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The Chronology of Episodes
in Gravity's Rainbow

Steven Weisenburger

The differences between narrative "story" and "dis-
course" are well established. Story, known among
Russian formalists as fabula and among French struc-
turalists as histoire, is that sequence of events
understood to have occurred diachronically (Todorov,
Barthes). The discourse of a narrative, its sju¥et or
discours, takes that sequence and unfolds it synchroni-
cally, for example through the agency of point-of-view
and plot. Following Gérard Genette, Christine Brooke-
Rose further divides the narrative discourse into the
lexical groupings of words as we read them, the "micro-
text," and the larger episodical groupings of events in
a plot, the "macrotext." Reading at the micro level
gives access to that figure in the carpet she calls the
underlying or base structure, while the macrotext
shapes that visual model of a plot, its surface struc-
ture (Brooke-Rose, 189-90). ‘

We have had no outline of the surface structure in
Gravity's Rainbow. The narrative logic of its division
into four parts has not been accounted, nor has the
respective distribution of 21, 8, 32, and 12 episodes
in those parts. Also, we have simply lacked any model
for the order Pynchon gives to his 73 episodes, many of
which, as it happens, closely correspond with the his-
torical (diachronic) calendar of a nine month period,
from mid-December 1944 until mid-September 1945,

What then are these temporal correspondences in
Gravity's Rainbow, and how can we describe them?
Genette shows that in narrative discourse the dia-
chronic "story" is coded in two ways: it can be inter-
nally or externally determined (140-43). For instance,
a phrase like "the next day" is relational only inside
the text; thus it constitutes an internal determinant.
In contrast, a comment like "It's Boxing Day" (Dec. 26:
GR, 174) relates the narrative to an external calendar.
Tn the table that follows, these two determinations in
Gravity's Rainbow are designated "ID" and "ED" respec-
tively. Episodes featuring a significant analepsis or
prolepsis are designated "A" or "P" respectively.




P

There is one more category of temporal references,
beyond the scope of this paper but much in need of
further study. It includes all those indistinct
references--1ike "Once," or "One morning"--which mark
segments of narrative cut free of any other temporal
connection. In the table, episodes wholly given over
to such an indistinct chronology are signified by an
"I." A pertinent example in Gravity's Rainbow is
Episode 16 in Part 1, the "Night™s Mad Tarnival" (133)
episode with Roger Mexico and Jessica Swanlake. Pynchor
shifts the focalization between these two characters
(but mostly focalizes through Roger), as he builds
around them a set of reminiscences (for they are nar-
rated as analepses) which we must finally read as
without date and perhaps even age: the moments are
an achrony. Like the room in which Roger and Jessica
tryst, these moments stand against that routinized,
accelerated time of the War's spinning clocks. Througt
out the novel such moments are linked by shared
memories, collective nightmare, or parodied myth; and
they compose a sizeable amount of the narration. Their
meaning in relation to Pynchon's satire of Romantic
ontology, with its doctrine of the frozen moment, needs
to be clarified.

Readers find other cruxes with the chronological
references in Gravity's Rainbow. There is a familiar
range of internal references in the text, for example:
but any reader wil: have wanted more of them, and the
close reader will have spotted problems in following
them. Try, for instance, sorting through all of "The
next day" and "That night" references to say when
Slothrop arrives at Putzi's, and a near-castration, as
Part 3 closes; or try, similarly, to determine from
internal and external references the day Slothrop
arrives on the Riviera. There are also problems with
the novel's external determinations. Aside from the
odd and obvious anachronism--like "this is 1945" (81)
when it is still 1944, or the mention of "this seventh
Christmas of the war" (126)--some will have noticed the
more subtle anachronisms, like the date of Anton
Webern's death g440) or the rise of Argentine descami-
sados under Perbn (263), both of which occur months too
early in the narrative chronology. However, more
important than these infrequent errors is this:
Pynchon's external determinations do sketch a pattern,
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a cyclical surface structure which, with few exceptions,
is supported by the great range of chronological
markers in the novel. '

