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Abstract

Kurt Vonnegut (1922 - ), active in the later half of 20"
century, rose to fame with the publication of Slaughterhouse-Five
(1969), the sixth of his 14 novels. Though a well-known and widely
read writer, Vonnegut continues to occupy a somewhat ambiguous
place in contemporary literary scene and his works, especially the
later ones, still wait for more comprehensive and systematic
assessment. The book will approach Vonnegut as a self-conscious
artist in the hope of contributing some new insights to the ongoing
Vonnegut criticism. Based on a concentrated study of his seven

novels, the author of this book argues that as a self-conscious artist, *

what Vonnegut has always been trying to explore is the possibilities
of art and creative imagination in man’s confrontation with an
intrinsically meaningless universe and the function of art and role of

artists in a postmodern world as well.

The introduction points out that art has always been at tﬁé L

center of Vonnegut’s life and fictional creation and it also briefly
traces his family heritage and personal experience that seem to have
affected his artistic vision. The body of this book, divided into four
chapters, tries to offer a relatively complete view of Vonnegut’s
artistic beliefs, theories and aesthetic principles. Chapter One offers
a careful discussion of The Sirens of Titan and Cat’s Cradle in order
to examine Vonnegut’s determination to transcend cosmic void
through art and human imagination. In The Sirens of Titan, the
author parodies man’s futile and absurd attempt to search for

Xl
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meaning in an indifferent universe and accordingly, he proposes that
a more positive response to the existential crisis is to turn inward and
.assert man’s own meaning and truth through the naturally endowed
creative power. The theme of artistic affirmation is further
developed in Cat’s Cradle, in which Vonnegut advocates a free play
of human imagination as an effective way to assert man’s role as a
sub-creator.

Chapter Two begins with an interpretation of Vonnegut’s
understanding of the fictitious nature of art, then, on the basis of
which, probes into the interplay between fiction and life as is
demonstrated both in Cat’s Cradle and Slaughterhouse-Five. As is
argued, though suspicious of the deluding power of artistic lies,
Vonnegut nonetheless perceives fiction as life-sustaining force for
the psychologically wounded and a dynamic shaping influence on our
everyday life. Interestingly, this gives birth to a self-reflexive
awareness in the author, and therefore, the fiction-making process,
either by himself or by his characters, is always kept under close
scrutiny. To evaluate both the efficacy and inadequacy of artistic
lies, Vonnegut, in these two novels, carefully and painstakingly
constructs a self-contained world of art, which is then juxtaposed to
the demands of everyday reality. As a resuit, a sustained tension is
born of the continuous interaction between life and art, between
man’s fiction-making desire and the irresistible intrusion of life and
reality. The interplay between life and fiction is unfolded in Cat’s
Cradle through the juxtaposition of the modern civilized world of
science and the fictive island of San Lorenzo. Then, Slaughterhouse-
Five explores this matter in a much more complicated manner since
it involves three levels of ontologically different reality, namely, the
art world of Tralfamadore, the fictional world the protagonist moves
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in and the realistic world Vonnegut himself lives in.

Chapter Three, divided into three sections, gives a detailed
analysis of Vonnegut’s evolving theory of art. The first section
concentrates on how human imagination may function as a mediating
and restructuring force both in private life and in the process of art.
It first offers an investigation into the metafictional strategies
frequently employed in Vonnegut’s novels, arguing that the marked
self-reflexive awareness shown in Vonnegut’s novels springs largely
from the author’s strong desire to interact with reality through the
transforming process of art. Then, it goes on to demonstrate,
through the example of Rudy Waltz in Deadeye Dick , how artistic
imagination, when fully exercised as a mediating force, may help
bring about spiritual regeneration in a schizophrenic soul. The
second section of this chapter examines Vonnegut’s understanding of
art as a cultural force. Breakfast of Champions articulates the
author’s firm belief that art is never a pure aesthetic activity but
always functions as a dynamic cultural force. Based on a close
reading of Bluebeard , the third section points out that it has alway§
been Vonnegut’s aesthetic principle that art should both “be” and
“mean”.

Chapter Four examines Vonnegut’s sense of artistic crisis as is
revealed in Timequake, his farewell novel. On the basis of textual
analysis, the chapter clarifies that major threat to traditional art, as
Vonnegut believes, is posed by the rise of new mass media
technology and the general application of computers as well. Thus, a
discerning and dedicated artist, Vonnegut makes his swan song an
urgent plea for the preservation of the time-honored tradition of art
and culture in the country.

The Conclusion suggests a tentative explanation to Vonnegut’s
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relatively dimmed later career in light of his own aesthetic opinions.
" And it also ventures a prediction about a more elevated place of the

.author in the future.



