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			Context

			Published in 1969 at the height of the Vietnam War, Slaughterhouse-Five quickly became an icon of the antiwar movement. Its absurdist, black humor struck a nerve with readers, particularly the younger generation at the time. Widely regarded as a masterpiece, it was also Vonnegut’s first major commercial success. His previous novels and short stories had generated positive responses with readers and critics, but it was Slaughterhouse-Five that brought him widespread notoriety. Vonnegut’s use of a nonlinear narrative, an unreliable narrator, and a metafictional style place this book squarely among the great works of postmodernism. Today, it ranks among the great antiwar novels, and many consider it to be one of the best books of the twentieth century.

			Kurt Vonnegut’s experiences in World War II inspired Slaughterhouse-Five. Near the end of the conflict, he was captured by the Germans and transported to Dresden, where he and fellow prisoners were housed in a slaughterhouse—Schlachthof-fünf, or Slaughterhouse-Five. In 1945, he witnessed the Allied firebombing of Dresden and survived with the other POWs in a meat locker three stories underground. When he reemerged, he saw that the city had been burned to the ground.

			In addition to its antiwar themes, the novel questions why the American public remained largely ignorant of an Allied bombing that was just as horrific as the atomic attacks on Japan.

		

	
		
			Overview

			An exploration of fate, free will, and the meaning(lessness) of life, Slaughterhouse-Five stands as one of the twentieth century’s greatest antiwar novels.

			The protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, is a World War II prisoner of war, a survivor of the Allied bombing of Dresden, as well as an optometrist, husband, father, Lions Club president, and an alien abductee to the planet Tralfamadore. The Tralfamadorians exist in four dimensions, perceiving time to be happening all at once. Billy’s encounter with them results in him becoming “unstuck in time” and now he jumps, seemingly at random, to different parts of his life. He sees his childhood, his death, his life after the war, his children growing up, his life as a captive on Tralfamadore, and most critically, the bombing of Dresden.

			Billy’s experiences as a POW have broken him, and it is only with the unique perception of time granted by the Tralfamadorians that he can put his life back together again. A sensitive soul thrust into a brutal world, Billy Pilgrim can only face his captivity, his comrades, his family, and the events he witnesses with a sense of fatalism encapsulated in the Tralfamadorians’ response to death: So it goes.

			The book’s central philosophical question is: Does free will exist or are we bound to our fates from birth to death? The perception of all time happening at once leaves Billy with a sense of the latter. All beings are stuck in each discrete moment like “bugs in amber,” so there is nothing to do but accept what comes and try to enjoy the ride.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Howard W. Campbell, Jr.: An American Nazi propagandist who writes extensively on the downfalls and misery of  society in the United States, as well as the noncivilized nature of US prisoners of war. He is also the protagonist of one of Vonnegut’s earlier novels, Mother Night.

			Edgar Derby: An altruistic, middle-aged schoolteacher and a prisoner of war. Among American POWs who otherwise display a variety of antisocial personality traits, Derby stands alone as a courageous, upstanding soldier. The Nazis execute him as a looter for stealing a teapot from the ruins of Dresden.

			Werner Gluck: A teenage boy serving as a guard at Slaughterhouse-Five. The narrator reveals that the boy and Billy are distant cousins, but the characters remain ignorant of this.

			Paul Lazzaro: An American POW, Lazzaro is an ill-tempered criminal who keeps a list of his enemies. Lazzaro hears  Roland Weary’s dying words and promises that he will someday have Billy Pilgrim killed.

			Narrator: Appears in chapter one, presenting his reasons for writing the book. This voice also appears at various instances, intruding in on the narrative with asides such as, “That was I,” “That was me,” and “That was the author of this book.”

			Bernard V. O’Hare: The husband of Mary O’Hare, an old war buddy of the narrator, and a fellow POW in Dresden.

			Mary O’Hare: The wife of Bernard O’Hare, Mary vehemently resisted her husband meeting with the narrator to rehash the horrors of Dresden. When the narrator promised to name the book The Children’s Crusade, she relents.

			Barbara Pilgrim: The daughter of Billy and Valencia, Barbara is the wife of an optometrist and deeply resents what she views as having to take over the family’s operations after the death of her mother and her father’s apparent spiral into mental illness.

			Billy Pilgrim: The protagonist and antihero of the novel, Billy Pilgrim is an American soldier in World War II, and then later, a mental patient, an affluent optometrist, and family man. He survives for a time as a POW, then escapes after the firebombing of Dresden, and later becomes “unstuck in time” when he is abducted by the alien Tralfamadorians.

			Robert Pilgrim: Son of Billy and Valencia, Robert’s early life is troubled, and he is a great disappointment to his father. When Robert joins the Army, however, he is transformed from suburban slacker to Green Beret hero.

			Valencia (née Merble) Pilgrim: Billy’s wife, and mother of Robert and Barbara. A kind, plump, and vapid woman with a predilection for candy bars, Valencia loves Billy tremendously, even though his attitude toward her seems to be one of complacent indifference.

