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Praise

‘A major novelist, and a major novel’

Sunday Telegraph

‘A freewheeling vehicle … An unforgettable ride!’

New York Times

‘In a line-up of literary originals, Kurt Vonnegut would have to stand apart … he is brave, clever, honest and wise beyond the gags’

Irish Times

‘Resonates with our fears … Very moving’

London Review of Books

‘Vonnegut’s 1963 satirical science fiction novel still manages to pack a powerfully subversive punch’

Publishers’ Weekly


For Kenneth Littauer, a man of gallantry and taste
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Copyright


Nothing in this book is true.

‘Live by the foma* that make you brave and kind and healthy and happy’

The Books of Bokonon. I: 5

 

 



* Harmless untruths


INTRODUCTION
 
Kurt Vonnegut’s work starts, I’d suggest, from the axiom that the twentieth century he’d lived through was a time of such extremity that it can only be responded to with similar extremity. So the tools of his fiction are absurdity, exaggeration, caricature and, very often, apocalypse. Sometimes, he winds up using the tropes of science fiction to tell his stories, and sometimes not; but either way, they can best be understood as the response of a sane man to a world he felt was increasingly insane.

Kurt Vonnegut (1922–2007) seems to have wanted to write from early on in his life; he helped edit the student newspaper at Cornell University, and after World War II had spells as a journalist. But his most famous formative experience was when, as a captured US soldier in 1945, he witnessed the fire-bombing of Dresden – an event that became the basis for his book Slaughterhouse-Five (1969).

Cat’s Cradle (1963) has as its starting-point another product of World War II, the atom bomb. The narrator, John, is attempting to write a book about what various Americans were doing on the day the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. One of his potential subjects is Felix Hoenikker, one of the scientists who helped to develop the bomb. Although Felix is now dead, John receives a letter from one of his children, Newt. Newt’s recollection of that day is of his father playing with string in his hands to make a cat’s cradle: ‘the closest I ever saw my father come to playing what anybody else would call a game.’ The looming figure of his father, and the structure of the cat’s cradle, somehow come to stand for the bomb: imposing, intricate, not quite human.

The real subject of the book, though, is a threat of annihilation even more absolute than nuclear war: ‘Ice-nine’, a substance that will permanently freeze any water it comes into contact with. The absurdity at the heart of the book is that science and the state could have developed something like the atomic bomb or Ice-nine, that ultimately could destroy humanity in its entirety.

If your view of the world is that human foolishness will inevitably wind up creating such terrible things, the next question – at least for much of history – would be how such things could happen under the eye of a God who presumably cares for his creation. God’s absence is another central subject of Cat’s Cradle, right up to its very last words. But Vonnegut does throw the reader a rope here. Opposed to the values of orthodox religion are those of Bokononism, the strange belief-system that John discovers on the Caribbean island of San Lorenzo. We’re told that it was invented ‘cynically and playfully’ by a man shipwrecked on the island some years before. Despite the impure motives that underlie its creation, and Vonnegut’s suspicion of anything that might tend to dogma, many of the tenets of Bokononism could be seen as helpful ways to respond to the absurdity of the world. Most famous of these is probably the quotation that stands at the start of the book, that you should live by the foma – the harmless untruths – that make you brave and kind and healthy and happy. It may not be possible, say, for a human to live every day with the knowledge that their leaders could unleash nuclear armageddon. So if denial of that prospect helps you get through the day (Vonnegut seems to be saying), why not?

There are many other things to remark on in this book: its astonishingly swift telling, its incidental wit, its implacable working-through of its premises. Vonnegut has few successors in science fiction or elsewhere, though a book like James Morrow’s This is the Way the World Ends (1985) has something of the same apocalyptic drive. But I think Cat’s Cradle is unique, even in his body of work, for how well it balances two ideas: just how bad a situation the human race has got itself into, and what’s worth surviving for despite that.

– Graham Sleight, August 2009
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The Day the World Ended

Call me Jonah. My parents did, or nearly did. They called me John.

Jonah – John – if I had been a Sam, I would have been a Jonah still – not because I have been unlucky for others, but because somebody or something has compelled me to be certain places at certain times, without fail. Conveyances and motives, both conventional and bizarre, have been provided. And, according to plan, at each appointed second, at each appointed place this Jonah was there.

Listen:

When I was a younger man – two wives ago, 250,000 cigarettes ago, 3,000 quarts of booze ago …

When I was a much younger man, I began to collect material for a book to be called The Day the World Ended.

The book was to be factual.

The book was to be an account of what important Americans had done on the day when the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, Japan.

It was to be a Christian book. I was a Christian then.

I am a Bokononist now.

I would have been a Bokononist then, if there had been anyone to teach me the bittersweet lies of Bokonon. But Bokononism was unknown beyond the gravel beaches and coral knives that ring this little island in the Caribbean Sea, the Republic of San Lorenzo.

We Bokononists believe that humanity is organized into teams, teams that do God’s Will without ever discovering what they are doing. Such a team is called a karass by Bokonon, and the instrument, the kan-kan, that brought me into my own particular karass was the book I never finished, the book to be called The Day the World Ended.
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Nice, Nice, Very Nice

‘If you find your life tangled up with somebody else’s life for no very logical reasons,’ writes Bokonon, ‘that person may be a member of your karass.’

At another point in The Books of Bokonon he tells us, ‘Man created the checkerboard; God created the karass.’ By that he means that a karass ignores national, institutional, occupational, familial, and class boundaries.

It is as free-form as an amoeba.

In his ‘Fifty-third Calypso’ Bokonon invites us to sing along with him:

Oh, a sleeping drunkard
Up in Central Park,
And a lion-hunter
In the jungle dark,
And a Chinese dentist,
And a British queen—
All fit together
In the same machine.
Nice, nice, very nice;
Nice, nice, very nice;
Nice, nice, very nice—
So many different people
In the same device.
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