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The individual's search for absolute order and meaning 

within a chaotic universe is an important theme in the 

novels of Kurt Vonnegut. In Sirens of Titan, Malachi 

Constant unwillingly undertakes this futile quest and is 

consequently victimized, philosophically and psycho

logically, by various agents and symbols of chaos. After 

spiraling outward into the chaotic cosmos, his simplistic 

beliefs revealed to be illusion, Malachi spirals back to 

himself and to Earth, literally and figuratively, only 

to confront the illusions within. In addition, the form 

of Sirens of Titan can be seen as a metaphor for meaning

lessness, mirroring and echoing Malachi Constant's and 

the reader's absurd call for clarity within chaos. 
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Introduction 

Ordinary human consciousness, it seems, is simply 

incompatible with what it cannot clarify and control. 

It requires--it insists on--as much form, as much meaning, 

and as little ambiguity and inconsistency, as possible. 

If precise truth, crisp definition, and orderly procession 

are not in evidence, we are uncomfortable. If we find 

ourselves lost in a blizzard, the first thing we may do 

is cast furtive glances in an attempt to locate recognizable 

objects or tracks in the snow that we hope will lead us 

quickly home, where familiarity lies in abundance. Rarely 

will there exist a desire to stare up and out into the 

chaos and, moreover, find satisfaction in doing so without 

having to quell the storm. 

Creative human consciousness fares better. It can 

remain content with dilemma and delight in paradox. 

Mystery, formlessness, and meaninglessness--essential 

elements of chaos--to the creative mind do not necessarily 

signify or evoke a nihilism that must lead to aesthetic 

suicide or a life devoid of values. Albert Camus, in his 

essay "An Absurd Reason i ng," states, "People have played 

on words and pretended to believe that refusing to grant 



a meaning to life necessarily leads to declaring that it 

is not worth living" (7). A recognition of chaos does, 

however, force one to acknowledge that both these 

potentially destructive "options" lurk close beneath the 

invented and accepted veils of meaning that enable us to 

live. In acknowledging absurdity, then, the creative 

consciousness willingly either creates additional veils 

of meaning, thus compromising its vision through a very 

real human need; or, aided by integrity and not a small 

amount of self-reflexive humor, the creative consciousness 

sacrifices finality and form to a life of pure depiction 

and incessant questioning. For this consciousness, embodied 

in what Camus terms "the absurd man," "it is not a matter 

of explaining and solving, but of experiencing and 

describing" (70). 

The position of the modern artist--the novelist in 

particular--seems to be that of a person torn between 

telling a lie to himself or to others to satisfy immediate 

emotional and aesthetic needs, and telling the naked truth 

as a matter of intellectual principle. If the novelist 

is to remain true to his vision of chaos and all it entails, 

and if art is a reflection of nature, he must then live 

as an unaccommodated man and shape his art as such. The 

novel must be utterly open, utterly random, utterly 

chaotic--and ultimately inaccessible. 
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This could mean self-annihilation, or destruction 

of the work of art itself, for that which is to be reflected 

is chaos and absurdity. In other words, a true work of 

chaos works against itself at the most basic and immediate 

level. As Alvin J. Seltzer states, "The very conception 

of language ••• is a way out of chaotic experience, so 

how can language be used as a way into it?" (17). 

Obviously, some manner of form must be salvaged for 

the artist to be granted an audience. Some emotional need 

on the reader's part must be fulfilled. This does not 

mean that all loose ends must be neatly tied up, or that 

a moral must emerge at the end, or that there must be an 

"end" at all; there may exist the "sense of a (non)-ending" 

(McHale 109). Within an absurd novel, one concerned with 

chaos, there may exist a multiplicity of endings or a 

circular ending. In any case, a traditional conclusion-

among other conventional elements--will be absent. But 

for a work of chaos to succeed as a self-contained artistic 

product, one that is accessible to its audience, one that 

allows its readers freedom to roam while still granting 

them some degree of security, it is impelled to involve 

itself with the theme of chaos and absurdity without giving 

itself wholly to it in form. Thus, the ordering principle 

can be present without taking precedence. 

Within this type of novel, the characters and the 

form itself are free to reflect and react to chaos without 
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becoming indistinguishable from it; i.e, the subject remains 

apart from the object--abstract or realistic--while still 

being drawn into it and even victimized by it. Conse

quently, the reader can essentially remain in control of 

his world even as the fictional world in which he is 

immersed is out of control--even though, paradoxically, 

the fictional world purports to reflect the real world, 

a world of chaos. The reader, then, accesses the textual 

world in all its chaos and uncertainty while still remaining 

in the relative stasis of his non-fictive world. 

Perhaps it is this "irrational security" that accounts 

for the success of Kurt Vonnegut. His novels are chaotic, 

sometimes frustratingly so. Yet they are not without 

meaning, even if the meaning cannot be readily apprehended 

or, more likely, if their "meaning" is meaninglessness 

and chaos. 

This "openness," this refusal to conform, is found 

not only within the works themselves but also in the novels' 

reception among readers. Vonnegut's novels, virtually 

all of which are philosophical or, more specifically, 

existentially absurd, are popular with mainstream audiences 

and at the same time have elicited--at least, since the 

early 1970's--substantial "serious" criticism. Vonnegut's 

novels cannot properly be categorized or relegated to either 

camp: obviously they cannot be dismissed as young adult 

fluff, but nor can their territory be solely claimed by 
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critics, labeled as high art--and shackled by the same 

term--and their popularity dismissed or rationalized as 

a sort of mass misreading or youthful trend. In fact, 

to narrow down and pursue one idea symbolized in one 

character contained in one Vonnegut novel is similar in 

nature to catching snowflakes with a sieve during a blizzard 

in order to study snow. One must instead wait for a lull 

in the storm, grasp a shovel, dig out a sizable chunk of 

snow, and quickly examine its essence before it melts. 

"What we experience in existential fiction," says 

Selzter, "is our protean impressions of a kaleidoscopic 

world of shifting points of view, cubistic spatial and 

temporal relationships, impenetrable objects, inconsistent, 

unfathomable, but infinitely mysterious characters, shadowy 

surfaces, and evocative images" (16). If these can be 

taken as at least partial criteria for the chaotic novel, 

then Sirens of Titan and Slaughterhouse-Five at least 

partially qualify. For the characters in Vonnegut's two 

most effective novels are creators and victims of chaotic 

worlds, worlds that simultaneously invite and thwart 

explanation, meaning, and order. 

Sirens of Titan can be read on many levels--as black 

comedy, avant garde, pure satire, philosophical escapism, 

or even traditional science fiction. 1 Indeed, the novel 

at many points transcends literary categories, branching 

out and breaching convenient and conventional labels until 
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a chaos of genres appears imminent in addition to the 

chaotic world within the work. Similarly, Slaughterhouse-

Five's anti-war stance quickly becomes overshadowed by 

and subservient to its philosophical implications to such 

an extent that the bombing of Dresden and the war itself 

can be read as metaphors--an idea that too few critics 

have pursued. 

Thus it is no mystery why Vonnegut has caused 

consternation among critics--most of whom are no less 

inclined than the "average reader" to desire order and 

certainty--or, for that matter, why four novels were 

published before many critics tentatively touched them: 

"It would be foolhardy to try to construct a cogent, 

organized philosophical system from Vonnegut's writing; 

it simply is not there" (Goldsmith 28). 

Nevertheless, Sirens of Titan and Slaughterhouse-Five 

are accessible. This is not due to any lack of 

philosophical insight on the part of the average reader, 

nor should it imply superficiality on the part of the 

2 author. Rather, it is because, in addition to their 

readability, the works present enough chaos to spur delight 

in irrationality on the reader's part, but not so much 

as to incite alienation. 

This is not to say that either novel achieves a perfect 

"chaotic mixture." Sirens of Titan and Slaughterhouse-

Five are not without their flaws. Both at times lapse 
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into confusion--form begins to mirror content to such an 

extent that, paradoxically, the works are in danger of 

being sacrificed to themselves. 3 The effect on the reader 

is, ultimately, alienation: at the "end" of the respective 

novel he may experience puzzlement, which quickly lapses 

into inattentiveness, followed by a sense of inconclusive

ness and a feeling of aesthetic emasculation. 

