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1	Introduction	
	
	
	
	
1.1.	Thomas	Pynchon		and	Against	the	Day	
	
	
	
			Against	the	Day		is	the	last	great	novel	—	1220	pages—	of	a	writer	of	great	novels.	

After		his	earlier	novels,	Gravity’s	Rainbow	and	Mason	&	Dixon	,	the	scope	is	hardly	a	

surprise.		He	carries	on	in	the	tradition	of		great	historical	novels	that	capture	the	

zeitgeist,	if	somewhat		tinged	with	the	mysterious	and	fantastic.		But	this	latest	work		

also	carries	on	his	themes	of		development	of	the	American	society	on	the	wide	scale	

started	in	Vineland.	In	fact		Against	the	Day		tells	the	story	of	what	came	to	pass		before	

Vineland,	how	America	has	come	to	the	crossroads	described	in	Vineland.		

	

	There	are	further	thematic	unities	relating	to	this	former	works:		Gravity’s	Rainbow	

uses	the	backdrop	of	the	Second	World	War,	and		Against	the	Day		similarly	refers	to	the	

First	World	War.		During	the	decades	between	these	two,	literature	has	changed		and	its	

interpretations	have	changed	and	literary	fashions	have	changed,	and		I	will	treat		how	

Pynchon’s	style	has	also	changed.		While	postmodernism	is	still	visible	in	his	work,	and		

some	themes,	such	as	conspiracies	and	secret	societies	are	still	a	theme,	and	the	text	

preserves	its	ontological	dominant	typical	of	postmodernism,	realism	has	also	gained	

way	in	Pynchon’s	style,	particularly	when	it	comes	to	historical	period		descriptions	and	

characterization.	

	

				Pynchon	is	famously	a	recluse.	This	saves	me	from		telling	the	story	of	his	life.	We	

shall	have	to	learn	of	him	through	his	works.	Suffice	it	to	say	that	all	the	themes	

introduced	in	The	Crying	of	Lot	49	—	such	as	the	search	for	identity	—	can	still	be	found,	

only	now	they	are	served	to	us	as	a	result	of	mature	contemplation.		

	

Against	the	Day	follows	the	changing	fates	of	two	families,	the	Traverses	and	the	

Rideouts,	for	the	odd	two	decades		of	the	turn	of	the	20th	century	and	is	thus,	in	its	

structure,	reminiscient	of	the	great	realist	novels	of	the	19th	century.		The	great	political	

theme	is	the	fight	for		the	right	to	unionize	in	the	United	States.	Ultimately,	this	fight	is	
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lost.	At	the	end	of	the	novel,		a	child	is	asked	to	write	a	theme	in	school	on		”What	it	

Means	to	Be	an	American.”	He	writes:		”It	means	do	what	they	tell	you	and	take	what	

they	give	or	their	soldiers	will	shoot	you	down	(1210)”	.	He	gets	an	A,	since	the	teacher	

happens	to	be	a	Coeur	D’Alene	veteran.			

	

But	despite	the	lost	fight	for	Labor		rights,	the	essential	message	of	the	novel	is	hardly	

pessimistic.	The	last	words		are	”They	fly	toward	grace”	(1220).	Pynchon	has	a	penchant	

for	ending	his	books	biblically.	For	the	final	words	of		Vineland,	he	quoted	the	King	

James	Bible.		What	provides	optimism	for	him	is		spirituality,	and	in	Against	the	Day		it	

has	an	even	more	prominent	role	than	in	his	previous	works.	Pynchon	truly	contests	the	

certainty	of		nature	of	reality.	Alternative	realities	are	not	just	a	trick	for	him,	they	merit	

serious	consideration	—	even	though	it	is	not	such	a	serious	matter	that	it	could	not	

take	an	occasional	joke	or	two.	Spirituality		comes	to	the	aid	of	the	protagonists,	who	

struggle	to	find		their	identity	in	a	world	where	all	the	society-built	identities	fail,	one	by	

one.	It	is	not	the	pat	religiosity	given		to	us	by	religious	dogma.	It	is	wisdom	found	by	

living	and	pondering	on	life’s	great	questions	as	they	come	at	you.	

