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New Essays on The Crying of Lot 49

I: Lot 49 and the Post-ethical,” Pynchon Notes 18—19 (1986): 39-54,
explores the novel’s “radical hermeneutics” in its deconstruction of
origins and thus of traditional modes of signification and interpreta-
tion; these ideas are elaborated in McHoul’s and David Wills's Writing
Pynchon: Strategies in Fictional Analysis (Urbana: University of llinois
Press, 1989). In “Jameson’s Rhetoric of Otherness and the,Naﬁonal

* Allegory,” Social Text 7 (1987): 3~35, Aijaz Ahmad discusses the rela-

tion of the political and historical unconscious to Pynchon’s work at
large. Bruce Herzberg, “Breakfast, Death, Feedback: Thomas Pynchon
and the Technologies of Interpretation,” Bucknell Review 27 (1983):
83—95; David Porush, The Soft Machine: Cybernetic Fiction (New York:
Methuen, 1984), pp. 112—35; and Allon White, “Bakhtin, Socio-
linguistics and Deconstruction,” in The Theory of Reading, ed. Frank
Gloversmith (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1984), pp. 123—46, argue
for new senses of the act of interpretation in Pynchon’s fiction. Frank
Palmeri,- “Neither Literally nor as Metaphor: Pynchon’s The Crying of
Lot 49 and the Structure of Scientific Revolutions,” ELH 54 (1987):
979-99, discusses revisionary views of metaphor as the vehicle of
significance within the context of Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm theories.
Robert D. Newman, “The Quest for Metaphor in The Crying of Lot 49"
in his Understanding Thomas Pynchon (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 1986), pp. 67—88, declares that “[i]n learning to
translate the hieroglyphs [the signs of Tristero that she sees every-
where], Oedipa discovers metaphor as a means of making sense . . .
an act of imaginative creation, one that asserts similarity or connec-
tion based upon the recognition of some pattern” (82). Finally,
Georgianna M. Colville, Beyond and Beneath the Mantle (Amsterdam:
Rodolpi, 1989), the first book-length study of The Crying of Lot 49,
offers a feminist reading of Pynchon’s novel.
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Borges and Pynchon: The Tenuous
Symmetries of Art
DEBRA A. CASTILLO
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Nostros (la indivisa divinidad que opera en nostros) hemos sofado el
mundo. Lo hemos sofiado resistente, misterioso, ubicuo en el espacio
y firme en el tiempo; pero hemos consentido en su arquitectura
tenues y eternos intersticios de sinrazén para saber que es falso.

—Jorge Luis Borges!

You can put together clues, develop a thesis, or several, about why
characters, reacted to the Tristero the way they did, why the assassins
came on, why the black costumes. You could waste your life that way
and never touch the truth.

—Dfiblette, The Crying of Lot 49

N 1967 John Barth published an article inspired by his love for
the Argentinean poet and short story writer Jorge Luis Borges
entitled “The Literature of Exhaustion,” in which he set the Argen-
tinean master into a more general context that included Joyce,
Beckett, and Kafka. It is not necessary to review the history of the

- readings, rereadings, and misreadings of Barth’s article, an appre-

ciative reception that turned the “literature of exhaustion” into a
critical commonplace. I would like, however, to note two rather
interesting consequences of Barth’s essay. First, while Borges was
well known and much appreciated in; Latin America both in his
own right and as a precursor of the “Boom” writers of the 1960s,

for many inhabitants of North America Barth'’s article revealed a-

startling new talent on the world literary scene. Borges was,
through Barth, reinvented as an American author, becoming for
Barth’s readers, if not for Barth himself, the “contemporary” of
U.S. fiction writers like John Hawkes, William Gass, Donald Bar-
thelme, Thomas Pynchon, and Barth himself. Indeed, in a later
reflection on. his famous article entitled “The Literature of Re-
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plenishment,”? Barth becomes, unconsciously perhaps, se'duced
by this now pervasive comprehension of contempprary htere'trg
history; he there categorizes Borges as a pos.tmodermst, glong wit
such writers as those listed above, and also 1nclude,s as },ns contem-
poraries Colombian Nobel laureate Gabriel .Garc1a Marguez (the
quintessential Boom author) and Italo Calv1'n0. ‘ . .
The second point I wish to make is that this CLII‘IOI‘IS v101at10_n o
chronology in the conflation of two or three generations of writers
is, in a bizarre way, appropriate, as it both _reﬂects» and 'respectsfthe
implicit aesthetics of Borges's work. Just so, Borges himself o t‘equl1
violates temporal schemes in order to han: book§ converse wit
each other across the shelves of a libra}‘y; in one instance among
many, Borges resurrects his precursor, Leopoldo Llllgone_s (18741—
1938), in order to have him comment on Borges own recently
released miscellany of short sketches and poetr.y (El h'acedor,
1960). In a like manner a critic who c_arried out in practice 't}}]ft
implications of a postmodern conflation of tempgral schenlla mig 1
speculate on the possible influences of Thomas Pynchon’s novels

on the Borges short stories of the 1940s and 1950s, instead of .

merely producing a more conventional influence study that re-

spects standard chronology. My aim here is more modest: I pro-
pose that in reading the two authors together we can uncover |

some of the more puzzling aspects of Pynchon'’s aesthetics.

A reader coming from Pynchon to Borges cannot help but notice
the startling congruity of styles between the American and the ;

Latin American. Both are masters of what we might call a desper-

ate comedy of inaccessibility, marked and defined by an adama}?t
insistence on a few intensely imaged symbols: in B9rges, the
dreams, labyrinths, mirrors, and tigers so familiar to his readers

Pynchon shares the dreams and the labyrinths, but for him, mf)d-
ern media substitutes for the Borgesian mirrors, and technologica

marvels are his tigers, Likewise, both authors rely heavily on a fehw 1
insistently reiterated metaphors: in both, we are drawn into the 4

temptations and unrealities of mathematics and the physical sci-
ences; in both, as John Updike notes of Borges, “we move . .

beyond psychology, beyond the human, and confront ... the ]
world atomized and vacant. Perhaps not since Lucretius has a poet §
so definitely felt men as incidents in space.”f Borges tenuouslyf

Borges and Pynchon

imagined librarians, his dreamers within the dream, his immortals,
and his metaphysical gauchos resonate comfortably with the
equally tenuous characters of The Crying of Lot 49 — Oedipa and
Mucho Maas, Pierce Inverarity, Genghis Cohen,, Professor Bortz,
Dr. Hilarius, names so comically overdetermined that, like the Tri-

stero itself, they are atomized and exploded by théir very semantic
richness. \ i

i

Such relativization and negation reaches into all levels of these
confections. Carefully constructed and firmly established plot lines
are demolished at a stroke, infected by impossibly corrupt or unde-
niably fictitious elements; even at the micro-leve] of a noun clause
the author gives us nothing firm and resistant without also sug-
gesting the irrational fault lines of the fiction’s architecture, linking
abstract nouns to concrete modifiers and the reverse. From Borges:
“innumerable contricién” (“innumerable contrition”), “rigorosa-
mente extraino” (“rigorously strange”), “el interminable olor”
(“the interminable fragrance”), “ese pasado equiivoco y languido”
(“that equivocal and languid past”), “la casi infinita muralla
china” (“the almost infinite Chinese wall”), “se recluyé en un
palacio figurativo” (“he retired to a figurative place”), and “neu-
stro destino . . . es espantoso porque es irreversible y de hierro”
(“our destiny is horrifying because it is irreversible and of iron”).4
Similarly, chosen almost at random from The Crying of Lot 49: “the