But this same "drawback" is also employed successfuly 

in these works. They elicit a sense of inconclusiveness, 

to be sure, but it is positive, for it is inseparable from 

a sense of satisfaction in having glimpsed and taken part 

in many subjectively meaningful, if unnameable, 

experiences--however random, fragmented, and disjointed 

those experiences may have been. 4 

Their possible "flaws" notwithstanding, Sirens of 

Titan and Slaughterhouse-Five are for the most part true 

to the chaotic vision. Meeting Camus's criteria for absurd 

creation, both works connote and denote reaction and 

reflection, experience and description. 

This reaction and reflection is evoked in the novels' 

worlds and by the form of the novels themselves. Having 

been spiritually stripped, reduced, yet "scattered" by 

their splintered, contradictory worlds, Malachi Constant 

and Billy Pilgrim, the protagonists of Sirens of Titan 

and Slaughterhouse-Five respectively, drift like the 

"fragmented heroes" they are, numbly reacting to and 
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reflecting "the chaos within and the chaos without" (Broer 

130). Caught in the schizophrenic whirlwinds and whirlpools 

of time, space, and meaning, each character at one point 

or another either has lost or loses his identity in 

attempting to extract from chaos a harmonious, truthful, 

and whole existence: Malachi Constant is quickly 

subordinated to digressive detail and quite literally 

becomes almost a secondary character from the moment his 

spiraling journey begins. Billy Pilgrim, having come 

"unstuck in time," has become a character actor in his 

own life and lives "in a constant state of stage fright 

• because he never knows what part of his life he is 

going to have to act in next" (23). Both characters "are 

so profoundly alienated from society and self, so utterly 

overwhelmed by feelings of futility and shame, they lapse 

into complete helplessness" (Broer 3) and are free only 

to dazedly react to and reflect their predicament. 

The form of the two novels is in chaos as well. Each 

is engaged in a very similar mode of reaction and reflection 

and follows approximately the same chaotic path along which 

its respective characters tread, stagger, and fall. Sirens 

of Titan, because it is concerned with the grand "Why?" 

and wishes to elicit a meaningful and unified answer from 

an indifferent universe, is subjected artistically to all 

that such an absurd endeavor must yield: digression, 

comedy, contradiction, and nihilism. More successful--and 
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satisfying--is Slaughterhouse-Five, for it abandons the 

futility of questioning in the face of chaos for the 

immediate--though no less irrational and no more hopeful-

integrity of description. The result is a reflection of 

Billy's ethereal wanderings--it is a novel in chaos, to 

be sure. Yet, "with Tralfamadorian logic," in sacrificing 

the bloated scope of the "Why?" for the momentary insights 

of the "What" (Schulz 51), Slaughterhouse-Five creates 

out of nihilism rather than collapsing under its weight. 

Both Sirens of Titan and Slaughterhouse-Five are 

concerned with the ephemeral questions and dilemmas that 

fly out from and to the individual faced with a chaotic 

existence--the timeless individual who has been thrown 

into a world "inexhaustible in quantity" and diversity, 

where "explanation is useless" (Camus 71 ), yet one that 

begs explanation, interpretation, and regulation. 

But despite the critical acclaim given to 

Slaughterhouse-Five--or perhaps because of it--Sirens of 

Titan has been largely ignored and rarely subjected to 

the close analysis it deserves. Indeed, Sirens of Titan 

can be seen as the stepping stone or "philosophical pre

cursor" to the chaos that Slaughterhouse-Five even further 

enacts and embraces. 

Although they are certainly two different characters, 

Billy Pilgrim owes a dubious debt to Malachi Constant for 

guiding him to and offering an existence governed by 
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illusion and delusion as a "means of travel" and as an 

option for coping with chaos. Without an understanding 

of Sirens of Titan's philosophical grounds and implications, 

its comparative linearity, and its failure in the face 

of chaos, Slaughterhouse-Five's metaphorical content is 

more likely to be relegated by the reader to the realm 

of "off-beat anti-war novels" and primarily read as such. 

How the character of Billy Pilgrim may have been born, 

how Kurt Vonnegut may have come to the creation of such 

a protagonist, can be•seen in Sirens of Titan and in the 

character of Malachi Constant. The path Malachi takes 

and the irony of his destination is the very same that 

Billy helplessly exploits and explores further: if Billy 

is on a pilgrimage, Malachi leads him to his ship. 

The significance of Billy Pilgrim and his eternal, 

internal descent to chaos, then, can be better appreciated-

and Slaughterhouse-Five's world more fully realized--by 

an exploration and description of Malachi Constant's erratic 

ascent to external disorder. An investigation of Sirens 

of Titan additionally reveals the worth of the novel on 

its own merits, cut loose from the moorings of Slaughter

house-Five, and generates an understanding of its place 

in the chaotic cosmos of Kurt Vonnegut. 
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The Sirens of Titan 

"Things fly this way and that, my boy, with or without 

messages. It's chaos, and no mistake." 

--Winston Niles Rumfoord 

Sirens of Titan begins with a quotation--Malachi 

Constant's glib reply to a casual question regarding the 

reason behind his amazing success in life. Malachi answers: 

"I guess somebody up there likes me" (7). 

It is with the questioning of this simple statement 

that Malachi is flung outward into the chaos that he has 

so smugly perceived and accepted as order, and, moreover, 

order for him alone. He has hitherto existed "as a point" 

and "could not imagine what it would be like to exist in 

any other way" (13). Malachi's "point" involves his 

acceptance of an illusion--his own personal lie--and marks 

a base or lower level of an intellectual, psychological, 

and philosophical spiral. The starting point of this spiral 

is the individual and his sense of being or existing in 

the objective world. "The rest," says Camus, "is 
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construction" (14). Once one begins to look for 

clarification of meaning outside himself, he "spirals" 

--first outward, then, ultimately, once "outwardness (loses) 

its imagined attractions" (8), inward. 

Such is Malachi's inevitable fate and the shape of 

his journey, as well as that of the novel itself. In 

Camus's terms Malachi has been living "as if he did not 

know" (12), as if he were "ignorant of the truths that 

lie within every human being" (7). As soon as Malachi 

attempts or is used to discover the great "Why?" within 

an external, objective universe, he begins existing "in 

another way"; once he begins spiralling outward to explore 

the truth of his assumption, he enters a Chinese-box 

universe, a non-linear "cosmic flux" (Hume 211 ), where 

contradiction and disorientation hold sway, "a nonsense 

world characterized by discontinuity and irrationality" 

(Sigman 30); in short, a world of chaos. 

Malachi's journey into a "sea of outwardness without 

end" (7) begins, then, with the exploration of a fairly 

precise and common philosophical facade--the "assumed 

existence of an objective, divine consciousness" born from 

"mankind's obsession with finding an answer to the mystery 

of existence," says Donald L. Lawler (67). Malachi 

Constant, as a representative of his species, "suffers 

from • • • the human need to observe order in a universe 

even when there is none" (Schatt 39). 
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the novel is a demonstration, a commentary, and a burlesque 

of the futility of seeking outward answers to the great 

abstract questions about the meaning of human life or the 

designs of providence" (Lawler 67). 

The moment this exploration is undertaken, as soon 

as the door is opened, all is revealed to be suffused with 

uncertainty. When, metaphorically, what has always appeared 

to be a solid, enclosed mass in the distance shows itself, 

upon close inspection, to be chaos, all previously held 

beliefs turn to doubt; convictions and assumptions grow 

hazy. The freedom it engenders is simultaneously humorous 

and terrifying. Existence itself is upended, its parts 

scattered. As Camus says: "so long as the mind keeps 

silent in the motionless world of its hopes, everything 

is reflected and arranged in the unity of its nostalgia. 

But with its first move this world cracks and tumbles: 

an infinite number of shimmering fragments is offered to 

the understanding" (14). 