			Eliot Rosewater: A fellow war veteran who introduces Billy to the science-fiction novels of Kilgore Trout. Rosewater also appears in other Vonnegut works, such as God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater.

			Bertram Copeland Rumfoord: A Harvard professor and a retired Air Force general whom Billy meets in the hospital after his plane crash.

			Tralfamadorians: An alien race of a four-dimensional universe who abduct Billy Pilgrim and transport him to a Tralfamadore zoo. Resembling upright toilet plungers with a hand on top and a single green eye in the palm, they teach Billy about the nature of time, fate, and death, which leads to his coming unstuck in time.

			Kilgore Trout: A prolific but penniless science-fiction author who lives in Ilium, New York, near Billy. Many of his novels focus on time travel. Kilgore Trout is also featured in Vonnegut’s novel Breakfast of Champions.

			Roland Weary: A soldier Billy encounters while trying to escape enemy territory, Weary is a bully who is obsessed with violence and has delusions of grandeur. He blames his death on Billy Pilgrim.

			Wild Bob: An American Army officer and prisoner of war. Wild Bob believes the incoming POWs to be under his own command, often saying, “If you’re ever in Cody, Wyoming, ask for Wild Bob,” a phrase which Billy often repeats to himself. Wild Bob dies on the train before the POWs reach the prison.

			Montana Wildhack: An adult film actress abducted by the Tralfamadorians to serve as Billy’s companion in the zoo. She and Billy bear a child together.

			

	
		
			Summary

			ONE

			The narrator visits Bernard O’Hare, an old war buddy he knew in Dresden, to talk to him about the bombing and their experiences there. Claiming to have already written five thousand useless pages, he hopes the meeting will inspire his “Dresden book.” O’Hare’s wife, Mary, however, is displeased because she’s afraid the narrator will write a story glorifying war, which will result in more “babies” being shipped off to die. When he tells her he has no such intention and plans to name the book, The Children’s Crusade, she relents.

			The narrator and O’Hare begin their journey to Dresden.

			Need to Know: This chapter serves as a preface to the World War II bombing of Dresden and the author’s presence at that event, as well as introducing the notion that the protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, has come unstuck in time.

			TWO

			Chapter two begins the nonlinear narrative style that characterizes the rest of the novel. “Unstuck in time,” Billy Pilgrim jumps seemingly at random to various events in his life, beginning in World War II and continuing until death, putting him in a state of constant anxiety about when and where he might jump to next.

			Billy grows up in Ilium, New York, and serves in the Army in World War II. Later, he gets married, has two children, finishes his education, and starts a lucrative optometry business. His wife dies on the way to visit him in the hospital after surviving a plane crash. After his wife’s death, his daughter, Barbara, takes it upon herself to care for him, treating him like a child most of the time. His entire postwar life is painted as the lifeless picture of suburban banality. Barbara thinks his tales of time-jumping and Tralfamadore are dangerous delusions.

			In 1944, Billy is deemed too unfit for combat to join an infantry unit, so he’s given the job of chaplain’s assistant. He is never even issued a weapon. At the Battle of the Bulge, his unit is overrun, and he’s trapped behind enemy lines. He finds himself in the company of Roland Weary and two scouts. His lack of fighting spirit leads Weary to bully and abuse him at every opportunity.

			Billy first comes unstuck in time while on the run with Weary and the scouts. He returns to the day his father taught him to swim by throwing him in the deep end of a swimming pool; he had to be rescued. From there he makes a series of jumps: to 1965, when he visits his mother in a nursing home; to 1958, one of his son Robert’s Little League games; to 1961, when he cheated on his wife at a New Year’s Eve party and later passed out in his car; to 1945 again, begging Weary and the scouts to leave him behind; to 1957 when he’s elected president of the Lions Club. Ultimately, the scouts leave Weary and Billy behind to be captured. In a fury, Weary beats Billy mercilessly until they are discovered by German soldiers.

			Need to Know: This chapter roughs out the major eras of Billy’s life: his early experiences in the Army, his postwar life, marriage, children, and career.

			THREE

			Billy makes several time-jumps between the day he and Weary are captured by German soldiers and the events in 1967.

			The Germans take Weary’s army boots and give him a pair of wooden clogs to wear. At a staging area, they join thousands of other American POWs in a march through Luxembourg toward Germany. The clogs ravage Weary’s feet. Reaching a railyard, Billy encounters a dying American officer called Wild Bob. Wild Bob tells them that after the war, “If you’re ever in Cody, Wyoming, just ask for Wild Bob!” This passage resonates in Billy’s memory throughout the book. The POWs are crammed into boxcars, waiting for days to move. The POWs share food, take turns lying down, and pass their excrement in a silver helmet to the outside through a ventilation duct.

			In 1967, Billy falls asleep examining a patient. He ponders his Cadillac, his business, his career. He’s forgotten how old he is. Lurking just below the surface of his awareness are the terrible things he experienced in Germany. At a Lions Club luncheon, a Marine veteran gives a speech about the necessity of staying the course in Vietnam. Billy’s son, Robert, is a Green Beret now, and Billy is proud of him. Billy goes home to take a nap—doctor’s orders to assuage random bouts of weeping. His house is empty. His wife and daughter, Barbara, are out shopping for Barbara’s wedding. He doesn’t have a dog anymore. His Magic Fingers bed massages him as he weeps.

