r i b e d v i r t u a l l y a s heard. The r e s u l t i s not immediately coherent 

because every l i n e of speech i s given equal emphasis, and i t i s f o r the 

reader to d i s t i n g u i s h between information and noise, and to i d e n t i f y 

whatever l e v e l s of i n t e r a c t i o n a r e present. The e f f e c t i s to s t i m u l a t e 

the r e a d e r i n t o a t e x t u a l involvement comparable to t h a t e l i c i t e d by 

Gravity's Rainbow (and i t a l s o provides c o n s i d e r a b l e humour). The 

impulse t h a t t h i s n u r t u r e s , and i r o n i c a l l y a l s o the downfall of s e v e r a l 

c h a r a c t e r s i s what one d e s c r i b e s thus: '"Since I was a c h i l d , I have 

been t r o u b l e d by, l e t ' s c a l l i t the i r r a t i o n a l , and have been t r y i n g to 

f i n d an order, a l o g i c , behind what i s given to us a s madness and 

disorder.'"'* 2 The l e s s o n , i t would seem, i s not to be damned by the 

i n e v i t a b l e c r e a t i o n of a r b i t r a r y l o g i c but simply t o recognize t h a t t o 

connect d i s c r e t e events n a t u r a l l y i n i s o l a t i o n i s our own a c t of 
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I n d i v i d u a l perception, and not i n i t s e l f a d e f i n i t i v e r e a l i t y , s i n c e 

a f t e r a l l , ' e verything i s connected'. T h i s p o i n t of view accommodates 

the ungrounded f l u x i n g n a r r a t i v e technique i n Gravity's Rainbow w e l l . 

The concept i s mandalic i n the sense t h a t i t i m i t a t e s the equal 

b a l a n c i n g of opposites; be they b l a c k and white, Horth and South, or 

whatever; with regard t o every 'event', '"the cosmic design of darkness 

and l i g h t " ' (Gi?p.495) of which von G o l l speaks. T h i s i s a l s o the same 

idea t h a t champions the P r e t e r i t e i n Pynchon's f i c t i o n - not t h a t they 

are s u p e r i o r , but a r e a s e s s e n t i a l i n t h e i r e x i s t e n c e a s the E l e c t 

because they define the E l e c t , and are thus e q u a l l y worthy of 

' s a l v a t i o n ' . 

Kathryn Hume summarizes the concern s u c c i n c t l y , emphasizing the 

important point t h a t our c r i t i c a l r e a c t i o n must always, a s f a r a s 

p o s s i b l e , take p l a c e with the s p e c i f i c nature of our c u l t u r a l and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l h e r i t a g e f i r m l y i n mind: 

Readers a b l e to d i v o r c e themselves from Western bourgeois v a l u e s 

argue t h a t Pynchon i s upholding n o n r a t i o n a l knowledge and a non­

l i n e a r o r g a n i z a t i o n of r e a l i t y ( i n c l u d i n g n o n - l i n e a r t i m e ) , t h a t he 

i s even c r e a t i n g i n Gravity's Rainbow a mandala, with a l l opposites 

balanced, the void a t the c e n t e r - r a d i a n t , beyond good or e v i l and 

beyond human u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 4 3 

The mandala r e p r e s e n t s s y m b o l i c a l l y , and a c t u a l l y , an o u t l i n e f o r the 

cosmos i n which we, and the novel, are s i t u a t e d . Furthermore, the 

mandalic nature of the novel suggests, a s Kathryn Hume i n d i c a t e s above, 

t h a t t h e r e i s a c e n t r a l e n t i t y around which the numerous p o l a r i t i e s a r e 
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c o n s t e l l a t e d , and t h a t whatever t h i s i s c o n s t i t u t e s some kind of 

c o n c l u s i v e u n d e r l y i n g r e a l i t y . Comfort e x p l a i n s ' t h a t what should 

occupy the middle of a t r u l y schematic mandala/diagram of I - n e s s i s a 

v o r t e x or black hole 1.'*'* Accordingly i n Gravity's Rainbow the c e n t r e 

(or z e r o ) i s approached and addressed r e p e a t e d l y by s e v e r a l f i g u r e s . 

E n z i a n and J o s e f Ombindi demonstrate opposing a t t i t u d e s t o the same -

the l a t t e r proposing n i h i l i s t i c t r i b a l s u i c i d e f o r the Hereros, while 

E n z i a n s e a r c h e s f o r 'the Center without time, the journey without 

h y s t e r e s i s , where every departure i s a r e t u r n to the same p l a c e , the 

only p l a c e . . . ' <GR p. 318). Schaub r e f e r s to Mircea E l i a d e ' s The Myth of 

Eternal Return a t length, but s p e c i f i c a l l y i n examination of E n z i a n ' s 

c e n t r e . E l i a d e ' s words f i t the s c e n a r i o comfortably: 'the Center, then, 

i s pre-eminently the zone of the sacred, the zone of a b s o l u t e r e a l i t y . 

S i m i l a r l y , a l l the other symbols of absolute r e a l i t y ( t r e e s of l i f e and 

immortality, Fountain of Youth, e t c . ) are a l s o s i t u a t e d a t the 

c e n t e r . ' A S T h i s frames the Herero myths, and l o c a t e s Pynchon's own Zone 

even more c e n t r a l l y . That i t i s e i t h e r a zone, a v o i d of nothingness, 

the ' f i n a l Zero'; or a zone of substance, c e n t r a l and s e l f d e f i n i n g , i s , 

i t seems, an all-encompassing p o l a r i t y i n t e g r a l t o i t s very nature. 

G r o f ' s LSD s u b j e c t s were on r a r e o c c a s i o n s able to experience t h i s - i t 

i s a realm c l e a r l y t r o u b l e d by the s t a r k inadequacy of language i n any 

attempt a t e x p r e s s i o n , but one so a l l - e m b r a c i n g t h a t t h i s h a r d l y seems 

to t r o u b l e : 

The l a s t and most p a r a d o x i c a l t r a n s p e r s o n a l phenomenon to be 

d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s context i s the experience of the supracosmic and 

metacosmic Void, of the p r i m o r d i a l emptiness, nothingness, and 
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s i l e n c e , which i s the u l t i m a t e source and c r a d l e of a l l e x i s t e n c e 

and the 'uncreated and i n e f f a b l e Supreme. 1 [...] I t i s beyond time 

and space, beyond form or any e x p e r i e n t i a l d i f f e r e n t a t i o n , and 

beyond p o l a r i t i e s such a s good and e v i l , l i g h t and darkness, 

s t a b i l i t y and motion, and agony and e c s t a s y . * 6 

I t i s a c e n t r e around which Gravity's Rainbow i s f i r m l y l o c a t e d ; the 

Zone, the t e r r i t o r y S l o t h r o p c i r c u m s c r i b e s and then the c e n t r e he 

becomes, the Herero v i l l a g e and a l l the mandalas. The 'Void' i t s e l f is 

s p e c i f i c a l l y addressed a s w e l l a s being d e f i n e d by i m p l i c a t i o n . Kathryn 

Hume draws a t t e n t i o n t o what i s n e a t l y p a r a l l e l e d by the Buddhist ' C l e a r 

L i g h t of the Void'. I t i s both the zero of Hora Dodson-Truck - 'She has 

turned her f a c e , more than once, to the Outer Radiance and simply seen 

nothing t h e r e . And so each time has taken a l i t t l e more of the Zero 

i n t o h e r s e l f (<?i? p. 150) - and the 'amazing p e r f e c t whiteness' of a 

phosphoros f l a r e , prompting Slothrop to f e e l 'a t e r r i b l e familiarity 

here, a c e n t e r he has been s k i r t i n g , a v o i d i n g a s long a s he can remember 

- never has he been a s c l o s e as now to the t r u e momentum of h i s time* 

(£?J?p.312). Conversely the K i r g h i z L i g h t Hume i n t e r p r e t s a s a Moslem 

(being of substance) r a t h e r than Buddhist v e r s i o n of the same ra d i a n c e . 

The c o n c l u s i v e and d e f i n i t i v e aura of i t s e x p r e s s i o n t e s t i f i e s t o the 

ultimate q u a l i t y of t h i s u n i v e r s a l f o r c e . 

But I t comes a s the K i r g h i z L i g h t -

There i s no other way to know I t 

The r o a r of I t s v o i c e i s deafness 
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The f l a s h of I t s l i g h t i s b l i n d e s s . (62? p.258) 

A major achievement i n Gravity's Rainbow i s t h a t i t p r o v i d e s a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of humanity, the u n i v e r s e and cosmos, t h a t accommodates 

numerous and d i v e r s e modes of p e r c e p t i o n and understanding. S t a n i s l a v 

G r o f ' s LSD r e s e a r c h o f f e r s one such method, and i t s u s e f u l n e s s i s above 

a l l t o u n i t e many a s p e c t s of the novel i n s i d e one approach. T h i s 

i d e n t i f i e s a u n i t y a l r e a d y inherent, r a t h e r than one e x t e r n a l l y imposed, 

and i s a reminder of the i m p r e s s i v e breadth of Pynchon's v i s i o n . 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE HANDALA CORRUPTED 

Without r a d a r and J e t engines, the r a p i d , complex - and s a f e - world 

t r a v e l by a i r p l a n e would be an i m p o s s i b i l i t y . And without the advances 

i n m i l i t a r y m i s s i l e r y , space t r a v e l would s t i l l be a dream. Such are 

the more b e n e f i c i a l d i v i d e n d s of war. 

F r e d e r i c k I . Ordway and M i t c h e l l R. Sharpe, The Racket Team 

I t i s u s e f u l to t u r n once again t o Pynchon's c o n s i d e r a t i o n of Kekule 

dreaming the 'Great Serpent*. The s i t u a t i o n i s a microcosmlc 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the whole novel, s i n c e i t i s o l a t e s an image of 

u n i v e r s a l u n i t y , based on c y c l e and r e t u r n , being m i s i n t e r p r e t e d and 

e x p l o i t e d . The most immediate symptom of t h i s e x p l o i t a t i o n i s the 

adoption of a l i n e a r m e n t a l i t y - "'Once, only once..."' <GJ?p.413) being 

the words t h a t Pynchon l i f t s from R i l k e to v o c a l i z e T h e i r philosophy. 

T h i s p i v o t a l example has profound i m p l i c a t i o n s : i t shows the mandala 

r e p r e s e n t e d by the Serpent corrupted, made 'one-shot and d i s p o s a b l e ' (VS 

p.127), c a l l i n g to mind immediately the u b i q u i t y of the archetype t h a t 

i s under attack throughout the novel. I t a l s o shows us the consequent 

outcome, the crescendo of l i n e a r s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n t h a t t h i s b a s i c 
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c o r r u p t i o n n e c e s s i t a t e s . T h i s Image i s one of the most memorable of the 

novel: 

the System, which sooner or l a t e r must c r a s h to i t s death, when i t s 

a d d i c t i o n to energy has become more than the r e s t of the V o r l d can 

supply, dragging with i t innocent s o u l s a l l along the c h a i n of l i f e . 

L i v i n g i n s i d e the System i s l i k e r i d i n g a c r o s s the country I n a bus 

d r i v e n by a maniac bent on s u i c i d e . . . <G2? p.412) 

T h i s deathward r i d e i s the t r a j e c t o r y followed by the western powers 

s i t u a t e d around the c e n t r a l Zone, and the s u b j e c t of a s u b s t a n t i a l 

amount of the novel. The breaking-off of t h i s c i r c u l a r i t y almost 

i n c o r p o r a t e s i t s own c y c l e , but I t i s a ' c y c l e of i n f e c t i o n and death' 

<</J?p.724), 'a c o - o p e r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e of l i e s ' (Gi?p.728), and one which 

moves i r r e v o c a b l y towards a n n i h i l a t i o n . {Catherine Hayles e x p r e s s e s the 

p o i n t w i t h r e f r e s h i n g s i m p l i c i t y : 

I n c o n t r a s t to the a r t i f i c i a l s t r u c t u r e s of o r g a n i z a t i o n and c o n t r o l 

t h a t deny the c y c l e of Return, then, are the n a t u r a l s t r u c t u r e s of 

decaying o r g a n i c matters t h a t embody and a f f i r m i t . One i s e v i l and 

insane, d r i v i n g toward death; the other i s n a t u r a l and good, a 

source of l i f e and hope. 1 

The r e a l m of the ' e v i l and i n s a n e 1 i s attendant i n d i v e r s e forms. The 

s y m b o l i c a l l y broken mandala l i e s behind s e v e r a l c r u c i a l s c e n a r i o s i n the 

novel - not l e a s t the Kaketen-Stadt, the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s of which a r e 

abundant throughout, i n technology, r e l i g i o n and f o l k - c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 
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The comprehensiveness of t h i s malign presence c o n s i t u t e s a mock r e a l i t y . 

I t i s the s e d u c t i v e c u l t u r e t h a t l i n k s many with t h e i r i n c a r c e r a t i o n i n 

the System - from w i t h i n i t s bounds the chance of enlightenment i s 

s c a r c e , but e q u a l l y , a s an elemental opposite i t d e f i n e s the balance 

t h a t i s p o s i t i v e and r e g e n e r a t i v e . Between the p o l e s movement i s 

d i f f i c u l t . Pointsman, f o r one, demonstrates the scope f o r development 

inside the l i m i t s ; and he i s one u s e f u l point of focus f o r the e v e r -

p o l a r i z i n g c o n f l i c t s t h a t war a c r o s s the n o v e l ' s pages. 