Not only does the mind's world of hopes "crack and 

tumble" when it begins to move, but in Sirens of Titan 

the individual himself is immediately victimized by his 

own contemplation. He is quickly fragmented and so finds 

his world, his universe, as such. He suffers at once a 

loss of self and an explosion of identity: "It marks both 

the death of an experience and its multiplication" (Camus 

70). Thus, once Malachi's chaotic quest begins, he 
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inevitably falls prey to himself and to the self-engulfment 

his quest brings about. 

Lawrence R. Broer says of Malachi Constant: 

The worst thing that has happened to him is 
that in believing he is the helpless pawn 
of fate, wired like a robot and aimed into 
space by Rumfoord, he has allowed himself 
to be fragmented into robotlike identities 
that distort and threaten the loss of his 
true self. (39) 

In addition, believing Malachi's plight to be largely 

psychological, psychic, and thus inward, Broer sees 

Malachi's trip as an essentially downward one: 

To Vonnegut's traumatized, susceptible 
narrators, these seductive escapist illusions 
promise relief from the painful complexity 
of human identity and the anguish of choice, 
but • • • entrapment in self-imprisoning spirals 
puts the protagonist into a dizzying spin 
downward toward moral oblivion, engendering 
a robotlike identity. (9-10) 

Regardless of whether Malachi ascends or descends 

(indeed, his journey can best be seen as involving both 

directions, or, for that matter, all directions) the first 

of many repercussions manifested by outward, chaotic 

exploration in Sirens of Titan is his loss of personal 

identity. Indications of this loss come early on in the 

novel, when Malachi receives an invitation to a 

materialization of Winston Niles Rumfoord. 

Rumfoord's existence is not linear, but chaotic. 

He has become caught in a chrono-synclastic infundibulum, 

in which it suddenly comes to him that "everything that 
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ever has been always will be, and everything that ever 

will be always has been" (26). "He knows [that life is] 

just one of the manifestations of the universe's chaotic 

becoming" (Hipkiss 44). 

Rumfoord resides, for the most part, outside of a 

relativistic cosmos and apart from subjective frames of 

reference. This concept, says Sigman, acts essentially 

as "a parody of the theological concept of eternity" (18). 

Rumfoord can therefore be seen as a quasi-God-figure in 

Sirens of Titan, one who ultimately manipulates and 

victimizes Malachi, but who is himself ultimately 

manipulated by the forces of chaos. Rumfoord is trapped 

within his own "semi-omniscient" spiral and exists as "wave 

phenomena--apparently pulsing in a distorted spiral with 

its origin in the Sun and its terminal in Betelgeuse" (13). 

To avoid recognition by a hopeful crowd that has 

gathered outside of Rumfoord's estate, Malachi disguises 

himself and significantly takes the temporary name "Jonah." 

In doing so, he abandons his identity for the first but 

not the last time. With this act, his world has begun 

to move, and he has begun to exist in another way: "Malachi 

Constant, the richest American, locked the Alice-in

Wonderland door behind him. He hung his dark glasses and 

false beard on the ivy of the wall" (13). 

To gain entrance into this surreal, imaginative, absurd 

world, Malachi, like Carroll's Alice, must first abandon 
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reason along with his identity, for in the face of chaos 

both fail: "The wood behind Alice's looking-glass world 

in which things have no name, filled with nonsense objects 

and riddles that have no answers, is in fact the same 

chaotic, irrational, absurd universe in which ultimate 

truths are unknowable" (Broer 40). 

As he meanders through the estate, in which, 

symbolically, "the turns in the path were many, and the 

visibility short" (16), Malachi encounters the first of 

many spiral images--in this case "a marvelously creative 

fountain" (16). The path forks at the fountain, and Malachi 

can go either way. But, "impulsively, Constant chose 

neither one fork nor the other, but climbed the fountain 

itself" (17). 

In rejecting the dichotomy of the forked path, Malachi 

has eschewed the either/or decision-making implicit in 

subjective human truth. And in climbing the fountain he 

has done the "inhuman" thing, has chosen absurdity over 

reason. In doing so, Malachi delves slightly deeper into 

the chaos that awaits him. Moreover, he does indeed 

accomplish his purpose: "to see whence he had come and 

whither he was bound" (17). 

He does not, however, accomplish this by looking at 

his peripheral physical surroundings, but, rather, at what 

is supporting him from below. For perched at the top of 

the funnel-shaped fountain, "standing with his feet in 
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the ruins of birds' nests" (17), which echo his own 

self-less or "tenantless" state, Malachi is situated 

metaphorically where he is literally in the novel and at 

this point in his journey--at the still-complacent, mostly 

subjective, ordered level of existence. 

At the bottom of the fountain is a foreshadowing of 

Malachi's fate, or "whither he was bound": "Yawning under 

all those bowls was the upturned mouth of the biggest bowl 

of them all ••• a regular Beelzebub of a bowl, bone dry 

and insatiable" (19). Malachi is bound for a Hell of sorts, 

Camus's "waterless deserts where thought reaches its 

confines" (8); a "bone-dry," lifeless, fragmented world 

of incessant, endless series of questions upon and within 

questions; a world in which complexity [increases] to the 

point where levels collapse, as if of their own weight" 

(McHale 115), into epistemological chaos. 

It is while Malachi is informed by Rumfoord of his 

ensuing travels to Mars, Mercury, and Titan, that he enters 

another phase and exhibits and experiences another result 

of his first, tentative tussle with chaos: the loss of 

viable, valuable, real experience, experience that is human 

and, ostensibly, rational or reasonable. In meeting 

Rumfoord, Malachi encounters for the first time something 

objectively greater than himself. Consequently, he is 

both reduced and disassembled: 
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Constant, who had been shaking hands with 
Rumfoord during the conversation, thought 
of his own hand, suddenly, as small and 
clawlike •••• Winston Niles Rumfoord's smile 
and handshake dismantled Constant's high 
opinion of himself as efficiently as carnival 
roustabouts might dismantle a Ferris wheel. (21) 

In facing Rumfoord, Malachi encounters the surface 

of a strangeness that challenges and changes his perception 

of himself and his world. Rumfoord, because he does not 

move within the confines of a relatively simplistic human 

realm of understanding, represents an indefinable objective 

presence. What he is, exactly, cannot be grasped. Language 

fails in the face of such a representative of chaos: 

Rumfoord's butler Moncrief, in trying to "describe the 

thing that made him so happy and full of tears," "could 

not speak," and can only gibber, "Putt--putt putt putt 

putt" (20). 

Malachi's reaction to Rumfoord is to attempt to find 

himself or familiar aspects of his life that testify to 

his identity, in the subjective--and therefore 

unreliable--arena of his own memory. He searches "for 

past proofs of his own greatness" (22): 

Constant ripped open the seams of his memory, 
hoping to find a secret compartment with 
something of value in it. There was no secret 
compartment--nothing of value. All that 
remained to Constant were the husks of his 
memory--unstitched, flaccid flaps. (22) 

The reasonable "human thing" again fails. "The mind 

is inadequate," says Shimon Sandbank, "when confronted with 
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that which transcends it" (9). Because Malachi has reacted 

in a logical, reasonable, individualistic way, his hopes 

and expectations will be thwarted: "His attempts at opposing 

a personal code to the absurdity of existence [are] doomed 

to failure ••• he can only admit to confusion and express 

the need for a nonrational means of knowing" (Hipkiss 3). 

After what James Mellard terms "the artifacts of human 

expression" (194) prove useless, what remains is an assent 

and a humbling oneself to the irrational ways of chaos. 

Just as Malachi climbs the fountain rather than circumventing 

it, his reaction to Rumfoord indicates a similar absurd 

submission. Much of the remainder of Malachi's conversation 

with Rumfoord consists of confused echoes of Rumfoord's 

haphazard, non-sequitor-laden monologue: 

"Can you?" said Constant humbly. 
"Who is Skip?" said Constant. 
"I didn't know," said Constant. 
"Urn," said Constant. 
"can't what?" said Constant. 
"I--I'm sorry," said Constant. "I don't 

understand." 
"I--I see," said Constant, not seeing at all. 