			Need to Know: Billy’s captivity in Germany scarred him in ways he cannot fathom, both after capture and on the long, humiliating march. These horrors contrast sharply with his life in 1967, a life of comfort and ordinariness, but even in the face of luxury, the war haunts him.

			FOUR

			On Barbara’s wedding night, Billy is abducted by the Tralfamadorians. He asks them, “Why me?” To which they respond, “Why you? Why us for that matter? Why anything? Because this moment simply is.…. There is no why.” Billy asks about free will, but if not for studying Earthlings, the aliens would have no idea what “free will” is. Only on Earth do people speak of free will.

			Back in the POW boxcar, Billy is ostracized by his fellows for the way he kicks and yells in his sleep, so he is forced to sleep standing up. The cramped, squalid conditions lead to several deaths, including Roland Weary, who dies of gangrene in his feet. With his dying breath, he blames Billy Pilgrim for killing him.

			The train arrives at a prison camp, where the Germans give Billy a ridiculous fur-lined coat that is far too small.

			He meets two Americans that had also just arrived: a strong, fit, middle-aged man named Edgar Derby; and Paul Lazzaro, a foul-tempered car thief. Lazzaro promised Roland Weary on his deathbed that he would have Billy Pilgrim killed after the war.

			Need to Know: The Tralfamadorians challenge the idea that there is meaning to the cosmos; they raise one of the novel’s central philosophical questions: Do we have free will, or are our lives fated? Back in the war, Billy is already traumatized by his experiences.

			FIVE

			The Tralfamadorians experience novels differently than humans, reading everything all at once because they experience all time simultaneously. There are no beginnings, middles, ends, morals, causes, or effects. They experience the “depths of many marvelous moments seen all at one time.”

			In the prison camp, the POWs encounter a band of British officers, who, through a Red Cross snafu, have received ten times their allotment of supplies, so they shower the incoming Americans with food and amenities. The British POWs are healthy, keeping up their spirits with a variety of makeshift theatrical productions. During their rendition of Cinderella, Billy suffers a breakdown and is placed in the camp hospital.

			Jumping to 1948, Billy is in a veterans’ hospital in a ward for nonviolent mental patients. There he meets Eliot Rosewater, another veteran, who introduces Billy to the science-fiction novels of Kilgore Trout. Trout becomes Billy’s favorite author, igniting an obsession with reading the genre. Billy’s fiancée, Valencia, visits him often. He doesn’t want to marry her; he knew he was crazy simply by proposing.

			On Tralfamadore, Billy is placed in a zoo. He talks to the aliens about the nature of time and the morality of war. The aliens admit their race ultimately destroys the universe in an experimental accident. They cannot change this event, nor are they willing to. It simply is. To alleviate Billy’s loneliness, they bring him a companion, Montana Wildhack, a young, beautiful, adult film star. Billy and Montana have sex and conceive a child.

			Jumping to his honeymoon with Valencia, Billy already knows that his marriage will be at least bearable, thanks to the time travel. By the end of the honeymoon, she’s already pregnant with Robert. She asks him about his experiences in the war but he is reluctant to answer.

			Back in WWII, all of the American POWs are violently ill from the British welcome feast. Meanwhile, a German officer reads to them from a monograph written by Howard W. Campbell, Jr., an American Nazi. Campbell says America is a rich country but its people are poor and lack basic civil courtesies. American POWs are the dirtiest, the most ill-tempered, the most self-pitying, and incapable of seeing to their own welfare.

			Then Barbara, his daughter, is admonishing him for all the outrageous letters he’s been writing to the newspapers. She worries he may be going crazy. 

			Need to Know: The Tralfamadorians experience life as “the depths of many marvelous moments seen all at one time.” It is how they are able to look past life’s horrors. This becomes the way Billy experiences his life— a whole unit made of little vignettes.

			SIX

			Hidden inside the lining of Billy’s ridiculous coat with the fur collar in the POW camp, he finds a large diamond. He later has the diamond made into a ring, with which he proposes to Valencia.

			Paul Lazzaro intends to have Billy killed after the war, a promise made to Roland Weary as he died. Lazzaro expounds his list of enemies slated for revenge. Billy flashes forward to the moment of his death. (He’s attending a UFO conference, and an assassin sent by Lazzaro shoots him in the head.)

			Billy Pilgrim, Lazzaro, and Derby head to the theater where Cinderella had been staged. There, Billy finds a pair of combat boots painted silver for the play. They fit him like a glove.

			The Americans are shipped by train to Dresden, the last remaining city in Germany that has not been bombed and burned. The bedraggled POWs are marched through the city to the gates of Schlachthof-fünf—Slaughterhouse-Five.