- unimaginable Pacific,” which “stayed inviolate and integrated or

assumed the ugliness at any edge into some more general truth”
(55), or Manny Di Presso’s warning,. “Not so loud . . . They're

watching. With binoculars” (57), or the characters’ anticipation of
a “solid silence, air somehow waiting for them” (59). The children
in Pynchon who sort reality from dream (117-18) recall Borges’
dreamer who dreams a real man in “The Circular Ruins”: the
unlikely addendum on the Tristero stamp pasted into Cohen’s
<opy of the stamp catalogue reminds the reader of the singularly

corrupt copy of Borges’ 1917 edition of The Anglo-American

-Gyclopaedia which testifies to the existence of Tl6n in “Tlén, Ugbar,
Orbis Tertius”; and Oedipa’s hypothetical amnesiac seizures which

revent her from grasping the ‘essential truth (95) parallel the

frustrated searches of any number of Borgesian librarians who

ypothesize the existence of a Book of Books in the infinite stacks
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of the Library of Babel, or the philosophers who attempt to dis-
cover the name of God written in the stripes of a tiger.

Certainly, both Pynchon’s and Borges’ dramas of dazzling com-

binatorics and differential decay respond to the pre-posthum(or)-

ous dissection of the postmodern (in Pynchon, also p'ost-po'st'al)
condition. We can distinguish in both the wary, weary recognition
that the search for eternal verities — God, science, e? cent?r — are
inevitably conditioned and contaminated by the seeklng Ifl?nd, that
the unrealities of existence militate against the very possibility of the
search, much less its successful conclusion. In the words of the

physicist Stephen Hawking:

If Euclidean space-time stretches back to infinite imaginary time,
or else starts at a singularity in imaginary time, V\{e lh.ave the same
problem as in the classical theory of specifying the initial state of the
universe. God may know how the universe began, but we cannot
give any particular reason for thinking it began one way or another.
On the other hand, the quantum theory of gravity has opened up a
new possibility, in which there would be no bounde.lry to space-time
and so there would be no need to specify the behavior at the bo.und-
ary. There would be no singularity at which the laws of science
broke down and no edge of space-time at which one woulsi pave to
appeal to God or some new law to set the bounda'r}'/ conditions fqr
space-time. One could say: “The boundary condition of the uni-
verse is that it has no boundary.” The universe wquld.be completely
self-contained and not affected by anything outside itself. It would
neither be created or destroyed. It would just BE.>

The disturbing and seductive corollary for fiction is clear. No long-
er is the fictional universe bounded by the classical 'rules.of. ver-
isimilitude and plausibility; instead, it is conceived, 1n'a fictional
parallel to quantum physics, as a self—contain.ed game with the sole
responsibility of maintaining consistency with its own rules. For
Borges and, I will argue, for Pynchon as .well, t.he rules are decsp-
tively simple; in the words that Borges gives his character .Her ert
Quain: “Yo reivindico para esa obra . . . los rasgo.s "eseflmale's d'e
todo juego: la simetria, las leyes arbitrarias, el tedio” (“I revindi-

cate for this work the essential elements of every game: symmetry, |

arbitrary rules, tedium”).®

The first element, symmetry, suggests the structuring force and
subject that stands before any access 1o the game; pattern and
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congruence are the foremost qualities of these structuring ele-
ments. From one point of view, the requirement of symmetry will
intimate the formal principle of structure in a given text — the
parameters of the paradigm, as it were. Symmetry is the frame of
the picture, the geography of the Monopoly bozalrd, the necessary
precondition for defining the nature of the artifact. It is also, simul-
taneously and conversely, an active principle: the will to form
which imposes order on apparent chaos, the closure without
boundaries of the solipsistic circle, the miracle machine that cre-
ates plot out of disorganized fragments. The end of Pynchon’s
novel, Georgianna M. Colville suggests, only returns us to the

‘moment before opening the book when we were awaiting “the

crying of lot 49.”7 The book has announced itself, defined itself,
and, in a peculiarly postmodern variation of this tightly sym-
metrical construction, put quotation marks around its own title —
the key to unlock this structure — thus displacing formal symmetry
into -an active, metafictional shadow writing.

The second Borgesian requirement, arbitrary rules, corresponds

- to and derives from the first. Borges’ surprisingly apt recognition is

that all rules — generally mythologized in common practice as
unchanging, eternal, necessary laws handed down from God or
his avatars ~ are in fact as entirely arbitrary as the rules governing
more recognizably fictive games. Why does a player have tosgo to
jail in Monopoly when she lands on a specific square? Are the
structures for fines just and equitable? Are property prices fair?
Why can we play partners in bridge and not in chess? Since struc-
tures are conceived by humans to fill a particular need, they are of
necessity tentative and egocentric. It follows that they are also
recognizably arbitrary, and not required to correspond to any rules
outside the game. A set of rules, then, may be. uniquely applicable
to a particular fiction; in practice, - habitual metaphors and ob-
sessive images constrain the set of options available to an author.
Within the structure of the game, the rules, though arbitrary in
conception, become the norm which, once imposed, is inviolate. It
does not help the player to question, within the bounds of Monop-
oly, for example, the “fairness” of the written set of procedures for
playing Monopoly. The player has to “play by the rules” or leave
the game. What does not follow, however, is that the rules of the
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1 are necessarily available in toto to the
sheet is missing or incomplete. In
one of the primary problems for
e set of rules that governs their
they can never be certain that
ore than the peculiar

game in postmodern fictio
players. Often the instruction
fact, in both Borges and Pynchon,
the characters is to determine th
particular circumstances; naturally;
the rules they do manage to deduce are m

constructions of their own minds. ,
Finally, the game is “tedious”; for, while the players can engage

in an infinite number of games, or a single eternal game, the
elements of the game arc finite and respond to a mathematically
‘determinable number of combinations which, given a long
enough playing time, must recur. The classical expression of this
rule in Borges can be found in “The Library of Babel.” The head
librarian of one of the hexagons (the primary spatial unit of the
library) derives a basic set of axioms to describe the operation of
the library: “de esas premisas incontrovertibles dedujo que la Bib-
lioteca es total y que sus anaqueles registran todas las posibles
combinaciones de los veinitantos simbolos ortogréaficos (numero,
aunque vastisimo, no infinito) o sea todo lo que ¢s dable expres-
ar. . .. Si un eterno viajero la atravesara €n cualquier direccion,
arfa al cabo de los siglos que los mismos yolimenes s
(que, repetido, serfa un orden: el
Orden)”. “From these incontrovertible premises he deduced that
the Library is total and that its stacks contain all the possible com-
binations of the twenty-odd orthographic symbols (a vast, but not
infinite, number), that is, it contains all that it is possible to

_ .. If an eternal traveler were to cross it in any direction, he
¢l that the same volumes repeat |

(which, repeated, would be an |

comprob
repiten en el mismo desorden

say.
would prove after centufies of trav
themselves in the same disorder
order: the Order”).?