(24-26) 

Such empty repetition is typical throughout Sirens 

of Titan, for the world it evokes is primarily concerned 

with a description, a reflection of chaos and the 

individual's instinctive command to reaction to it as he 

is victimized by it. Because on a human level any 

intelligent mode of adaptation or control of chaos is 
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impossible, one is impelled to merely mimic its meaning

lessness. 

Even Rumfoord, flawed deity that he is, is not entirely 

exempt from the mindless whims and features of disorder. 

Says Sigman: "The fact seems to be that Rumfoord's 

knowledge is limited to what has occurred or will occur 

within the spatial limits of his spiral" (19). When his 

wife Beatrice, believing he knows everything, orders him 

to read her mind, all Rumfoord discovers is "static" (51). 

He too can only recognize and describe: "I didn't design 

the roller coaster, I don't own it, and I don't say who 

rides and who doesn't. I just know what it's shaped like" 

( 58) • 

Beatrice is determined not to give in to the contours 

of chaos. She has no desire for exploration, physical 

or metaphysical, and has existed, symbolically, as she 

is portrayed in a painting: philosophically frigid. "She 

was the cleanest, most frozen little girl that Malachi 

Constant had ever seen. There was a strange expression 

on her face, and Constant decided that she was worried 

about getting the least bit dirty" (23). But she too, 

to a lesser extent, must encounter chaos: "Wouldn't it 

be too bad," asks Rumfoord, "if she fell into a mud puddle?" 

(23). Beatrice's method of dealing with anything out of 

control is, naturally, to avoid confrontation with it: 
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"I took one look at the roller coaster," 
said Beatrice, "and it looked silly and dirty 
and dangerous, and I simply refused to get 
on. My own father couldn't make me get on," 
said Beatrice, "even though he was Chairman 
of the Board of the New York Central Railroad. 

"We turned around and came home," said 
Beatrice proudly. Her eyes glittered, and 
she nodded abruptly. "That's the way to treat 
roller coasters," she said. (63) 

When Malachi leaves the Rumfoord estate, he has 

returned, for the most part, to himself. Still clinging 

to his metaphysical security blanket, he believes his life 

is being precisely controlled. He has "forgotten the 

foolish first name he had chosen for his disguise," and 

he views "his Newport adventure as one more drug-induced 

hallucination--as one more peyotl party--vivid, novel, 

entertaining, and of no consequence whatsoever" (46). 

But, if only by virtue of his enormous ego and 

self-delusion, Malachi, willingly or not, must ride the 

roller coaster to the end. 

Malachi Constant's first "stop" (he stays for eight 

years), Mars, can be seen as a "moving up" (as well as 

a thrusting outward) into the realm of chaos. Everything 

that Malachi submits to or is shaken by on the Rumfoord 

estate, the minor agents of chaos, is reiterated on Mars 

and to a greater magnitude as chaos is more fully realized. 

First he assumes another identity, but this time not by 

choice. He has been given a new name: "The third man 

in the second squad of the first platoon of the second 
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company in the third battalion of the second regiment of 

the First Martian Assault Infantry Division was called 

Unk" (98). 

This eccentric, spiralling style of "re-introducing" 

or re-naming Malachi as Unk, "presumably," says Hipkiss, 

"for Unknownn (44), shows Malachi again to be leading a 

fragmented existence, one that creates an anonymity to 

himself and to anything and anybody around him. His 

existence as an identifiable, rational human being is again 

reduced, this time to a one-syllable "grunt," and is far 

removed from any knowledge of an outside creator. Like 

Kafka's Joseph K., Malachi is many rungs down on the 

epistemological ladder from any large-scale objective truth. 

Even Malachi's highly-placed compatriot Boaz "didn't even 

know who was in command of the real commanders" (Vonnegut 

121). Any message from "above" can never be received 

directly: 

Unk's divisional commander was now talking 
to Unk's regimental commander. Unk's regimental 
commander spoke to Unk's battalion commander. 
Unk's battalion commander spoke to Unk's company 
commander. Unk's company commander spoke to 
Unk's platoon leader, who was Sergeant Brackman. 

Brackman came up to Unk and ordered him 
to march up to the man at the stake in a military 
manner and strangle him until he was dead. (103) 

Ironically, Brackman tells Malachi "it was a direct 

order" (103). And, in this state, as far as Malachi, or 

Unk, knows, it was. 

22 



If famous Malachi was Jonah for only a moment on Earth, 

he is now lost in the multitude, has been sucked into the 

belly of the whale. He is no longer famous, no longer 

known, not even to himself, for if his memory temporarily 

fails him when meeting Rumfoord on Earth, on Mars it becomes 

utterly useless: 

Unk had just come out of the base hospital, where 
he had been treated for mental illness, and Unk's 
mind was almost a blank. Unk didn't recognize 
his best friend at the stake. Unk didn't 
recognize anybody. Unk wouldn't have even known 
his own name was Unk, wouldn't even have known 
he was a soldier, if they hadn't told him so 
when they discharged him from the hospital. (101) 

In Malachi's new world, reason has no business and 

no bearing on the shape or outcome of events, and, in fact, 

Malachi is subjected to intense pain whenever he thinks 

too lucidly, when "(Unk) struggles to understand what was 

going on" (117). Clear perception and unified thought 

are no longer possible in such a reduced existence: "Life 

was like that, Unk told himself tentatively--blanks and 

glimpses, and now and then maybe that awful flash of pain 

for doing something wrong" (103). Any intellectual truth 

that surfaces does so briefly, and either is obscured by 

additional questions or bursts upon its very formation. 

Malachi, in the midst of chaos, exists as Camus's 

prototypical absurd man: "A stranger to myself and to 

the world, armed solely with a thought that negates itself 

as soon as it asserts, what is this condition in which 
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I can have peace only by refusing to know and to live, 

in which the appetite for conquest bumps into walls that 

defy its assaults?" (Camus 15-16). 

If reason fails Malachi on Mars, then any manifestation 

of it must follow suit. The logic of science, then, offers 

no solace and no liberation to Malachi's friend Stony 

Stephenson, whose physical predicament echoes Malachi's 

own metaphysical anguish: 

The man at the stake tugged against his chains, 
craned his neck to judge the height of the stake 
to which he was chained. It was as though he 
thought he might escape by use of the scientific 
method, if only he could find out how high the 
stake was and what it was made of. (100) 

No help comes, even with this information, and Stony 

is strangled. As Camus's absurd man says, "I realize that 

if through science I can seize phenomena and enumerate 

them, I cannot, for all that, apprehend the world" (15). 

Another product of reason, language, also fails 

Malachi. He, like the other ten thousand soldiers on Mars's 

parade ground, march to the sound of a snare drum: 

The snare drum had this to say to them: 
Rented a tent, a tent, a tent; 
Rented a tent, a tent, a tent; 
Rented a tent! 
Rented a tent! 
Rented a, rented a tent. (97) 

According to Schatt, "The chant represents eventually 

the limits imposed upon Unk (Malachi) while he is a soldier 

in the Martian army" (33). While this may be true, it 

misses a larger, more essential point--the limits of 
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language itself as a means of expression. Just as on Earth 

Moncrief can only babble "putt putt" in the face of the 

incomprehensible, on Mars, in the heart of the 

incomprehensible and irrational, "rented a tent" is all 

that can be "said." 

Thus it is absurdly fitting that this "idiotic" 

(Vonnegut 105) phrase is in reality not a phrase, the words 

are not words, they are "expressed" not by any thinking 

being, the entire "chant" is repeated five times throughout 

the chapter, and the chapter itself is dryly entitled "Tent 

Rentals." Language, like Malachi himself, is reduced to 

something moronically mechanical and totally inadequate, 

yet is something to which Malachi blindly accedes. 

In his essay on philosophical suicide, Camus suggests 

that, in the realization of the absurd, in the "confron

tation of the human need and the unreasoning silence of 

the world" (21 ), there are but two ways to exist: "Living 

under that stifling sky forces one to get away or to stay" 

(22). That is, one can build a wall of untruths born of 

hope, or "nostalgia" (21 ), or one can accept and adapt 

to despair. 