In p e r s i s t e n t attendance i s the c o n f u s i o n of war, technology and 

corporate bureaucracy, i n which the primacy of none i s absolute, but the 

whole i s a s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i n g tangle of i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p of which the 

end can only be n i h i l i s t i c death. The t r u e u n d e r l y i n g r e a l i t y i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o d i s c e r n , a dismal f a c t implanted s i n c e the ' i t ' s a l l 

t h e a t r e ' of the f i r s t page. T h i s reappears l a t e r i n the novel i n more 

s i n i s t e r guise: 

I t means t h i s war was never p o l i t i c a l a t a l l , the p o l i t i c s was a l l 

t h e a t r e , a l l j u s t t o keep the people d i s t r a c t e d . . . s e c r e t l y , i t was 

being d i c t a t e d by the needs of technology... by a c o n s p i r a c y between 

human beings and techniques, by something t h a t needed the energy 

b u r s t of war. <GJ?p.521) 

The idea i s d i s q u i e t i n g l y f a m i l i a r - the manufactured r e a l i t y t h a t 

surrounds Slothrop f o r so long, feeding h i s blossoming paranoia, i s a 

r e a l p o s s i b i l i t y s t r e t c h i n g f a r f u r t h e r than he can d i s c e r n from h i s own 

l i m i t e d view-point. The Potsdam conference i s no political power 

r i t u a l , but sham and ephemera, so much so t h a t S l o t h r o p himself can 
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operate i n s i d e i t : 'The whole j o i n t i s l i t up l i k e a Hollywood premiere 

C•. . 1 They must deal here with a strange c o l l e c t i o n of these showbiz 

types. [...] "you j u s t don't know me i n t h i s getup. I'm t h a t B r r o l 

Flynn"' (GJ? p.381), Behind the facades we are i n v i t e d to assume the 

e x i s t e n c e of a s e l f - g e n e r a t i n g e n t i t y , l a b e l l e d Technology, and somehow 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r i t s own being. However, even t h i s i s a dangerously 

simple p r o p o s i t i o n , and we must beware of d i v o r c i n g o u r s e l v e s from the 

phenomenon by the a c t of naming: 

' A l l very w e l l to t a l k about having a monster by the t a i l , but do 

you t h i n k we'd have had the Socket i f someone, some s p e c i f i c 

somebody with a name and a p e n i s hadn't wanted to chuck a ton of 

Amatol 300 m i l e s and blow up a block f u l l of c i v i l i a n s ? Go ahead, 

c a p i t a l i z e the T on technology, d e i f y i t i f i t ' l l make you f e e l l e s s 

r e s p o n s i b l e - but i t puts you i n with the neutered, brother, i n w i t h 

the eunuchs keeping the harem of our s t o l e n E a r t h f o r the numb and 

j o y l e s s hardons of human s u l t a n s , human e l i t e w ith no r i g h t a t a l l 

to be where they a r e - ' (.GS p. 521) 

The t r u e nature of the s i t u a t i o n baulks a t d e f i n i t i o n , but a 

c i v i l i z a t i o n t h a t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y f o s t e r s and i s d i r e c t e d by dangerously 

a c c e l e r a t i n g t e c h n o l o g i e s c a r r i e s with i t a s i n i s t e r foreboding of 

c o n t r o l and chaos. Hence t h e r e i s a c y c l i c a l momentum, but one t h a t i s 

c l o s i n g i n on a n n i h i l a t i o n , not s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y . Peter Cooper quotes a 

s o c i o l o g i s t , Michael Harrington, on the s u b j e c t : '"Technology has 

l i t e r a l l y been c r e a t i n g a new c i v i l i z a t i o n . But s i n c e t h i s p r o c e s s has 

taken p l a c e . . . without c o n s c i o u s d i r e c t i o n , thought has not kept pace 
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with technology."' Cooper continues: 'The d i s p a r i t y between events and 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s l e a d s t o t e r r i f y i n g and l u d i c r o u s i n c o n g r u i t i e s , a t r u l y 

grotesque s o c i e t y narked by l o s s of s c a l e and a c c e l e r a t i n g u n r e a l i t y . 1 2 

The 'grotesque s o c i e t y ' i s g r a p h i c a l l y reproduced by Pynchon. A 

frequent c h a r a c t e r i s t i c i s sheer i l l o g i c a l i d i o c y - the e l a b o r a t e 'Story 

of Byron the Bulb' c o n t a i n s such nuggets of lamentable System-logic a s 

the f a c t ' t h a t through no bulb s h a l l the mean op e r a t i n g l i f e be 

extended. You can imagine what would happen to the market i f that 

s t a r t e d happening' <(?J?p.647). With Byron, a k i n d of f u g i t i v e Everyman 

r i d i n g the System, a d i s t u r b i n g sense of d e t e r m i n i s t i c c o n s t r i c t i o n 

i n t e r v e n e s . As a component i n the System's g r e a t e r s t r u c t u r e , a l l t h a t 

i s p o t e n t i a l l y c r e a t i v e and f e r t i l e i s o b s t r u c t e d : '"But t h e r e are other 

f r e q u e n c i e s above and below the v i s i b l e band. Bulb can g i v e heat. Bulb 

can provide energy f o r p l a n t s t o grow, i l l e g a l p l a n t s , i n s i d e c l o s e t s , 

f o r example. Bulb can penetrate the s l e e p i n g eye, and operate among the 

dreams of men"' (GR p.653). The tone then t u r n s downwards, e x p r e s s i n g a 

t r a g i c c o n s t a n t of the corrupted u n i t y , the same p a r a l y s i s t h a t g r i p s 

a l l P r e t e r i t e , from dodo to doper: 'He i s condemned to go on f o r e v e r , 

knowing the t r u t h and powerless t o change anything* (.GR p.655). 

E q u a l l y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the g r o t e s q u e r i e i s the confusion of 

t e c h n o l o g i c a l apparatus and human c o r p o r e a l i t y . T h i s fundamental s t r a n d 

i n the novel culminates i n the launch of the Socket 00000, harbouring 

the s i b l i n g G o t t f r i e d , and i t would be unwise t o attempt a worthy 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n here of the blending of, and the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

animate and inanimate i n Pynchon's f i c t i o n . However, i t i n v o l v e s a 

matter of p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t i s e s p e c i a l l y p e r t i n e n t to t h i s d i s c u s s i o n . 

The c y n i c a l abuse of the Great Serpent, the e x p l o i t a t i o n of a r c h e t y p a l 
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u n i t y , can only be p e r c e i v e d I f one i s determinedly d i s t a n c e d from the 

System - a p o s i t i o n a s d i f f i c u l t to maintain perhaps, a s i n i t i a l l y i s 

S l o t h r o p ' s with the menace of a n t i - p a r a n o i a . The c l o s e r i n one gets, 

the more awareness i s clouded, and the u n n a t u r a l laws of the System a r e 

l i k e l i e r to go unquestioned. The problem i s i n t e n s i f i e d by Pynchon's 

emphasis on how i n e x t r i c a b l y combined f l e s h , s p i r i t and t e c h n o l o g i c a l 

hardware have become. His examples a r e a t once humorous, a s i n the 

Rocket L i m e r i c k s ('singing about d i f f e r e n t ways of Doing I t with the A4 

or i t s r e l a t e d hardware' (Gi? p. 3 0 6 ) ) , and e e r i l y grotesque - consider, 

f o r example, the f u t u r i s t i c exaggerations t o be seen i n the Mittelwerke: 

Nasal bone and upper t e e t h have been r e p l a c e d by a metal breathing 

apparatus, f u l l of s l o t s and g r a t i n g [ . . . ] Once i n s i d e these y e l l o w 

caverns, looking out now through n e u t r a l - d e n s i t y orbs, the sound of 

your breath h i s s i n g up and around the bone spaces, what you thought 

was a balanced mind i s l i t t l e help. (GJ? pp. 296-7) 

One of the most m a l i c i o u s d e v i c e s i n the novel, manifested here, i s the 

p o t e n t i a l t o l i m i t an i n d i v i d u a l ' s p e r s p e c t i v e , p r e c l u d i n g the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of balanced, considered judgment. The atmosphere i s 

nightmareish: a s f i e r c e l y malevolent and u n e a s i l y amusing a s the 'maniac 

bent on s u i c i d e ' who's 'amiable enough, keeps c r a c k i n g j o k e s ' (<3J?p.412) 

but i s n e v e r t h e l e s s a t the wheel of the hell-bound System. 

The f a c t t h a t p e r s p e c t i v e i s always by n e c e s s i t y l i m i t e d , makes the 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of boundaries i n s i d e the l a b y r i n t h i n e System impossible. 

I t i s thus not easy t o d i s t i n g u i s h the n a t u r a l l y - r e c u r r i n g from the 

a r t i f i c i a l when the source of the phenomenon i s out of s i g h t . 
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Symptomatic of t h i s problem i s the emergence of a Rocket c u l t u r e t h a t 

assumes a f o l k - c o n s c i o u s n e s s mimicking the r i t e s of the S p r i n g Equinox -

' e r e c t i n g strange f l o r a l towers out i n the c l e a r i n g s and meadows, [...] 

going round and round with o l d G r a v i t y or some such buffoon* <<?J? p. 361). 

S i m i l a r l y , r e g i s t e r i n g the end of the 'war' could be an o b s e r v a t i o n of 

only the s m a l l e s t p a r t of a v a s t movement. Roger Xexico s e n s e s the 

same: 

'There's something s t i l l on, don't c a l l i t a "war" i f i t makes you 

f e e l nervous, maybe the death r a t e ' s gone down a point or two, beer 

i n cans i s back a t l a s t and t h e r e were a l o t of people i n T r a f a l g a r 

Square one night not so long ago... but T h e i r e n t e r p r i s e goes on.' 

(.GR p. 628) 

Such i s the c i v i l i z a t i o n t h a t has evolved, metaphorically, i n a l l 

i t s monstrosity, from a misconception, a t w i s t i n the t a i l of Uroboros. 

Kore a c c e p t a b l e s o c i e t i e s remain i n Gravity's Rainbow - i n Kathryn 

Hume's a r c h i t e c t u r e of the novel they a r e p e r i p h e r a l t e r r i t o r i e s o u t s i d e 

the Zone which i s f l a n k e d by the Western powers and t h e i r i d e o l o g i e s of 

death ( t h i s being v i r t u a l l y a mandalic s t r u c t u r e of c o n c e n t r i c r i n g s , 

though Hume i n t e r p r e t s i t i n terms of medieval myth). As she s a y s : 

The K i r g h i z t r i b e s , the gauchos of the Argentine pampas, and the 

Hereros of South Vest A f r i c a - t h e s e a re the broken and d i s t o r t e d 

remnants of an a l t e r n a t i v e to the Western s t y l e of l i v i n g . Within 

memory, t h e i r l i v e s were a h i s t o r i c a l , c y c l i c a l , and i n some sens e s , 
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f r e e . But t h e s e peoples are more reminders of l o s t options than 

v i a b l e c h o i c e s now. 3 

I n a l l t h r e e c a s e s t h e r e i s a f r e s h opportunity t o c o n s i d e r s e l f -

s u f f i c i e n t u n i t y a t odds with the demon of r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n , and the 

e v o l u t i o n of a serpent-monster from Uroboros. I n t h i s sense the mandala 

i s a s much a c a t a l y s t f o r an understanding of the e x p l o i t e d o r i g i n than 

a f r e e - s t a n d i n g s y m b o l i c statement. Schaub r e i n f o r c e s t h i s point: 'The 

mandala, throughout Gravity's Rainbow, e x i s t s a s a symbol f o r a u n i f i e d 

s e n s i b i l i t y fragmented by the western European h a b i t of understanding 

something by t a k i n g i t apart.'•* Indeed, having absorbed Kekule's 

t r a v e s t y of Uroboros we become aware of co r r u p t e d mandalas i n abundance; 

both i n seemingly u n a s s a i l a b l e form a s ffazi s w a s t i k a and rocket base, 

and i n methodical d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i n the K i r g h i z community and Herero 

v i l l a g e . 

Mandalic s i g n i f i c a n c e can be read i n t o the Argentine example v i a a 

passage l a t e i n the novel, where T c h i t c h e r i n e observes e x p a t r i a t e 

A r g e n t i n i a n s i n t h e Zone: 'he s e e s two men, one white, one black, 

h o l d i n g g u i t a r s . Townspeople are gathered i n a c i r c l e [...] - a coming 

together of opposites' (C2? p.611). The c o r r u p t i o n here can be d i s t i l l e d 

to a b a s i c o p p o s i t i o n between openness and complexity, the same chasm 

between c i r c u l a r i t y and l i n e a r i t y t h a t i s f o r c e d wide open by a n a l y s i s , 

e n c l o s u r e , and i m p o s i t i o n of c o n t r o l . S q u a l i d o z z i preaches to an 

u n r e c e p t i v e Slothrop: 

' I n the days of the gauchos, my country was a blank p i e c e of paper. 

The pampas s t r e t c h e d as f a r as men could imagine, i n e x h a u s t i b l e , 
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f e n c e l e s s . Wherever the gaucho could r i d e , t h a t p l a c e belonged to 

him. [...] Fences went up, and the gaucho became l e s s f r e e . I t i s 

our n a t i o n a l tragedy. We are obsessed with b u i l d i n g l a b y r i n t h s , 

where before t h e r e was open p l a i n and sky. To draw ever more 

complex p a t t e r n s on the blank sheet. We cannot abide t h a t openness, 

i t i s t e r r o r to us [...] the Argentine heart, i n i t s p e r v e r s i t y and 

g u i l t , longs f o r a r e t u r n to t h a t f i r s t u n s c r i b b l e d s e r e n i t y . . . t h a t 

a n a r c h i c oneness of pampas and sky...' (GR p.264) 

T h i s i s not b l i n d l y proposed a s a model u t o p l a but simply r e f l e c t s a 

n a t u r a l u n i t y t h a t could be a d e f i n i t i v e r e a l i t y , i f only the d e s i r e to 

c o n t r o l and understand were dismissed. Attempts to order send waves of 

consequence f a r beyond what we can hope t o p r e d i c t . Empty transcendence 

i n a f l i p - u n i v e r s e Raketen-Stadt i s the other extreme, something s e t up, 

we hear l a t e r , 'to Avoid Symmetry, Allow Complexity, Introduce T e r r o r ' 

(GJ?p.297). S l o t h r o p ' s man-ln-the-street quip - '"you can't j u s t stand 

i n the way of pro g r e s s -"' (.GR p. 264) i s a hollow proclamation f o r t h i s 

ideology. S q u a l i d o z z i ' s a l t e r n a t i v e may not be an e a s i l y - a c c e p t e d idea 

- the l a c k of l i n e s of r e f e r e n c e i m p l i e s the i n a b i l i t y t o d e f i n e , 

invoking to the c o n s c i o u s mind a t e r r o r c l o s e l y - k n i t with S l o t h r o p ' s 

a n t i - p a r a n o i a - but i t e x p r e s s e s an e x i s t e n c e i n sympathy with the 

n a t u r a l c y c l e . T h i s u n d e r l y i n g t r u t h has been present i n the novel a l l 

along. I n the midst of the war-dominated environment i n 'Beyond The 

Zero' a c o n t i n u i t y , a u n i t y p e r s i s t s , but i t i s out of s i g h t and 

obscured from w i t h i n the Firm's s t r u c t u r e s . Pynchon l o c a t e s an example 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y i n a ru b b i s h dump, the lowest l e v e l to which 

e v e r y t h i n g i s r e t u r n e d and w i l l r e t u r n again, a pool of atomic 
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dismemberment i n t h i s case f o c u s i n g on toothpaste tubes, but e q u a l l y 

l o y a l t o the most grandiose c o n s t r u c t i o n s t h a t take t h e i r p l a c e i n the 

same unending c y c l i c a l whole: 

i t i s t r u e r e t u r n - to be melted f o r s o l d e r , f o r p l a t e , a l l o y e d f o r 

c a s t i n g s , bearings, gasketry, hidden smokeshriek l i n i n g s the 

c h i l d r e n of t h a t other domestic i n c a r n a t i o n w i l l never see. Yet the 

c o n t i n u i t y , f l e s h t o kindred metals, home to hedgeless sea, has 

p e r s i s t e d . [,..] The War, the Empire, w i l l expedite such b a r r i e r s 

between our l i v e s . The War needs t o d i v i d e t h i s way, and to 

subd i v i d e , though i t s propaganda w i l l always s t r e s s u n ity, a l l i a n c e , 

p u l l i n g together. The war does not appear to want a f o l k -

c o n s c i o u s n e s s t . . . ] - i t wants a machine of many separate p a r t s , not 

a oneness, but a complexity. . . . (GR p. 130) 

The u n i t y , a wholeness of c o n t i n u i t y , i s where the n a t u r a l emphasis 

f a l l s , and the s t r u c t u r e s t h a t o b s t r u c t i t can only ever be assumed back 

i n t o the c y c l e . I n deference to t h i s p e r e n n i a l maxim, the Herero b a s i s 

f o r e x i s t e n c e i s to do with i n n e r r a t h e r than e x t e r n a l and worldly 

o r d e r s and shapes. I n Gravity's Rainbow they a r e n a t u r a l i n h a b i t a n t s , 

a t l e a s t o r i g i n a l l y , of the ve l d , the Sudwest's own zone: the same 

n a t u r a l anarchy S q u a l i d o z z i yearns f o r , and t h a t which i s i l l u s t r a t e d by 