	

	

Plot	Synopsis	

	

			Book	I,		which	is	titled	Light	Over	the	Ranges	starts	with	Pynchon’s		thematic	of	light	

by	presenting	to	us		American	society		in	it	its	turn	of	the	century	situation	of	major	

changes	:	the	advent	of	modern	technology,		which	brings	with	itself	problems	of	

organization	of	workforce,	as	well	as	entirely	new	mind-set	relating	to	scientific	

knowledge,	though	old	mystical	mind-sets	still	have	a	firm	foothold.	The	light	is	

dawning.		But	as	a	downside	of	the	hopes	of	industrial	relvolution,	we	are	also	

presented	with	the	evil	millionaires,		the	Scarsdale	Vibe	clan,	who	extract	profit	

ruthlessly	at	the	expense	of	others.	The		battle	positions	are	set	as	the	protagonists,	the	

Rideout	and	Traverse	clans,	side	with	the	cause	of	the	exploited	working	people.	The	

Vibe	clan	attempts	to	bribe	one	of	the	Traverse	sons,	Kit,	with	the	promise	to	pay	for	his		

education	in	Europe.		
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			These	themes	are	then	taken	further	in	the	following	Book	II	titled	Iceland	Spar	in	

which	we	are	shown	the	nature	of	exploitative	colonial	capitalism	in	all	its	ruthlessness:	

the	search	for	the	newly	lucrative		Iceland	Spar,	a	crystal	used	in	newly	needed	

machines	(such	as	microscopes)	to	make	lenses.	The	extraction	of	Iceland	spar	leads	to	

major	disaster	of	setting	free	the		Trespassers,	since	the	nature	of	these	exploitative	

excursions	is	such	that	they	care	for	nothing	but	profit.	In	the	novel	,	however,	Iceland	

spar	also	has	a	mystical	meaning	and	magic	capacity,	which	the	self-important	scientist	

refuse	to	know	anything	about	.	It	can	hide		or	duplicate	things.	The	following	book,	

Book	III,		is	thus	ominously	titled		Bilocations.	The	various	exploits	of		the	Trespassers	

and	the	disasters	(	such	as	the	World	War	I)		which	they	cause	in	the	world	are	depicted	

in	the		Book	III.		The	controversy	between	the	Vibe	clan	with		the	two	working	class	

families		comes	to	boiling	point,	as	the	paterfamilias,	Webb	Traverse,	is	murdered	by	the	

Vibe	clan	for	his	union	work	and	anarchism	and	his	sons	undertake	revenge.	The	oldest	

son,	Frank,		runs	into		one	of	his	father’s	murdereres		in	Mexico	after	having	a	revelation	

in	a	vision	induced	by	a	Native	American	shaman	that	leads	him	to	the	killer,	and	exacts	

revenge	on	him.	Whereas	the	daughter		of	Webb	Traverse,	Lake	Traverse,	whom	old	

Traverse		had	mistreated	in		his	life,	marries	one	of	his	murderers.	

	

		Book	IV	is		called	Against	the	Day	and	the	explanation	of	the	phrase	is	multifaceted,	as	I	

will	show	later	on.	But	in	book		IV	the	plot	synapsis	revolves	around	finding	out	that	

traditional	gender	roles	and	gender	identities	are	a	sham.	The	interchangeability	of	

gender	roles	becomes	evident.	This	is		symbolized	in	the	new		view	of	God	and	religion,			

one	of	the	protagonists,	Cyprian	Latewood,	finds	:	Sun	as	the	masculine	deity	is		

devalorized,	wheras	Moon	as	feminine	aspect	of	deity	is	revalorized	in	her	ancient	

meaning.	As	I	already	mentioned,	the	name	of	the	novel	also	has	other	echoes	and	

meanings,	as	is	typical	in	Pynchon:		nothing	is	only	one	sense		and	everything	seems	to	

have	two	sides.	But	Book	IV		treats	on	the	damaging	side	of		light.	This	has	been	hinted	

at		before,	in	themes	such	as	need	to	vanish,	hide	in	darkness,	(Dally	Rideout		hides	from	

white	slavers	under	a	vanishing	cloak)	but	is	developed	to	to	full	conclusion	in	book	IV.			