			Need to Know: Billy’s discovery of the diamond came from a strange, magnetic compulsion, which raises the question of free will. Is Billy’s life already laid out for him, no matter what he does? The POWs’ arrival at Slaughterhouse-Five presages horrors to come.

			SEVEN

			Billy survives a plane crash in Vermont. Before the aircraft hits a mountain, the barbershop quartet on the aircraft is singing a song. Hospitalized with a fractured skull and other injuries, Billy is comatose for two days after surgery, during which he dreams of time travel. His father-in-law dies in the crash (along with twenty-eight other optometrists and the pilot).

			One of the guards at Slaughterhouse-Five is Werner Gluck, a boy from Dresden, armed with a single-shot musket and bayonet. The narrator informs us that, unbeknownst to them, Gluck and Billy are distant cousins. During the month leading up to the bombing, Billy and his fellow POWs do various jobs around Dresden, washing windows, floors, and lavatories, and working in a factory that makes malt syrup for pregnant women. Billy sneaks as many spoonfuls of the syrup as he can to stave off starvation.

			Need to Know: The barbershop quartet forms a focal point of memory in Billy’s life—a performance that resonates with tragedy and dredges up deep wells of suppressed trauma.

			EIGHT

			Howard W. Campbell, Jr., the American Nazi propagandist, visits Slaughterhouse-Five. He offers the POWs sumptuous meals if they join him, but Edgar Derby stands up and defies him, extolling the virtues of American democracy. The air-raid sirens blare.

			Meanwhile, Billy is having an argument with his daughter about the terrible influence Kilgore Trout has had on him. Billy met Kilgore Trout in 1964. Billy recognizes him instantly and invites him to his and his wife’s eighteenth-anniversary party. Trout attends the party, enjoying this rare bit of notoriety as a “real author.” When the barbershop quartet starts singing, however, Billy experiences a visceral reaction of tortured grief. With concerted effort, he realizes the reason for his reaction is that, in the aftermath of the Dresden bombing, his four German guards, in shock, reminded him of a barbershop quartet.

			Need to Know: The aftermath of the bombing is described with harrowing understatement. The entire city was gone, and that effect on Billy echoes throughout his life.

			NINE

			After the plane crash, Valencia rushes to be by Billy’s side. On the way, she gets into a minor accident, which leaves her exhaust system on the roadside. When she arrives at the hospital, she falls unconscious and later dies of carbon monoxide poisoning.

			Billy’s hospital roommate is a retired Air Force general and Harvard professor named Bertram Copeland Rumfoord. Rumfoord is writing a book about the Dresden bombing. Billy floats in and out of consciousness, often delirious in his stupor, which annoys Rumfoord to no end. Through Rumfoord’s attractive but low-IQ wife, we get snippets from historical documents about the Dresden bombing, as well as the atomic bomb attacks on Japan. When Billy awakens sufficiently to assert that he was there, Rumfoord at first refuses to believe him.

			Rumfoord asks about Billy’s feelings on the bombing. Billy says, “It was all right.… Everything is all right, and everybody has to do exactly what he does. I learned that on Tralfamadore.”

			In the rubble of Dresden, two days after the end of the war in Europe, Billy and a few Americans await the arrival of Allied forces. They find an abandoned horse-drawn wagon, which they use to ride around the deserted city looking for souvenirs. He is awakened from a nap to be scolded by two German civilians at the poor condition of the horses. He bursts into tears at the horses’ plight, not having cried about anything else in the war.

			Barbara takes Billy home from the hospital, but he sneaks away to New York City to get on television and tell the world about Tralfamadore. In a seedy used bookstore, he discovers several Kilgore Trout novels, one of which is about a man who’s abducted from Earth and placed in a zoo.

			He manages to get on a radio talk show, but after he goes off on a tangent about Montana Wildhack and flying saucers, he’s escorted out of the building. Then he time-jumps to Tralfamadore for an idyllic liaison with Montana, where she’s breastfeeding their child.

			Need to Know: The only time in Billy’s life that he’s truly happy is when he is with Montana; this is all the more poignant because the reader cannot be sure it’s real.

			TEN

			The narrator returns to reflect on the events of his life, and the trip he took with Bernard O’Hare to Dresden twenty years after the war.

			We then see Billy among the rubble, digging for bodies, dragging them out of hundreds of “corpse mines.” During one these excursions, the Germans arrest Edgar Derby for plundering—he took a teapot from the catacombs—and later shot by firing squad. So it goes. And birds keep on singing.

			Need to Know: In chapter one, the narrator says Derby’s execution is the climax of the book, and we are left with this idea: The novel’s lone “heroic” character is executed for what seems an absurdly minor infraction. This underlines the meaninglessness of the universe that lies at the core of the novel.

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			Billy Pilgrim: Except for the first-person sections from the point of view of the narrator, the novel is written entirely from Billy Pilgrim’s perspective. An optometrist from Ilium, New York, Billy Pilgrim is described as 6 foot 3 inches with “chest and shoulders like a box of kitchen matches.” He served as a chaplain’s assistant in World War II, where he was viewed as such a useless soldier that he was never issued a weapon.