S l o t h r o p - by a c t i o n , and i n body - i n the Zone: 

Considered o u t c a s t s , they l i v e d on the veld, i n the open. You were 

l i k e l y t o come a c r o s s them at night, t h e i r f i r e s f l a r i n g b r a v e l y 

a g a i n s t the wind, out of r i f l e range from the i r o n t r a c k s : t h e r e 
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seemed no other f o r c e than t h a t t o give them l o c u s out i n t h a t 

emptiness. (C?j?p.315) 

Vhat does give them shape i s the very nature of t h e i r l i f e s t y l e . They 

l i v e not i n accordance with a code, but simply i n i n t u i t i v e balance with 

t h e i r world. The mandalic v i l l a g e i s a microcosm of t h e i r wider 

context, an i t e r a t i o n on a qu o t i d i a n b a s i s of r e c u r r i n g c y c l e s of decay 

and r e g e n e r a t i o n t h a t a r e enduring f o r c e s i n a 'resonant, e t e r n a l l y -

r e t u r n i n g ' world (<?i?p.412>. I n shor t , a s a c o l l e c t i v e people, they 

live the u n i t y of the u n i v e r s e . Andreas e x p l a i n s the v i l l a g e plan to 

Slothrop: 

' K l a r , ' touching each l e t t e r , ' E n t l i i f t u n g , t h e s e a r e the female 

l e t t e r s . F o r t h l e t t e r s . I n our v i l l a g e s the women l i v e d on the 

northern h a l f of the c i r c l e , the men on the south. The v i l l a g e 

i t s e l f was a mandala. K l a r i s f e r t i l i z a t i o n and b i r t h , E n t l u f t u n g 

i s the breath, the s o u l . Ziindung and Vorstufe a r e the male s i g n s , 

the a c t i v i t i e s , f i r e and preparation, or b u i l d i n g . And i n the 

Center, here, Hauptstufe. I t i s the pen where we kept the s a c r e d 

c a t t l e . The s o u l s of the a n c e s t o r s . A l l the same here. B i r t h , 

s o u l , f i r e , b u i l d i n g . Male and female, together.' (<?i?p.563) 

A l l i e d with the t i m e l e s s n e s s of t h i s image i s the Herero woman, b u r i e d 

up to her neck, 'a seed i n the Ear t h ' CGS p.316), t h a t the n a r r a t i v e 

v o i c e concedes a s a 'powerful symbol of f e r t i l i t y and l i f e ' (GJ?p.316). 

T h e i r empathetlc e x i s t e n c e i s thus a s t r o n g l y symbolic channel f o r the 

r e a s s e r t i n g l i f e of the un i v e r s e . The pl a c e of the Hereros i n Gravity's 
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Rainbow, however, l e a s a v i o l a t e d people, i n f a c t u a l h i s t o r i c a l terms 

as the r e b e l s decimated by German troops i n 1904, and a s Pynchon's 

f i c t i o n a l Zone-Hereros, the Schwarzkommando, attempting to adopt new 

g roundlines f o r e x i s t e n c e . Thomas Schaub s e e s t h e i r importance i n the 

novel s p e c i f i c a l l y i n t h e s e terms: 'The Zone-Hereros are Pynchon 1s 

example of a people caught with a foot i n e i t h e r camp: one c y c l i c a l and 

r e t u r n i n g , the other western and C h r i s t i a n , l i n e a r and "one-way."' 5 

That the Herero mandala i s broken by c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y European 

impulses i s c r u c i a l i n the novel's design. A c o n f l i c t of the c i r c l e and 

the l i n e (to use Hayles's image) has no more marked e x p r e s s i o n than 

here. The Hereros, f o r t h i s argument, belong to the wider c o l l e c t i v e 

term of ' c o l o n i e s ' , which are: 

the outhouses of the European s o u l , where a f e l l o w can l e t h i s pants 

down and r e l a x , enjoy the s m e l l of h i s own s h i t [...] C h r i s t i a n 

Europe was always death, K a r l , death and r e p r e s s i o n . Out and down 

i n the c o l o n i e s , l i f e can be Indulged, l i f e and s e n s u a l i t y i n a l l 

i t s forms, with no harm done to the X e t r o p o l i s , nothing to s o i l 

t h ese c a t h e d r a l s , white marble s t a t u e s , noble thoughts.... <.GR 

p.317) 

The u t t e r l y fundamental nature of the c o n f l i c t i s s u b s t a n t i a t e d i n 

f a c t u a l a s w e l l a s f i c t i o n a l form: an a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l study of the 

Hereros quotes f i r s t - h a n d w i t n e s s e s of the German occupation, and the 

eventual move towards r e b e l l i o n i n 1904: 
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When the Germans found a Herero woman alone, they would shoot and 

k i l l her f o r s p o r t [...] they would a l s o shoot Herero men when they 

found them I n the pasture with the c a t t l e . And they made l i g h t of 

Herero b e l i e f s and customs. They purposely destroyed the s a c r e d 

f i r e when they came upon i t . 

The Germans a l s o t r i e d to f o r c e the Herero to buy European goods 

and c l o t h e s , though the Herero a t t h a t time d i d not want them. s 

The Germans were d i s r e s p e c t f u l about Herero t r a d i t i o n s . They would 

destroy t h e i r s a c r e d hearth, take away the upturned bush, and put 

out the f i r e . They would shoot herero c a t t l e i n the f i e l d f o r meat. 

The Herero were angry a t the German contempt f o r t h e i r way of l i f e , 

so they went to war. 7 

Pynchon's p o r t r a y a l of these 'murderers i n blue' (GR p. 323) i s h a r d l y 

too severe. The a s t o n i s h i n g v i o l e n c e and f l a g r a n t d i s r e s p e c t d i r e c t e d 

a t the t r i b a l people by German s o l d i e r s verged on the s a d i s t i c . The 

Hereros' p l a c e i n Gravity's Rainbow t e s t i f i e s not l e a s t t o Pynchon's 

v i r t u o s i t y i n drawing upon the most appropriate h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l , 

from a v a s t and comprehensive knowledge of world events and 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l d e t a i l . 

The p e r v e r s i o n and b e t r a y a l of the t r i b e by the Germans i s 

f r i g h t e n i n g i n i t s very p u r i t y - i t i s not t h a t the mandala has been 

broken and s c a t t e r e d , but even worse, r e c o n s t r u c t e d under the gaze of a 

new master. The r e s u l t i s an i l l u s i o n of u n i t y , of purpose. The German 

i n t e n t i s not t o des t r o y the i d e n t i t y , but to t u r n i t towards new goa l s , 

a negative-image s e t of co-o r d i n a t e s . Hence, the complementing elements 
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of the v i l l a g e become i n s i g n i a - s t i l l a deeply e x p r e s s i v e image f o r 

them: 1 For the Zone-Hereros i t has become something deep, S l o t h r o p 

gathers, maybe a l i t t l e m y s t i c a l . Though he r e c o g n i z e s the l e t t e r s -

K l a r , E n t l u f t u n g , Ziindung, Vorstufe, Hauptstufe, the f i v e p o s i t i o n s of 

the launching s w i t c h i n the A4 c o n t r o l c a r - he doesn't l e t on t o 

Enzian' (GJ?p.361). Outside t h e i r i n t i m a t e thoughts i t i s an image not 

of t h e i r customary i n t e g r i t y , but r a t h e r of the completeness of t h e i r 

own e x p l o i t a t i o n by the System. 

L a t e r , when Andreas e x p l a i n s the layout of the Herero v i l l a g e he 

d s e c r i b e s the Rocket mandala a l s o : 

'The four f i n s of the Rocket made a c r o s s , another mandala [...] 

Each opposite p a i r of vanes worked together, and moved i n opposite 

senses. Opposites together. You can see how we might f e e l i t speak 

t o us, even i f we don't s e t one up on i t s f i n s and worship i t . But 

i t was w a i t i n g f o r us when we came north to Germany so long ago... 1 

(GE p. 563) 

The Rocket somehow becomes an anti-mandala - a f i t t i n g e v o l u t i o n 

c o n s i d e r i n g i t s symbolic r o l e a l s o a s the f u r t h e s t p oint of V e s t e r n 

t e c h n o l o g i c a l advance. The Hereros' i n s t i n c t i v e a f f i n i t y w ith the KEZVH 

mandala p e r s i s t s f o r them, but as Andreas l a y s the two opposing worlds 

s i d e by s i d e , the r e a l u l t i m a t e r e s u l t of the stratagem of the 

'murderers i n blue' can be seen. 

The most b a s i c d i s t i n c t i o n between the a n t i - w o r l d s i s the 

i n c o r p o r a t i o n of a time dimension, and c i r c u l a r i t y and l i n e a r i t y a r e 

s i g n i f i c a n t s p e c i f i c a l l y i n t h i s r e s p e c t . Ve hear t h a t 'the War has 
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been r e c o n f i g u r i n g time and space i n t o i t s own image' (Off p.257) and 

indeed, th e t e n e t of Western t e c h n o l o g i c a l development can be expressed 

as an i n c r e a s i n g n e c e s s i t y to dwell i n s i d e a one-way movement of time. 

Kathryn Hume ad d r e s s e s the point thus: 'Western c u l t u r e , a t l e a s t , has 

f a l l e n i n t o time and l i n e a r i t y , and battens on technology. Such, 

furthermore, has been i t s d r i v e to c o l o n i z e t h a t K i r g h i z t r i b e s and 

Herero a l i k e a r e a l l being f o r c e d i n t o t i m e . ' 9 T h i s r e c a l l s H i r c e a 

E l i a d e ' s view of man s e e k i n g a ' h i s t o r y outside of t i m e ' , 9 with r e g a r d 

to E n z i a n ' s determined d i r e c t i o n i n g : 'What E n z i a n wants t o c r e a t e w i l l 

have no h i s t o r y . I t w i l l never need a design change. Time, as time i s 

known t o o t h e r n a t i o n s , w i l l wither away i n s i d e t h i s new one. The 

Erdschweinhohle w i l l not be bound, l i k e the Rocket, t o time' (GJ?p.319). 

T h i s i s the s p e c i f i c c u r s e , s y m b o l i c a l l y , of the North, and the 

Schwarzkommando regime - i t f o r c e s them to s e r v e a l i n e a r master. 

C h r i s t i a n death can o f f e r no redemption i f t h e i r c y c l e has been 

i r r e v o c a b l y broken: 'But we, Zone-Hereros, under the e a r t h , how long 

w i l l we w a i t i n t h i s north, t h i s l o c u s of death?' <GJ?p.322). 

The f a t a l s p l i t i n the Herero s o u l i s p a r a l l e l e d ( l e s s g r a p h i c a l l y ) 

i n the K i r g h i z t r i b e T c h i t c h e r i n e comes amongst. The s c e n a r i o i s the 

i m p o s i t i o n of the Hew T u r k i c Alphabet. Schaub i s reminded of ' L e v i -

S t r a u s s ' s h u p o t h e s i s t h a t "the primary f u n c t i o n of w r i t t e n communication 

i s to f a c i l i t a t e s l a v e r y " ' . 1 0 As an analogy to the v i o l a t i o n of the 

Hereros, t h i s concept i s powerful - Pynchon draws a p a r a l l e l with 

' P l a s t i c i t y ' s c e n t r a l canon: t h a t chemists were no longer t o be a t the 

mercy of Nature. They could decide now what p r o p e r t i e s they wanted a 

molecule t o have, and then go ahead and b u i l d i t ' (GR p.249). The 

i m p l i c a t i o n s a r e the same; n a t u r a l l y r e c u r r i n g phenomena, whether 
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l i n g u i s t i c or molecular, a r e f r o z e n and manufactured i n t o premeditated 

s t r u c t u r e s . As we hear: 

one f i n d s Committees on molecular s t r u c t u r e which a r e very s i m i l a r 

to those back a t the FTA plenar y s e s s i o n . 'See: how they a r e taken 

out from the c o a r s e f l a w - shaped, cleaned, r e c t i f i e d , J u s t a s you 

once redeemed your l e t t e r s from the l a w l e s s , the mortal streaming of 

human speech.... These a r e our l e t t e r s , our words: they too can be 

modulated, broken, recoupled, redefined, co-polymerized one to the 

other i n worldwide c h a i n s . ' (GR p.355) 

The image of the mandala emerges most c l e a r l y i n the s i n g i n g duel: 'The 

people a r e gathered i n a c i r c l e [ . . . ] the boy and g i r l stand i n the eye 

of the v i l l a g e " (Off p.356). The f l e e t i n g , c h a o t i c beauty of the 

si n g i n g - d u e l , v o i c e s and words spurred by mutual exchange, i s what the 

r a t i o n a l i z i n g alphabet must s u r e l y a n n i h i l a t e . From the i n i t i a l 

uncomplaining s i m p l i c i t y t h a t was 'purely speech, gesture, touch among 

them, not even an A r a b i c s c r i p t t o r e p l a c e ' (Gl?p.338), the 

i n e v i t a b i l i t y t r a n s p i r e s 'that soon someone w i l l come out and begin t o 

w r i t e some of these down [ . . . ] ... and t h i s i s how they w i l l be l o s t ' 

<<?J?p.357). I t i s T c h i t c h e r i n e a t the c h a p t e r ' s end who has, he 

proclaims, '"Got i t " ' , t h a t i s , t r a n s c r i b e d The Aqyn's Song, The 

c o n c l u s i v e n e s s of t h i s e x p l a n a t i o n i s h e l d i n doubt, however, a s l a t e r -

' h i s h e a r t was never ready' f o r the promise of transcendence he t u r n s 

towards through the K i r g h i z L i g h t (GJ?p.359). 

The c o n c l u s i o n of such subversion remains d a r k l y ominous. Dzaqyp 

Quian holds the sad legacy of 'the ghost of h i s own lynched f a t h e r with 
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a s c r a t c h y pen i n the night, p r a c t i s i n g As and Bs' (.GR p. 356), but the 

dismal scene h i d e s a deeper imbalance t h a t i s f i g h t i n g f o r r e a s s e r t i o n . 

T c h i t c h e r i n e ' s horse 'Snake' i s a f i t t i n g embodiment - a foor-footed 

v e r s i o n of Uroboros tamed and suppressed but harbouring a s i m p l e r 

i n t e n t , 'the s e r p e n t tuck'of a head d i s c l o s i n g t h a t 'Snake i s only 

w a i t i n g f o r h i s moment...' <GJ?p.342>. The i m p o s i t i o n of the ordered on 

the n a t u r a l l y and e t e r n a l l y unorderable i s a d e a t h l y impulse, and one 

t h a t w i l l i n e v i t a b l y be rebalanced. 

Pynchon's understanding of language, a s i t i s used i n Gravity's 

Rainbow, extends back i n t o the g e n e s i s of European 'one-way' c u l t u r e . 