The	theme	of	protecting	darkness	links	with	idea	of	femininity,	which	bears	fruition	as		

one	of	the	protagonists,	Yashmeen	Halfcourt,		becomes	pregnant	and	bears	a	child	to	the	

Traverse	clan.	The	protecting,	hiding	aspect	of	feminity	is	enbodied	in	Shekinah,	female	

aspect	of	God,	to	the	service	of	which	one	of	the	protagonists,	Cyprian	Latewood	choses	
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to	devote	his	life.	The	importance	of	the	need		to	hide	sometimes	comes	out	and	is	

emphasized	:	the	sons	of	Webb	Traverse,	Kit	and	Reef,	fail	in	their	attempt	to	murder	

the	evil		magnate	Scarsdale	Vibe,	largely	due	to	their	inability	to	hide.	Too	much	daylight	

can	be	a	bad	thing.	The	Traverse	clan’s	and	their	entourage’s	adventures	in	Europe	

during	the		World	War	I	heavily	rely	on	hiding	and	the	theme	of	harmful	light	is	also	

echoed	in	motif	of	fighting	gas	phosgene,	which	is	turned	into	poison	by	presence	of	

light.	

	

		On	the		Book	V		we	arrive	to	an	conclusion	in	the	affairs	of	the	two	families,	which	is	

also	a	start.	Thus	the	name	Rue	de	Départ	(	starting	point,	freely	translated).		The	war	

ends.	The	Traverse		brothers		Frank,	Kit	and	Reef	return	to	the	United	States	from	

Europe	and	Mexico	with		their	wives	and	are	united		with	their	families.	Evil	Scarsdale	

Vibe	meets	his	end,	not	by	revenge	of	the	protagonists,	but	by	his	own		good	double,	his	

best	friend,	who	can	no	longer	stand	to	watch	his	evil	deeds.	Also	the	last	one	of	paid	

murderers	of	Webb	Traverse,	Lake	Traverse’s	husband,		Deuce	Kindred,	meets	ironic	

justice	and	is	taken	to	jail.		The	novel	ends	on	an	optimistic	note	of	progress	and	

development,	even	though	the	state	of		labor	rights	in	America	is	depicted	as	poor.		

There	is	room	for	development.	The	novel	contains		numerous		side	tracks	and	minor	

characters,	some	of	them	developed	with	considerable	detail,		but	whom	it	is		not	

possible	to	treat	here.		

	

	
	
1.2.	Aims	and	Methods	
	
	
	
				In	this	paper	my	main	method	is	close	reading.	I	will	also	make	use	of		semiotic	

analysis.	I	will	treat		the	character	as	cumulative	sign	in	semiotic	tradition.	My	

contention	is	that		characters	search	for	identity	is	the	main	theme	of	the	work	and	

fantastic	elements	serve	as	counterpoint	to	their	trials,	such	as	confrontation	with	evil,	

often	presented	in	a	materialistic	guise,	that	they	experience	in	more	realistic,	real-life	

situations.	The	fantastic	elements	often		work	also	to	foreground	the	textuality	of	the	

text	and	form	a	sort	of	metaphysical	summary.	When	greed	is	taken	to	the	extreme,	a	

metaphysical	monster,	such	as	the	Tresspassers	appear.		Evil	may	not	get	its	due	
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immediately,	but	it	will	eventually,	often	in	a	surprising	way.		I	will		look	at	how	the	

characters	search	for	identity	exploring	the	world	and	how	the	artificial	identities	fail	

and,	finally,		what	is	left.	I	will	use	a	combination	of	different	literary	theories,		

depending	on	what	works	for	each	character.	My	main	emphasis	is	on	postmodern	and	

semiotic	approaches.	For	the	analysis	of	the	character	of	Cyprian	Latewood		I	will	

employ		Lyotard’s	critique	of	totalizing	reason.	