Any game invented by humans,
apparently open-ended. In the more radical sense, all games are by

definition repetitious, total, uncontaminated, and closed: in short,:
tedious. It could be argued, of course, that this repetition condi- 3
tions and is conditioned by the nature of the game itself. The §
return to the moment just prior to the beginning of the text inT hef_'}
Crying of Lot 49 1s created by the Borgesian revindication of the §
fictive process: the return to the beginning of the game, $O as 1o '

then, can never be more than
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s .
nt].e'lrt glaymg once more; the return of that redundant, overdeter-
ined element repressed in the opening moves 50 as to allow th
game to continue. ) v

In w . .
. ch :zvhat( folll(iwls, I will read The Crying-of Lot 49 as a symmetrical
ure (at the level of plot), as a hi
, quest for a hidden f
(through the protagonist’ s
gonist’s grasp of essential met
¢ : . _ etaphors), and as a
;);geilan ted{um. One caveat is required, however. Any cate-
fis.liﬁ separatlon' of the novel is as artificial as the object of analy-
tra. 'e struftture IS‘ inevitably disrupted by the: tenuous and arbi-
" ;y I;yiirrstlces of irrationality; the apparently arbitrary responds
igher order; the tedium is necessarily masked by. the excite-

- ment of the game.

Symmetry

A .
’ fs C’rf;l)ng T':fmner has argued, plotting about plot is at the very heart
o e-v : rf/mg of Lot 49: ’jP.ynchon’s work is full of plots and codes —
iy r.ry evel, from political plots, spies, conspiracies and all kinds
,evep ivate forn}s of communication, to larger, national, global
pre;le IIietaphy:)mal and religious questions concerning tfle possible,

e or absence of plots.”® The semanti

c . . ntic range of the k
WO " h
Amrdt plot, .easﬂy. runs the range of possibilities outlined by thz
" erican Heritage Dictionary: . . . @ measured area of land; lot
mgraocliir(l)(ril }z)lfan. . . . The series of events consisting of an o{ltliné of
{ a narrative or drama A secret

. ! P plan to accomplish
' s

hostile or illegal purpose, a scheme.” In all of his plot}‘zing

R . .
; bzn‘ch(?n is scrupylously fair, warning the reader from the very
! ginning that this “lot” is a “plot” (a circumscribed place, per-

222)12 ? éaergilso?rd) and.that' the plot (narrative) is always and only
@nstrate o i)han) Wh%Ch, .1f uncovered and displayed, will dem-
;létte e on yo ; machlnatl(l)n.s of. the game. Hence, Rodney Drib-
;anYthing o ]Ztlpa“Maas, ‘[i]t isn’t literature, it doesn’t mean
i Severai | Yer, [yJou can put together clues, develop a thesis,

f sve Wharfou could WZ'iSte your life that way and never touch-
. inger supplied words and a yarn. I gave them life.

7 fThat's it.” (80)

Such a iti '
r‘.oVerr(eincli(-)mnonS serve as both warning against and invitation
ading of the novel, and indeed Pynchon’s critics (we
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i scholarly detectives) have delighted in taking Oedipa’s role between dre
’ am and iali .
searching for revelations that are, seemingly, absurdly easy to dis- materiality, the overdetermined and the liter-

al, he provokes a ritual reluctance to choose a single story, a sing
‘ . , reluct i i
i cover.1© Thus, to take only one recent example, Colville devotes  § identity, an unequivocal name Cae tCleca msoet'vSl a ld Stn 'V Slo llle
; C d _: , r ive, a definitive solu-

the fourteen pages of her second chapter, “From ‘Words to Worse,” tion. It is in this respect that Pynchon’ i

to a detailed decrypting of the possible meaning systems hidden in outward form of the detective n}; ’ IOH ; plot‘, Whlk.: following the

the patently symbolic names of the novel’s characters. This is all form’s most basic expectations fo: : f(-)r qluesti nar'ratlve, denies that

great fun, of course, an intellectual game, as Colville herself a decision merely to arbitraril ; (;nah.revglatilon (as opposed to

joyously .and self-consciously recognizes: “Oedipa could just as contrasts with a theory of narraE;Q:I;trlltctirS Z?;Ular game). This
me present in the

well have been Oedipussy [a scandalous reference to a James 1 type of text described by Roland B X

Bond character], but there comes a time when the bouncing has to b nd Barthes in $/Z:

stop.”*! The name anchors description — in Foucault's words, “the ) ExpeCFation thus bfecomes the basic condition for truth: truth, these
name is the end of discourse”!'? — providing a superficial point of & arratives tell us, is what is at the end of expectation. This éiesigr?

br‘ . N

m;r;izdn;r{}alm{ff \l/Iery lflose to the rite of initiation (a long path

ith pitfalls, obscurities, stops, sudd i
lighty it fopates , stops, suddenly comes out into the

; a return to order, for e ion i i
Leny; 1t imp 0 . _expectation is a disorder:

pplementary, it-is what is for:
disor ] ‘  dtis ever added on withou
télrvuiltg anything, without finishing anything; order is cornplemen—t
- 135 adc(;)'mpletes, fills up, saturates, and dismisses everything that
ing on: truth is what completes, what closes.13

reference, an index of functionality. It is a curious feature of
Pynchon’s novel that the most functional of all things — the solid,
stolid clues, so recalcitrant in their thingness, their quiddity, their
resistance to the allegorizing impetus — tip perilously into a sort of
hyperrational variation. The absolute blurs into the hypothetical,
the irreducible, individualizing name into the generalized function
of naming, as if the one inescapable flaw of even the most rational
\ formula is the fundamental suspicion of a merely constructed sym-
metry underlying the precisions of mathematically defined cal-
culation. There is a certaintense distancing between name and
thing that recognizes and mocks efforts at detection or interpreta-
tion; a creeping inconclusiveness and dematerialization taints
efforts to find definitive answers: #Ggan Narcisco was a name; an .
incident among our climatic records of dreams and what dreams -,
became among our accumulated daylight” (178). Always, the
name is the figure to suggest the unnamed or unnameable, as in
Oedipa’s first description of the city as “like so many named
places,” which, inversely, suggests other, unnamed places. The city §
and its name are contaminated by technology and abstraction: “it i
was less an identifiable city than a grouping of concepts,” a “circuit
card” of hieroglyphic streets and houses reflecting back (how can
it not do so, with Narcissus as a nominal referent?) the observing
_ eye of the automotive self (24).
Pynchon’s openly allegorical names playfully generate a series
potential stories, perhaps even necessary fictions, but he gives us
both too much and too little nominative significance. In hesitating,

he’fhe problem posed by both Barthes and by Pynchon’s fictional

: men.eut, the hO}lseWife-Cum-literary—detective Oedipa Maas, is

do(i)li:stlcf)n. Olli reading and interpretation, of apertures and clos'ed
. of right turns and dead ends in a

: gradually uncovered pat-

tgzg.of r.evelatlf)ns. The postmodern game, however, is quite ot];ler

e Slpe; }115 seeking a plot, a pattern; obligingly, the narrative com.