Contents

Ackn()w]edgements ......................................................... m

ADDIEVIALIOILS «++«+¢vvvrerseresasraesseenrererenrescssassaneasesesssesensennnsns v
BT coovereemmniiniitn e VI
ADSEEACE ++oeererreennrrrsesserenrassasnernsensssseeesesssensessessnssnsssnssss X
INLrOQUCLION <+eoservererecernanniatcoreranierttineccctsareancistensosscrtecerns 1
Chapter One Transcending the Void --cceceecernncnncnnnnciccanans 13
T ST: An Inward Call «eeeeeeseererecersnmmmmesirnereenneeessenneeees 19
I CC: A Free Play of Artistic Imagination «sseeeteeseeesscesennces 26
Chapter Two Between Fiction and Life ---ccccoooeveeeieeniennnnn. 34
I CC. the Juxtaposition of the World of Art and the World

Of SCIENCE  +eveverreresrrressrannserunrarssssresnsonsansesarnensas 41
I SF.: Tralfamadore, Billy Pilgrim and Kurt Vonnegut «++++--- 55
Chapter Three A Theory of Art «cteeeeeeeeecineciieiinieiennnnnn. 76
I  Art as Restructuring Imagination — seceeesesesesenssiecnenceniinns 88
]I BC. Art as a Cultural Force cececesceccciciencnnccincnciacnciecnns 112
1 Bluebeard: Questing for an Aesthetic Approach —:-seseeeee- 139
Chapter Four A Sense of CriSis :-+eoeeeeeeserseesiosannssssinenns 165
CoNCIUSION  +cceoreressercconccinrnncirecssstaccsercaneconstssossansssnncns 192
Lists of Works Cited  cccceceveeececceccsiennniectaceeciistnnnccctionnans 199
Vonnegut Chl‘OllOlOgy ................................................... 203

SJUBIU0N



Introduction

In 1997, with the publication of Timequake, Kurt Vonnegut
professed his fatigue with the novel form and declared it to be the
last of his fourteen novels in a long writing career spanning over half
a century, which also includes two plays, two collections of short
stories and three volumes of non-fictional writings. Active nearly for
fifty years in his artistic interaction with American life, Vonnegut
constitutes a dynamic voice of the country’s cultural makeup in the
later half of the 20" century. Humorous, irreverent, whimsical yet

sincere, the familiar voice both attracts a large following among the

general reading public and elicits sustained critical interest in the -

academic circles. At this date, almost three decades removed from
his initial success and the peak of fame, Vonnegut finds himself the
subject of a growing body of literary criticism, including a dozen

book-length studies, and a much read author whose fourteen novels

all remain in print, a rare achievement indeed for anyone in that -

profession. Though it is always hard to evaluate a living author,
these signs are promising enough to suggest Vonnegut will survive as
major voice in contemporary American literature that no future
literary historians can afford to ignore.

A cursory examination of Vonnegut criticism reveals that the
author simply defies easy categorization in his innovative mix of
genres and iconoclastic merging of high and pop arts. He is
characterized at various times in his career as a science fiction

writer, a satirist, a black humorist, and a postmodernist. So far,
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much scholarly ink has been spilt over the author’s fatalism, black

“humor, apocalyptic satire and his severely challenged but never

compromising humanism. In more recent study, valuable new
insights have also been gained by a number of distinguished critics,
the best of which include Lawrence Broer’s psychological reading
and Leonard Mustazza’s myth study of the author. Though a
sustained endeavor, Vonnegut criticism follows a course of ebb and
flow, emerging in the late 1960s, culminating around the 1970s,
with diminishing but more discriminating interest continued into the
next two decades. Taken as a whole, the body of criticism sheds
more light on his earlier works than the later ones, more
illuminating with individual books than with his complete canon.
Admittedly, no critical study on a living author can be conclusive,
nor should one expect so. With all his 14 novels now in sight,
however, a reevaluation of Kurt Vonnegut may be blessed with a
more balanced vision of the author’s literary evolution and the
hindsight of a settling movement of postmodern innovation, and
therefore, is likely to generate a more systematic view.

Critics have copiously commented on Vonnegut’s middle-class
heritage, his Midwest roots, his war experience and his educational
background in science and anthropology, yet, few seem to have
recognized his affinity with art, or approached him as a self-
conscious artist. As a matter of fact, art and artistic imagination
have always been at the center of Vonnegut’s fictional world; the
function of art and the role of artists have been a perennial concern
in his exploration of and confrontation with an apparently absurd
universe. Therefore, to approach him as a self-conscious artist would
not only be conducive to new critical insights but vital to a better

understanding of his artist creation. As a tentative probe in this