	

	

			1.3.	Central	Themes	in	the	Novel	

	

Amy	Elias	in	article	”Plots,	Pilgrimage		and	the	Politics	Of	Genre	in	Against	the	Day”	in		

Thomas	Pynchon’s	Against	the	Day	A	Corrupt	Pilgrim’s	Guide	concludes	that	

”In	postmodern	pilgrimage	Pynchon	has	found	a	narrative		structure	that	accomodates	

his	anarchic,	aesthetic,	ethical	and	poetic	ends”	(	42)	.	This	seems	an	accurate	statement		

to	me.	But	in	all	its		anarchism	and	manufactured	confusion,	Against	the	Day	is	highly	

skillfully	crafted	and	constructed	work.	

	

					The	writer	uses	semiotic	thematic	units	borrowed	from	mysticism,	notably		the		

division	into		four	elements	Air,	Fire,	Water,	and	Earth.	These	have	a	hierarchy,	Fire	

being	at	the	top,	Air	following,	Water	coming	next	and	Earth	being	the	lowest.	In	the	

novel	Earth	element	is	associated	with	acquisitiveness	and	greed.	Various	Earth	

monsters	materialize	as	a	result	of	the	greed	of	wealth	baron	Scarsdale	Vibe.	Mining,	as	

in	the	mines	of	Telluride		and	elsewhere	in	United	States	is	clearly	linked	with	the	

horrible	effects		detailed	in	the	saga	of	its	impact	on	labour	rights,	or	rather,		the	lack	of	

them.	Diamond	mining	in	South	Africa	goes	hand	in	hand	with	the	story	of	murder	of	

black	miner	by	a	member	of	Scarsdale	Vibe	clan.		Mining	in	Germany,	too,	is		linked	with	

the	advent	of		the	avenging	Tunzelworm	monster	in	the	mine-caves.	Mining,	then,	is	

particularly	prominent	in	the	story,	and	in	its	profile		as	a	exploitative	form	of	

capitalism’s	evil	greed	it	calls	for	the	revenge	of	various	kinds	of	earth	monsters.	As	a	

counterpoint	to	these,	however,	is		the	resolution	of	Cyprian	Latewood’s	dilemma	with	

an	Orphic	underground	cult.	This	represents	the	positive	aspect	of	the	earth	element	

and	earth’s	union	with	the		night	and	the	underground	and	the	feminine.		
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					Against	the	Day	presents	a	variety	of	mystical	stories	from	Inuit	ice	spirits,	Siberian	

shamans	to	oversized	worms	of	the	earth	(Tunzelworms)	to	mystical	cults	and	bowing	

adepts	of	Shambala.	What	is	the	writer’s	intent	in	adopting	all	this	mysticism?		

	

I	think	his	former	works	can	provide	us	with	some	clues.	In	his	early	works		he	deals	

with	mechanization	of	that	which	is	human	and	animate	(	V.),	progressing	onto	gradual	

development	from	the	modality	of	fear/desire,	(vouloir	)	into	modality	of	knowledge	

(savoir)	(Hamon	via	Fokkema	40)	as	in	Gravity’s	Rainbow,	The	Crying	of	Lot	49,	Vineland,	

and	Mason	&	Dixon.	I	posit	the	hypothesis	that	Pynchon	advocates	sacrality	as	a	solution		

to	our	modern	society’s	ills	of	lack	of	soul	and	mechanization	of	that	which	should	be	

human.	What	earlier	societies,	even	very	ancient	ones,	had,	we	have	lost.	In	part,	this	is	

seen	projected	into	male/female	relations	—	and	contrary	to	what	has	been	claimed,	