			A series of absurd events result in his being taken prisoner by the Germans and housed in Dresden. The firebombing of Dresden forms the traumatic centerpiece of an otherwise hopelessly banal life, in which he marries for convenience, has children because it’s the thing to do, and makes enough money selling eyeglass frames to live a comfortable, upper class life.

			Billy’s drab existence after the war is interspersed with instances of becoming unstuck in time, thanks to an encounter with the Tralfamadorians, instances which cause him to jump seemingly at random to various points of his life. Since his meeting with the four-dimensional aliens, he begins to perceive time differently, as everything happening all at once, leading to the nonlinear structure of the novel’s narrative.

			Billy is an entirely passive, fatalistic protagonist. In the novel’s world of absurdity and horror, he takes almost no action of his own accord. Even as the narrative jumps around, he shuffles through events with little interest. However, this passivity helps create the novel’s impact, as he becomes the simplest possible lens through which the reader views the horrors and absurdities of his life.

			The diminutive name “Billy” implies someone who has never quite grown up, arrested at a kind of benign immaturity. “Pilgrim” suggests a questing soul, someone who travels long distances in search of meaning or purpose, and creates one of the novel’s many ironies. Billy is certainly in search of meaning, especially in the aftermath of Dresden, but he never finds it.

			Tralfamadorians: Four-dimensional aliens resembling upright toilet plungers: each has one hand and a single green eye in their palms. These beings form the narrative artifice that illuminates the novel’s central theme of fate versus free will.

			The aliens’ unique view of time—everything happens all at once—raises the novel’s central philosophical idea: Do we live by free will or by fate? They cope with all the universe’s manifold tragedies by viewing the entire proceedings as a whole, focusing on moments of greatness. This new, skewed perspective allows Billy Pilgrim to cope with the horrors he has encountered.

			Kilgore Trout: A writer of science fiction novels, Kilgore Trout may represent Kurt Vonnegut: They both have wild imaginations, are prolific writers, war veterans and, at times, have been unsuccessful and underappreciated.

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Themes

			Alienation: Billy Pilgrim is a lonely and estranged individual. Because of the war, he’s unable to connect emotionally with others. On his honeymoon, his wife urges him to talk about his experiences, but he is too haunted by the horrors of the war to talk. Additionally, his becoming “unstuck in time” means that he experiences life differently than his peers. He is unable to form continuous, long-term, and mutually beneficial relationships when he is constantly jumping through time.

			He has too many secrets—from the war and from his alien encounters—to open up and find solace in relationships. In fact, the only place he is truly happy is when he is in an alien zoo, enclosed in a glass habitat with his fantasy woman: young, beautiful, understanding, and happy with an open relationship. The other character with whom he is closest is Kilgore Trout. Trout, like Billy Pilgrim, has also lived through the horrors of war and is lonely and alienated.

			Fate vs. free will: The Tralfamadorians’ philosophy points to fate: “All moments, past, present, and future, always have existed, always will exist.” They tell Billy it is only on Earth that people believe in free will. This helps Billy to cope with the trauma of war. The aliens urge him to focus on happy moments, and make peace with the unhappy ones. However, Billy has always approached his life—whether deciding to marry, start a family, or pursue a career—as simply “the thing to do,” instead of thinking through his decisions. While the Tralfamadorians’ philosophy comforts Billy, it has taken away his drive and ambition.

			War: More than anything, Slaughterhouse-Five is a book about the horrors of war. There is no glory in combat; instead, it is revealed to be painful, destructive, cruel, brutal, and ugly. Those sent to fight are often young and unprepared, and the scars they return home with are deep and never fully heal. Prisoners of war, including Billy Pilgrim, often suffer abuse and humiliation. There is no place for rational or humane thought in war. People are executed, starved, and beaten. The only characters that glorify warfare are the novel’s villains.

			Symbols

			Barbershop quartet: A barbershop quartet appears several times throughout the novel during Billy’s various leaps through time. The sight of them during his wedding anniversary party frightens Billy. He realizes that they remind him of a group of soldiers that hid in the slaughterhouse with him during the Dresden bombing.

			Kilgore Trout, also a veteran (and a science-fiction writer) recognizes the fear on Billy’s face and asks him if he’s looking through a “time window.” Later, the same quartet perishes on the plane crash that kills Billy’s father-in-law and leads to his wife’s death. Billy is unable to move on from the horrors of war ande is constantly reminded of the atrocities he witnessed.

			Horses: In the charred rubble of Dresden, while several POWs scour the ruins for souvenirs, Billy just sits in a green coffin-shaped, horse-drawn wagon and waits for them. The draft horses, however, are in miserable shape, half-starved, desperately thirsty, with hooves so cracked and broken they can barely walk. Two Germans approach Billy and talk to him about the condition of the animals.

			At the sight of them, Billy weeps; it is the only time during the war that he does so. The horses’ suffering parallels Billy’s own. They can neither understand nor protest what is happening to them. They damage themselves by obediently plodding through the rubble of the ruined city. The horses are, like Billy, victims of terrible suffering they cannot comprehend.