Among the most apparent external determinations of
time in the novel are those pertaining either to
Christian or Pagan feast days, or to historical moments
easily checked. In some cases, the ritual and histo-
rical dates even coincide. Ten days stand out: the
narrative opens with past tense references to the onset
of the Rundstedt Offensive (Dec. 16, 1944) in the
Advent season; then come Christmas and Boxing Day, Mid-
Winter, the Spring Equinox (Mar. 21, 1945), Whitsunday
(which fell on May 20 in that year); a reference to
Walpurgisnacht (April 30) having been nearly a month
ago, and a similar past-tense reference to "the Ice-
Saints" (May 12, 13, 14) begins Part 3; then come Mid-
Summer, Hiroshima and the Transfiguration (which coin-
cided on Aug. 6, 1945), until finally we end the
reading in Part 4 in mid-September, on what is probably
the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross. Omit-
ting for a moment the analeptic recall of that cold
spring noonday when Rocket 00000 was fired with its
sacrificial payload, these ten dates constitute a
neatly pegged diachronic movement. One key thing about
it: the Christian feast days and the historical dates
bracket all four parts of Gravity's Rainbow. And the
firing of Rocket 00000, the principal enigma of Pyn-
chon's story, completes this pattern in a stunning way
I shall discuss below.

First we should note the range and specificity of
other, less apparent, external determinants. For
example, Jacob Grimm's Teutonic Mythology supplied
Pynchon a variety of direct and oblique references to
Norse gods--Tiw, Wuotan,.Thor, and Freyr--which appear
in the narrative on calendar days named for them.

Also, working with Pynchon's periodical source-texts,
such as the London Times of 1944-45, it soon becomes
evident that among Ttems of historical detail he culled
from the sources and transformed into fictional exist-
ents were many which support our image of the surface
structure. Thus, a reference to "Primo Scala's Accor-
dion Band" playing over a radio fixes the narrative
sequence in Part 1, Episode 15, as occurring on Satur-
day, Dec. 23, 1944, because that is the only time in
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December, according to the BBC programming schedules
published in the Times, when Mrs. Quoad can have been
sitting "by the wireless" and hearing the band (115).
Now this sequence, as it happens, sits amidst others
which confirm that Pynchon was consulting the Times

of Dec. 22, 1944, For interestingly enough, the
achronies of Episode 16 are also composed, and thus
synchronized, around Dec. 22-23, date of the London
Times article from which Pynchon gleaned details about
the macaronic caroling that closes the episode with
Roger and Jessica. The point, as I see it, is not that
the ideal reader is expected to make this determination
by unearthing its source. Rather, the considerable
evidence of this, and many comparable references,
strongly supports the pattern delineated by more
apparent dates. Such references (e.g., to weather,
phases of the moon, historical events, items taken from
closely-dated periodicals)--and they are simply too
numerous to list in the table below--are the chrono-
‘metric trace Pynchon left while researching to fill out
the novel's surface structure. They are excellent
textual evidence for the reader's emerging model of
that structure.

: The table gives a working summary of this chrono-
" logical evidence in Gravity's Rainbow. References are
to page/line numbers.
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This chronology of episodes reveals a carefully
drawn circular structure. Gravity's Rainbow is not
arch-shaped. Pynchon structured the text as a mandala,
its four quadrants defined according to the coincidence
of historical moments and key ritual feasts on the
Christian liturgical calendar. As Leni Pdkler so well
describes this kind of structuring to her husband, the
movement is "'Parallel, not series. Metaphor. Signs
and symptoms. Mapping on to different coordinate
systems'" (159).

Part 1 of the narrative begins in Advent and ends
on Boxing Day, the day when the British servant
classes--the preterite--traditionally celebrate Christ-
mas. Part 2 commences soon afterward, whenever Tyrone
Slothrop arrives in Monaco, and it concludes on May 20,
1945, or Whitsunday, a feast celebrating the descent
of the Holy Ghost to Christ's disciples, seven weeks
after Easter. On this satirically inverted "White-
sunday," Pointsman is visited by auditory halluci-
nations while vacationing at Dover's white cliffs.