Pynchon	is	quite	a	feminist	—	but	another	central	concern	is	that	between	humans	and	

our	relationship	to	Nature.	Because	we	fail	to	see	the	sacral	of	the	Nature,	we	now	have	

major	problems	with	pollution	of	Air,	Water	and	Earth.	Because	we	fail	to	see	the	

sacrality	of	human	sexuality,	the	male/female	relationship	is	marred.	Pynchon	therefore	

chooses	to	bring	us	some	key	religions	of	the	world—he		conspicuously	omits	some,	and	

favors	some	of	the	less	known	ones	—	almost	as	if	to	show	us	the	sacral	state	of		the	

soul	we	have	lost.	Science	is	part	of	the	picture,	too,	but	seen	in	a	new,	mystical	light,	

tinged	with	the	reverence	of	the	sacred.	We	should	be	able	to,		once	again,	find	

something	sacred.	

	

				Pynchon	presents	us	with	alternative	world	models	contrasting	with	the	materialistic	

world	of	nihilistic	greed	and	selfishness.		As	readers,	we	enter	his	world	of	discourse,	

and	all	the	world	views	are	presented	to	us	as	real.	I	speculate	his	intent	as	writer	in	

doing	so	might	be	to	illustrate	the	point	that	all	humans	create	their	own	psychic	reality.	

	

	Brian	Mc	Hale,	in	Postmodernist	Fiction,	writes:	”The	fantastic	involves	face	to	face	

confrontation	between	the	possible	and	impossible,	the	normal	and	paranormal”	(	75)	

Such	a	confrontation	is		the	bread	and	butter	of	Against	the	Day.	It	would	seem	that	this	

confrontation	is	crystallized		in	the	battle	of	the	genres		of	realism	and	postmodernism.	

For	example,	one	could	assume	that	the	intent	of	the	writer	in	certain	places	is	clear:	
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The	Chums	of	Chance		journey	to	the	center	of	the	earth	and	back	to	the	surface	again		

(121-131)—a	hollow	earth	theory-passage	with	Jules	Verne	allusions—	heightens	and	

foregrounds	the	textuality	of	the	text.	Pynchon	makes	them	do	impossibly	fantastic	

things	to	morse	code	to	us	that	they	are	not	real.	Their	wilder	exploits	are	usually		

presented	under	the	heading	of	a	boy’s	story-book,	a	textual	frame	of	its	own	.		

	

			As	Aleid	Fokkema	puts	it	:	”Non	representational	and	presentational	signs	can	be	

tangled,	characters	that	metafictionally	become	aware	of	their	fictionality	are	

emblematic	of	the	paradox”	(789).		An	example		of	this		is	the	Chums	of	Chance	visit	to	

the	Chigaco	World	Fair,	which,	being	just	a	construct		itself,	a	prop,	a	stage-managed		

show,	offers	them	”the	exact	degree	of	fictitiousness		to	permit	the	boys		access	and	

agency	(40)”.	This	is	an	instance	of	the	postmodern	paradox.		The	writing	controls	the	

characters,	the	textuality	of	the	text	cannot	be	overcome.	And	thematically	it	is		the	sky-	

boys		getting	some	”ground–leave	(40)”.	The	thematic	of	spiritual	(	the	sky,	air	element	

the	intellect)	meeting	the	down	to	earth,	the	real,		is	here	introduced	for	the	first	time.		

“The	harsh	non–fictional	world	waited	outside	the	White	City’s	limits,	held	off	for	this	

brief	summer,	making	the	entire	commemorative	season	beside		Lake	Michigan	at	once	

dream-like	and	real	(40)”.	But	it	is	also	an	instance	of		characters	being	subjected	to	

discourse.	The	boys	are	not	free	to	do	whatever	they	choose;	they	must	act	within	the	

constraints		of	the	discourse.	The	correct	amount	of	fictionality	must	be	met.	The	

Chigaco	World	Fair,	itself	a	fictional	construct,	in	that	it	is	a	representation,	not	real,	is	

just	right	to	welcome	them.	Thematic,	as	well	as	postmodern,	play	is	here	enacted.		