Malachi Constant's despair in chaos and meaninglessness 

as an anonymous, dehumanized soldier on Mars leads him 

inevitably to this forked path. And, like the literal 

forked path on Rumfoord's estate, this philosophical forked 

path has yet another "spiraling" option--this time the 
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swirling descent into suicide. Again, Malachi can travel 

either dichotomous road, or he can sink where he stands 

into the mire of nihilism. He is no longer at the base 

of his spiral, but well into the madness within. He is, 

figuratively and literally, in Camus's "distant regions," 

where he is the pitiful star of "this inhuman show in which 

absurdity, hope, and death carry on their dialogue" (8): 

Unk put his eye to the muzzle and was thrilled 
by perfect beauty. He could have stared happily 
at the immaculate spiral of the rifling for hours, 
dreaming of the happy land whose round gate he 
saw at the other end of the bore. The pink under 
his oily thumbnail at the far end of the barrel 
made that far end seem a rosy paradise indeed. 
Some day he was going to crawl down the barrel 
to that paradise. (108-09) 

This spiral, like Rumfoord's fountain, again mirrors 

Malachi's predicament and the theme of the novel, that 

of "outward rational direction and planning [leading] 

inevitably to absurdity" (Lawler 70). In fact, throughout 

Sirens of Titan there is a constant "summarizing." The 

novel reiterates and repeats, digresses and diverts. 

Because Malachi's journey is non-linear--he is bounced 

from Earth to Mars to Mercury to Earth to Titan and back 

to Earth-he does not "mature" to any great extent. He 

continues to "spend his time trying to twist [the 

universe's] indifference into order and meaning" (Olderman 

1 9 0) • 

So even at this juncture in his journey, in the 

contemplation of this "spiral within a spiral," Malachi 
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again sees largely through his subjectivity, his finger 

casting a "rosy" hue onto what is simply dull death. 

He is, then, still creating fictions. This time, however, 

it is not in the assumption of a controlling deity but 

in the hope of escaping the tumult of disorder and the 

anguish brought on by the deity's apparent absence. 

This concept of illusion as a means of coping with 

chaos progresses even as the novel regresses and digressess. 

As Malachi approaches the outer rims of his spiral, where 

logic falls apart, illusion appears more attractive and 

possibly more necessary, though objectively no less false. 

In the caves of Mercury, Malachi and Boaz react quite 

differently to their sole company, the harmoniums. 

Harmoniums, named as such "because • • of their 

willingness to deploy themselves in the service of beauty" 

(Vonnegut 186), lead as objective an existence as possible: 

Hunger, envy, ambition, fear, indignation, 
religion, and sexual lust are irrelevant and 
unknown. 

The creatures have only one sense: touch. 
They have weak powers of telepathy. The 

messages they are capable of transmitting and 
receiving are almost as monotonous as the song 
of Mercury. They have only two possible messages. 
The first is an automatic response to the second, 
and the second is an automatic response to the 
first. 

The first is, "Here I am, here I am, here 
I am." 

The second is, "So glad you are, so glad you 
are, so glad you are." (186) 

And, at least for Boaz, the harmoniums exist 

essentially as objects of illusion. Otherwise transluscent, 
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the harmoniums appear colorful only through filtered light. 

It is this false beauty that Boaz responds to. After 

crashing to the floor of the cave, believing he is on 

Earth--another illusion--Boaz says excitedly at the sight 

of the harmoniums, "God damn if it didn't set us down right 

in the middle of a Hollywood night club!'' (190). 

His illusions regarding the harmoniums quickly 

multiply. Mirroring Malachi's original state, Boaz feels 

superior and powerful as he twists the objective existence 

of the harmoniums to conform to the hopes of his subjective 

niche: 

The harmonium on his left arm stirred again. 
"What's that you say?" said Boaz in his thoughts. 
He cocked his head, pretending to listen, though 
no sounds could travel through the vacuum in 
which he lived. "You say, 'Please, King Boaz, 
play us the 1812 Overture'?" (204) 

Boaz's acceptance of illusion, his imposition of order 

and meaning upon what is essentially a blank slate, is 

a willing one, however. "I don't know what's going on," 

he says, "and I'm probably not smart enough to understand 

if somebody was to explain it to me" (202). If Camus's 

absurd man shouts defiantly, "I do not want to found 

anything on the incomprehensible. I want to know whether 

I can live with what I know and with that alone" (Camus 

30), Boaz, in his calm helplessness, states just as 

defiantly, "Don't truth me ••• and I won't truth you" 

(202). He is perfectly aware of absurdity; he simply cannot 
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live with what he knows "and with that alone." 

Malachi, on the other hand, cannot, at this point, 

live with illusion or stasis but is ever restless. On 

the outer edges of his journey he refuses to bow down to 

falsity: he "attempts to make his way up the spirallike 

prison walls of the caves of Mars The circles in 

which Boaz moves are small and at the bottom of the spiral; 

the circles in which Unk moves are vast and restless, 

suggestive of wider and higher consciousness" (Broer 41 ). 

But this expanded consciousness must be rooted in 

despair, as awareness devoid of delusion has as its 

companion only itself and "the unreasoning silence of the 

world" (Camus 21 ). Thus, as Malachi climbs higher, "the 

harmoniums were stunted and few," whereas "on the cozy 

lower level where Boaz lived, the harmoniums were plentiful 

and fast-growing" (Vonnegut 199). Boaz, then, exists as 

Malachi--now fragmented, shocked, but honest--did: 

comfortable with lies, and "in one way." 

Even the harmoniums, mindless and comparatively 

objective as they are, are not completely exempt from a 

Chinese-box universe and their own relativistic cosmos. 

Since they too exist as Boaz does and as Malachi did--at 

the bottom of a spiral--they are infinite rungs down on 

the ladder and eternally apart from the timeless truth 

for which they long--music: 
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Boaz placed the tape recorder in the middle 
of the stretcher. The purpose of the engine 
resulting was to dilute and dilute and dilute 
the vibrations from the tape recorder. The 
vibrations, before they reached the stone floor, 
had to struggle through the dead canvas of the 
stretcher, down the stretcher handles, through 
the fiber pads on the feet of the ironing boards. 

Nothing and nobody in Sirens of Titan is privileged, 

in the end. All spiral to absurdity or spin outward into 

oblivion. Whether they are progressively subjected to 

chaos, like Malachi, or are eternally trapped within it, 

like Rumfoord, all are ultimately faced with the dilemmas 

that arise from the realization of meaninglessness. 

Rumfoord, it is revealed, arranged Malachi's entire journey 

in order to establish a new religion devoid of the sort 

of illusions Malachi had, called "The Church of God the 

Utterly Indifferent." However, on Titan it is disclosed 

that Rumfoord himself has been used as well. Rumfoord, 

then, the one omniscient figure in Sirens of Titan, is 

himself only an insignificant cog in the consciousnessless 

workings of chaos. 