The t e n e t of i n f o r m a t i o n theory t h a t the l e s s probable (and more 

d i s o r g a n i z e d ) the message, the g r e a t e r p o t e n t i a l t h e r e i s f o r meaning, 

i s i m p l i c i t i n the i n i t i a l l y undisturbed and u n c l a s s i f i e d K i r g h i z o r a l 

c u l t u r e . I n consequence, t h e r e i s the c o n t r a s t of 'the German mania f o r 

name-giving, d i v i d i n g the C r e a t i o n f i n e r and f i n e r , a n a l y z i n g , s e t t i n g 

namer more h o p e l e s s l y a p a r t from named...' <GR pp.390-1). The 

d e f i n i t i o n i s more r i g o r o u s , repeatable and s u c c i n c t - unable to adapt 

to any nuance of f l u x or development. Such i s the i l l u s i o n , t h a t an 

e v e r - d i v e r s i f y i n g Lexicon of concrete e x p r e s s i o n can e v e n t u a l l y 

communicate the a b s o l u t e b r i g h t n e s s of t r u t h - a s u l t i m a t e l y empty a s 

the pledge to E n z i a n ' t h a t by understanding the Socket, he would come to 

understand t r u l y h i s manhood...' (GJ?p.329). The r e c o g n i t i o n of t h i s 

i l l u s i o n i s the f o c a l point of E n z i a n ' s developing s e l f - a w a r e n e s s i n the 

novel, and a s a r e s u l t comments on the f a b r i c and the most b a s i c 

foundations of the Western powers and t h e i r i d e o l o g i e s . 

The tragedy and b a s i s f o r the purity of E n z i a n ' s e x p l o i t a t i o n i s the 

f a t a l s i m i l a r i t y of transcendent hope i n the two worlds. As a l r e a d y 
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mentioned, the Rocket becomes an anti-mandala - Indeed a whole s e t of 

the a r c h e t y p e s emerge i n s i n i s t e r guise, even the Raketen-Stadt -

' f o u r f o l d a s expected, an e e r i e p r e c i s i o n t o a l l l i n e s and shadings 

a r c h i t e c t u r a l and human, b u i l t i n mandalic form l i k e a Herero v i l l a g e ' 

(.GR p. 725) - and the d e i f i c a t i o n of Technology appears a s the new key to 

transcendence of the e a r t h l y realm. The means i s not s p i r i t u a l 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n but molecular mutation: ' " S i l i c o n , boron, phosphorous -

these can r e p l a c e carbon, and can bond to n i t r o g e n i n s t e a d of hydrogen -

[...] move beyond l i f e , toward the i n o r g a n i c . Here i s no f r a i l t y , no 

m o r t a l i t y - here i s s t r e n g t h , and the Timeless'" <GJ?p.379). The 

chemical r e v o l u t i o n , p l a s t i c s and r o c k e t r y , a r e j o i n e d i n the same ever-

c o r r u p t i n g movement. Franz P o k i e r as much as any other embodies the 

mock promise of the Rocket mandala. His f a i t h i s unerring, t h a t '"We'll 

a l l use it, someday, to leave the e a r t h . To transcend..."' (GR p.400) 

and i n h i s p i e t y he performs a c u r i o u s d e v o t i o n a l a c t : 

once he k n e l t on the l a v a t o r y f l o o r of h i s o l d rooming house i n 

Munich, understanding t h a t i f he f a c e d e x a c t l y along a c e r t a i n 

compass-bearing h i s prayer would be heard: he'd be s a f e . He wore a 

robe of gold and orange brocade. I t was the only l i g h t i n the room. 

Afterward he ventured out i n t o the house, knowing people s l e p t i n 

a l l the rooms, but f e e l i n g a sense of d e s e r t i o n . He went to s w i t c h 

on a l i g h t - but i n the a c t of throwing the s w i t c h he knew the room 

had r e a l l y been l i t t o begin with, and he had j u s t turned e v e r y t h i n g 

out, everything.... (<?J?p.400) 
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The scene i s s i g n i f i c a n t . I t p o r t r a y s the b e t r a y a l of a mirror-image 

d i s t o r t i o n , a n e g a t i v e r e v e r s a l of the t r u e p o s i t i v e a c t s . The world 

Franz has c r e a t e d f o r h i m s e l f i n s i d e the p a t e r n a l i s m of the System, i s 

so b e w i t c h i n g l y s i m i l a r to what he i n t u i t i v e l y f e e l s i s c o r r e c t , t h a t he 

can s c a r c e l y d i s t i n g u i s h a d i f f e r e n c e . The s e d u c t i o n i s the same a s the 

Zone-Herero i n s t i n c t i v e attachment to the Socket, a symbolism t h a t tugs 

a t t h e i r s p i r i t u a l t i e s , but i n a c t u a l i t y i s a m e t i c u l o u s l y - f a s h i o n e d 

c o u n t e r f e i t . L i k e the Schwarzkommando i n s i g n i a and the Herero v i l l a g e 

the d i s t i n c t i o n i s only r e v e a l e d at the c o n c l u s i o n of the f i n i t e 

process, a t which the l e a p to a transcendent i n f i n i t y i s i m p a s s i b l e , and 

the measure of achievement nothing, s i n c e 1 we have only the s t r u c t u r e 

l e f t us [...] I t has never been, i n love, become one with...' (GR 

pp.722-3). The impulse can only be to continue, b l i n d l y , a quest f o r 

transcendence t h a t by i t s premeditated and manufactured nature must 

accept e v e n t u a l a n n i h i l a t i o n . I t i s the t r a p t h a t the Slothrop f a m i l y 

c u r i o u s l y a v o i d s , i n an e a r l i e r century: 'The t r a d i t i o n , f o r others, was 

c l e a r , everyone knew - mine i t out, work i t , take a l l you can t i l l i t ' s 

gone then move on west, t h e r e ' s plenty more. But out of some reasoned 

i n e r t i a the S l o t h r o p s stayed e a s t i n B e r k s h i r e , p e r v e r s e ' <GJ?p.28). 

The movement w i l l always r e q u i r e f u r t h e r ground: i t i s a c u l t u r e of 

consumption t h a t can have no p l a c e i n a balanced u n i v e r s e - c e r t a i n l y i t 

can no longer be s a t e d by the r e s o u r c e s of the planet, as B l i c e r o 

observes: 

'Europe came and e s t a b l i s h e d i t s order of A n a l y s i s and Death. What 

i t c ould not use, i t k i l l e d or a l t e r e d . I n time the d e a t h - c o l o n i e s 

grew s t r o n g enough to break away. But the impulse to empire, the 
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m i s s i o n t o propagate death, the s t r u c t u r e of i t , kept on. low we 

are i n the l a s t phase. American Death has come to occupy Europe 

C . . .] I s the c y c l e over now, and a new one ready to begin? W i l l 

our new Edge, our new deathkingdom, be the moon?' <GJ?p.722) 

E n z i a n 1 s h o rror i s a t the u t t e r emptiness of h i s 'supremacy' t h a t 

the s u c c e s s can only be d e f i n e d by the next chunk of matter to be used, 

devoured, and t h i s i s an e v e r - d i m i n i s h i n g option. The prompt i s 

Slothrop, t r u e to h i s name and i n h e r i t a n c e , 'some reasoned i n e r t i a ' 

b r i n g i n g no yearned-for goal, but a t l e a s t t r u e l o c a t i o n i n an 

unchallenged u n i v e r s e : '"Whatever happened a t the end, he has 

transcended. Even i f he's only dead. He's gone beyond his pain, his 

s i n [...] I haven't transcended. I've only been e l e v a t e d . That must 

be a s empty a s t h i n g s get"' (<?J? pp.660-1). 

The i l l u s i o n of l i n e a r i t y f o r E n z i a n and the multitude who don' t 

a c h i e v e h i s r e a l i z a t i o n i s t h a t f u r t h e r and higher a r e by a contorted 

l o g i c , b e t t e r . But even to reach the moon l e a v e s the omnipresent t r u t h 

t h a t s a y s ' G r a v i t y r u l e s a l l the way out to the c o l d sphere, there is 

always the danger of falling1 <<?J?p.723). The p r e c a r i o u s t e r r i t o r y of 

t h i s double-image, a doppelganger t h a t i s the 'promise, a prophecy, of 

Escape' (<?J?p.758) r e v e a l s a t l a s t t h a t the peak of the Socket's 

achievement i s '"an Aggregat of p i e c e s of dead matter, no longer 

anything t h a t can move, or t h a t has a d e s t i n y with a shape"' (.GR p. 362). 

The e v e r - r e t u r n i n g u n i v e r s e w i l l consume and regenerate i n t i m e l e s s 

mockery of the Rocket. The s t r u g g l e f o r m a t e r i a l transcendence i s a 

s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i n g con-game th a t once recognized i s so c o n c l u s i v e l y 

negative a s t o h a r d l y l e a v e a sense of l o s s a t i t s disappearance. Such 
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I s E n z i a n ' s e v e n t u a l examination of h i s Hazi mentors: '"They have l i e d 

t o us. They c a n ' t keep us from dying, so They l i e to us about death. A 

cooperat i v e s t r u c t u r e of l i e s . [...] Ve can't b e l i e v e Them any more, 

l o t i f we a r e s t i l l sane, and love the t r u t h " ' <(?J?p.728>. 

The c o n d i t i o n s f o r the e x p l o i t a t i o n and c a r e f u l l y - f o s t e r e d d e l u s i o n 

i n E n z i a n ' s lamentable s i t u a t i o n are, a s has been seen, the e x i s t e n c e of 

a 'cooperative s t r u c t u r e ' - a framework t h a t suggests purpose and 

optimism; but t h a t i s i n a c t u a l i t y a phoney i m i t a t i o n . The device i s 

common, the broken and r e c o n s t r u c t e d mandalas p r o l i f e r a t i n g i n the 

novel, and the Rocket i t s e l f an i d o l , a s a v i o u r - s u r r o g a t e . As 

conspicuous i n the novel a s these mock-religions, i d e o l o g i e s based on 

t e c h n o l o g i c a l e x c e l l e n c e , i s Pynchon's treatment of conventional 

' r e l i g i o n ' i t s e l f . Broadly speaking i t i s the a c t of definition t h a t 

breaks away the empty and s a l v a t i o n l e s s from a p o t e n t i a l f u l f i l m e n t . 

T h i s i s the cas e w i t h the sym b o l i c a l l y - a b u s e d mandalas, Kekule's benzene 

r i n g and the a r t i f i c i a l s t r u c t u r e s t h a t have subsequently r e s u l t e d . The 

same i s e v i d e n t i n the Advent s e r v i c e attended by Roger and J e s s i c a . 

Vhat e x i s t s i s r i t u a l i z e d and vacuous - a frequent enough s i t u a t i o n i n 

the novel, such a s f a r back i n the 'eduaction' of Enzian: 'the r i t u a l , 

the d a i l y i t e r a t i o n [...] has taken over what used to be memory's random 

walk, i t s innocent image-gathering' ( G ^ p . 101). The f a b r i c a t e d magic of 

Christmas t a k e s shape even i n the most improbable of yea r s , hopes r i s i n g 

and f l o w e r i n g i n r e f l e x . The sentiments have become the r i t u a l , and 

hope i s d i r e c t e d a t a blank, b l i n d emptiness, a s misguided and 

manufactured a s Franz P o k i e r ' s d e s i r e to escape and tran s c e n d by f l y i n g 

to the moon: 
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The grandparents [...] w i l l wait up beyond insomnia, watching a g a i n 

f o r the y e a r l y impossible not t o occur, but with some mean r e s i d u e -

t h i s is the h i l l s i d e , the sky can show us a l i g h t - l i k e a t h r i l l , a 

good time you wanted too much, not a complete l o s s but s t i l l too 

s h o r t of a m i r a c l e . . . (.GS p. 133) 

A r e a l i z a t i o n of the hopelessness of t h i s r e l i g i o n - r e f l e x i s i t s e l f 

d i s h e a r t e n i n g enough, but the idea taken f u r t h e r r e t u r n s to the s i n i s t e r 

u b i q u i t y of Them, the s t r u c t u r e s and c o m p l e x i t i e s e x i s t i n g unseen a t the 

c e n t r e of the war. I n a s e c t i o n of the novel h e a v i l y - p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h 

d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s and experiences of the 'Other Side', of 

advocates and c y n i c s a l t e r n a t e l y t e s t i n g the parameters of o b j e c t i v e 

r e a l i t y , the blank and i n e f f e c t u a l tokens of an empty r e l i g i o n , almost 

c o n s p i r a t o r i a l i n i t s nature, are even more markedly v i s i b l e : 

what do you think, i t ' s a c h i l d r e n ' s s t o r y ? There a r e n ' t any. The 

c h i l d r e n a r e away dreaming and i t ' s A d u l t s Only i n here t o n i g h t 

[...] And 60 m i l e s up the r o c k e t s hanging the measureless i n s t a n t 

over the b l a c k North Sea before the f a l l , ever f a s t e r , to orange 

heat, Christmas s t a r , i n h e l p l e s s plunge to E a r t h [...] I t ' s a long 

walk home toni g h t . L i s t e n to t h i s mock-angel s i n g i n g . (GJ? pp.134-5) 

The r o c k e t , then, has become the Christmas s t a r , and we have only a mock 

angel to a s p i r e to. A reproduction of the n a t i v i t y scene becomes a 

shameless t r a v e s t y - the magi come with ' g i f t s of tungsten, c o r d i t e , 

high octane' (.GS p. 131). The fraud and sham of so many misinformed and 

manipulated s o u l s r e i n f o r c e s only t h e i r own d e s p e r a t i o n . The chapter 
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ends a s s e r t i v e l y , though, a l b e i t on the downbeat. There i s no d e f i n a b l e 

higher persona who w i l l cut through the t e r r o r of the war-winter and 

t r a n s f i g u r e the s u f f e r i n g - the only path i s alone - but an attempt a t 

sur r e n d e r and openness i s a p o s i t i v e one, even i f expressed inadequately 

( ' l e t your communion be a t l e a s t i n l i s t e n i n g , even i f they are not 

spokesmen f o r your e x a c t hopes' (.GR-p.135)>. The i n d i c a t i o n i s t o t u r n 

inwards, away from the degradation of l i p - s e r v i c e : 

no c o u n t e r f e i t baby, no announcement of the Kingdom, not even a t r y 

a t warming or l i g h t i n g t h i s t e r r i b l e night, only, damn us, our 

s c r u f f y o b l i g a t o r y l i t t l e c r y , our maximum re a c h outward - praise be 

to God.' - f o r you t o take back to your war-address, your war-

i d e n t i t y , a c r o s s the snow's f o o t p r i n t s and t i r e t r a c k s f i n a l l y to 

the path you must c r e a t e by y o u r s e l f alone i n the dark. Whether you 

want i t , or not, whatever s e a s you have c r o s s e d , the way home.... (GR 

p. 135) 

The a t t i t u d e remains - the 'knotting i n t o ' d i s c u s s e d i n Chapter Two -

e s s e n t i a l i n an entanglement so profound. I t i s a p o i n t e r towards 

emotional honesty, and the s e l f - a s s u r a n c e of being able t o r e a c t 

i n s t i n c t i v e l y , even i f t h i s has no means of coherent exp r e s s i o n . The 

same c o n t r a s t s a r e ev i d e n t with Slothrop. The r e l i g i o u s dimension i n 

h i s l i f e , f o r example, i s so overwhelmingly conditioned and moulded by 

h i s environment t h a t i t can only o f f e r him an empty s a l v a t i o n - h i s 

genuine sentiments a r e i n t a c t but have no mouthpiece. Whilst pursuing 

the bomb-sites C a S t George a f t e r the f a c t , going out to poke about f o r 

droppings of the Beast ' ) a r e f l e x occurs, but f i n d s no response: 'When 
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he couldn't help he s t a y e d c l e a r , praying, a t f i r s t , c o n v e n t i o n a l l y t o 

God, f i r s t t i n e s i n c e the other B l i t z , f o r l i f e to win out. But too 

many were dying, and p r e s e n t l y , s e e i n g no point, he stopped' (GJ?p.24). 

