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By Jay Mclnerney
R purposes of comparison with our oan stodgy,
Iheringd umiverse, CoMemgorary pluomotnn
somelitnes I w the o p
worlds. They've pol sothing on Kun Vmc
who | 12 proviows novels hao froguently resorted
othor planets for alyly nm“muw perposes. Bul us-
Hke mont ¢ porary ph phers — who Lt idurs-
Iy restrct themselves to qeestions of linguistic and
logical analysis — or most comemporary novelists, for
that matier, Mr, Mm ls still asking the big, embar-
rassing, childoh He is probabily
mrlmmlnfnrymmmm He keeps posing
the kisd of guestions, as Bo hisael! once pul i, Bal
college sophomores ask. Like, why are we wa the
planet? Or, why is there war? And, o techmology
Inderencly bethal? Uslike most sophomores, he has the
P Laom 1o Sumb these q
Albough it s set in the near lu:m “Hocus Pocus™
15 the st lopical, realistic Voanegut novel to date, and
shoas tho struggie of an artedt & litlle impatient with
allegory and moce thas a ltthe impatient with has ows
cowuntry. Natonaley has provicusly beem o spuramss
category - a granfalioon — In e Vianegut workd
view . The possibile world portrayed hece verges shame-
bessly on the actual.
Like many of Mre. Vonrsegut's noveds, “Hocus Po
s oa relrospective fiesthperson sarratve o whah

enn (-usan N s raps of paper, cach scrap a mwn
SHy or dgression unto itselfl — a form sdeally suted to
Mr Voanegut's Sumboad essayistic boat and B hogh-
spond forward: and reyerse-sarrative time travel
Hartke is a groduate of West Pomt and a veleran of
the Vietsam War, a thoughtful But sot tormented mas
who Killed many duman bengs oo the orders of hs
Goversment and dispensed many offical les as an
mlormatson offscer. After leaving Vietnam and the
Army he becomes a teacher ol Tarkmgion College in
the Finger Lakes region of ugatale New Yok, a gentle
Anmuian Ihat specializes in nurtering the dyslexic asd
oo sens and daughters of the rulng class.
After yoars of pleasan! academic rebacaton,
Harthe s fared from the college ot e bobest of a right-
weg lekm-w who feeds that Hartke s too

Ixy Mdnvmy " nw audar nl the novels

prodatly even ambAmernican A physics teacher,
Martke bas mado the mistake, ameng others, of infeem-
Ing his studonts Bat the idea of perpetual motom s o
Ppe drvam, Unpatrietically, he explaims, “1 see o
barm in tolkng yousg people (o prepare for fadure
rathor thas secoess, siace fallure is the main thing that
lnmhh&m!om

Whon he & & densitdy for I raesc0n
duct, Hartke flinds ﬂnphyml ;-l acrus the lake al
the formeor state prowon, run by & Japanese Corporais
that operates it much moee efficiently and peoftably

than the state &d. “Color-coded” prisens have bocome a
Erowth ndestry, In part because most productive do
mesthc indusiry has Ssappeared “Poor and poweriess
people, 10 matter how docde, were no eger of use o
canny invesiers” The prison where Hartke works, near
the collegegomn of SCipio, is populated entirely by black
nmases, the Supreme Cowrt having docsded that # was
Creed and inhuman 0 confine ose rece with another

Lights, g City,” “Ransom™ and “Story of My Life™
Save Us From the Lower Classes
When 1 tried 10 5ell S0 weukd 10, 50 they Could £0 00 B0t thesr .

| e Rosztages a Hithe about business |
Chadr captors, abowt their What Wardes Matsumoto had sabd about peo-
chlbdoods and mental (1 ple like them was accwrate. They had managed 1o
nesses, and their not car- COMvert their wealth, which had origisally been in
ing M they lived or @led, he Sorm of factores of stores of ether demanding
and what peison was ke, enterpeises, (000 form o gusd and aletracy, ne-
and 50 0on, Jason Wilder potiatie representatons of money on paper, Bhat
actually closed his eyes here were few reminders coming from anywhere
and covered his cars. He that they might be responsitie for amyone outside
wins belag theatrical ram. helr own chirche of friends and relatives.

e o than practical. He did
N cover Dis ears so well that bhe couldn't hear me
Others shook their heads and indicated in oth.
o ways that such iformation wis not oaly tire
somme bt offersive. [T was as hough we were ina
Dunderstorm, and | had begus lecturisg on the
‘ cireulation of electrcal charges in clouds, and Lhe
formation of raindrops, and the pathn chosen by
Bghtsing strokes, and what thender was, aad on
' and om. B Ohey wanted 1o krow was when the

| &8 = - =t
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They Sida’t rage against the convicts. They
were mad M the Governmest foraol making sure
It excapes from the prisos were imposadie. The
more they ran on ke that, the chearer it became
(hat it was their Governmesnt, oot mise or the cos-
victi or tho Towrten™. [ty Nirst duty, moreever, was
o protect them from the lower classox, not only In

this country but overywhore |
Were people on Laxy Stroet ower any differ-
ont? Frovs "o Pacus ™