In fact, the entire history of the Earth has been 

engineered by the inhabitants of Tralfamadore so that 

Malachi's son, Chrono, can find a spiral-shaped piece of 

metal on Mars. This piece of metal is the missing part 

to a spaceship that a Tralfamadorian robot, Salo, is 

piloting to deliver "a sealed message from 'One Rim of 

the Universe to the Other'" (269). 
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Furthermore, Salo, who is rungs above Rurnfoord--who 

in turn is rungs above Malachi--has no idea what this 

important message itself is and can only describe in vague, 

ineffectual terms how it carne into being; thus, he too 

is far removed from any ordered truth (that may or may 

not exist): 

The message itself was unknown to Salo. It 
had been prepared by what Salo described to 
Rurnfoord as, "A kind of university--only nobody 
goes to it. There aren't any buildings, isn't 
any faculty. Everybody's in it and nobody's 
in it. It's like a cloud that everybody has 
given a little puff of mist to, and then the 
cloud does all the heavy thinking for everybody. 
I don't mean there's really a cloud. I just 
mean it's something like that. If you don't 
understand what I'm talking about, Skip, there's 
no sense in trying to explain it to you. All 
I can say is, there aren't any meetings." (269) 

So what are objectively above Rurnfoord and controlling 

him, the Tralfarnadorians, are also furtively and futilely 

trying to reach outward, trying to impose or at least 

describe order: Salo's spaceship is powered, as is 

everything in the novel, by a force called "The Universal 

Will to Become." But "even the heavily-powered, heavily-

manned, heavily built apparatus of Tralfamadore was not 

particularly accurate" (272-73). So, says Sigman, if 

"Rumfoord is a pathetically inadequate deity, similarly, 

the Tralfamadorians are hopelessly deficient god-figures" 

( 2 5) • 

Rumfoord, when he realizes how he has been used and, 

moreover, that he will never know what Salo's message is, 
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resigns himself to this nihilism and simply disappears 

"with a pft" (298), doomed to swirl in chaos for eternity, 

for "a man who has become conscious of the absurd is forever 

bound to it" (Camus 24). 

Before he is whisked away by his spiral, "Rumfoord 

considered the spiral with sad contempt. 'I think perhaps 

this is it,' he said of the spiral" (298). He recognizes 

chaos and his place in it, but again can only recognize 

and describe. And even this is uncertain: he is not sure; 

he does not know what the spiral is or means but can say 

only "I think perhaps II 

The final reduction or "spiral" to absurdity in Sirens 

of Titan comes with the disclosure of Salo's message--the 

reason for everything on Earth. The message is not 

profound. It is not incomprehensible. It is simply 

"Greetings" (301). 

If Camus poses the question "Does the Absurd dictate 

death" (7), Salo's reaction is, essentially, a resounding 

The little machine from Tralfamadore, having 
delivered this message to himself, to Constant, 
to Beatrice, and to Chrono over a distance of 
one hundred and fifty thousand light years, 
bounded abruptly out of the courtyard and onto 
the beach outside. 

He killed himself out there. He took himself 
apart and threw his parts in all directions. (301) 

If there is a moment of epiphany in Sirens of Titan, 

it is Salo's suicide. In throwing himself in all 
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directions, Salo at once mirrors the "shape" of Malachi's 

journey and Malachi's transformation from wholeness to 

fragmentation, enacts an option in the face of absurdity 

and chaos, and reflects the form and style of the narrative 

and of the novel itself. Salo's suicide epitomizes and 

symbolizes chaos itself, and with this act, Sirens of 

Titan is once again echoed and reiterated and, in a sense, 

begins all over again. Malachi's son Chrono thus reacts 

to this chaos as Malachi did: 

Chrono did not have a sense of futility and 
disorder. 

Everything seemed in apple-pie order to him. 
And the boy himself participated fitly in 

that perfect order. 
He took his good-luck piece from his pocket, 

dropped it without regret to the sand, dropped 
it among Salo's scattered parts. 

Sooner or later, Chrono believed, the magical 
forces of the Universe would put everything back 
together again. 

They always did. ( 3 01 ) 

Furthermore, Chrono literally and figuratively runs 

away, escaping chaos, to join the Titanic bluebirds, which 

are in a sense Titan's version of harmoniums--mindless 

creatures that live relatively consciousnessless lives: 

No movement of so much as a pinfeather was 
inharmonious. Life was but a soaring dream. 

"Graw," said one Titanic bluebird sociably. 
"Graw," the other agreed. (281) 

Beatrice spends her life immersed in her own illusion, 

"writing a book called The True Purpose of Life in the 

Solar System ••• a refutation of Rumfoord's notion that 

the purpose of human life in the Solar System was to get 
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a grounded messenger from Tralfamadore on his way again" 

(308). And Malachi spends the rest of his time on Titan, 

nearly all his life, trying to reassemble Salo; he is again 

attempting to create order where there is none. When at 

the end of his life he succeeds, however, Salo informs 

him that he will continue to attempt to deliver his absurd 

message and will thus live with and in spite of absurdity, 

despair, and chaos. 

Before he does, though, he brings Malachi back to 

Earth to die and to face his last illusion. There are 

in this final scene strong reminders of the ambiguous end 

of Joseph K.'s futile quest for meaning and certainty in 

Kafka's The Trial: before he dies in a barren area outside 

the city, K. observes a figure leaning out a window of 

a nearby building. Similarly, Malachi is delivered to 

"a vacant lot," and "a two-story frame house with an open 

bedroom window was only thirty feet away" (317). And, 

just as the mysterious figure in The Trial, his arms 

outstretched blindly, seems to echo K.'s despair, so the 

meaningless sounds of a sleeping man mirror Malachi's own 

trial and, in fairly accurate "order," trace the process 

Malachi has undergone: 

The complaint of a vaguely disturbed 
sleeper came from the open bedroom window near 
by. "Aw, somebody," the sleeper complained, 
"afo wa, de-yah, ummmmmmmmmmmmm." 

"Fraugh!" cried the sleeper, as though he 
suddenly understood all. 
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11 Braugh! 11 he cried, not liking at all what 
he suddenly understood. 

"Sup-foe!" he said, saying in no uncertain 
terms what he was going to do about it. 

"Floof!" he cried. 
The conspirators presumably fled. (317-18) 

Sirens of Titan ends as it begins, with a statement 

rooted in illusion--the same illusion that originally 

propels Malachi outward into chaos and is indeed nearly 

the same statement. Before Malachi dies, Salo hypnotizes 

him "so that he would imagine that he saw his best and 

only friend, Stony Stevenson" (319). "Stony" descends 

on "a sunbeam" that Malachi of course imagines "is all 

for him" (319). Stony informs Malachi, as Malachi dies, 

that they are going to Paradise because "somebody up there 

likes you" (319). 

With the affirmation of this basic illusion, Malachi's 

spiral completes itself, and, significantly, ends only 

as his life ends--implying perhaps that if he were eternal, 

then so would his futile quest be. He has returned to 

his starting point, literally and symbolically: he is 

brought back to Earth and to himself. Ironically, when 

Malachi expresses disbelief, stony tells him, "Don't ask 

me why" (319). Says Lawler, "Vonnegut's answer to the 

question of the great purpose of human history or the 

purpose of creation is essentially 'Don't ask!'" (67). 

Sirens of Titan is essentially a work that rests on 

a foundation of failure and lies--the failure of man's 
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attempts to reconcile the absurd gap between himself and 

his chaotic, indifferent world and the lies that he creates 

to rationalize the irrational. It is true that Malachi 

is not the despicable, morally deprived man he is at the 

start, but he is no less philosophically impoverished at 

the end--which is, again, less an "end" than a return to 

the beginning. Malachi is changed, but, paradoxically, 

no different. He is no longer Jonah or Unk or the Space 

Wanderer, but Malachi Constant, Earthling. At the end 

of his existence, facing annihilation, he embraces his 

individual untruth, still the absurd man. "The most 

destitute men," states Camus, "often end up by accepting 

illusion" ( 76). 

Most critics seem to have difficulty in construing 

the ending of Sirens of Titan as anything but humanistic, 

hopeful, or moralistic. James Mellard believes that 

"Vonnegut suggests that between the novel's first and last 

words Malachi Constant has truly become a 'faithful 

messenger,' that between Alpha and Omega he has delivered 

the one message that we all have to deliver--a life" (199). 

Never mind that it was an absurd life with its beginning 

and ending rooted in a childish, unimaginative illusion. 

Lawler believes the novel teaches that "the chief 

ethical virtue is the duty of loving whatever is around 

to be loved" (68) - -even if, presumably, the objects of 

love are as false as Boaz's harmoniums or Malachi's 
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fictitious best friend; everyone is merely chasing his 

favorite phantom. 