. She expects seduction — “Either h -
bl . . e made up the whole
, thglg t., . .Ior he bribed the engineer over at the local station to run

y , (; s all part of a plot, an elaborate, seduction, plot” (31) — and
bysz ucsdt. Shelhopes to find revelations, and so is overwhelmed
substantial surplus of them. She is i
! : obsessed with “bringi
something of herself” to Inverari ve Thic

! erarity’s legacy (“Sh i i
: : e would give [his
azznslﬁses f1n:_:iere;ts] order, she would create constellations” [95)])

inds the constellations all too eas :

: y to construct, the con-
nec i i / o
behtilr?(;lst }slo el?barlr)assmgly simple that she begins to suspect a plot

e plot, begins to suspect herself i

' ‘ of either paranoi

overinterpretation. The traditi i y s, 1
/ . onal detective, as Holqui i
o ‘ n , olquist notes, is
h(ﬂz St(z tI‘l;.llInph because he alone in a world of credulous men

équai)it e 1cSch‘olastlc pFinCiple of adequatio rei et intellectus, the
on of mind to things, the belief that mind, given enough

S
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time, can understand everything. There are no mysteries, there is
only incorrect reasoning. This is the enabling discovery Poe makes
for later authors; he is the Columbus who lays open the world of
radical rationality which is where the detectives have lived ever
since.”14 Oedipa’s problem is that, curiously, her world begins to
“limit itself to her hypothesized equation. '
For this postmodern detective, radical rationality becomes not
an enabling discovery, but a crippling handicap. Oedipa’s clues
either point too clearly and too obviously in one direction — the
Tristero, the postmodern equivalent of “the butler did it” — or
proliferate in a branching labyrinth of potential directions too mul-
tiple to.be followed, or circle back endlessly to the ambiguous,
multiply significant “crying of ot 49.” The clear, strong impetus-of
the formulaic novel is somehow diverted into its near opposite;
rational reconstruction falters at the edge of a shimmering void, a
mirage of understanding. Chaos, rather than ceding to order and
reason, resists interpretation, not as an actively malevolent force,
but as a kind of deadening inertia — Pynchon calls it “entropy” —:
barely sensed under an opaque surface. It is not so much even a
matter of beginnings and endings, or posing a puzzle and promis-
ing a solution, as it is-a question of muddling through and con-
fronting an inexplicable excess in two almost mutually exclusive
forms of representation, equally deadly and deadening. There is
both too much evidence and too many connections between clues,
yet this overabundance of “something” fades into “nothing” (the

clues are real, but strangely insubstantial), leaving an uncanny g
trace trapped in an “excluded middle” between meaninglessness §

and meaning. The purposeful movement of the detective fades into
Oedipa’s exhausted overstimulation and her dawning awareness

that even the most frenetic mental and physical exertion merely
disguises an external stasis and an almost entirely internal

perception of an advance in the plot.

This novel is in many ways more about its genre than of it, an
the repeated “almost” of my last few remarks reflects recognitio
of an inherent stress point in even the most formulaic works, a
incipient deconstruction from within. As Geoffrey Hartman recog
nizes, “the trouble . . . with the [mass-market] detective novel i
not that it is moral but that it is moralistic; not that it is popular bu
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‘the sign in the lot, that’s what scared me. . . . We were a member

;ltl(:zryl*jref;clile en(;lv.vb'novel” 9f the:“ 1950s as an inverted detective
.a‘,Ccu. he exh its descnbe:d in-a thriller . . . provide a fairly
1,, rate illustration of the situation. The various elements col
lected by the detectives . . . would all seem at first sight to call fo;

these
se elements that defy all systems have only one serious, objec-

Borges and Pynchon

that it is stylized; not that it lacks realism but that it picks up th
latest realism and exploits it.” Pynchon’s literary detective rI1)0t (i
§$3h2r§s§ure lIirecisely upon these stress points, exploiting a‘rlled
sizing these troubling features, s i i

that these meditations on geﬁre, in depargﬁiizlrlflfolzziii: chtaHY/
to a pur.ifi(f_d version of it. What is most surprising is thatl sr . llllm
iharpenu}g of attention seems so remarkable. EHartman contillllC 6'1
A voracious formalism dooms [the detectiveE novel] to seemues'
real, however ‘real’ the world it describes. In fact, as in a B m u'n-
we value less the driving plot than the rnornent’s of lyricis and
grqtesquerie that creep into it.”1> A “B” movie, an I);n Flm énd
thriller, already approach the boundary dividing g,enre fictio e?lmg
gl?h on tille oglle hand and elite art on the other. Or are bOthr;IJI?g:

same hand, a sleight of hand, as it were? y i
na'ry feeling for rubbish, well documented T)yl’)l’}:;rrllfl}:r)nasttee)s(:sriorﬁ-
ablhty to sift together commonplace and existentiai angst ‘O h?S
feverish and ferociously funny depictions of billboardngVIn .
grams, department store Muzak.16 As Mucho says ’“It/was (I))rrl(l)y

of the. National Automobile Dealers’ Association. N.A.D.A. Just thi
creaking metal sign that said nada, nada, against. t}‘lelbl.u;1 Sskt 1?
;j)e'd to Wa‘ke up hf)llering” (1‘44). The echoes of Hemingwa};’s
o ITChSeaél:i Ftltégterbal)d s famous billboard (the eyes of T. J. Eckelburg
eat Gatsby) are obvious in this throw-
to the urban novel of high modernism. Thzvrz‘;vc?grsii()::;lrlcol?lafg .
profound meaning will find exactly what Pynchon has al ady
offered openly: nothing.  oheady
forTnlll;sd irrelzlszsgl of the' Paradigm of the Faustian quester trans-
aed Jes.ter striving to decode a vast urban text and finding
y the text writ large accords with Robbe-Grillet’s discussion of

n ex i
N explanation, [but] whether they conceal or reveal a mystery,

V(eiquuiality — that of being there.”!7 The novelist Robbe-Grillet
ddenly sounds uncannily similar to physicist Stephen Hawking,
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who can dismiss God in favor of a self-contained universe defined
by simple “being,” with no religious overtones.

At issue is no longer a matter of rational understanding of the
truth, but another enabling/disabling condition — that which
forces us to recognize the world as it is, in the middle between an
elegantly posed problem and its hermeneutically satisfying conclu-
sion, in the world of a text whose only significance lies in its
existence as text. And further we are forced to recognize the sub-
terfuge of languages: as Jameson says of Raymond Chandler, “he
feels in his language a kind of material density and resistance: even
those clichés and commonplaces take on an outlandish resonance
[and] are used between quotation marks, as you would delicately
expose some interesting specimen.”!® The clue becomes a word, a
fragile verbal arabesque delicately framed between figurative
quotation marks, an unreadable — if undeniably aesthetic — cipher,
a zero degree artifact of writing.

