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the annual pep rally for engineers he decldes that he must
get out of his effete role and start anew, He muses, "Some-
where, outside of soclety, there was a place for a man--a
man and wife--to live heartlily and blamelessly, naturally,
by hands and wits."'® But as Proteus continues to reflect
on hls posltion he realizes--and here Vonnegut is at his
ironic best--that he i1s totally unsuited for any type of
manual labor. The only thing he ever was proficient at was
playing squashl. He 1s totally lgnorant of farming methods
and would probably starve to death if he had to grow his
own food. Irony piles on irony as he bﬁys an old farm only
to have hls wife think of it in terms of an antique ware-
house. The ldea of actually living there causes her to be-
come hysterilcal,

In the true romantic tradition, Proteus, like a modern
day Quixote, decides to revolt against the mammoth techno-
logical glant. He finds comrades in a secret group which
plans mass destruction of the machines. Vonnegut foretells
the fallure of this group by calling it the Ghost Shirt
Soclety ln remembrance of the American Indian religion which
belleved that they could, by falth, stop the white jugger-
naut. Proteus sincerely hopes that the end of technologi-
cal rule will spell the beginning of a2 new humanistic era,
What he does not count on is the people having become ac~-

customed to luxury. After the fall of The Ilium Works, the
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crowds immediately begin to try to put the machines back
together, The workers are not urged on by any idealism
such as that which drives Proteus. Actually the whole en-
deavor has very little value other than to cause a little
excitement. The end of the novel finds the hero drinking
a last toast before he marches off to death: "'To a better
world,' he started to say, but he cut the toast short,
thinklng of the people of Ilium, already eager to recreate
the same nightmare. He shrugged. 'To the record,' he said,
and smashed the empty bottle on a rock,"!!

The themes which Vonnegut chooses are dear to many of
the disaffected Americans of today: the stupidity of the e
military, the shallowness of relationships, the cant of
religion and the absurdity of existence, The form of the
novel 1s rather traditional with a stralghtforward style
unembelllished by the pyrotechnics which are to become a
hallmark of the later works. Chad Walsh feels that the
book reads like tomorrow's newspaper, full of frightening

12  But where Walsh feels that the

yet plausible facts.
novel deplcts a meaningful existence for those with I.Q.'s
over 140, 1t seems to me that the work portrays an equally
banal existence for all.

One of the techniques that Vonnegut often uses to 1il-

luminate the boredom of an automated world is to have a

character froﬁ outside the situation making a critical an-
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alysis. In Player Plang this person 1s the Shah of Brat-
puhr who is increasingly appalled by the stupldlty of Amer-
ican civilization. Although he 1s a religious figure, and
a prototype of the more "rounded" spiritual leader in later
novels, hls major function 1s to add another view to that
of the confused technlclan Proteus, whose name is an indlc-
ator of his constantly changing awareness. Like a devil's
advocate the Shah constantly questlons the advances made by
the technological utopla. He 1s the spokesman of Vonnegut's
maln concern about the meaning of people in the contempor-
ary world. When he 1s asked 1f he would lilke the blessings
of automation for his people, he &asks, "Please would you

ask EPICAC what people are forp"!d This question--what are

but gains added irony here by belng asked by & holy man who
is himself disillusiconed about ever finding an answer.
Another technlique that Vonnegut uses in Player Piano
which reappears in other novels 1s an involved, complex
plot with varlous characters' lives intermingled 1n a coll-
age of absurdity. The Shah, Paul Proteus, the attache, the
Cornell coach, the laborers, prostitutes and soldlers all
blend together in a unifled image of entrapment and des-
palr. The loosely-Jjolned sub plots involving these numer-
ous characters sometimes seem to get in the way of Vonne-

gut's story; the control and tightness which the author
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demonstrates in later works is not yet apparent. Neverthe-
less Vonnegut's first attempt at a complex story is not a
total fallure. Without the many sub plots the satire would
not have the totally devastating effect that it does. The
author convinces us of his points in part by the sheer num-
ber and variety of those damned to a futlile exlstence,

The author's cholce of a futuristic novel places him
with other "prophets"” like Orwell and Huxley whose works
are a warning to contemporary society. Richard Schickel
notes that Player Plang 1s a sober novel with.a definite

moral.'#4 Vonnegut shles away from overt fantasy or science

fiction techniques by extrapolating on the problems of mod-
ern soclety only as they could possibly evolve in the very
near future. His fear for the worsening of the human con-
ditlon lends a pessimistic tone to the work which implies
a total negation of any salvation or meaning. Even his
idealistlic main character has every vestige of hope chlpped
away untll he stands completely disenchanted drinking a
last meaningless libation. Mark R. Hlllegas feels that
the fact that the anti-machine element immediately beglns
to rebuild the hated automated society "underscores Vonne-
gut's pessimism about the American character,"12

In his insightful work, David Goldsmith notes that
Vonnegut's work illustrates tﬁe negatlon of human worth

throughout man's evolutlon "which has produced centuries ,"!
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of war, oppression, poverty, and the final debasement of

n16 In Playver Plang the

author sees the world as almost total dystopla with no chance

the indlividual in modern soclety.