Broer, because Malachi wants to be taken to "the first 

place in the United States of America where a white man 

was hanged for the murder of an Indian" (Vonnegut 319), 

believes that he is morally redeemed because "rather than 

physical comfort, Malachi chooses a place where guilt and 

responsibility matter" (43). Yet Broer ignores the irony 

of the very next statement: "'The kind of people who'll 

hang a white man for murdering an Indian--' said Constant, 

'that's the kind of people for me'" (315). In addition, 

because Broer is convinced that everything Malachi has 

undergone has been in his mind, at the end Malachi "has 

no more died in actuality than he has left his native earth 

or been controlled by the infamous Tralfamadorians, alleged 

instigators of all suffering and meaninglessness in the 

universe" (43). 

To be sure, all these allegations are not particularly 

far-fetched; there is textual evidence with which to support 

them all to some degree. However, nearly all critics fail 

to recognize the extent and pervasiveness of Vonnegut's 

unsettling brand of irony, and view as true or honest his 

tendency to state the obvious. Yes, at the end of the 

novel (as the narrator states on the very first page) 

outwardness has lost its imagined attractions, and only 

inwardness remains to be explored. Paradoxically, though, 
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what remains within is only hopeful illusion and essentially 

no more truthful than or different from the "imagined 

attractions" that appear to emerge from the chaos without. 

The point is that Sirens of Titan is, as Sigman admits, 

so "strangely permeated by uncertainties ••• Vonnegut's 

narrative ••• [so] characterized by startling 

discontinuities, bizarre occurrences, unexpected turns 

and a general sense of the ridiculous and the absurd" 

(21-29), that most attempts to summarize and explain and 

draw precise lessons from it will be thwarted. So it is 

difficult, to say the least, to analyze Malachi Constant 

in the way we might analyze a realistic, clearly-motivated, 

"Earthbound" protagonist. 

If it is doubtful that one can with a strong degree 

of certainty assign to Malachi in the first place terms 

such as "courageous" or "immoral," then it is a stretch 

to call him at the end "transformed," perhaps because, 

as Hipkiss believes, "Vonnegut's characters are vehicles 

for his ideas more than characters in the sense of being 

imaginable human beings" (71 ). He continues: "Vonnegut's 

satire ••• is a balanced attack on human pretensions. 

It finds no heroes and no villains, just human beings in 

the grips of illusions, which when treated as absolutes 

and acted upon consistently will lead man to ruin" (70). 

We, then, like the absurd man, can only experience and 

describe. In this sense, the reader or the critic of Sirens 
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of Titan follows--or should follow--basically the same 

path and pattern as the novel's protagonist. 

It seems contradictory for a discussion of a novel 

concerned with chaos, with meaninglessness and formlessness, 

to include the word "pattern." Says Selzter, "Chaos is 

reality not chiseled, focused, or framed by form." The 

true work of chaos, he states, "is a work of multiplicity, 

fragmentation, and arbitrariness in place of ••• unity, 

wholeness, and cohesiveness" (6). But again, Sirens of 

Titan can best be seen as a partially chaotic novel, one 

that involves chaos but is itself not completely without 

order. 

The novel's form mirrors this idea. First of all, 

nearly every chapter seems to be titled arbitrarily after 

a minor detail within the chapter. For example, the chapter 

in which Malachi is a mindless soldier on Mars is titled 

":rent .Rentals/" his and Boaz 's entrapment in the 

harmonium-infested caves of Mercury is titled "In a 

Hollywood Nightclub," and the last chapter is titled 

"Reunion With Stony." Most chapters appear to be randomly, 

even chaotically titled, often plucked out of a bewildering 

swamp of digressive detail. 

The irony--and the pattern--however, are revealed 

in the fact that each title actually reflects an 

illusion--grand or miniscule--within the chapter: "Tent 

rentals" are meaningless sounds interpreted by the human 
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mind to assume meaning; "In a Hollywood Nightclub" is 

precisely where Malachi (or Unk) and Boaz are not, a place, 

in fact, they could not be farther away from; and, of 

course, Malachi's "Reunion With Stony" is yet another 

illusion: there is no real "reunion." Each chapter is 

at once, like Malachi, moving and standing still, meaningful 

yet meaningless. Each does signify something, but that 

something is nothing--a banal reflection of the multiple 

shards of chaos within the novel. 

The subjects of the title of the novel itself follow 

this same absurd "pattern." It would appear that the sirens 

of Titan would be involved somewhat in the events of the 

story. However, as Lawler states, "The sirens are another 

one of Vonnegut's calculated letdowns" (79). In the 

beginning of the novel, Rumfoord tempts Malachi into his 

journey with a photograph of the sirens: 

Within the margins lay shimmering depths. 
The effect was much like that of a rectangular 
glass window in the surface of a clear, shallow, 
coral bay. At the bottom of that seeming coral 
bay were three women--one white, one gold, one 
brown. They looked up at Constant, begging him 
to come to them, to make them whole with love. 

Their beauty was to the beauty of Miss Canal 
Zone as the glory of the Sun was to the glory 
of a lightning bug. (38) 

After this dazzling introduction, though, the sirens 

are promptly forgotten until nearly the end of the novel, 

when on Titan "they turn out to be idealized figures of 

women carved of Titanic peat by a bored robot" (Lawler 79). 
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"Unable to satisfy the desires they aroused," says 

Lawler, "the sirens ••• symbolize the deceptive power 

of all idols man creates for himself and serve as a reminder 

that real satisfaction comes only from within the self 

through perfection of the moral sense" (79). 

In a larger sense, however, the sirens can be seen 

as a metaphor for Malachi's entire journey. Seen from 

afar and through an unreal medium (a photograph), the 

sirens, like the chaos they symbolize, are a vision of 

objective perfection, shimmering in the natural splendor 

of a coral bay; but once examined up close they are revealed 

to be false, their beauty utterly absent, and the figures 

themselves grounded in the man-made structure of a swimming 

pool: 

Ever since Constant had taken over maintenance 
of the pool, the algae had been building up. 
The pool's bottoms and sides were lined with 
a blanket of viscid slime, and the three statues 
in the middle, the three Sirens of Titan, were 
under a mucilaginous hump. (309) 

Again, what appears to be important or significant, 

in this case the very title of the novel itself, spirals 

to absurdity and irrelevance, becoming just one more element 

within a cloud of chaos. 

The formalistic "frame" of Sirens of Titan, its 

beginning and ending, is paradoxical. It is, as a 

postmodernist novel, "a text with its tail in its mouth" 

(McHale 111) and again supports Camus's observation: 
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"The last pages of [an absurd] book are already contained 

in the first pages" (9). The only knowledge that is 

attained by the end of the novel is already granted at 

the very beginning. The irony is of course that this 

"knowledge" is no knowledge at all. 

Metaphorically, like Malachi, the text itself comes 

not full circle but spirals back to itself. In this manner 

it engenders both an ending and an openness. While the 

sentence "somebody up there likes you" ends the text, there 

is less a sense of closure as there is a sense of an "open 

dead-end." Something is maintained in the beginning that 

is confirmed in the ending. "Somebody up there likes me" 

becomes "Somebody up there likes you." But because what 

is confirmed is essentially false, its confirmation is 

promptly cancelled formally and relegated to the 

protagonist's subjective world. 

Nevertheless, both form and content are still 

inextricably intertwined. The illusory statement serves 

as both guiding--or misguiding--force for Malachi and as 

fluctuating frame for reader. Something happens and nothing 

happens: there is both mobility and stasis, form within 

formlessness, pattern within chaos. Just as Malachi 

Constant wears numerous faces, only to arrive at his 

own--and stopping only for death--so the text is virtually 

the same, but nevertheless encloses chaos as much as is 
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possible, becoming, metaphorically, the pulsating spiral 

of absurdity itself. 
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Conclusion 

It is fitting that Sirens of Titan is at once a success 

and a failure. If it appears at the end of the novel that 

Malachi has come to his justly deserved reward for enduring 

anguish and madness, it takes only a moment of contemplation 

to throw this idea into doubt; uncertainties and contra

dictions come too quickly for this illusion to be main

tained. Conversely, if at the end of the novel it seems 

that all has not been said and done--well, it has not; 

for, as Camus states, "a profound thought is in a constant 

state of becoming" (84). 