T h i s v a i n and empty t u r n to 'God' can mean nothing, but i t i s the 

followed by what i n comparison i s a t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n . S l o t h r o p f i n d s a 

g i r l trapped i n the rubble: 'At which p o i n t she smiled, very f a i n t l y , 

and he knew t h a t ' s what he'd been w a i t i n g f o r , wow, a S h i r l e y Temple 

sm i l e , as i f t h i s e x a c t l y c a n celed a l l they'd found her down i n the 

middle of. What a damn f o o l thing' (GJ?p.24). I t i s , on one hand, a 

simple peek of kid-America l o l l i p o p - i n n o c e n c e , a t r i g g e r to memories of 

home and childhood. Also, though, i t i s a simple but s t r o n g s t a b of 

genuine humanity - confused and t r i v i a l i z e d by S l o t h r o p ' s d e f i n i t i o n of 

i t i n t r a s h y sentimental terms - but s t r i k i n g l y v a l i d a f t e r h i s impotent 

attempt a t 'prayer'. He can, i n t h i s context, have no other means of 

e x p r e s s i o n , but t h i s f a c t alone cannot d i m i n i s h the i n s t i n c t i v e nature 

of h i s bond with the g i r l and what she r e p r e s e n t s . T h i s r e s s u r e s him, 

though he cannot r e g i s t e r i t c o n s c i o u s l y , t h a t l i f e will win out, a s the 

f r a i l but v i t a l c h i l d - l i f e emerges from the bombed-out mess of 

d e s t r u c t i o n . The image i s a p e r t i n e n t one to Slothrop, and i n the 

n o v e l ' s wider context, stands a l o n g s i d e P i r a t e ' s bananas s p r o u t i n g 

triumphantly from the s h i t and waste of h i s rooftop garden; or new t r e e s 

s t u b b o r n l y growing out of the bombslte wasteland. The * r e l i g i o u s ' 

s t i m u l u s e l i c i t s a poor expression, then, of the a f f i r m a t i o n of 

r e g e n e r a t i o n from the d e t r i t u s of war. S l o t h r o p ' s r e a c t i o n , though, and 

the scene i t s e l f , confirms the indomitable presence of t h i s , r e g a r d l e s s 

of i t s understanding or d e f i n i t i o n . 
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'The path you must c r e a t e by y o u r s e l f (.GR p. 135) g e s t u r e s towards 

an open and r e c e p t i v e a t t i t u d e , one t h a t i s s e l f l e s s and beyond the 

d e f i n i t i o n s of s u b j e c t and o b j e c t . A worthy and sympathetic r e a l i t y i s 

a t hand, but the a c t of perception i s thwarted by l a b y r i n t h s of 

s t r u c t u r e ; i m p o s i t i o n s and i l l u s i o n s deeply implanted. The f i g h t f o r 

o b j e c t i v i t y , the impulse of r e b a l a n c i n g a g a i n s t the System's 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n s , even i n the i n d i v i d u a l , i s a c e n t r a l i s s u e i n Gravity's 

Rainbow. Some - S l o t h r o p and the dopers, f o r example - do c r e a t e t h e i r 

own paths, and pass beyond the d i s t i n c t i o n s t h a t a l l o w the System's 

manipulations. Others are more involved, and t h e i r d i f f i c u l t i e s more 

deeply-entrenched. An extreme example i s provided by F r a n s Van der 

Groov, a n c e s t o r of K a t j e and arch-destroyer, i n the best European 

t r a d i t i o n , of the i s l a n d of M a u r i t i u s and i t s fauna. Pynchon here 

p r e s e n t s us with a microcosmic world, i n v o l v i n g b l i n d e x p l o i t a t i o n of 

the worst v a r i e t y - 'the p u r e s t form of European adventuring' ( G f f p . l l O ) 

- t e a r i n g a p a r t p l a n t and animal l i f e by j u s t i f i c a t i o n of ( f o r want of a 

b e t t e r reason) C h r i s t i a n ungodliness. The unfortunate dodoes s u f f e r a 

somewhat P r e t e r i t e f a t e , being '"the dominant form of l i f e on M a u r i t i u s , 

but i n c a p a b l e of speech"' ( G J ? p . l l O ) . Accompanying F r a n z ' s campaign of 

v i o l a t i o n , however, a r e c l e a r l y t r o u b l e d elements of h i s psyche. A 

subconscious a f f i n i t y with the v i r g i n nature of the M a u r i t i a n ecology 

r e s i d e s unmistakable i n h i s thoughts, but the o b j e c t i o n l a c k s s u f f i c i e n t 

c l a r i t y f o r i t to prompt a r e a p p r a i s a l of h i s a c t i o n s . S e m i - d e l i r i u m 

f o s t e r s an h a l l u c i n a t o r y experience: 

The v o i c e s - he insomniac, southern s t a r s too t h i c k f o r 

c o n s t e l l a t i o n s teeming i n f a c e s and c r e a t u r e s of f a b l e l e s s l i k e l y 
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than the dodo - spoke the words of s l e e p e r s , s i n g l y , coupled, I n 

chorus. The rhythms and timbres were Dutch, but made no waking 

sense. Except t h a t he thought they were warning him. .. s c o l d i n g , 

angry t h a t he couldn't understand. (GS p. 109) 

He i s t r o u b l e d , deeply so, but the d i s q u i e t has no channel f o r 

e x p r e s s i o n , and h i s t r a d i t i o n and c o n d i t i o n i n g are too deeply I n s t i l l e d . 

Pointsman, however, occupies more of a middle-ground - he i s 

o s t e n s i b l y a yes-man f o r the o l d - s t y l e determinism r e p r e s e n t e d by 

P a v l o v i a n psychology, a m e n t a l i t y founded on c a u s a l connections and 

r e c o g n i z a b l e l i n e s of a u t h o r i t y . What he i l l u s t r a t e s , however, i s the 

extent t o which i n t e l l e c t u a l thought has been subverted by the l i n e a r 

p e r s p e c t i v e s of the System. They have c r e a t e d an environment which 

f o s t e r s d e t e r m i n i s t i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n - a world where a c t i o n a c h i e v e s 

gain, and m a t e r i a l achievement i s approached by block-by-block b u i l d i n g , 

m e c h a n i c a l l y connected. The P a v l o v i a n b a s i s i n Pointsman's 

experimentation s e e s the phenomena under study c r y s t a l l i z e d t o 'the 

p a t h o l o g i c a l l y i n e r t p o i n t s on the c o r t e x , the c o n f u s i o n of i d e a s of the 

opposite' <GJ?p.90). I t i s a s i t u a t i o n they cannot comprehend because 

of t h i s confusion. Pointsman s t i l l l u s t s f o r 'the stone determinacy of 

e v e r y t h i n g ' <GJ?p.86) but the indefinable 'dance of t h i n g s ' (GS p.580) 

prevents, by i t s nature, a means of e x p r e s s i o n . He i s haunted by the 

impulse t o take the phenomenon apart, p i e c e by p i e c e - and l i n e a r 

t h i n k i n g means t h a t the idea of c o r t e x a s i n t e r f a c e i s impossible t o 

accept, because i t s t r i k e s o f f , beyond the reach of determinism's l o g i c . 

What Pavlov could only understand a s ' i d e a s of the opposite' i n c o n f l i c t 

and c h a o t i c c o n f u s i o n i s f o r Spectro a point of i n t e r s e c t i o n between 
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I n s i d e and Outside. The metaphor of 'One b r i g h t , burning point 

surrounded by darkness' (.GR p.90) l i f t s the d e t e r m i n i s t t h e s i s out of 

i t s foundations and suggests a more u n i f i e d e x p r e s s i o n of what i s 

observed. Spectro becomes the c a t a l y s t f o r Pointsman t o be able t o 

stand o u t s i d e the r i g i d i t y of h i s s c i e n c e , as the l a t t e r i n d i c a t e s : 'He 

i s my P i e r r e Janet, Pointsman thought...' (<?J?p.l41). H i s r e a l 

i n t u i t i o n s , and deeply f e l t , i f i m p e r f e c t l y expressed emotions a r e i n 

sympathy with an o p p o s i t e s - d e f i n i n g yet u n i f y i n g mandalic world view. 

His education has not provided him with a frame of r e f e r e n c e i n which t 

p e r c e i v e what he f e e l s ; but he begins to accept o t h e r s ' a s w e l l . With 

r e f e r e n c e t o h i s own name, and nature i n t r a n s i t i o n he i n c o r p o r a t e s the 

s t a t i s t i c i a n Mexico's proudest observation: 

A s w i t c h i n g locomotive c r e e p s s i l e n t l y a c r o s s the web of t r a c k s 

below. 

'They're f a l l i n g i n a Poisson d i s t r i b u t i o n , ' s a y s Pointsman i n 

s m a l l v o i c e , a s i f i t was open to challenge. (GR p.171) 

At the end of the second p a r t of the novel Pointsman embodies a more 

profound f u s i o n . A 'voice' f o l l o w s him, advocating the binding of 

opposites t h a t p r e v i o u s l y had d i c t a t e d h i s l i f e and work: 

'How many chances do you get to be a s y n t h e s i s Pointsman? E a s t and 

Vest, together i n the same bloke? [...] P r o t a g o n i s t and a n t a g o n i s t 

i n one. I ' d jump a t i t , i f I were you.' 

Pointsman i s about to r e t o r t something l i k e 'But you're not me, 

only he s e e s how the o t h e r s a l l seem to be g i g g l i n g a t him. 'Oh, 
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ha, ha,' he sez I n s t e a d . 'Talking to myself, here. L i t t l e - s o r t 

of - e c c e n t r i c i t y , heh, heh. ' 

'Yang and Y i n , ' whispers the Voice, 'Yang and Y i n . . . ' (<Ji?p.278) 

Thus, Pointsman's e x p e r i e n c e s almost f i l l the d i v i d e between complexity 

and u n i t y . I n the f i r s t s e c t i o n of the novel ( t h a t John Dugdale s e e s a s 

'an adaptation of the nineteenth-century c i t y novel of Dickens and 

D o s t o e v s k y ' 1 1 ) he i s , a s a c h a r a c t e r , worked upon by opposing 

i n f l u e n c e s , demonstrating f i n a l l y t h a t a l e s s r e s t r i c t i v e mode of 

t h i n k i n g does l i e beyond h i s Pavlovian education. The mandala can be 

corrupted, and mock-ideologies grow and develop i n the new c i v i l i z a t i o n , 

but the i n e v i t a b l e emancipation of thought and emotion r e s i d e s 

undiminished i n between. 
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CHAPTER SIX: POIHT TO BO-POUT 

Singular!ties! 

Gravity's Rainbow 

Simultaneous w i t h and i n t e g r a l i n the mandala i n Gravity's Rainbow, 

already seen as a c r u c i a l u n i f y i n g symbol and framework i s the ' s i n g u l a r 

p o i n t , a d i s c o n t i n u i t y i n the curve of l i f e ' (£?J?p.664) - a s t a t e 

impossible t o de f i n e (though Pynchon comes c l o s e ) , but one which marks 

an i n t e r s e c t i o n between the novel's major p o l a r i t i e s and i s i t s e l f the 

opening t o a p o t e n t i a l l y transcendent sphere. John Stark observes the 

d i v i d e i n fundamental terms: 'the two worlds or s t a t e s separated by the 

delta-t/Brennschluss P o i n t / s i n g u l a r p o i n t experience seem t o be the 

world of cause-and-effect populated by the Elect and i t s bureaucracies 

and a transcendent atemporal realm of uncircumscribed p o t e n t i a l . ' 1 I t s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e i s i n t e g r a l not l e a s t because of the n a t u r a l development 

from a non-linear time dimension and i t s being combined w i t h a 

surpassing of s u b j e c t / o b j e c t d u a l i t y . Linear time i s under a t t a c k 

throughout the novel - i t i s the y a r d s t i c k of the Elect whose system's 

empty achievements are measured against the d i g i t a l c a l i b r a t i o n s of the 

clock, ' r a t c h e t i n g time minutewise i n t o t h e i r past* (GJ?p.l93). This i s 
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the a n t i t h e s i s t o Slothrop's balanced s t a t e , where he stands at the 

t h i n n e s t edge of d i s c e r n i b l e r e a l i t y and the supreme unconscious - an 

i n t e r s e c t i o n t h a t touches both i n d i v i d u a l and cosmos. The ever-

r e a s s e r t i n g constant expressed i n the novel i s the lesson of Uroboros, 

t h a t as we hear of the Herero race 1 time and space have no meaning [ ...J 

a l l i s together' (GJ?p.l53). Ve should be mindful of Emerson's warning 

t h a t 'we must be very suspicious of the deceptions of the element of 

t i m e ' , 2 and t h i s i s a t e n e t whose i n t e g r i t y i s l e f t i n l i t t l e doubt i n 

the novel: 'time i s an a r t i f i c i a l resource t o begin w i t h , of no value t o 

anyone, which sooner or l a t e r must crash t o i t s death' (GJ?p,412). 

With these ideas accepted, the p o s s i b i l i t y of s p e c i f i c a l l y 

addressing what remains - a d i r e c t c o g n i t i o n of t r u t h t h a t i s poised 

between the personal mind and a u n i v e r s a l absolute - i s by an i n e v i t a b l e 

i r o n y fundamentally negated by the very essence of the subject under 

s c r u t i n y . I n V. the phenomenon i s tagged the ' r e a l present', and Thomas 

Schaub gives a masterly, i f evasive d e f i n i t i o n of i t as 'a s w i t c h i n g 

p o i n t i n l o c a l time i n which the p a r t i c i p a n t remains poised a t the 

personal nexus of the S i t u a t i o n ' s dimensions r e j e c t i n g the v i o l e n t 

s i m p l i c i t y of a swing towards any s i n g l e one, and i n t e g r a t i n g t h e i r 

competing claims i n the i n t e r e s t of an e q u i l i b r i u m both expeditious and 

t r u e ' . 3 In Gravity's Rainbow there i s a sustained balancing of opposite 

orders, between which the s i n g u l a r p o i n t i s held. The Brennschluss 

Point i s described as 'an i n t e r f a c e between one order of t h i n g s and 

another' (£?J?p.302> and Slothrop's g r a f f i t i - m a n d a l a expresses a 

crossroads, 'where you can s i t and l i s t e n t o t r a f f i c from the Other 

Side' (Gffp.624). The s i g n i f i c a n c e of these examples i s t h a t the p o i n t 

approached i s only located by the surrounding l e v e l s w i t h which i t i s an 
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i n t e r f a c e , and not d i r e c t l y by a r e l a t a b l e experience of the p o i n t 

i t s e l f . 

A p o s s i b l y more s a t i s f a c t o r y approach t o the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of 

summarizing the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s concept i n any d e f i n a b l e sense, i s 

t o accept the p o s i t i v e i m p l i c a t i o n s of something beyond the reach o f 

communicative media. Katharine Hayles i s h e l p f u l i n p o i n t i n g out the 

paradox here: 

For i f the act of naming i t s e l f introduces d i v i s i o n , what could 

these moments b r i n g i n t o being but the fragmented r e a l i t y t h a t 

c o g n i t i v e processing implies? And i f the fragmentation of t h a t 

named c r e a t i o n i s only another version of Their s y n t h e t i c , 

fragmented world, then the whole p r o j e c t of escaping Their c o n t r o l 

has been co-opted and subverted by the very attempt t o speak i t . " * 

I f any escape i s t o be made from t h i s seemingly i n f a l l i b l e curse, then 

perhaps i t can only be by way of Pynchon's s i n g u l a r p o i n t s , since being 

beyond communication, they do escape the 'fragmented r e a l i t y ' . 