As in Borges, what is essentially at issue is another, unsought
surplus: the irreducible remainder of the individual self, a peculiar
variation on the self-consciously reflective narrative mirroring typ-
ical of the postmodern text. The search for the other intimates and
initiates a search for the self within the overlap and reversal be-
tween the various and overdetermined stories of the corpses of
soldiers and mail carriers that figuratively litter the novel and the
corpus (the corpse of the story itself).

Oedipa seeks not only the logically satisfying rational recon-

the beginning of the story, the pre-history (fully one third of The
Crying of Lot 49 consists of interpolated stories that seek to antici-
pate or explain some aspect of the story that Oedipa attempts to

ary of the legitimate story. Solution of the ostensible mystery only

by J. Hillis Miller, “the reader feels himself or herself left wit
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struction of a hidden (killed) story, but also that which precedes -

i AR 0 bRy s 5

reconstruct), the pre-lude (before the game), the pre-face (can we
hypothesize about the original face behind the grimaces Dr. Hi- 1
larius uses in his therapy sessions?) — all that exists at the bound- §

reconfirms the existence of this impossible boundary, dooming the §
protagonist to yet another reenactment by anticipation of the sub- §
text, the as-yet-unenacted, multiply ambiguous crying of lot 49. §

In the end, as is the case in the Borges detective story explicated 3

-Borges and Pynchon

'no.thing in hand but the artifice of a dead figure.”1? The st
painstakingly described in the novel as slight, morbid variatioimps,
thfr mf)re familiar stamps in circulation, identified by the ex ertS .
forgeries through a questionably reliable addendum to a stlz)mdS ag
referen‘ce catalogue, serve as a final example of the duplicit u
reduplicated text both hidden from and in élear view of latir s Iciuls :
ars, which in its various stages of corrupftion haunts the- ; ?-
work. The stamps, like the play The Courier’s Trq o lgor

. ‘ ; gedy, the Baby Igor
movie Cashiered, and the Nazi war tales stored in the mobile lelceg of

Dr. Hilarius, almost too casily offer themselves as what Steph
IjIe‘ath has called the “scriptural of narrative,” with botff e
ligious/mythic and redundantly literary overtone’s.20 Pynchon re(i
1I;(zir(;);eslshl(iw us only too clearly how little we learn from the nzlalt
nal, hermeneutica i ,
thete o uncovelr' process and what abysses of ignorance
The Crying of Lot 49 configures itself as a “double” escape ficti
not only for the reader but also for the characters and thff) na for
who call up a scriptural of narrative most emphatically defi m:;or,
an escape from literature itself — this despite the inescapablen i~y
ence (?f a central text of evidence and artifact evoked thrgresl;
th?rfmger’s play and the assorted “literary” and ”historiugl”
studies that surround it, Here, there is a recognition that there ’Ca
escape, despite buffering, despite ”insulatién" (one of P nchIS n’o
key. words), and despite efforts to retain a certain irredu};ibl e
mainder of the self free from contamination: o

;/(\)Jhat dxq she desire to escape from? Such a captive maiden
eggnorslayhz‘es .télat hfr t;)lwer, its height and architecture, are like her
Incidental: that what really kee ,
. ps her where she is i

B _ v s is
andglf((t), anonymous and malignant, visited upon her from outside
femaler no reason at all: Having no apparatus except gut fear and

cunning to examine this formless magic, to understand how

. . . .
1t VVOIkS, Il()VV to measure 1ts ileld Stlellgth count its IIIle ()f f()I(e,
’ S
She Inay fall baCk on SupeIStlthIl' v (21 2) '

Certai ’
eértain moments, Pynchon’s novel Suggests, are available only

E?Y?hsi?ll;letr-lcal balancing of magic and experimental physics, of
deconstruc:ia;lon?:) focus. The)'/ are accessible only in the mutual
oo n ot both competing belief systems. Furthermore, it is
I-moments like these that we catch a glimpse of an Oedipa en-
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tirely different from the typical suburban housewife who goes to
Tupperware parties, gets drunk on the kirsch in the fondue, and
has a fondness for popular television programs like “Bonanza.”
Interlinearly, we recall a buried remainder of another self — scholar
adventurer or scientist — exercising vigorously those “psychic

" muscles that no longer existed” (161): the reader of Scientific Amer-

ican, the woman familiar with Cornell University, Jay Gould, ex-
perimental physics, and the music of Bartok (9—10). The house-
wife is also the hermeneutical critic with an eye for symmetry in
her fourfold analysis of what McHale calls “the epistemological
cul-de-sac into which she has backed herself.”2! Oedipa theorizes
that either she has stumbled onto the Tristero’s plot, or she has
been self-deceived into.believing in the Tristero, or she has been
deceived by a plot against her, or she is fantasizing some such plot.
The range of “solutions,” then, runs the gamut from the epis-
temological to the psychological. Oedipa herself, insulation lost,
breathless and pregnant with the cloudy ghosts of her supersti-
tions/suppositions, “hoped she was mentally ill; that that’s all it
was” (171), but she cannot escap¢ the tenuous persistence of the
other alternatives, just as she cannot ignore the ghosts of the other
great “as if” troubling her quest: “As if their home cemetery in
some way still did exist. . . . As if the dead really do persist, evenin
a bottle of wine” (99), or in the exhaled smoke of a cigarette
filtered through charcoal made from the bones of heroes. As if the
symmetries of plot do have some transcendental meaning; as if,
frighteningly, the self 1S, self-contained and without boundary.

Arbittary Rules

The second of the essential elements for the Borgesian game is that 4
it have a finite set of arbitrarily determined but consistently applied

rules. At the heart of this rule system is what Jacques Derrida in

another context describes as “the law of economy . . . acknowl-. -
edged in the movement from one constituted figure to another at
least implicitly constituted figure, and not in the production itself
of the figure.”22 This movement of metaphor, enabled by a buried
resemblance between the terms, functions partly as a displace- 3
ment, partly as a translation, and partly as a way of addressing an
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.}ml;r;lown, 'c1phered “X,” figured (or disfigured) in and by the text.
CIrlaft e Cryznlg of Lot 49 Pynchon marks, unambiguously but with
e .pfaifif? exity, both the 1nstance§ of the; rule of metaphor and
First rule: “Now here was Oedipa, faced with a metaphor of God
knew hc?w many parts; more than two anyway. With CoincidencO
blossoming these days wherever she looked, she had nothin butes
sound, a word, Tristero, to hold them toge:ther” (109). No %on ;
can metaphor be defined as the imagination’s bridge' flun E:r
twee.n two concepts. The wild proliferation of evidence ;neanf tha;
Oedipa has to consider higher geometries and mental bridges i
more thar‘l merely the standard three dimensions. That proileflrfl
howe\{er, is minor compared to the other: even if she could ima
ine bridges, the grounding for metaphor would still be sli ig
awe'ly beneath her feet. The word, the sign, “Tristero,” becIZ)Ir)nng
arbltr?ry, “nothing but a sound.” It exempts itself from éhe intern:
-meamng system of the English language, then reestablishes itself
?S a motive for metaphor, translating, representing, or inducing b
its very sound the force moving between figure e;nd figure i g
tl}at force is impossible to understand, although Oedipa can rle ’
nize its existence readily enough. ' o
anzeccl)'nd rule: ”'The act of metaphor then was a thrust at truth
a lie, depending where you were: inside, safe, or outside, lost”
(129). I pause at this image, in which the definition of metél hor
e/rll'act‘s metaphor through a conflation of the concepts of “holin "
(“inside, safe”) and “truth,” as the chain adduced by Oedie
seems suspiciously binary: truth—inside—safe vs. lie—outside~10§ta
Onc.e again, however, the force of the statement lies not in th'
chain adduced, but in the emphasis on the “thrust,” the force thaet
Lrloves.metaphor through the image, compromising the comfort of
(?mehness, the housewifely history of being, contaminating. i
Wlth. the distinctive force of its passage. It is the force itself — i I‘E
the image but the process — that is clearly at issue in Oedipa?s