If the only certainty about Sirens of Titan is its 

uncertainty, then it has perhaps achieved its only "goal": 

to portray helpless, basically hopeless subjectivity in 

a universe of chaotic objectivity. And in such a universe, 

"irresolution needs no resolution, but should rather be 

appreciated as the ultimate reality" (Wood 149). 

This is the reality that Vonnegut deals in, that his 

protagonists move in--willingly or not. Similarly, it 

is this reality that his readers must deal in as well, 
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or we, like Malachi Constant, will be grasping futilely 

for something that is simply not there or is at least 

utterly unattainable. Seltzer says: "The writer who deals 

with chaos and is content to end his novel without 

concluding it shows a kind of aesthetic (as well as 

psychological) courage which we are too apt to mistake 

for artistic irresponsibility or just plain slovenliness" 

(5)--"crimes" for which Vonnegut has already been tried 

and convicted by some readers and critics. 

Sirens of Titan is both a success and a failure because 

it is successful in portraying failure, failure of form 

and of content. If this is difficult to see, if either 

its success or its failure at any point overlaps or over

shadows the other, it is because this is the restless, 

chaotic, and paradoxical nature of the beast. The creation 

or exploitation of negation is always in motion. In fact, 

"art," as Camus states, "can never be so well served as 

by a negative thought. • To work and create 'for 

nothing,"' he continues, "--this is the difficult wisdom 

that absurd thought sanctions. Performing these two tasks 

simultaneously, negating on the one hand and magnifying 

on the other, is the way open to the absurd creator. He 

must give the void its colors" (84). 

The "success of failure" or "failed success" manifested 

in Sirens of Titan builds a hazy foundation for Slaughter

house-Five, in which chaos is at once taken to extremes--
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and is thus more faithfully rendered--and tightened to 

show closely the banal texture of a number of fragments 

of one chaotic experience. If the "point" is missed, 

Vonnegut is there to remind us from the beginning that 

"this one is a failure," and goes on to tell us--and in 

doing so takes Sirens of Titan a step further--just how 

it begins and how it ends (22). Ironically and 

significantly, this matter-of-fact "giving it away" in 

Slaughterhouse-Five does nothing to depreciate the worth 

and power of the novel. It is merely illustrating, merely 

describing the banality that can arise in the face of 

meaninglessness and chaos without end. This idea is of 

course embodied in the character of Billy Pilgrim, who 

from the beginning to the end of Slaughterhouse-Five is 

the walking personification of banality. 

Malachi Constant faces this option in the last pages 

of Sirens of Titan. After all he has been through, he 

is informed that he is going to Paradise after all--an 

illusion, of course, but a significant one. It indicates 

that, when all is said and done, all we may have left is 

a life of illusion. The illusion itself is simply a matter 

of degree; there is a relativity of wrong. Camus says 

of Kafka's Joseph K., "He will never show sufficient 

astonishment at his lack of astonishment" (93). The same 

can be said of Malachi Constant. To his last illusion 

Malachi's reaction is not one of amazement. He simply 
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reacts to the incomprehensibility of it in the only way 

he can: he acknowledges it, is told not to ask why, and 

presumably dies--a neat, fairly precise metaphor for the 

absurd human life. 

What Vonnegut shows us in Sirens of Titan and later 

more fully in Slaughterhouse-Five are chaos and options 

in the face of chaos. Once Malachi spirals back to himself 

and finds only illusion, there is both a stop and a halt. 

The stop is simply Malachi's death; the halt is the pause 

between Malachi Constant and Billy Pilgrim, between knowing 

what is not there and compulsion to find something that 

is. Malachi is victimized by and dies in the throes of 

illusion; Billy is victimized by life and can only live 

nonrationally and so lives in the throes of illusion. 

Whether Billy's "other world" and his time travels are 

real or imagined or his Tralfamadorian philosophy of time 

and death a cogent system or synonymous with Vonnegut's 

is not important: they are simply methods of filling the 

vacuum, of coloring the void. 

Within Sirens of Titan--and indeed in most of 

Vonnegut's novels--many paths are offered, yet none are 

perfectly clear, for they all seem to lead out to chaos 

or into chaos or simply exist within chaos from the outset. 

Furthermore, all involve illusion either as poison or 

antidote, and sometimes both. Which path is preferable, 

if one is recommended at all, is ambiguous, for they all 
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appear to cross one another at various points or lead into 

brambles and thickets of thorns. 

But to treat or perceive Kurt Vonnegut's work as pro

gressing, linearly or otherwise, toward an ultimate 

"solution"--whether the problem is social, psychological, 

philosophical, all three, or none at all--is perhaps to 

miss its point, or, rather, its beauty. They are works 

in motion, to be sure. If they do not yield certainty 

or closure it is simply because their subject cannot: 

like the chaotic, irrational world they mock, reflect, 

and react to, Vonnegut's works refuse to be categorized 

or labeled as having an objective purpose. And, after 

all, "if the world were clear, art would not exist" (Camus 

7 3). 

Kurt Vonnegut's novels are, ultimately, one 

continuously evolving work pouring from one uniquely 

creative consciousness, one that cannnot--and must 

not--relent in its examination and description of absurdity 

and chaos and its struggle to live within and in spite 

of both. 
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Notes 

1 After The Sirens of Titan (Vonnegut's second novel) 

was published in 1959, Vonnegut was assumed by most to 

be a science-fiction writer in spite of his works' satirical 

elements and unconventional technique. Broer believes 

that this label contributed to his intitial--and to an 

extent, ongoing--non-acceptance by critics: "The tendency 

to see Vonnegut's work as pseudo-science fiction has 

diverted attention from the deeper sources of Vonnegut's 

art while fostering a view of him as artistically simple 

and philosophically glib, lacking the imaginative reach 

and technical sophistication of his more praised contem

poraries" (8). It took nearly eight years and three more 

novels before Vonnegut was able to shake off his "sci-fi 11 

label and be at least tentatively grouped with such writers 

as John Barth and Thomas Pynchon. 

2 In discussing Vonnegut's ambivalent reception among 

11 Serious critics, 11 Robert Scholes states that Vonnegut 

11 is, I suspect, both too funny and too intelligible for 

many, who confuse muddled earnestness with profundity 11 

(205). 

3 Selzter distinguishes between 11 apparent confusion" 
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and 11 genuine chaos 11
: 

11 Whereas confusion represents a 

general state of disorder or complexity ultimately resolved 

within or by its form, chaos occurs when things do not 

fit, when the author is content to rest upon his negative 

capability, feeling no obligation to synthesize. He refuses 

to resolve contradictions into paradox, observations into 

explanation, hypotheses into knowledge, endings into 

conclusions 11 (4). 

4 The problem with both these novels is distinguishing 

objectively what can pass for 11 chaotic truth 11 and what 

can be discarded as artistic laziness, solipsism, or 

anarchy. For example, toward the end of Slaughterhouse

Five Billy Pilgrim's schizophrenic time travels reach a 

frenetic frequency and appear to be reaching a climax--or 

as close to a 11 climax 11 as is possible within this type 

of novel. Suddenly and intrusively the narrator begins 

a relatively mundane new chapter by referring to present-day 

and personal events. He then resumes his tale half

heartedly. He even casually tosses in what was originally 

stated in the first chapter to be, in fact, the climax 

of the novel. Similarly, in Breakfast of Champions Vonnegut 

actually writes himself into the action of the story, 

introducing himself to one of his characters. 

In a novel involving chaos, this technique is 

successful in the respect that inconsistency, author 
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intrusion, and digression are acceptable, valued, even 

required to properly reflect an absurd existence. And 

this existence must include a realization of the equal 

absurdity of the work of art: "An absurd attitude, if 

it is to remain so, must remain aware of its gratuitousness. 

So it is with the work of art" (Camus 75). Thus what is 

first perceived as error can be dismissed as a quirk or 

even elevated to integrity. Conversely, this breaking 

of formal constraints may not be accepted as successful 

because the author has taken one small step too far, has 

breached his unspoken contract with his audience by 

flaunting his artistic emancipation at the expense of, 

ironically, the work of art itself. 
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