			Serenity Prayer: This prayer (“God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.”) contrasts with the fatalism exhibited by Billy and the Tralfamadorians. Billy keeps a framed copy of it in his office after the war to remind him what he must accept—everything. Montana Wildhack wears the Serenity Prayer in a locket.

			Despite the fact that this prayer has by now reached cliché status, it rings true for Billy. He cannot change what happened in the war, and accepting that helps him cope with its horrors. However, it’s the Tralfamadorians that lead him to find peace, not God. Additionally, the fact that the prayer appears in both the human and alien worlds hint that the Tralfamadorians may not be real.

			Slaughterhouse-Five: Also the title of the book, Slaughterhouse-Five refers to the slaughterhouse where Billy Pilgrim and his fellow POWs, ironically, seek shelter and survive the Allied forces’ bombing of Dresden. Normally used for butchering live animals, Slaughterhouse-Five saves their lives.

			Outside the building, however, the entire city of Dresden has become a slaughterhouse, with 135,000 people killed and the city reduced to rubble. Billy’s time in the war does eventually lead to his death; a fellow POW kills him years later. Kurt Vonnegut also survived WWII by seeking shelter in a slaughterhouse. His novel, Slaughterhouse-Five, is his attempt to make sense of the war.

		

	
		
			Author’s Style

			Slaughterhouse-Five has been called a “metafictional” novel for its unique structure and narrative style. The novel is framed by the first-person narrator, who is presumed to be the voice of the author looking for a way to tell his Dresden story. The effect of this is to “break the fourth wall,” a self-referential device that helps create the novel’s sense of detachment. This detachment mirrors Billy Pilgrim’s view of his experiences.

			Vonnegut employs ironic black humor throughout, as a way of providing social criticism and exposing the absurdities of war.

			The rest of the novel is told in the third-person from Billy Pilgrim’s point of view. Billy story is told in the past tense, but the scenes are not presented in chronological order. Because of his abduction by the alien Tralfamadorians, Billy becomes “unstuck” in time, so he experiences events out of order. One moment, he is in World War II Germany; the next, he’s attending a Lions Club meeting in the 1960s. The way the narrative jumps around, seemingly at random, to various points of his life increases the sense of disorientation that forms the core of Billy’s character.

			The language of the novel is deceptively simple. The diction and vocabulary are easily accessible, but the concepts with which the novel wrestles are complex and profound. In the simplest of terms, the reader faces some of the most difficult of concepts—the nature of time, of experience, of fate versus free will.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“When a Tralfamadorian sees a corpse, all he thinks is that the dead person is in bad condition in that particular moment, but that the same person is just fine in plenty of other moments. Now, when I myself hear that somebody is dead, I simply shrug and say what the Tralfamadorians say about dead people, which is ‘So it goes.’”

			The short sentence “So it goes” appears at every mention of death or tragedy. Its inanity offers a counterpoint to the difficulty of dealing with the inevitability of death, whether of one person or a hundred thousand. It forms a motif that both highlights the death in question and offers a variety of emotional reactions, occasionally dark, absurdist humor, and occasionally a hopeless, palms-raised gesture at the futility of searching for meaning in the face of random horrors, and the many shades in between. “So it goes,” arguably the most salient phrase in Slaughterhouse-Five, is the ultimate utterance of resignation to one’s fate.

			“Billy Pilgrim says that the Universe does not look like a lot of bright little dots to the creatures from Tralfamadore. The creatures can see where each star has been and where it’s going, so that the heavens are filled with rarefied, luminous spaghetti.”

			This passage is an attempt to explain one of the novel’s central ideas, that, in the four-dimensional view of the Tralfamadorians, everything in the universe happens simultaneously—birth, children, death. Everything. This change in the perception unsticks Billy in time, resulting in the novel’s nonlinear narrative style. It also allows readers to imagine how they would feel if they had knowledge of the past, present, and future of everything. Would they, too, resign themselves to a “so it goes” attitude? Taken from the angle of another theme of the novel, if you knew the outcome of a war or a marriage, would you still step into it?

			“‘Really—I’m OK.’” And he was, too, except that he could find no explanation for why the song had affected him so grotesquely. He had supposed for years that he had no secrets from himself. Here was proof that he had a great big secret somewhere inside, and he could not imagine what it was.”

			At the party for his wedding anniversary, Billy experiences a profound reaction to a barbershop quartet singing “That Old Gang of Mine.” In February 1945, when he emerges from the underground meat locker after the Dresden air raid, he describes his four guards as resembling a barbershop quartet. This recurring symbol of the barbershop quartet is tied to the tremendous grief and horror he experienced in Dresden—buried too deep for any conscious awareness of it.

			“Billy asked [the German civilians] in English what it was they wanted, and they at once scolded him in English for the condition of the horses. They made Billy get out of the wagon and come look at the horses. When Billy saw the condition of his means of transportation, he burst into tears. He hadn’t cried about anything else in the war.”