As w e l l as repres e n t i n g the i m p l i c i t a n t i t h e s i s i n a l i n e a r 

perception the p o i n t becomes a personal f l a s h p o i n t , around which the 

major a s s e r t i v e and p o s i t i v e forces i n the novel are c l u s t e r e d . Within 

Pynchon's s i n g u l a r p o i n t there resides the ambiguity of transcendent 

promise t h a t passes beyond the d i v i s i o n s of good and e v i l . Hence there 

i s the all-encompassing t r u t h t h a t 'the change from p o i n t t o no-point 

c a r r i e s a l u m i n o s i t y and enigma a t which something i n us must leap and 

sing, or withdraw i n f r i g h t ' (GJ?p.396>. S t a n i s l a v Grof's LSD research 

records the observation t h a t 'subjects f r e q u e n t l y t a l k about 
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timelessness of the present moment and say t h a t they are i n touch w i t h 

i n f i n i t y ' . 5 V i t h S l othrop t h i s phenomenon i s expressed as 'temporal 

bandwidth'. I t i s the measure of the present moment as defined by the 

f u t u r e and past t h a t enclose i t . What remains, outside these l i n e a r 

parameters amounts t o 'personal density', the degree, a p p r o p r i a t e l y , t o 

which an o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y i s perceived by a separate egoic observer. 

Consequently, 'the narrower your sense of flow, the more tenuous you are' 

<<Ji?p.509), and Slothrop's consummation as he becomes a 'crossroads' 

l i e s i n an equal d i v i s i o n between perception of environment and an 

embodiment/merging w i t h what i s the same, by t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n as the 

t r a n s i t i o n between l i n e a r and non-linear time. 

The same experience i s the f o r t u n e of Leni Pokier, and she attempts 

an explanation t o an obdurate Franz. The impulsive t h r u s t of metaphor 

i s a c u r i o u s analogy i n i t s e l f - her words are d e l i c a t e l y chosen: 

'the l e v e l you reach, w i t h both f e e t i n , when you lose i t a l l , 

you've penetrated the moment, s l i p p i n g p e r f e c t l y i n t o i t s grooves, 

[...] There i s the moment and i t s p o s s i b i l i t i e s . ' (GJ? p. 158) 

'At approaching zero, e t e r n a l l y approaching, the s l i c e s of time 

growing t h i n n e r and t h i n n e r , a succession of rooms each w i t h w a l l s 

more s i l v e r , transparent, as the pure l i g h t of the zero comes 

nearer. . . . ' (.GS p. 159) 

They enact the same impossibly-placed p r o x i m i t y they i m p e r f e c t l y 

describe, a t o i l e d - f o r expression where 'words are only an eye-twitch 
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away from the t h i n g s they stand f o r ' <<?J? p. 100), but Leni's passionate 

f r u s t r a t i o n i n the attempt t o communicate i s a r e f l e c t i o n of the p u r i t y 

of her i n s i g h t . 

I t i s of no s u r p r i s e t h a t we should t u r n t o the s i n g u l a r p o i n t as a 

crux p o i n t , an i n t e r s e c t i o n i n the novel i t s e l f , f o r the ( i n l i n e a r 

terms) fragmented pieces of hope and promise expressed i n love, and 

c a r i n g humanity. I t would not be f a i t h f u l t o the conception of 

Gravity's Rainbow t o derive a t e r m i n a l conclusion t o any discussion of 

i t s content. Nevertheless i t i s not i n a p p r o p r i a t e t o express t h a t the 

c e n t r a l and u n i f y i n g f e a t u r e of a c y c l i c a l l y constant universe i s a 

magnet f o r the purest amd most enduring human impulses. As has already 

been seen, sex, should i t be perceived as a separate thematic l i n e i n 

the novel, i s a powerful symbolic enactment of the u n i f y i n g f u s i o n 

between c o n f l i c t i n g poles and the consequent absorption i n t o a 

p o s i t i v e l y r e t u r n i n g cycle of regeneration. Consequently the rapturous 

abandon of Roger Mexico takes place a t e x a c t l y the p o i n t discussed here: 

'He'd seen himself a p o i n t on a moving wavefront, propagating through 

s t e r i l e h i s t o r y - a known past, a p r a j e c t a b l e f u t u r e . But Jessica was 

the breaking of the wave. Suddenly there was a beach: t h a t was how he'd 

set i t out' <.GR p. 126). Peter Cooper i s quick t o make the same 

connection, though 'love' expands t o embrace an array of redeeming 

impulses: 'Love i s possible i n Pynchon's world, but only f o r a person 

brave enough t o " r i s k the moment" and forgo the b u f f e r i n g s e c u r i t y of 

withdrawal from l i f e ' s immediacy. Knowledge and the "persistence of 

v i s i o n " depend on courage, w i l l and e f f o r t . " 5 Franz Pokier, l i k e Lyle 

Bland and ( t o a lesser extent) Pointsman, connects the dominating cause-

and-effect c u l t u r e w i t h the s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y u n i f i e d cosmos not bound t o 
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t i n e . This t e s t i f i e s t o a j u n c t i o n , a l b e i t tenuous, w i t h a u n i v e r s a l 

absolute, but i t s expression i n waking a c t i o n i s s e l f l e s s compassion. 

Pokier's gesture i s one of determined c a p i t u l a t i o n , as he 'committed 

then h i s act of courage. He q u i t the game [...] He d i d , then, l e t 

e v e r y t h i n g go, every c o n t r o l 1 iGR p.430). Immediately, t h i s 

metamorphosis shames him i n t o r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t ' t h i s i n v i s i b l e kingdom 

had kept on, i n the darkness outside... a l l the time...' ((?J?p.432). 

This, more tham any other passage c a r r i e s the timeless hope of T. S. 

E l o i t ' s The Waste Land. The calm observation t h a t 'An accordion played 

somewhere back i n town' (Gi?p.430) catches the tone of w e l l i n g optimism 

i n 'The F i r e Sermon': 

I can sometimes hear 

Beside a p u b l i c bar i n Lower Thames S t r e e t , 

The pleasant whining of a mandoline 7 

Franz's submission t h a t i s both c a p i t u l a t i o n and act of courage i s 

E l i o t ' s s i n g u l a r p o i n t also: 

The awful daring of a moment's surrender 

Which an age of prudence can never r e t r a c t 

By t h i s , and t h i s only we have e x i s t e d e 

Subsequently the purest a l t r u i s t i c act i n the novel i s Franz's, as he 

f i n d s a 'random woman' and 'took o f f h i s gold wedding r i n g and put i t on 

the woman's t h i n f i n g e r , c u r l i n g her hand t o keep i t from s l i d i n g o f f . 
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I f she l i v e d , the r i n g would be good f o r a few meals, or a blanket, or a 

n i g h t indoors, or a r i d e home...' (.GR pp. 432-3). 

The timeless constant exemplified i n Franz's act i s a reassurance t o 

be found i n the haziest of contexts, i n the Zone 'on a foggy day' - ' i n 

each of these s t r e e t s , some vestige of humanity, of Earth, has t o 

remain. No matter what has been done t o i t , no matter what i t ' s been 

used f o r . . . ' (GJ?p.693>. I t i s i n conventional existence e l u s i v e and 

vague, but, we are reassured, omnipresent, and the hope thus remains of 

' f i n d i n g i t , l e a r n i n g t o cherish what was l o s t , mightn't we f i n d a way 

back?' (GJ?p.693>. 

More than representing a s t r i n g of p o s i t i v e s throughout Gravity's 

Rainbow Pynchon's 'singular p o i n t s ' fuse i n t o the very essence of the 

universe perceived i n the novel. The concept i s given t o us as an 

absolute fundament: 'there i s much more here - there i s a cosmology: of 

nodes and cusps and p o i n t s of o s c u l a t i o n , mathematical kisses. .. 

singularities*. [...] even, according t o the Russian mathematician 

Friedmann, the i n f i n i t e l y dense p o i n t from which the present Universe 

expanded' < GR p.396). 

Katherine Hayles draws a t t e n t i o n t o Pynchon's a l l u s i o n t o Black 

Holes as the u l t i m a t e s i n g u l a r p o i n t (Jamf's code-name f o r Slothrop i s 

' Schwarzchild', r e f e r r i n g t o the s c i e n t i s t whose name was given t o the 

'event horizon' of a black hole): '- do you know what the time r a t e of 

change i s a t the cusp? Infinity, t h a t ' s what! A-and r i g h t across the 

p o i n t , i t ' s minus i n f i n i t y ! How's t h a t f o r sudden change, eh?' (.GR 

p.664). As the f u r t h e s t modern s c i e n t i f i c extent of an understanding of 

the universe, the concept i s at home i n Gravity's Rainbow. Hayles draws 

the p a r a l l e l : 
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Like other s i n g u l a r i t i e s , black holes too have a double edged p o i n t , 

both a p o s i t i v e and negative value. 

The doubleness i s inherent i n the equations p r e d i c t i n g black 

holes, f o r i t t u r n s out t h a t these equations have not one but two 

s o l u t i o n s . I n the second s o l u t i o n , the equations y i e l d a 'white 

hole', a center from which energy and matter r a d i a t e outward r a t h e r 

than being sucked i n as they are i n a black hole. Gravity's Rainbow 

i s f i l l e d w i t h black-and-white images t h a t are m i r r o r r e f l e c t i o n s of 

one another and t h a t can reverse i n t o one another as they move 

through time; a black hole can be t r a n s l a t e d i n t o a white hole by 

rev e r s i n g the value of time i n the equations. The symbolic values 

of the two m i r r o r images are also opposite. Whereas the black hole 

i s a powerful metaphor f o r the absolute a n n i h i l a t i o n of no Return, 

the white hole promises r e b i r t h through another 'Big Bang* [...] 

I f the substance of the universe i s being sucked i n t o black 

holes, i t i s being spewed out again from white holes i n a c i r c u l a r 

d i a l e c t i c i n which a n n i h i l a t i o n and r e b i r t h are simply two sides of 

the same coin. Taken as a gestalt, the two sides merge i n t o a 

s i n g l e p i c t u r e of the cosmos i t s e l f p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n a cycle of 

Return t h a t a t once transcends and v a l i d a t e s the attempts a t Return 

i n Pynchon's t e x t . - 9 

The p o i n t t h a t fuses both a n n i h i l a t i o n and r e b i r t h i s the purest 

expression of the whole t h a t Pynchon circumscribes i n the novel. I t may 

also be taken t o be c e n t r a l i n Pynchon's mandalic v i s i o n . 

Pynchon's ' f i n a l ' gesture t o the all-encompassing absolute i s t o 

locate the e n t i r e novel e x a c t l y i n t h i s cusp. The f i n a l page sees the 
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Rocket, no longer any rocket but the u l t i m a t e symbolic and a c t u a l 

amalgam of hope i n an a n n l h i l i s t i c c u l t u r e , poised a t ' i t s l a s t 

unmeasurable gap above the roof of t h i s o l d t h e a t r e , the l a s t d e l t a - t ' 

(GJ?p.760). The opening l i n e i s the same I n s t a n t - 'A screaming comes 

across the sky' - two coordinates t r a v e r s i n g the ambiguous present 

i m i t a t e d by the paradoxical cause-and-effeet r e v e r s a l of the V-2. 

Edward Mendelson expresses the i m p l i c i t t r u t h , t h a t ' Gravity's Rainbow 

[ends] i n the dangerous f a c t s of a moment of c r i s i s - which i s , always, 

our present moment'. 1 0 The novel resides i n the moment t h a t i s a t once 

c y c l i c a l and instantaneously s i n g u l a r - i t i s the width of our present. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN AND CONCLUSION: VINELAND 

'This i s America, you l i v e i n i t , you l e t i t happen. Let i t u n f u r l . 

The Crying of Lot 49 

Pynchon's l a t e s t novel brings w i t h i t a contemporary freshness t h a t 

i s absent i n h i s previous three - i t i s immersed i n the t r i v i a of mid-

e i g h t i e s media c u l t u r e and yet encompasses the previous two decades i n a 

mixing of t i m e - s e t t i n g s reminiscent of V.. Coming a f t e r Gravity's 

Rainbow ( a l b e i t seventeen years a f t e r - the same amount of time, many 

reviewers have d e l i g h t e d i n p o i n t i n g out - t h a t lapsed between Ulysses 

and Finnegan's Vake) i t o f f e r s no comparable density, but t h i s seems 

appropriate f o r the most recent progression i n Pynchon's career. An 

attempt t o improve on the conception of Gravity's Rainbow would, one 

f e e l s , be misguided. Something of an autobiographical f e e l i n g has 

intervened - the time perspectives of Zoyd Wheeler and the other 

i n h a b i t a n t s of Vineland l o o k i n g back on the m i d - s i x t i e s are those of 

most Americans i n t h e i r e a r l y f i f t i e s , and thus of Pynchon himself. 

Because of the n a t u r a l a u t h e n t i c i t y t h a t w r i t i n g i n a contemporary 

context c a r r i e s , Pynchon i s not under o b l i g a t i o n t o , f o r example, 

reproduce the atmosphere of 1944 London d u r i n g the V-2 b l i t z , as he does 
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so p r o f i c i e n t l y i n the previous novel. Consequently, fewer landscapes 

have t o be created: more of them are Pynchon's own, and the present-day 

s e t t i n g s b r i n g t o the novel a c a p t i v a t i n g immediacy. The tone i n 

Vineland i s l i g h t e r and the n a r r a t i v e manner more c o n s i s t e n t l y f a m i l i a r 

than before. The downbeat r e a c t i o n of many reviewers t o Vineland 

suggests a backlash (dare one say a m i s o n e i s t i c one?) against an 

evo l v i n g w r i t e r whose innovations l i e more i n form than content. The 

changes they perceive are more apparent than r e a l , however, and the 

preoccupations expressed i n h i s w r i t i n g endure v i r t u a l l y undiminished. 

I n attempting (perhaos unwisely) a summary, i t can be s a i d t h a t 

Vineland p o r t r a y s a c y c l i c a l , e s s e n t i a l l y balanced universe, against 

which a deluded earth-bound establishment b l i n d l y pushes. Within the 

insane landscapes thrown up by t h i s c o n f l i c t can be seen both an a c t i v e 

counterforce and the f u g i t i v e i n h a b i t a n t s of an 'excluded middle'. The 

l a t t e r embody a p u r i t y of s p i r i t and a s s e r t i v e v i t a l i t y s p r i n g i n g from 

an a f f i n i t y f o r existence t h a t surpasses a l i n e a r conception of time. 

The immediacy of catastrophe promised by the s o u l l e s s c i v i l i z a t i o n i s 

not understated, however, and the c l o s i n g passages of Vineland c a r r y an 

a i r of d i d a c t i c i s m t h a t t u r n s our a t t e n t i o n back i n t o our own over-

populated i n d u s t r i a l i z e d s o c i e t i e s , c i v i l i z a t i o n s t h a t c l i n g t o an e a r t h 

i n precarious balance. 