4 med?tatlons. (‘)n the act of metaphor. This “force” is to be imagined
less in t.radmonal metaphorical than in mathematical terms
vector, .1n the example that immediately follows upon Oe(’iias’a
vgenerahzation. In her conversation with the homeless man p'atli
the DTs, his alcoholism-induced trembling offers Oedipa, thr:fllgh




|
|
|
|

New Essays on The Crying of Lot 49

“the high magic of low puns,” a dazzling isomorphism with the
mathematical concept of the infinitesimal, dt (derivative with re-
spect to t), otherwise defined as the “time differential,” that is, “a
vanishingly small instant in which change had to be confronted at
last for what it was . . . where velocity dwelled in the projectile
though the projectile be frozen in midflight, where death dwelled
in the cell though the cell be looked in on at its most quick” (129).
The critic’s job, like Oedipa’s, lies in the intuitive grasp of this
mental construct, the impossibly small instant in which the force
of metaphorical movement can be frozen for inspection, preserv-
ing it in a still life (in Spanish, “una naturaleza muerta”). This
“yanishingly small instant” is, of course, also a mental construct, a
physicist’s theoretical game, which, like the linguistic games of a
purely theoretical version of the Tristero existing only at the level
of sound, slips away and hastens decomposition even as it seems
to halt momentarily the precipitous decline.

Third rule: metaphor is in itself a hallucination, an access to an
unexpected place, not home, not homey, but a force slipping side-
ways across the merely linguistic grooves or tracks left by the
passage of time: “Behind the initials was a metaphor, a delirium
tremens, a trembling unfurrowing of the mind’s plowshare. . . .
Trembling, unfurrowed, she slipped sideways, screeching back

across grooves of years” (128—9). Or later, in a much-quoted cli-

mactic recognition, Oedipa recalls

knowing as if maps had been flashed for her on the sky, how these
tracks ran on into others, others, knowing they laced, deepened,
authenticated the great night around her. . . . For there either was
some Tristero- beyond the appearance of the legacy America, or
there was just America and if there was just America then it seemed
the only way she could continue, and manage to be at all relevant to
it, was as an alien, unfurrowed, assumed full circle into some para-
noia. (179, 182; my emphasis)

The either/or assumptions of this passage are playfully stark. Fig-
uratively, either America will have to change for Oedipa to fit into
it, its symmetrical fertile furrows going as unseeded as her brain
and her womb, its amber fields of grain slipping back into a pris- §
tine, unfurrowed state of expectation, or she, the unfurrowed one
in a world of burgeoning growth, must become part of the unnur
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Mucho it was horrible. Endless, convoluted incest” (14). For
. Mucho the horror is only partly in the identification of owner and
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‘turing solipsism of an alien existence. There is, one could argue, an
entire philosophy of “as if” in Pynchon’s short novel, a shiftling
mgp of possibilities for the unfurrowing of resemblance through
the counter-factual. Clearly, as well, the metaphorical force behind
the unfolding revelation — and this is the beauty and duplicity of
the “as if” — makes no pretense at uncovéring or duplicating the
.rea.lity of the world. Instead, the work of metaphor in the novel
Intimates a conflicted decomposition and 'recomposition of lan-
guage as such; in its very arbitrariness, the metaphorical language
of The Crying of Lot 49 involves a progressive dissolution and recon-
stitution  that implicates, furthermore, the entire history of
Oedipa’s selfhood. This self, in turn, is metaphorized as either an
unfurrowing, a slippage across the hallucinatory memory of tracks
a.nd grooves worn smooth (can Oedipa remember her own memo-
n.es?), or conversely, as an unwanted furrowing, as when the cog-
mtio.n,of the “symmetrical four” alternatives results in a figurative
and inexplicable impregnation as Oedipa is seduced, finally, by her
own plots. The function of the unfurrowing “as if,” theély is to
reestablish the tentative self as a person and as a linguistié con-
struct from the minimal clues — perhaps entirely imaginary — of a
.tenuously held theory. “I am,” Oedipa seems to be telling us, even
if “I” persists as a metaphor for a certain kind of madness. ,
Fourth rule, derived from and- implicit in the first three: meta-
phf)r Is a desiring/desired machine. What is desired ranges from
religious to purely secular revelations about the nature of the uni-
verse and the self. Pynchon, I believe, intends these concerns to be
taken ironically, but also wholly seriously. The machine is, of
course, a central thematic and symbolic presence in Pynchc,)n’s
work, an implicit metaphorical bridge between the forces of tech-
nology and those of hallucination or dream. The point is made
early in the novel with reference to Oedipa’s husbvand Mucho
who had suffered “exquisite torture” in his former job as z; used Ca;
salesman: “He could still never-accept the way each owner, each
S,.hadow, filed in only to exchange a dented, malfunctionin’g ver-
S‘IOH of himself for another, just as futureless, automotive projec-
on of somebody else’s life. As if it were the most natural thing, To
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machine that makes them strictly interchangeable. Much more
horrible is the futureless, unending processing of desire, the un-
changing flow of people and machines, the unidentified force that
Jimits the perceived parts of this metaphor to the traditional two
-poles, establishes a system of equivalences, and funnels variety
into homogeneity at the exchange-point of the car dealer’s office.
Mucho’s new job, asa disk jockey, is not much better. Instead of
automobiles, he deals with tape recorders, but the system of distor-
tion insures that, once again, a unilateral system of appropriation
and exchange takes place in the working of the machine:

Mucho thrust the mike in front of Ther,

just be yourself.” Then in his earnest broad
“how do you

not “just being himself”],
thing?”
~Terrible,” said Oedipa.
wwonderful,” said Mucho. . . . “Thank you Mrs. Edna Mosh . . .

for your eyewitness account of this dramatic siege at the Hilarius

Psychiatric Clinic. . .
“Edna Mosh?” Oedipa asked.
#1¢'l} come out the right way,” Mucho said. “1 was allowing for

the distortion on these rigs, and then when they put it on tape.”

(139)

mumbling, “You're on, ’
casting voice [obviously
feel about this terrible

In order to name the witness,

tation, calculating the degree of
another. He must, Oper

compensate for it in
long the tracks of his ta

of linguistic slippage a
names in order to establish his equ
the element in the machine th
principles as the hidden Tristero,

nication, reproduction of the hum
deviant track by severe irony: the name “Fdna Mosh,” mecha

cally reproduced in his own “earpest broadcasting voice.”