			In this passage, Billy is resting in the back of a wagon after the Dresden bombing. He and his fellow POWs have been using a horse-drawn wagon to look for souvenirs, but ignoring the fact that their horses are suffering from thirst and injured feet. As the two German civilians admonish him, Billy breaks down into tears. The irony that he can weep for two animals, but not for the untold thousands of human dead, speaks the inability of the human mind to encompass horrors of such scale. This emotional numbness is present throughout the novel when Billy is confronted with the horrors of war.

			“The name of the book was The Big Board. He got a few paragraphs into it, and then he realized that he had read it before—years ago, in the veterans’ hospital. It was about an Earthling man and woman who were kidnapped by extra-terrestrials. They were put on display in a zoo on a planet called Zircon-212.”

			The novel constantly asks: What is real? Is Billy deranged in his belief that he’s been abducted by aliens? Is it real, or simply an elaborate delusion that helps him deal with his wartime experiences? This passage, among others, suggests that Billy Pilgrim’s experiences on Tralfamadore are the elaborate fantasies of an unhinged mind (or of a science-fiction writer). And yet, do we want that to be true? Is it more comfortable for the reader if Billy really was abducted by little green aliens?

			“Everything was beautiful, and nothing hurt.”

			Along with “So it goes,” this is one of the most famous lines from Slaughterhouse-Five. On their honeymoon, Valencia is asking Billy what it was like to be a soldier. “Was it awful?” she asks him, full of awe. Billy, haunted by the atrocities of the war, has a difficult time explaining, and mumbles “sometimes.”

			This is a lie—the reader knows the war was horrible, and all those involved suffered terribly. In that moment, a thought occurred to Billy: “Everything was beautiful, and nothing hurt.” The narrator thought that might make a good epigraph for Billy—and for himself, too. The narrator, and presumably Vonnegut, is being ironic. The war was anything but beautiful and painless for Billy.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					The sentence “So it goes” is used in the novel 106 times. It is Vonnegut’s most recognizable quote. 

					Slaughterhouse-Five ranks at 46th in the American Library Association’s (ALA) list of Top 100 Banned/Challenged Books 2000–2009. 

					A film adaptation of Slaughterhouse-Five was produced in 1972, starring Michael Sacks as Billy Pilgrim, and directed by George Roy Hill, who also did such films as The World According to Garp and Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Vonnegut called the adaptation “flawless.” 

					In an interview with the Paris Review in 1977, Vonnegut said, “My books are being thrown out of school libraries all over the country—because they’re supposedly obscene. I’ve seen letters to small-town newspapers that put Slaughterhouse-Five in the same class with Deep Throat and Hustler magazine. How could anybody masturbate to Slaughterhouse-Five?”

					In his various attempts at higher education, Vonnegut majored in biochemistry, biology, and anthropology, but he never graduated. At the University of Chicago, his graduate thesis analyzing cubist painting and the leaders of the nineteenth-century Ghost Dance religion was rejected. 

					The name of unsuccessful science-fiction writer Kilgore Trout was an homage to Theodore Sturgeon, a friend of Kurt Vonnegut’s. The two were not yet bestselling authors when they met on Cape Cod. According to a 1998 interview with The Book Report, Vonnegut said, “I think it’s funny when someone is named after a fish.”

					There is an asteroid named after the author: 25399 Vonnegut. It was discovered by Charles W. Juels, an amateur astronomer, on November 11, 1999—Vonnegut’s seventy-seventh birthday.

					Kurt Vonnegut credits his time as faculty at the University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop with reawakening his love of writing. “At Iowa I was suddenly friends with Nelson Algren and José Donoso and Vance Bourjaily and Donald Justice … and was amazed. Suddenly writing seemed very important again. This was better than a transplant of monkey glands for a man my age.” 

					The Vonnegut family has struggled with depression. Kurt’s mother committed suicide by overdosing on pills, and it was Kurt that found her. Years later, Kurt attempted suicide, but he survived. He passed away 20 years later, in 2007.

					The character “Wild Bob” is based on William Joseph Cody Garlow, a grandson of Buffalo Bill Cody. Vonnegut was captured with Garlow at the Battle of Bulge on December 19, 1944. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Dresden: Capital of the eastern German state of Saxony, famous for its celebrated art museums and classic architecture. Firebombed by the Allies in World War II. Slaughterhouse-Five is Vonnegut’s “Dresden book,” serving as a semiautobiographical account of his experiences in Dresden during the war.

			Fourth dimension: The three dimensions of space are length, width, and height. The fourth is time. Humans exist in three dimensions and move forward (only) through time. The Tralfamadorians exist in four dimensions, and see all things as happening simultaneously.

			Free will: The ability of all sapient beings to choose between different possible courses of action. It inextricably entwined with law and morality, guilt and innocence, sin and personal responsibility. Because the Tralfamadorians see all time as happening simultaneously, Slaughterhouse-Five questions the notion of free will. If Billy Pilgrim’s life is already complete for the Tralfamadorians, does he have free will or is his entire life predestined?