	

			As	the	novel	goes	on,	the	exposure	to	the	Earth	element	grows,	as	we	will	see,	though	

it	never	claims	them	entirely,	since	they	are	creatures	of	Intellect	and	Air,	and	thus	

entirely	fictional.	But	they	do	develop	as	characters:	Cthonic	queen	(Earth	queen)	from	

Greek	Cthonic	underworld	gods,	that	Miles	Blundell	falls	in	love	with	in	this		

underworld	section,	appears	after	the	Chums	have	come	through	a	particularly	nasty	

bout	of	internecine	bickering.	This	is	adolescent	behavior	and	foreshadows	that	the	

boys	are	about	to	mature.	They	are	drawn	closer	to	Earth	from	their	sky-world	and	

experience	human	passions.	The	love	affair	with	the	Earth	queen,	on	the	one	hand	(	

131)	symbolizes	human	sexuality,	which	through	their	earthly	bodies	links	humans	

with	the	Earth	element,	on	the	other	implies	the	respect	which	a	true	adept	feels	for	the	
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planet	Earth	and	its	riches.	The	boys	respect	for	the	female	and	the	Earth	—	even	in	

their	worst	adolescent	frenzy,	they	are	admiring,	rather	than	exploitative—contrasts	

with	the	disrespect	of	the	evil	ones,	the	Scarsdale	Vibe	clan,	for	the	Earth,	and	their	will	

to	possess	and	exploit	it.	Disrespect	for	the	female	is	particularly	conveyed	in	the	

character	of	Scarsdale	Vibe’s	philandering	impresario	brother.	

	

	

			However,	there	is	also	an	important	thematic	development	here.	The	Earth	element	

has	an	important	part	in	Pynchon’s	thematic	symbolism.	The	mystic	idea	that	an	adept	

has	to	pass	through	all	the	elements	to	become	enlightened	is	evident	here.	This	can	

also	be	seen	in		masonistic	lore	and	was	made	known	to	a	wide	audience	e.g.	in	Mozart’s	

masonistic	opera	The	Magic	Flute,	where	Tamino	has	to	pass	through	all	elements	to	

complete	his	education	and	be	a	member	of	the	brotherhood	of	adepts.	When	the	

Chums	pass	through	Earth,	they	age.	The	readers	are	given	this	change	by	the	

description	of	one	of	the	member’s	of	the	Vormance	expedition,	Fleetwood	Vibe’s,	

Scarsdale	Vibe’s	son’s,	diaries	(155).	When	they	come	out,	they	are	bearded	old	

scientists,	or	so	the	members	of		Vormance	expedition	see	them.	Yet,	when	they	went	in,	

they	were	still	boys.	We	are	given	an	impression	by	the	writer	that	they	stayed	in	the	

underworld	for	a	long	time,	long	enough	to	have	adventures,	for	a	detailed	account	of	

which	we	are	pointed	to	a	story-book	”	The	Chums	of	Chance	in	the	Bowels	of	the	Earth”	

(131).	Still,	little	time	has	passed	on	Earth,	another	one	of	Pynchon’s	space-	time	

discrepancies,	which	happen	when	one	travels	between	two	different	worlds.	

	

				Here	we	have	a	confrontation	between	the		normal	and	paranormal.	But	there	is	not	

really	a	conflict.	The	paranormal	starts	where	the	normal	ends.	But	also,	it	is	possible	to	

bring	things	from	one	world	to	another,	as	when	the	of	Chums	of	Chance	age	or	the	

Trespasser	occurs	in	the	section	of	Voormance	expedition.	The	worlds	interact,	they	are	

not	closed	systems.	This	is	in	accordance	with	the	philosophy	of	Pynchons’s	former	

books,	making	use	of	the	systems	theory,	the	second	law	of	thermodynamics,	where	a	

closed	system	is	always	bad	and	leads	to	entropy.	For	instance,	Theodore	Kharpertian	

has	dealt	with	this	principle	in	relation	to		The	Crying	of	Lot	49	in	his	”A	Hand	to	Turn	

the	Time”	(102.)	Mc	Hale		states	that	”The	fantastic,	by	this	analysis	,	can	still	be	seen	as	

zone	of	hesitation,	a	frontier,	but	not	between	the	uncanny	and	the	marvelous,	but	
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between	this	world	and	the	world	next	door”	(75).		Pynchon	makes	constant	use	of	this	

technique	throughout	the	novel	and	even	jokes	with	his	critics	of		”dancing	the	

hesitation	walze”	in	the	end	(1216),	when	his	protagonist		returns	from	long-sought	

Shambala.	