To some degree, the machine that
this novel, Maxwell’s bo
answer to these other homogenizin
the hands of the adept, is to accomp
mental piston — through

molecules. 1 would argue,
ed from the discussion of this m

38

deriv

Mucho must machinate the presen-
distortion in one machine so as 10
ating on the principle
pe band, find other
ivalences. In so doing, he misses
at functions according to the same
the appearance of work (comim
an voice) thrust into a slightly

has most intrigued readers O
x or the Nefastis Machine, is a madman’
g machines, as its function, 1
lish “work” — move an expe
discrimination between fast and slowj

however, that the question of sortin,
achine and explicitly @
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tended
quest f;;’ itlfllfeo f;c;lz.lems of the postal service and to Oedipa’s own
mined false lead all(z-n' functions as a colorful, highly overdeter-
fnetions mot Cie 1md of dream-machine. The Nefastis Machine
novel as a halluci ar .Y asa dr.e.am.af functioning, and works in the
distortions of u;Ieléitlon of utility, its meaning defined in the muted
tive (Oedipa the reade Analogously, the role of the literary detec-
1 ing clues int,o valid er{i in Pynchon'’s novel isiless one of separat-
nescssary the ot an fra}udl%lent than of engaging, slipwise if
rural iHCéllpaCit Y tenl;lh r.nachu'latlng what might be termed a struc-
matter in the f};r I; fmk Wltl%out binary categories. To put the
happens if we as réag a qUGStl.On rather than a statement, what
and strictly uninte eI concelve of the narrative as a progressive
seroes and ones frdrpre;f'ble distortion rather than as jumble of
true from false, in Ig f ich the c.rmc, like Maxwell’s Demon, sorts
nonsensical? V\//hafl'fe rom outs;de, hot from cold, relevant from
hnguisticl fo;rces and1 we were to make no claim to understand the
0 read the o oo movem.ents of The Crying of Lot 49, but merely
In this exem 1;1l s of their passage?
what degree aIII) g I()jOStmOdel.rn text, Pynchon clearly indicates to
and claiming foz ) ader organlz.es a story by the fact of naming it
act of self—distancirfl prlfferred interpretation.* These require an
| viature of the fictio ngs,t;vé;t liC\?:ltI));lSa rzco}glni;ion of the arbitrary
< - mediatin . ,.and the force of language
reality ng g)}c;)tgi\r/e:? rfnlnd and whatever we choose to gcorigsidzi
detailed maps o o cartographer, who drew increasingly
scribed the featurey th filscover that the topography finally de-
aders, forcibly o s Of his own face, Pynchon’s characters, and his
us proj‘ectigns (E" ront how we are constituted by the uncon-
% dominated b thour pa.rtlc‘u‘lar linguistic structures, how we
teams and our }/an iaamblgumes of the “as if,” and how our
onsider “truth.”24 guage produce, rather than reflect, what we
arjati i
vl 'thrgggh()fo til; ﬁglure of 'the.cartographer recurs in Pynchon'’s
56, “Bortando ellpa s meditation on the painting of Remedios
ity with Pierce Iny manto terrestre,” which she sees in Mexico
icting a tapest P;;anty. Th? reflexivity of a text on a painting
iodo textual ry that describesian interior state through allu-
' alized myth (Rapunzel, Arachne, Philomela and
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Procne, the Lady of Shalott) is essential. Varo’s painting, to use
Nancy Miller’s term, is a quintessential “arachnology,” an ines-
capable textual web: “Oedipa had looked down at her feet and
known, then, because of a painting, that what she stood on had
only been woven together a couple thousand miles away in her
own tower, was only by accident known as Mexico, and so Pierce
had taken her away from nothing, there’d been no escape” (21).>>
The textual web spills out over the frame of Varo’s painting and
under Oedipa’s feet, constituting itself as a magic carpet, a tapestry
at least partially of her own embroidery. Oedipa, presumably taken
away from the complacencies of southern California by her lover,
is taken aback by a painting that tells her the process of fabrication
and self-fabrication is continual, or that reminds her she has been
taken in by her dream of escape, by her image of herself as the
Rapunzel of Kinneret. “What happens, for example,” asks
Maurice Blanchot, “when one lives an event as an image?” He
answers his own question in terms directly applicable to Oedipa’s
situation: “To live an event as an image is not to remain unin-
volved. . . . But neither is it to take part freely and decisively. It is
fo be taken: to pass from the region of the real where we hold our-
selves at a distance from things the better to order and use them
'into that other region where the distance holds us.”26 Caught up
in a web of her own weaving, in an ecstasy of .discovery and
reordering, Oedipa passes almost imperceptibly from fabricator to
fabrication; ‘she is taken into her desiring machine and lost.

Tedium

What tends to be forgotten in these ecstasies of plotting is the way
in which the game, assiduously played, masks its own tedium, its
hyper-redundancy. It is a game, ultimately, less of signs than of
graphisms, a muted discourse running along the surface of the
increasingly insubstantial things among which Oedipa wanders,
not surprisingly, lost amid the silence of the signals. In a recent
article, Marc Redfield uses Jameson’s comment on the postmodern
sublime — noting Jameson’s insight that one effect of postmodern
narrative is to imagine the world as “a rush of filmic images with-
out density” — as a point of departure for a carefully argued discus-
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sion of Pynchon’s narrative strategies.?? In his discussion of V.,
Redfield shifts from the filmic to the theatrical metaphor, suggest-
ing that, “[t]he clenched drama between rudimentary agents or
subjects that marks the narcissistic scenario attains theatrical re-
enactment as the possibility or condition:of Stencil’s ‘narcissism,’
which, in the logic of this fiction, is the possibility or condition of
the fiction itself.”28 Redfield’s perception S‘Qrikes me as elegant, and
absolutely correct not only in relation to V. but to The Crying of Lot
49 as well. What I wish to note here, however, is the striking
affinity of the images (film, theater) and their relation to the con-
cept of narcissism as conditioned by the “logic” of fiction. Such
terms can be derived, in a luxuriant specularity, -directly from
Pynchon’s own obsessions: Oedipa’s seduction by the ex-child ac-
tor “Baby Igor” Metzger upon her arrival in San Narciso is em-
blematic of the novel’s incipient narcissism. The game goes on.
Just as Oedipa Maas borrows images from a Remedios Varo tapes-

- try (the metaphor of her own life, really) to read the hypothetical

Tristero, so too Redfield borrows from Jameson — but also, initially,
from Pynchon — to read Pynchon. The reflexive or narcissistic play
of textual repetition is akin to the “automotive incest,” the redun-
dant exchange of essentially empty identical items intuited by a
horrified Mucho Maas in the sign of N.A.D.A./nada; this reflexivity
or redundancy enacts what Borges would signal with approbation
as the tedium of game.