The e v e r - r e t u r n i n g u n i v e r s a l cycle l i e s behind much of Pynchon's 

w r i t i n g , and Gravity's Rainbow i n p a r t i c u l a r . I n Vineland the basis i s 

equa l l y w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d - i t s expression not i n mandalas or the 

mani f e s t a t i o n s of other archetypes, but l a r g e l y through the concept of 

'karma 1, and the i m p l i c a t i o n s of Buddhism and Hinduism t h a t t h i s 

c a r r i e s . For the purposes here t h i s means t h a t s p i r i t u a l w e l l - b e i n g i s 
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only maintained i f a l l negative acts are balanced by p o s i t i v e s . DL's 

mistaken use of the V i b r a t i n g Palm on Takeshi provides an example -

' " t r y and balance your karmic account by working o f f the great wrong 

you have done him"' < VN p.163) - she i s t o l d by S i s t e r Rochelle. The 

s i t u a t i o n i s a f a m i l i a r one: i n Gravity's Rainbow the System i s one of 

't a k i n g and not g i v i n g back' (GR p.412), an imbalance t h a t gathers siz e 

and momentum, approaching the i n e v i t a b l e payback symbolized by the 

l i n e a r arc of the Socket. I n Vineland Takeshi's j o b i s a c t u a l l y t o 

redress the balance of negative actions f o r paying c l i e n t s . This 

occupation i s re p r e s e n t a t i v e of the a t t i t u d e e s s e n t i a l f o r u n i v e r s a l 

s t a b i l i t y . His d e s c r i p t i o n of the r o l e of 'karmic adjustment' p a i n t s a 

scene of systematized c i v i l i z a t i o n , the cycle being s t r e t c h e d i n t o 

l i n e a r form, the imbalance growing e x p o n e n t i a l l y : 

'The amount of memory on a chip doubles every year and a h a l f ! The 

s t a t e of the a r t w i l l only a l l o w t h i s t o move so f a s t ! ' I n 

t r a d i t i o n a l karmic adjustment, he went on, sometimes i t had taken 

c e n t u r i e s . Death was the d r i v i n g pulse - everything had moved as 

sl o w l y as the cycles of b i r t h and death, but t h i s proved t o be too 

slow f o r enough people t o begin, e v e n t u a l l y , t o provide a market 

niche. There arose a system of deferment, of borrowing against 

karraic f u t u r e s . Death, i n Modern Karmic Adjustment, got removed 

from the process. < VN pp.174-5) 

As w e l l as using the concept of karma Pynchon r e f e r s d i r e c t l y t o The 

Tibetan Book of the Dead. The i n h a b i t a n t s of the Buddhist 'Bardo' i n 

Vineland appear t o be the Thanatoids, and they form an e n t i r e community 
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of the undead ('"'Thanatoid' means ' l i k e death, only d i f f e r e n t " " iVN 

p.170)) whose membership thereof i s determined by t h e i r karmic 

imbalances. Their smooth passage i n t o death i s i n t e r r u p t e d by these 

obstacles, and they appear t o occupy an obscure s t a t e t h a t s t r a d d l e s the 

i n t e r f a c e of l i f e and death. I t would perhaps not be wise t o draw r i g i d 

p a r a l l e l s between the stages of the Bardo and passages i n the novel, but 

c e r t a i n l y a frame of reference i n which the d i s t i n c t i o n between l i f e and 

death i s an a r b i t r a r y b a r r i e r does seem an appropriate one here. The 

idea i s f a m i l i a r - the words i n Gravity's Rainbow t h a t 'the dead are as 

r e a l as the l i v i n g ' (.GR p. 153) and the p e r s i s t e n t erosion of 

su b j e c t / o b j e c t d u a l i t y i n the l a r g e r novel i s being recreated here, i n a 

vague h i n t e r l a n d ('Shade Creek') t h a t f l o a t s i n a dimensionless r e a l i t y . 

I t i s the bottom curve i n the cycle of death and r e b i r t h , i n touch w i t h 

c o n t i n u i t y and connectedness c u t t i n g across l i n e a r l y - p e r c e i v e d time 

(hence the d i f f i c u l t y i n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Thanatoid speech, 'mistaking 

f o r pauses the si l e n c e s between h i s words. Because Thanatoids r e l a t e i n 

a d i f f e r e n t way t o time' (WIT p. 226)). I t i s the domain of advanced 

entropy, as at a Thanatoid party where 'the dancing, rudimentary t o 

begin w i t h , tended towards gig's-end s t i l l n e s s , as conversation grew 

less and less meaningful t o what few o u t s i d e r s had blundered i n ' (VN 

p.225). I t i s , however, not an entropy of one-way n i h i l i s t i c death, but 

one of the consuming of a l l i n t o a f l u x i n g , r e t u r n i n g whole. 

S i g n i f i c a n t , perhaps i s the f a c t t h a t Pynchon does not mention entropy 

by name i n Vine land. I n the previous novel i t stands as a covenant t o 

the f a i l u r e of the ignorant, e x p l o i t i n g system, t h a t defines i t s 

supremacy i n l i n e a r terms. Vineland, as has been seen, also p o i n t s 

towards a non-linear universe, i n which e n t r o p i c d i s s i p a t i o n i s not a 
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permanent, f i n a l end, but p a r t of a constant s t a t e of d i s s o l u t i o n and 

assembly, as i t i s i n Gravity's Rainbow. Whatever i t s expression, 

though, a world of perpetual r e t u r n , of c o n t i n u i t y t h a t binds s p i r i t and 

matter i s a constant as s o l i d l y i n place i n Vineland as i t i s i n the 

previous novel. 

Against t h i s background the characters move, h a r r i e d p e r p e t u a l l y by 

the m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of 1980s American s o c i e t y and c u l t u r e ; the FBI, CIA 

(more s p e c i f i c a l l y named versions of 'Them') and the ubiq u i t o u s Tube. 

The c o l l e c t i o n of g e n e r a l l y p r e t e r i t e i n d i v i d u a l s who move w i t h i n 

Vineland's environs c o n s t i t u t e t o a c e r t a i n extent a progression i n 

Pynchon's v i s i o n . Previously Pynchon has drawn a c o n f i g u r a t i o n of 

forces t h a t ranges between m u t u a l l y - d e f i n i n g and mutually-excluding 

poles, implying but r a r e l y addressing an 'excluded middle'. Zachary 

Leader i n reviewing Vineland i s mindful of a departure: 

Pynchon has found a way t o imagine and people what i n h i s e a r l i e r 

f i c t i o n he could (would?) only gesture a t : a space between the v i c e ­

l i k e p o l a r i t i e s of p a t t e r n and accident, one and zero, f l i p and 

f l o p , System and Zone, paranoia [...] and anti-paranoia [...] This 

space i s Vineland. 1 

The idea i s h i n t e d a t f r e q u e n t l y , f o r example, t h a t Vineland marks 'some 

i n v i s i b l e boundary, met when approaching from the sea' and 'crossing the 

Golden Gate Bridge represents a t r a n s i t i o n , i n the metaphysics of the 

region, there t o be f e l t even by t r a v e l e r s unwary as Zoyd' (WIT p. 314). 

I n t e g r a l i n the Vineland existence i s an a t t i t u d e , an approach t h a t 

embraces the nature of the excluded middle, and i s circumscribed by 



- 155 -

several characters and s i t u a t i o n s . An acceptance of the a r b i t r a r i n e s s 

of l i n e a r time leads n a t u r a l l y t o an emphasis on the moment, (as 

discussed above i n r e l a t i o n t o Gravity's Rainbow) defined almost 

impossibly n e i t h e r by what goes before or a f t e r i t , the ' r e a l present' 

t h a t has been a t the centre of Pynchon's w r i t i n g since V.. For Frenesi 

Gates t h i s comes as a moment of r e s o l u t i o n , v i s i t i n g her at an 

i n d e f i n i t e time, hung s i g n i f i c a n t l y between the novel's two main 

reference p o i n t s , the m i d - s i x t i e s and 1984: 'When the s i x t i e s were over, 

when the hemlines came down and the c o l o r s of the clo t h e s went murky and 

everyone wore makeup t h a t was supposed t o look l i k e you had no makeup 

on' (WIT p. 72). The l o c a t i o n of t h i s time i s l e f t d e l i b e r a t e l y vague, 

suspended between g r i d references, marked only by Frenesi's acute 

i n t u i t i o n : 

Here, f i n a l l y - here's my Woodstock, my golden age of rock and r o l l , 

my a c i d adventures, my Revolution. Come i n t o her own a t l a s t , 

s t r e e t - l e g a l , f u l l - a u t o q u a l i f i e d , she understood her p a r t i c u l a r 

s e r v i t u d e as the freedom, granted t o a few, t o act outside warrants 

and c h a r t e r s , t o ignore h i s t o r y and the dead, t o imagine no f u t u r e , 

no yet-to-be-born, t o be able simply t o go on d e f i n i n g moments only, 

purely, by the a c t i o n t h a t f i l l e d them. Here was a world of 

s i m p l i c i t y and c e r t a i n t y no acidhead, no r e v o l u t i o n a r y a n a r c h i s t 

would ever f i n d , a world based on the one and zero of l i f e and 

death. Minimal, b e a u t i f u l , (Wfp.72) 
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T h i s i n t u i t i v e s u r e n e s s i s a t the base of her personal philosophy. She 

f a n t a s i z e s a s i m i l a r c a p t i v a t i o n t h a t might embrace a whole group of 

people, the a c t i o n t h a t i s true r e v o l u t i o n : 

a mysterious people's oneness, [...] a l l paths, human and 

p r o j e c t i l e , t r u e , the people i n a s i n g l e presence [...] i n d i v i d u a l s 

who i n meetings might only bore or be p a i n s i n the a s s here suddenly 

being seen to transcend, almost beyond w i l l t o move smoothly between 

baton and v i c t i m to take the blow i n s t e a d . ( p. 117) 

By immersing the a c t i o n of Vineland i n the s p i r i t of s i x t i e s s u b v e r s i o n 

Pynchon provides h i m s e l f with c o n s i d e r a b l e m a t e r i a l f o r an examination 

of the i n s t i n c t i v e r e v o l u t i o n a r y z e a l of which F r e n e s i dreams. F a r from 

f i n d i n g i t i n abundance, the l e s s a t t r a c t i v e r e a l i t y of a n a r c i s s i s t i c 

game of acquiescent and agreeable surrender comes i n t o view. Ve are 

a l e r t e d s p e c i f i c a l l y to t h i s point by the use of the word 

' r e v o l u t i o n a r y ' , 'invoked i n those days widely and sometimes l o v i n g l y 

and e n j o y i n g a wide range of meaning' < VN p. 117). The problem i s one of 

l o s i n g the immediacy of F r e n e s i ' s t i m e l e s s s i x t h sense by f o r c i n g i t 

i n t o d e f i n i t i o n and communication. DL s e e s the d u l l , i n e r t r e s u l t of 

t h i s d i f f i c u l t y i n the Kunoichi, where 'the o r i g i n a l p u r i t y of n i n j a 

i n t e n t had been subverted, made c r u e l and more worldly, bled of s p i r i t , 

once e t e r n a l techniques now only one-shot and disposable' ( l W p . 1 2 7 ) . 

The same s i t u a t i o n surrounds Veed Atman, the r e l u c t a n t popular l e a d e r 

beset by a 'swarm of d i s c i p l e s ' , ' a l l making the b a s i c r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

mistake' (VN p.227) and c l i n g i n g to him a s a me s s i a n i c guru. T h i s 

misplaced a l l e g i a n c e and promotion of 'hippy' c u l t u r e j u s t i f i e s a 
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c o n s i d e r a b l e amount of i n c i s i v e s a t i r e by Pynchon, such a s I s a i a h Two 

Four's p a r e n t s (and indeed h i s name) who ' d i s c r i m i n a t e d among 

vegetables, excluding from t h e i r d i e t e v e r y t h i n g red, f o r example, the 

c o l o r of anger' (7JFp.20). The t r u e s i t u a t i o n , we are shown, i s the 

a b s o l u t e r e v e r s e of a freedom of s p i r i t . I t i s a c a p i t u l a t i o n , a 

conformity v a i n enough to seek r a d i c a l expression, p l a y i n g semi-aware 

i n t o the hands of the establishment. A r e a l i z a t i o n of t h i s i s the 

fortune of Brock Vond - 'to have seen i n the a c t i v i t i e s of the s i x t i e s 

L e f t not t h r e a t s to order but unacknowledged d e s i r e s f o r i t [ . . . 3 Brock 

saw the deep [...] need only to s t a y c h i l d r e n forever, s a f e i n s i d e some 

extended n a t i o n a l Family' (WIT p.269). His a b i l i t y to manipulate and 

c o n t r o l i s hence more complete. 

The d i s t i n c t i o n i s a ne c e s s a r y one to keep i n mind. A f a i t h f u l mode 

of a c t i o n , a movement i n sympathy with the demands of the p r e s e n t 

e x i s t s , but beware of cheap i m i t a t i o n s . B e s i d e s the negative overtones 

of the ' r e v o l u t i o n ' the i s o l a t e s of Vineland have a l s o the c o n s t r i c t s of 

the 'system' out of which t o manoeuvre. F r e n e s i ' s unanchored 

emancipation i s n o t i c e a b l y cut s h o r t with the re-emergence of Brock 

Vond. Emphasized here i s t h a t her freedom r e s i d e s i n a non-linear 

framework. An e x i s t e n c e otherwise i s to be subordinated t o c a u s a l 

c o n t r o l , of r e l a t i o n to 'events' i n the 'past', with a focus away from 

p e r s o n a l d e n s i t y , a s i t i s i l l u s t r a t e d i n Gravity's Rainbow (GR p.509) : 

She had been p r i v i l e g e d t o l i v e o u tside of Time, to e n t e r and l e a v e 

a t w i l l , l o o t i n g and manipulating, w e i g h t l e s s , i n v i s i b l e . Now Time 

had claimed her again, put her under house a r r e s t , taken her 
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passport away. Only an animal with a f u l l s e t of pain r e c e p t o r s 

a f t e r a l l . ( VN p. 287) 

The enforcement used here i s the same a s t h a t of the Western d r i v e 

f o r c o l o n i z a t i o n t h a t a s s e r t s i t s e l f a g a i n s t the K i r g h i z and Herero 

t r i b e s i n Gravity's Rainbow, and to which Kathryn Hume draws p a r t i c u l a r 

a t t e n t i o n a s a s p e c i f i c compulsion to adopt the measures of l i n e a r 

t i m e . 2 The change f o r F r e n e s i , a s has been s t a t e d , i s t r i g g e r e d by 

Brock Vond. His p o s i t i o n i n Vineland i s a s an almost overloaded 

embodiment of the n e g a t i v e s of 1980s America. His mentor i s Cesare 

Lombroso, advocate of the ' c r i m i n a l body' idea, an 'undeniably r a c i s t 

s p i n - o f f from nineteenth century phrenology C . . . ] i t seemed reasonable 

to Brock' (VN p.272), and more importantly the concept of misoneism. 

The Lombrosian idea suggests a 'deep o r g a n i c human p r i n c i p l e ' , the 

'"hatred of anything new". I t operated a s a feedback device to keep 

s o c i e t i e s coming along s a f e l y , c o h e r e n t l y . Any sudden attempt to change 

t h i n g s would be answered by an immediate m i s o n e i s t i c backlash, not only 

from the s t a t e but from the people themselves* (7JVp.273>. Within the 

hazy landscapes of Vineland t h i s i s a philosophy fundamentally and 

a c t i v e l y o b s t r u c t i v e - the determination of e v e r y t h i n g by what i s 

a l r e a d y e s t a b l i s h e d a s the d i a m e t r i c a l opponent of F r e n e s i ' s 'minimal, 

b e a u t i f u l ' s t a t e . As w e l l as being h i s s t i p u l a t e d philosophy f o r 

e x i s t e n c e , Lombrosian r i g i d i t y i s c o n d i t i o n e d i n t o Vond himself. T h i s 

s t r o n g l y supports the idea of Vond as p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of h i s 

i m p e r f e c t l y - c o n c e i v e d nation. Emphasis i s d e l i v e r e d v i a h i s dreams, a 

subconscious of anguished torment, s t a r k l y c o n t r a s t i n g to the r e l a t i v e 

b l i s s of F r e n e s i , and even Zoyd. 
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P i v o t a l i n Vond's make-up i s a v o l a t i l e u n r e s t which m a n i f e s t s 

i t s e l f a s h i s 'uneasy anima', the 'Madwoman i n the A t t i c ' < VN p. 274). 