	

			What	Pynchon	is	doing	with	the	Chums	of	Chance	and	the	sky-community	is	similar	to	

what		Virginia	Wolf	does	in	Orlando.	She	maps	the	birth	and	development	of	the	female	

in	literature.	Pynchon	maps	the	progress	of	modern	progressive	thought	and	modern	

progressive	society,	which	the	Chums	of	Chance	and	their	ship,	the	Inconvenience,	

represent.	At	first	they	are		sexless,	idealistic	saint-like		boy	scouts,	with	only	charming	

defects,	such	as	speaking		in	language	that	is	rather	colloquial	or	bickering	amongst	

themselves.	They	do	not	question	the	orders	from	above	and	are	in	this	respect,	too,	

child-like.	They,	however,	develop	and	mature	into	credible	human	beings,	no	longer	

one	dimensional	story-book	heroes,	chracters	who	at	the	end	of	the	book	solve		real	

human	problems,	such	as	how	to	interact	with	the	opposite	sex	and	how	to	aid	suffering	

human	beings.	And	even	though	they	choose		to	stay	for	ever	in	the	sky	in	their	sky-

community,	this	indicates	their		ideals	and	sticking		to	them,	rather	than		inexperience,	

naivieté	and	ignorance	of	what	is	human.	

	

			One	important	aspect	of	Thomas	Pynchon’s	work	is	his	renegotiating	of	the	gender	

agreement.	It	permeates	much	of	his	work	as	a	recurring	theme.	In	this	thesis	I	shall	use		

Lyotard’s	postmodern	theory	to	analyse	the	character	of	Cyprian	in		Against	the	Day.	

Cyprian’s	character	is	emblematic	of	the	gender	confusion	brought	on	by	the	totalizing	

reason	that	forces	the	plural	and	heterogeneous	into	hiding.	
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2. Mystical Characters and Communities 

 

2.1. Storybook Characters and What They Represent 

 

The starting point of the story is a childlike fantasy of progress as an adventure, exemplified 

by skyship The Inconvenience and its crew.The Inconvenience is depicted, at first, as a 

gigantic balloon (but  later, develops into a technological feat). In the beginning, the 

characters are still boys, led by Randolph St Cosmo — who is not only cosmopolitan, he’s 

also a saint —  and Lindsay Noseworth, whose view of language is that of  a childlike state of 

purity.  

 
”Have you been warned, Suckling, against informality of speech?” With the deftness of 
long habit he flipped Darby upside down, and held the flyweight lad dangling by the 
ankles out into the  empty space — ”terra firma” by now being easily a half a mile 
below—proceeding to lecture him on  the many evils of looseness in one’s expression, 
not the least among them being the ease with with it lead to profanity, and worse. As 
all the while, however, Darby was screaming in terror, it is doubtful how many of the 
useful sentiments actually found their mark. (4) 
 
 

Why is the ship named The Inconvenience? One explanation is that to the naive mind, 

progress at first seems like a wonderful adventure to which there are only a couple of 

regrettable hitches, Inconveniences. It is such setbacks that the crew of The Inconvenience 

has taken upon themselves to fight. The name is of course ironic, since, at the end of the 

novel, we still find the same characters engaged in the very same endeavor with no end in 

sight.  