It is no coincidence that the graphic sign' of the Tris-
tero/W.A.S.T.E. system is a muted, silenced horn. A rigorously flat,
obliterated language — the ciphers of N.A.D.A. or W.A.S.T.E. — is
dissected through the machinations of the literary detective’s de-
sire for meaning. These graphisms disguise both something, if only
the waste and rubbish of a postmodern society, and nothing at all:
they are silent, empty signifiers. They carry no message, but repre-
sent, fitfully and inconsistently, the binaries of falsity and truth, the
script for both the actor and the “real” housewife. N.A.D.A.,
W.A.S.T.E., and the hieroglyphic graphism of the horn describe the
continually changing surface of fragmentary repetition and
rarefied reproduction, the unspeakable words that exist only as

repeated sound (paradoxically, immutably silenced) in Oedipa’s
“world.”
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Frequently, at the level of syntax, Pynchon makes use of con-
voluted phrasings and carefully staged precautionary rituals to
elaborate repetitions that, in their very insistence, act as attenuat-
ing factors decrying the concrete existence established in the state-
ments just made. He substitutes instead a reproductive matrix,
what in a computer would be a self-replicating. virus, which spins
out its hopelessly flawed duplications into a muted, improbable
void of endlessly redundant supposition. The model is a variation
on a logical impossibility: the anti-sentence, framed ambivalently
in the schematic representation “X-not is not X.” The opening
paragraph of Chapter 3 suffices to set the pattern, repeated
throughout the novel with the insistence that marks a Borgesian

tedium:

Things then did not delay in turning curious. If one object behind
her discovery of what she was to label the Tristero System or often
only The Tristero (as if it might be something’s secret title) were to
bring to an end her encapsulation in her tower, then that night’s
infidelity with Metzger would logically be the starting point for it;
logically. That's what would come to haunt her most, perhaps: the
way it fitted, logically, together. As if (as she’d guessed that first
minute in San Narciso) there were revelation in progress all around

her. (44)

“Things then did not delay in turning curious”: the curious
awkwardness of this opening sentence calls attention to itself, forc-
ing the reader back over it once again. “Things”: a loaded word,
since one of the most curious aspects of this curious novel lies in
the degree to which the silent presence of tangible objects is per-

sistently undermined, not only “then,” at that moment, but con-

tinually, from the title page of the novel to the final page with its
promise of a revelation still withheld from the reader at the auc-

tioneer’s clearing of his throat. Although the mystery revolving ;;
around the history and present status of the underground commu- 4
ssolved,” and the crowding revelations do
indeed reveal, contrary to expectations, that the Tristero is in fact

“something’s secret title” (or is it, since the “something” exists
), at.

nications systems is

only vaguely as a second-level corrupted text within a text?

the same time the novel manages to suggest that no logically con-
struable explanation for its resolution is possible. However,
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- Oedipa’s repetition of the word “logically” until it becomes almost
a.mantra chanted to stave off the creeping infection of illogic (“that
n}gl.lt’s infidelity with Metzger would logically be the starting point
for it; logically. That’s what would come to haunt her rnoftp eI;-
haps: the way it fitted, logically, together”) already reminds usl 11130
easily the appeal to logic enigmatically tii)s into its opposite V\‘IIV

: are forced beyond the logical endpoint; we are shown that.it 'e

s necessary, in J. Hillis Miller's words, “to go-even further evelli
Ehough one might not want to go any further in the directic;n that

| further’ goes.”2? In Pynchon, this movement is intensified when
we don’t have an inkling of where “further” is taking us, if any-
where at all, or when we suspect “further” of hiding ’anochr
treach.erous conspiracy, if only to mask its necessary illusion. Are
we being taken in, or taken for a ride on another circular érack
through the space without boundaries of the postmodern uni-
Yerse,? According to David Seed, in this novel “text leads into text

“ina Way which explains retrospectively why . . . texts and sources

recede into each other apparently without end, stretching towards

resolu.tion but never reaching it.”3° In any case, the structuring of
meaning from chance clues reflects not the (disputable) ordefr; of
the world but the ordering process of the individual mind. In this
pr.ocess., we recognize the interplay between participation in and
alienation from a fascinating, redundant game, played “as if there
were revelation in progress,” but remaining poised on the neces-
sary qncertainty of the grammatical tense of the subjunctive verb
I began with an epigraph from Jorge Luis Borges; — the finai

Vsente'nces of his essay on Zeno’s second paradox, “Avatars of the

Tortoise.” The infinitely receding frames of Seed’s hypothesized

text. recall the inverted inﬁnity of Zeno’s paradox, in which

Achilles, who has given the turtle a handicap of te,n paces, is

mathemagically unable to recapture a lead in the fractional infir;it

stretc.hing between zero and one. The paradox of the infinite res-/
grsessxon, whose resolution seems so absurdly obvious to a thinker
1}§1ng common sense, represented an insoluble problem for almost

“two thousand years until the construction of irrational numbers

Hl{lqwed t.hinkers to fill in the infinitesimal gaps between the infi-
e fractions, creating the mathematics of a temporal continuum

would like to end, then, with the first sentences of that same;
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essay, Borges’s “revelation in progress”: “Hay un concepto que es

el

corruptor y el desatinador de los otros. No hablo del Mal cuyo

limitado imperio es la ética; hablo del infinito. Yo anhelé compilar
alguna vez su movil historia” (“There is a concept that is the
corruptor and distorter of the others. I am not speaking of Evil,
whose limited empire is ethics; I am speaking of the infinite. I

de

sired to compile some time 'its mobile history.”)3! Pynchon'’s

novel is another chapter in that mobile history, and this essay
perhaps a footnote appended to the study of the aesthetics of the
infinite game.

10.
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Toward the Schizo-Text:
Paranoia as Semiotic Regime in
The Crying of Lot 49

JOHN JOHNSTON

| :

IRST and foremost, Thomas Pynchon’s second novel,

The Crying of Lot 49, is concerned with signs and their “read-
ing” or interpretation. This would seem to be an obvious constant
in Pynchon’s fiction. In his first novel, V,, signs proliferate — above
all, the letter V and the V-shape — as one of the major characters,
Herbert Stencil, attempts to link the appearances of a mysterious
woman with episodes of violence and decadence in the history of
the twentieth century. In Gravity’s Rainbow, the central character,
Tyrone Slothrop, as well as many of the minor characters are par-
ticularly adept at reading signs — not only shapes in the sky but
mandalas, whip scars, reefers; trout guts, ‘and Tarot cards amid a
whole spectrum of semiotic material. The Crying of Lot 49 differs
from these two much longer flanking novels in that its focus is
confined to the experience of one character, Oedipa Maas, ‘or
- rather, to a kind of specific reading and interpretation of signs that
for the moment we can simply call “paranoia.” In reading the
novel, however, we are compelled to consider paranoia less as a
mental aberration than as a specific “regime of signs,” that is, as a
basic type of organization of signs in which the semiotic or signify-
ng potential is dominant.!
A basic postulate of semiotics is that signs refer to other signs.
i Thus the first question is not ‘what a given sign signifies, but to
which other signs it refers, or which signs add themselves to it to
form an endless network that projects its shadow onto an amor-
:h(i_)'us atmospheric continuum. In the beginning, as the an-
opologist Claude Lévi-Strauss tells it, there was a delirious pro-
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