Part 3 opens with references to obscure saints' days

in mid-May, and closes on the morning of August 6,
1945: the Feast ot the Transfiguration and the day
Hiroshima was obliterated. Part 4 begins with an ana-
leptic recall of Slothrop's transfiguration on a ‘
mountainside, when he "becomes a cross himself, a
crossroads" (625) and practically disappears from the
narrative (just as Christ no longer appeared to the
twelve apostles). Gravity's Rainbow ends, then, on
the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, Septem-
ber 14, whose fictional counterpart is the exaltation--
the "Rocket Raising"--of V-2 number 00001 by Enzian

and his Herero comrades. But this moment opens onto
the narrative's most daring representations--the pro-
lepsis to Los Angeles, circa 1970, and the analepsis

to the firing of Rocket 00000 from Lineberg Heath.

What is the date of that firing? All the textual
evidence in Gravity's Rainbow, as well as the antici-
pation set up by Pynchon's use of the liturgical
calendar to end all three previous parts, points to
Easter, which in 1945 fell on April Fool's.! That co-
incidence had occurred only 43 times since 500 A.D.;
it occurred once more in 1956 (the year in which V.
is set) but will not grace us again in this century.
Thus, Easter fulfills that pattern of religious feasts
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bracketing the novel's principal divisions. For the
most significant dates on the Christian liturgical
calendar are Christmas, Easter, Whitsunday, and The
Transfiguration. Pynchon simply reserves the most
important one till last. Yet it is equally true that
the occurrence of Easter on April 1 completes a thema-
tic preoccupation of the narrative: that the whole
enterprise is a poisson d'avril, a red herring, a
Fool's Quest. And one can find nothing in the novel
to resolve this antinomy.

Everywhere in Gravity's Rainbow the linear, para-
bolic arch is a symbol of disease, dementia, and
destruction. Its counterpart is the circular mandala,
symbol of opposites held in delicate equipoise. In
the novel, drinking contests and dances move in
circles; until their disintegration into a bow-shape,
Herero villages were arranged mandala-like on the
African veld; and everywhere in the text one finds
windmills, buttons, eyes, windows, ferris-and roulette-
wheels reminiscent of mandalas. Pynchon's lowly,
living, preterite souls come together around such sym-
bols. Psalm 12 claims, In circuitu impii ambient
("the godless wander in @ circle™), but Gravity's
Rainbow reveals such wandering as a sign of survival
and possibly even hope.

Pynchon anticipates this circular surface structure
in the opening episode. Watching the first sunlight
of morning illuminate a rocket contrail, Pirate
Prentice imagines its parabolic trajectory suddenly
transformed into a rainbow (6). Given the physics of
it--low source of light, high vapor source--this could
only yield a perfectly circular rainbow high over the
North Sea. For as the narrator reminds us again near
the close, like the rocket, a rainbow is not

as we might imagine, bounded below by the line
of the Earth it "rises from" and the Earth it
"strikes" No But Then You Never Really Thought
It Was Did You Of Course It Begins Infinitely
Below The Earth And Goes On Infinitely Back Into
The Earth it's only the peak that we are allowed
10 see. (726)

Put éimply, the shape of gkavity's rainbow is parabolic;
the shape of Gravity's Rainbow is circular.