			Infantry: Parts of an army dedicated to ground combat, foot soldiers. Billy Pilgrim and many of the other characters in the novel were part of infantry units.

			Metafiction: Literary device used to draw attention to a work’s nature as a book, short story, etc. Irony and self-reflection are key aspects of this technique, which Vonnegut uses extensively throughout the novel.

			Schlachthof-fünf: Translated from German, Schlachthof means “slaughterhouse,” fünf means “five.” During the firebombing of Dresden, Billy Pilgrim takes shelter in Schlachthof-fünf.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					New York Times Bestseller

					Hugo Award Nominee for Best Novel

					National Book Award Finalist for Fiction

					Nebula Award Nominee for Best Novel

					Ranked 18th in Modern Library’s 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century

					Time magazine’s All-Time 100 Novels

			

			“[Vonnegut] writes about the most excruciatingly painful things. His novels have attacked our deepest fears of automation and the bomb, our deepest political guilts, our fiercest hatreds and loves. Nobody else writes books on these subjects; they are inaccessible to normal novelistic approaches.” —Michael Crichton, The New Republic

			“It sounds crazy. It sounds like a fantastic last-ditch effort to make sense of a lunatic universe. But there is so much more to this book. It is very tough and very funny; it is sad and delightful; and it works. But is also very Vonnegut, which mean you’ll either love it, or push it back in the science-fiction corner.” —The New York Times

			“The genius of Vonnegut’s novel is that the factual discrepancies, even the chronology, don’t matter. They may even add to its success as a work of fiction. The time-travel device in Slaughterhouse-Five—Billy Pilgrim becoming ‘unstuck in time’—makes the rather blunt point that massacres such as Dresden happened; they always have happened and they always will happen. The numbers, the facts and figures, need not be accurately represented, if the novel’s purpose is, in effect, to prove that firebombing Dresden was not a unique act of brutality. It was one brutality in a long history of brutalities that seems to have no end in sight.” —Los Angeles Review of Books 

			“Slaughterhouse-Five is funny, satirical, compelling, outrageous, fanciful, mordant, fecund and at the bottom-line, simply stoned-out-of-its-mind.” —Harlan Ellison

		

	
		
			About Kurt Vonnegut

			Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., was born on November 11, 1922, in Indianapolis, Indiana. The son of an architect, Vonnegut grew up in a once-wealthy family ravaged by the Great Depression. His father, Kurt Sr., was a successful architect. His mother was a daughter of high society, born of one of the wealthiest families in Indianapolis, the Liebers, whose wealth came from a successful brewery.

			With the onset of the Depression, however, the elder Vonnegut’s architecture firm was destroyed by the lack of new construction, and the Lieber family’s fortunes fell into decline due to Prohibition. The family’s financial downfall threw both of his parents into despair, which expressed itself in different ways. His father became a withdrawn artist, and his mother, a bitter, abusive woman addicted to alcohol and prescription drugs.

			Vonnegut attended Cornell University in 1940, urged by his father and brother to pursue a “useful” career, so he began studying biochemistry rather than architecture or the humanities, as he wanted. Lacking aptitude and interest in biochemistry, his indifference led him to drop out in January of 1943.

			Later that year, he enlisted in the US Army. His initial training was as an artilleryman, but due to the Army’s needs for the imminent D-Day invasion, he was retrained as a scout. He was shipped to Europe and attached to the 106th Infantry Division to serve as a scout. During the Battle of the Bulge, a turning point of the war in Europe, the German armored offensive overran the 106th’s position, resulting in Vonnegut’s capture.

			Shipped to Dresden in a boxcar, he was held in Schlachthof-fünf, or Slaughterhouse-Five. He witnessed the Allied firebombing of Dresden on February 13–15, 1945, surviving with other POWs in a meat locker three stories underground. When he reemerged from the makeshift bunker, the city had been burned to the ground, and he was ordered to assist in cleanup and rescue efforts.

			After World War II, Vonnegut married Jane Cox and bore three children. Following the deaths of his sister and her husband, Vonnegut adopted their three children. He and Jane grew estranged over her conversion to Christianity and they divorced in 1971. In 1979, he married Jill Krementz, a photographer he had known since the early 1970s.

			After dropping out of the University of Chicago, Vonnegut worked as a publicist for General Electric. His literary career began with short-story sales to Collier’s in 1950, and later to the Saturday Evening Post and Cosmopolitan, leading him to quit GE and move to Cape Cod to write full-time. His first novel, Player Piano, was published in 1952, followed by Cat’s Cradle and God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater. These works were well received by critics but did not sell well. His first financial and, some would say, greatest literary success was Slaughterhouse-Five, published in 1969. It hit the bestseller lists and launched him to national fame.

			Subsequent works included the novels Breakfast of Champions, Slapstick, Jailbird, Deadeye Dick, Galápagos, Bluebeard, Hocus Pocus, and Timequake. His last book was a bestselling collection of essays, A Man Without a Country.

			Kurt Vonnegut died on April 11, 2007, at the age of eighty-four, hailed as one of the most influential American writers of the twentieth century.
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