of future change and a bleak history. More than in any
other novel, Vonnegut disparages the ldea of progress by .
demonstrating the emptiness of contemporary life. In his
popular history of industrialization, Mechanization Takes
Command, Siegfried Giedion, writing only a few years before
the release of Vonnegut's first novel, notes a similar dis-
couragement wlth post-war advances., He states:

Never has mankind possessed so many instruments
for abolishing slavery. But the promises of a better
life have not been kept, All we have to show so far
is a rather disquleting inability to organize the world,
or even to organlze ourselves. Future generations will
perhaps designate this period as one of mechanized bar-
barism, the most repulslve barbarism of all ... Now,
after the Second World War, it may well be that there
are no people left, however remote, who have not lost
their falth in progress, Men have become frightened
by progress, changed from a hope to 2 menace. PFaith
in progress lies on the scrap neap, along with many 17
other devaluated symbols. 4And it began so marvelously.
The one technlque which Vonnegut uses in his first nov-

el to take away some of his nihillistic sting 1s a crazy,
slapstick humor. Although this work has been classed as
black humor, 1t also contains hilarious sections which make
us believe that the author really loves mankind despite all

its ignorance and hardness. Some of the best sections of_-

Player Plano are those that show a tolerant acceptance of -
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or an amusement at the human comedy. When Vonnegut de-

scribes two drunks at a bar 1t is with a satiric eye on
both the outrageousness and the humor of the sceﬁe:
"Sex can still batter down all sorts of socilal
structures you're right," Lasher agreed.
"Big tits will get you anywhere," sald Finnerty.
"Well, it's comforting to know that something
hasn't changed in centuries, isn't it?" Lasher‘smiled.18
Although there are savage, black passages of satire, it is
the gently insane, Marx Brothers type of humor that endears
Vonnegut to hils readers., Some of his attempts at the dia-
logue of the lower classes are not always sucsessful, often
sounding like a bad Western movie, but part of his popular= -
ity 1s based on the fact that he attempts so many types of
humor 1n one work. . ' _
Rlayer Planp 1s the first work of a writer struggling
to find a style that will work for him. At the same time
the implied author who is revealed is already that Vonnegut
who 1s troubled by the way of the world and hoping by his
satire to create an awareness in hils readers, Although
thls novel is very pessimistic there is still a tie with
the character Paul Proteus who tries to remain idealistic
and true to himself in the midst of so much hypocrisy.
That alone 1s enocugh to make this novel an important one

to a generation disgusted with the sell-out soclety in which
they live.
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The Sirens gﬁ Titan: "God does not care."

In his sedond novel, The Sirens of ilign, Vonnegut
moves away from the more didactic, traditional format of
Player Plano into the fragmented, zany, fgqﬁastic style that
wlll become standard in the later works. Although the con-
cerns remain the same, they are made much more intense as
Vonnegut changes hils setting from the United States to the
Solar System and to the entire Universe, Desplte the fact
that some critics see this work as the epltome of Vonnegut's
cosmic despair, it is actually quite the reverse. The au-
thor makes a jJoke of the tremendous absurdlty of the gal-
axy, but he 1s not bitter. His chafabtéristic pessiﬁism

is softened by the enlightenment of the main character as

‘he progresses from & bored soclalite to a sensitive man.

When interviewed, Vonnegut himself admitted that, of all

is works, The Sirens of Titap was the only one that was
fun to write.’g The work 1s permeated with slapstick humor
while 1lrony exists on a number of levels. Added to this 1s
a tone of universal ambivalence--no one kﬁows what's really
going on.

The narrator, speaking from a time when men have found
the purpose of existence within themselves, relates the
bizarre tale of Malachal Constant and those who make up his
world. Vonnegut's narrator 1s very optimistic since, in

hls century, the terrible existential problem of modern

30



man has been splved. He speaks of the frantlec search for
meaning of Constant's contemporaries, "Mankind, ignorant
of the truths that lie within every human belng, looked
outward--pushed ever outward. What mankind hoped to learn
in 1ts outward push was who was actually 1n charge of all
creatlion, and what all creation was all about."20 Already,
on the very flrst page of the novel, Vonnegut castigates
the linsane technologlcal advances which simply leave man
feeling emptier than ever, His hypothesis that the answer
lles wlthln places him with the other popular philosophers
and wrlters who are sacred to those disillusioned with pro-
gress. |

The story ltself 1s highly imaginative including such
dlverse things as a robot who 1s traveling across the uni-
verse, a man who appears and dlsappears in time and space,
a war with Mars, a new religlen, and Mercurians whe live
on vibrations. The protagonist, Malachal Constant, is a
rich playboy who is whisked away to Mars in order to help
in that planet's invasion of earth. The interplanetary
war 1s the ldea of Winston Niles Rumfoord, the man caught
in a chrono-synclastic infundibulum which enables him to
exlst at varilous times and to materialize at far-flung loc-
ations. Constant accepts the abduction since he has lost
his fortune at a party in which he drunkenly gave it all

away, When he sobers up, he 1is told:
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