62

With this surface structure in mind, a yood deal
remains to be studied. The numbers of episodes in the
novel's four parts were doubtless arranged with certain
numerological--chiefly Kabbalistic--motifs in mind,
but how they tie in with the broader thematics of
Pynchon's narrative is unclear. Still more interest-
ing, the cyclical structure of the narrative seems
frequently to repeat itself at the episodic level.
Episode 14 of Part 1 is a brilliant instance. It
begins with an omniscient view of Katje Borgesius
standing at a window, wearing "an old, tarnished
silver crown" while posed for Osbie Feel's camera;
analepsis, and a shift in focalization to Katje's per-
spective, take us next to her days with Blicero's
rocket battery in Holland; a second analepsis, now
through Blicero's focalization, takes us still farther
back in time, to South West Africa in the twenties; a
third, through the focalization of Pirate Prentice,
takes us to the 17th century and Katje's ancestor Franz
van der Groov, on Mauritius; finally the episode ends
where it began, with what Genette terms a "zero focali-
zation" (the dispersed, omniscient view) and Katje
still posed with her hair "secured in a modish upsweep
with an old, tarnished silver crown . . ." (113; my
emphasis)--only now, rather than being filmed, the
finished print of the film is being shown to Octopus
Grigori as part of his conditioning. This is the
"progressive knotting into" (3) Pynchon anticipates in
the novel's opening paragraphs, and it shapes other
episodes as well.

Does this "knotting," cycling motion also operate,
if only occasionally, in the microtext? Some of Peter
Cooper's remarks about style (218-19) suggest that a
close examination would show that it does. But studies
of the novel should also keep an eye on larger--imagis-
tic, symbolic-~-patterns. John Muste, for example, has
shown the symbolic texture that the mandalas weave
through the narrative. And, like many critics, Peter
Cooper has also glimpsed (but then as quickly passed
over) the image of Gravity's Rainbow as "a gigantic
circle" (214), as though 1t were "the Great Serpent
holding its own tail in its mouth" (GR, 412). . I sus-
pect Cooper leaves the structuring potential of this
image behind because he thinks "the chronology of
Temories, experiences, and reveries is unimportant"

215).
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But again the cautionary note: pursuing this man-
dala too far is a fool's quest. The obvious achronies,
anachronisms, and internal contradictions all trace
Pynchon's other desire--for Disorder, for a withholding
of that wholeness too easily achieved had he closed
the circle. For there is no "real story," no surely
pegged diachronic sequence that will naturalize this
narration. The chronology shapes a reading of the
narrative, but the narrative is not bound to it. In-
deed, the more one considers the details, the more
Pynchon's cyclical surface structure stands as the most
obsessive of his spoofs on “holy-center approaching,"
that desire of Western man for a myth of origins,
source, and order. We might well read Pynchon's plot
as a vast instance of what Molly Hite aptly calls his
"trope of the unavailable insight." At stake in the
Easter/April Fool's coincidence is an expectation,
always deferred, of epiphany. For the characters in
Gravity's Rainbow, that deferral or différance is
1tself an enabling condition for freedom as well as
for storytelling. So it should be, also, for the
novel's critics.

Gravity's Rainbow turns in a vastly orchestrated
tarantelTa, it 1s true. The vision of its wheels
within wheels within a wheel calls to mind the image
of God's throne-chariot in Ezekiel 1, a favorite
Puritan image for the Apocalypse and a key, also, to
the "throne-mysticism" in Kabbala (see Scholem, Pyn-
chon's source). Still, this vast orchestration occurs
in a satire. What the Puritan Saints would have
Tnterpreted as a sign of grace--the advent of a son °
and his greatness in sacrifice--becomes here a mock-
hero's calendar, a fool's progress through bloody
history and an unholy commonwealth.

University of Kentucky

1 Notes

At least two critics have wrestled with the chronology of the
novel's last scenes. In his recent essay, Khachig T816lyan notes
that the firing of Rocket 00000 occurs in April, and certainly be-
fore V-E Day (40). Barbara Mooney tries to pin the firing down to
May 1, May Day. However, she erroneously assumes that Weissmann-
Blicero does not survive after the launch. She also draws on
Enzian's claim that the Schwarzkommando "have someone [Thanatz] who
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was with Blicero in May. Just before the end" (GR, 663). But "the
end" is too unspecific: 1is it the firing, V-E Day, or even
Thanatz's loss of sanity as he fell into the black hole of the DP
camps? Also, Thanatz's recollections are, as critics have shown,
notoriously fuzzy (see his imagined “windmill"™ on Lineberg Heath).

In the face of other, more reliable determinations, I see his

reported statement to Enzian as another example of characters' ex-
changing misinformation.
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