She r e p r e s e n t s an imbalance c o n s t a n t l y f i g h t i n g f o r r e a s s e r t i o n - on 

being overwhelmed by u n c o n t r o l l a b l e l a u g h t e r he i s on the verge of 

s u r r e n d e r i n g to i t , the p u r e s t moment of r e a l i t y he experiences: 'he 

glimpsed h i s b r a i n about to t u r n i n s i d e out l i k e a sock but not what 

would happen a f t e r t h a t . At some point he threw up, broke some c y c l e , 

and t h a t , a s he came to see i t , was what "saved" him - some component of 

h i s p e r s o n a l i t y i n charge of nausea* (VN p.278). The p r o c e s s i s a 

m i s o n e i s t i c one, a p a r a l l e l of the 'feedback device' i n Lombrosian 

terms. I t i s a guiding hand t h a t w i l l , i t seems, perpetuate h i s waking 

composure a s much as i t w i l l t r ouble h i s unconscious, 

The net e f f e c t of the c i v i l i z a t i o n t h a t both maintains and i s 

perpetuated by Vond and h i s minions i s a f o r c e t h a t r e s i s t s the impulse 

to r e - b a l a n c e enacted by Takeshi. R e s u l t i n g i s an America of misoneism 

i n a c t i o n . I t i s acknowledged by Ditzah: '"Then again, i t ' s the whole 

Reagan program i s n ' t i t - dismantle the New Deal, r e v e r s e the e f f e c t s of 

World War I I , r e s t o r e f a s c i s m a t home and around the world, f l e e i n t o 

the past, can't you f e e l i t , a l l the dangerous c h i l d i s h s t u p i d i t y " ' (VN 

p.265). The l a s t i n g i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s s o c i e t y strapped to i t s own 

c o n s e r v a t i s m are r e p r e s s i o n and s y s t e m a t i c d e l u s i o n , a s f o r c e f u l as the 

s t i n k of c o n s p i r a c y t h a t surrounds Enzian towards the end of Gravity's 

Rainbow - '"They j u s t l e t us forget. Give us too much to process, f i l l 

up every minute, keep us d i s t r a c t e d , i t ' s what the Tube's f o r . . . " ' < VN 

p.314). However, the seed of hope i s i n Vond hims e l f . The ' c y c l e ' he 

breaks i s an a r c h e t y p a l f o r c e , and h i s imbalance cannot be maintained 

f o r ever. 
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Away from the pursuant f a r c e s of F e d e r a l r e p r e s s i o n , r e c o n c i l e d with 

and advanced beyond the corrupted, second-hand s p i r i t of a c t i o n , t h e r e 

a r e those who accept the environment of Vineland with unpremeditated 

ease. These a r e the c h a r a c t e r s who most j u s t i f y Zachary Leader's 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t Pynchon has c r e a t e d a r e a l t e r r a i n f o r h i s excluded 

middle. Zoyd Wheeler i s a doper i n the Saure Bummer t r a d i t i o n , and h i s 

haphazard l i f e s t y l e r e c a l l s the Counterforce a n t i c s i n Gravity's 

Rainbow. He i s the possessor of an uncontrived, n a t u r a l r e c e p t i v e n e s s . 

He i s exposed to dreams and hypnotic s t a t e s which are c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a 

seemingly i n e s c a p a b l e d i v i d e between experience and understanding. He 

dreams c a r r i e r pigeons 1 each bearing a message f o r him, but none of 

whom, l i g h t p u l s i n g i n t h e i r wings, he could ever q u i t e get t o i n time' 

(F/JITp.3), and the s i g h t of s t r e e t s i g n s i n an out-of-body experience 

t h a t cannot q u i t e connect - the language i s E n g l i s h , '"but t h e r e ' s 

something between i t and my b r a i n t h a t won't l e t i t through"' < r/Jir p. 40). 

T h i s does r e a l i z e a balanced p e r s p e c t i v e - Zoyd i s thwarted but 

undeterred, an experience accepted without absolute b i n a r y judgment -

n e i t h e r v o i d nor transcendent, but simply taken i n . For Oedipa, the 

t a s k was always to read and i n t e r p r e t those s i g n s , and i n Gravity's 

Rainbow L y l e Bland and Slothrop both enact a complete p a s s i n g beyond to 

the 'Other'. Here, n e i t h e r extreme i s i n d i c a t e d , but r a t h e r a welcome 

s e n s i t i v i t y t h a t demands no r e s u l t s , w hile r e c e i v i n g with p o s i t i v e 

n e u t r a l i t y what i s present. Van Meter provides a f i t t i n g c o n t r a s t to 

Zoyd's openness - he actively seeks such a s t a t e and f i n d s i n s t e a d 

c o u n t e r - p r o d u c t i v e s e l f - a n a l y s i s - ' s e a r c h i n g a l l h i s l i f e f o r 

t r a n s c e n d e n t chances [...] but whenever he got c l o s e i t was l i k e , c an't 

s h i t , c a n ' t get a hardon, the more he worried the l e s s l i k e l y i t was to 
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happen* ( W p . 2 2 3 ) . Of comparable s i g n f i c a n c e I s F r e n e s i ' s 'Dream of 

the Gentle Flood'. L i k e Zoyd's out-of-body r e v e r i e , which i s connected 

i n t i m a t e l y with 'moon, t i d e s , and p l a n e t a r y magnetism' (W/p.39), 

F r e n e s i ' s dream occurs 'almost on a lu n a r b a s i s ' < TAT p.256). I t b r i n g s 

her images of peaceful s e r e n i t y - ' a l l covered by the c o o l green flood, 

which almost p a r a l y z e d her with i t s beauty, i t s c l a r i t y ' (WIT p. 256). 

Neither the case of Zoyd nor F r e n e s i suggests any imminent 

transcendence, but t r o u b l e i s taken t o s t r e s s the degree of empathy with 

g l o b a l and u n i v e r s a l l i n e s of f o r c e t h a t accompany the e x p e r i e n c e s and 

a r e c l e a r l y an important f a c t o r i n t h e i r occurrence. 

I n Gravity's Rainbow the d i s t i n c t i o n i s made between an e x i s t e n c e 

i n s i d e the balanced c i r c u l a r i t y of the u n i v e r s e , embracing transcendent 

hope i n a u n i t y of opposites - the Herero v i l l a g e , f o r example - and a 

mockery of the same, the Rocket mandala, Der Raketen-Stadt; a m i r r o r 

image s e e k i n g to transcend, only to 'the c o l d sphere' (Gi? p.723). The 

point holds f a s t i n Vineland: while DL i s wi t h the Kunoichi, a s has 

a l r e a d y been mentioned, she s e e s t h a t the ' o r i g i n a l p u r i t y ' has gone, 

been taken and used. L i k e the Herero mandala i n Gravity's Rainbow, 

taken and s t r u c k i n t o a R o c k e t - i n s i g n i a , a c o r r u p t i o n of the motivating 

impulse i s i n e v i t a b l e . T h i s does not presume a manipulative or 

m a l i c i o u s i n t e n t n e c e s s a r i l y , but simply r e s t a t e s the un d e r l y i n g t r u t h , 

t h a t resonant, e t e r n a l l y symbolic forms and emotions cannot be taken and 

d u p l i c a t e d f o r second-hand a p p l i c a t i o n . What remains with the Kunoichi, 

i s something l i m i t e d to the f i n i t e , t o the p r a c t i c a l and te a c h a b l e -

'"knowledge won't come down a l l a t once i n any big transcendent moment 

[...] Here i t ' s always out a t the margins, using the m i l l i m e t e r s and 

l i t t l e t e n t h s of a second, you understand, s c u f f l i n g and s c r a p i n g f o r 
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e v e r y t h i n g we get"' (.VN-p. 112). The most meticulous i m i t a t i o n can never 

reproduce the e s s e n t i a l whole - t h i s remains i n s t e a d somewhere f a r back 

i n the 'massed and b r e a t h i n g redwoods' (7JVp.l37) of Vineland. 

The Traverse-Becker reunion i n the n o v e l ' s f i n a l pages i s a t i m e l y 

f u s i o n - p o i n t f o r the s h i f t i n g c o n f l i c t s and d i f f e r e n c e s a t l a r g e 

throughout. The o c c a s i o n t a k e s on a d i d a c t i c tone - the opposing 

a c t i o n s of karmic adjustment and m i s o n e i s t i c b a c k l a s h are bound together 

i n the p e r t i n e n t passage from Emerson. I n a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c d e s i r e to 

s o f t e n the d i r e c t n e s s of d e l i v e r y , Pynchon puts the words i n the mouth 

of J e s s Traverse, quoting from W i l l i a m James's The Varieties of 

Religious Experience: 

' " S e c r e t r e t r i b u t i o n s a re always r e s t o r i n g the l e v e l , when 

dist u r b e d , of the d i v i n e j u s t i c e . I t i s impossible to t i l t the 

beam. A l l the t y r a n t s and p r o p r i e t o r s and monopolists of the world 

i n v a i n s e t t h e i r s h o u l d e r s t o heave the bar. S e t t l e s f o r e v e r more 

the ponderous equator t o i t s l i n e , and man and mote, and s t a r and 

sun, must range to i t , or be p u l v e r i z e d by the r e c o i l . " ' (FJITp.369) 

The emphasis i s r e a s s u r i n g as w e l l as c a u t i o n a r y . An e v e r - r e t u r n i n g 

c o n f l i c t i s the binding u n i v e r s a l element, but one whose e q u i l i b r i u m we 

must be mindful of f o r our own sanctuary. The Yurok 'woge' atten d 

s y m b o l i c a l l y i n t a c i t observation, the 'dolphins, who would succeed man' 

r e f e r r e d t o i n The Crying of Lot 49 (CL p. 85), and hinted a t i n 

F r e n e s i ' s dream - ' d i v e r s , who would come, not now, but soon,' and again 

l a t e r those 'who had l e f t t h e i r world t o the humans', and waited to 'see 

how humans d i d with the world. And i f we s t a r t e d Fucking up too bad, 
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added some l o c a l Informants, they would come back, teach us how t o l i v e 

the r i g h t way, save us...' ( f f p , 187). 

The Traverse-Becker reunion h e r a l d s a f i r m l y o p t i m i s t i c end t o 

Vineland. A s p i r i t of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and union runs through the f i n a l 

pages - Brock Vond dismantled and 'gone over', to the c e l e b r a t i o n of 

g l o a t i n g Thanatoids a t the 'Zero Inn'; Takeshi and DL together, having 

' r e n e g o t i a t e d the no-sex c l a u s e ' < VN p.321); and S i s t e r H o c h elle's 

a l l e g o r i c a l s t o r y to Takeshi of H e l l and Heaven, reminding him of the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the former - 'we f o r g e t t h a t i t s o r i g i n a l promise was 

never punishment but reunion' (P/Tp.383). The appearance of Desmond the 

dog to P r a i r i e ' t h i n k i n g he must be home' (WIT p.385) r e t u r n s us t o 

Vineland's opening; a h i n t at c i r c u l a r i t y i n c o r p o r a t i n g the n o v e l ' s 

s h i f t i n g sense of time and balanced c o n f i g u r i n g of d e s t r u c t i v e and 

r e g e n e r a t i v e f o r c e s . The optimism i s i n the guise of a s y n t h e s i s of both 

t h e s e elements, a sentiment perhaps b e s t expressed, again by Emerson: 1 I 

am Defeated a l l the time; yet to V i c t o r y I am born.' 3 A d e f i n i t i v e 

s o l u t i o n to the d i f f i c u l t i e s imposed by the America of Brock Vond i s 

r a r e l y manifest, but the r e a l i z a t i o n of the whole of which i t i s a p a r t 

i s a n e c e s s a r y process, and one t h a t i s i n t e g r a t e d s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y i n 

the pages of Vineland. 

* * * 
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Vineland i n a way o f f e r s i t s own p o s t s c r i p t to the works of Thomas 

Pynchon to date. Ve are gathered, as a r e the l i s t e n e r s a t the T r a v e r s e -

Becker reunion, t o hear a sentiment expressed which i s one of hope, i f 

b r u t a l l y so. I t s t a t e s , once again, t h a t our v a i n strategems of power 

cannot p e r v e r t the course of the u n i v e r s e but w i l l only t u r n to 

a n n i h i l a t e the f r a g i l e s t r u c t u r e s of our own t r a n s i e n t l i v e s . The 

m a t u r i t y of e x p r e s s i o n i n Vineland i s a f i t t i n g sequel to the complexity 

of i t s predecessor. The all-encompassing, encyclopedic content of the 

l a r g e r novel has evolved i n t o a more n a t u r a l , perhaps l e s s s e l f -

c o n s c i o u s mode of d i s c o u r s e . The v o i c e of Emerson i n the c l o s i n g pages 

of Vineland r e i t e r a t e s the r e s p e c t i n which the 'ponderous equator' of 

u n i v e r s a l s t a b i l i t y should be held. I t a r t i c u l a t e s w e l l the same 

p e r s i s t e n c e of r e t u r n over l i n e a r i t y t h a t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Gravity's 

Rainbow. The Emersonian t r e a t i s e i s t h e r e a l s o : ' J u s t as t h e r e are, i n 

the World, machineries committed to i n j u s t i c e a s an e n t e r p r i s e , so too 

t h e r e seem to be p r o v i s i o n s a c t i v e f o r b a l a n c i n g t h i n g s out once i n a 

while. Not as e n t e r p r i s e , e x a c t l y , but a t l e a s t i n the dance of t h i n g s ' 

(.GR p.580). 

The e x p r e s s i o n i s of a world i n which an i n e v i t a b l y temporary 

' l i n e a r c u l t u r e ' has p r e v a i l e d , the r e s u l t being t h a t 'not only most of 

humanity - most of the World, animal, vegetable, and mineral, i s l a i d to 

waste i n the process' (G.ffp.412). Vineland r e s t a t e s the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

t h i s t r u t h i n v i v i d l y contemporary terms. The b a s i s , however, i s 

unchanged - f u l f i l l e d , honest i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h i n a c i v i l i z a t i o n b u i l t 

upon the C a r t e s i a n d u a l i t y i s a d i f f i c u l t path to t r e a d . Pynchon's 

question, without r e s o r t i n g to the i m p r o b a b i l i t y of extremes, i s whether 

we can e x i s t meaningfully and s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y i n t h i s context with a 
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f u l f i l l e d sense of ' s e l f , w h i l s t accommodating an equal awareness and 

c a p a c i t y to 'experience' a wider r e a l i t y t h a t s u r p a s s e s s u b j e c t / o b j e c t 

d u a l i t y . The problem i s addressed throughout Pynchon's w r i t i n g - most 

courageously i n Gravity's Rainbow - but Vineland confirms h i s 

c o n v i c t i o n s , and rumours of another novel n e a r i n g completion should be 

cause f o r e x c i t e d a n t i c i p a t i o n . 
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