America has been langedy Mrvpu-j black Iren-
lated Trom wiite, rich from poor

Hartke manages 1o teach some Inmates how to
read, thosgh the inmmediace reported benefits of Nora-
Cy are makaly a increased pleasure In masturtation
and wider circulation for the anci-Semitic tract *The
Protocols of the Elders of Zion ™ “The lessen | mysel!
learned over and over agan when teaching at the
college and then the prisen was the uselesaness of
INfOrmathan 1o st peophe, eXcept as entertamment.”

When gang members Liusch a mcary eperaton 8o
break ous & drug dealer, the estire prison population
cscapes and crosses Dhe freaen lake to the Tarkington
campus. For a vanety of reasons, not least the racist
supponition Bhat Backs could soe possitly have planned
e cscape, Hartke is eveatually arrestod as the bader
of the vprsng and Bcarcerated himsed! Priscn may
ot be such o tad place 10 be in the year 2001 Moss of
the Unioad States has been sndd so forvigners, and what
= left is broken down and depleted. RBlack markets,
race war, martial law, tubercelonis and ATDS are all
somewhere betwoen cademic and epldomic.

IKE Eugene Debs Hartice, Mr. Vonseget hax abway»
beewt 2 pessimist — “a pillar of salt,” ax he
desacribes himsel! in Bis novel “Slasghte rhosye-
Five™ Like Lot's wife, be Jooks back at the

camage. In this case, ho also looks forward, somewhat
0 e manner of ancsher iblical porsosage, Jeromah

The bimser irondes In his books have always been
tempered by & whimsical stowceam, despair averted by
gimpaes of ndividual compassion and the mikd pallia-
tive of “harmiess wntrums” like the pleasamly ditsy
religion of Bokomonism 0 “Cat’s Cradieo™ Me s a
SADMNSE Wik & heart, a moralist with a whoopeo cushion,
* Oyt who wants 1o bebeve His Neroest s

release froedes all the waser on the face of the carth,
stends in for mechear weapons In “Shaughoerbowwe-
Five,” the extraterrestrial Tralfamaderians provide x
cosmic perspective oa the nexplicable sudlering and
borror of the firebamting of Dresden. la “Jaiird " the
terrestrial rage of the eovirenment s ochood in the
story of the planet Vicura, whero schentists found & way
10 Corvert time ineo food and eoergy, thoreby rusnisg
ol of Ix
As if rocing agaiast such a clock, Mr. Vonsegut s
werking mach closer 10 the grouad in “Hocus Poce,”
whech bas more in common with Au.hmy ‘Imlhpv’-
ook “The Way We Live Now™ thas with Arther C
Clarke's “2000." It is the momt rchly detalled and
lexiured of Mr. Yoenegst's rendonngs of this partices-
lar planet. Undke many of ha major characters,
Hasthe seoms like a real persen, and Scipso soems bike
& read lown. Some readers may miss e wikler leags of
and ho whimay, but what & gained Is a
mescular dgney of veloo that oaly rarely Is tenden-
tous. And, Bke cuter space in “The Sirens of Titan™
TMocus Pocus™ Is not webout “empty heroics, bow
comedy, and pointless death.”

If he eachews parables, Mr. Voraogus still finds
abendant metaphors for our cerrent sesation. Hartke
compares the land of the froe and the home of the brave
toa vast plarcation, the sell aad laber of which has been
exhausted. The owners, whites of Exropean descent,
are seling o off, Sapossessing o laborers. The buy-
ers, malnly Japaseso, find themselves as an army of
occupation in a hossie, primitive land, bogged down n o
tervibdo quagmine that may prove as destructive
Shour nation as Vietnam was 10 ours. Prisens spring sp
Rke he antibodies that attempt 8o form hard prstective
shells arcund the germs of tulercoulosis, which is enjoy.
ing a comeback

Bt don't worry. There s sort of a beight side w all
of this. The scieace-fiction wier Kigore Trowt brielly
appears — along with others w Mr. Voanegut's reper.
Wy company, represented by a sieey called “Protecols
of the Elers of Tralfamador.” s which he speculates
that the whaode point of homas RiStory is 10 beeed strains
of germs powerful enoegh 1o (ravel through space and
sprend DNA throughout (he usiverse. Once we are
hevugh trashisg and pososing the planet, any gorm
hardy enough 10 surveve here Could presumably make
It anywhere o