 

Pynchon’s choice of narrative frame, the boy’s storybook,  serves the purpose of illuminating 

the childlike enthusiasm and idealism. Fairly early on readers are, however, presented with 

doubts, as the ever vigilant Lew Basnigh exclaims: ”’But you boys, you are not storybook 

characters,’ He had a  thought, ‘Are you?’” (41) Even at the beginning of the story, then, 

doubts, of the nature of existence of their identity are already starting to form. The 

postmodern paradox of textuality controlling the characters is in evidence here. The author 
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jokes with the textuality of his characters and highlights it. It is an example of baring the 

device. 

 

The monster metaphor, the metaphor that truly takes off and bears significance for the whole 

novel in terms of McHale (Postmodernist fiction  79), the flying ship, is a literalized  

metaphor for progressive society. In the beginning, the writer wants our undivided 

enthusiasm and sense of adventure, so he gives us an adventure story, the characters of 

which, fittingly, are children. Later, the metaphor develops and  and the characters grow. In 

the end, they have transformed into a sky-community of science people making mature moral 

decisions, defending the integrity of society against evil forces as well as raising families. 

 

Readers are given  the first impression of society as something that descends on you from 

above (15). Here the image is that of one of the most intimate aspects of human existence 

being suddenly made public under the monstrous immense eye. The use of ”constructive 

censure” is ironic (15), much in the same vein that Lindsay Noseworth’s approach to 

language conveys his authoritarianism,  insensitivity, and total lack of proportion. Pynchon is 

satirizing some of the origins of progressive thought as rather authoritarian. Even 

enlightenment or progressive  thought is not, and must not be, above criticism and we must 

be vigilant  not to succumb  to mindless acceptance without inquiry. What is presented as 

education may sometimes be mere authoritarianism, even violence – such as Lindsay 

dangling Darby Suckling upside down  – and intimidation. 

 
The storybook character aspect gets more serious: darker tones are added with  introduction 

to other societies of aeronauts, such as Garcons of 71 who descend from anarchists of the 

Paris commune and who are described as having made the realization that  ”the modern State 

depended for its survival on maintaining a condition of permanent siege” (22). The reference 

is to society and its controlling measures. Taking to the sky is to them and many others a 

necessity, not  a mere adventure. This is how Pynchon puts it:”It became clear  to certain of 

the balloonists, observing  from above and poised ever upon a cusp of  mortal danger, how 

much the modern State depended for its  survival on maintaining a condition of  permanent 

siege. (22)”   

 

   However, Leona Toker in Towards the Ethics of Form in Fiction  cites Sartre on Faulkner : 

”A writer’s technique always relates back to his metaphysics (5)”. So far, Pynchon has given 
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us a mainstream view of  reality, but is there something else beyond it? Soon another reality 

is presented in the character of Dally Rideout. Dally is from the onset presented not by her 

characteristics — nothing is told  of her personality initially — but by the male gaze : she is 

”an attractive  little girl of four or five” (30). Unlike Chick Counterfly, Lindsey Noseworth or 

Randolph St Cosmo or Darby Suckling, presented in detail through their names and 

characteristics, she is just simply Dally.  As in dalliance? As in dahlia – a rather  everyday 

flower? Or as in ”Don’t dally!” in the sense to be slow, to waste time : Dally spends quite a 

lot of time making her decisions in the course of the narrative. Kit also takes his time making 

his mind up about her. ”A fine-looking little girl” ( 31), uttered by Randolph St Cosmo, is the 

opening definition. That is, she is defined by how she looks.We are not given the looks of any 

of the male characters. 
 

    Now, Pynchon has received so much criticism for his female characters that I doubt  

seriously that he would be doing this unawares. In Pynchon’s Against the Day: a Corrupted 

Pilgrim’s Guide  Jeffrey Severs studies, in an article titled ”The Abstractions She Was 

Instructed to Embody”, the character of Dally and, comparing her to other Pynchon female 

characters, accuses the writer of making his former female characters pornographic (183). I 

tend to disagree with this view. Pynchon shows depth in his female characters in his previous 

works. Frenesi and Prairie, as well as DL in Vineland are finely crafted  multifaceted 

characters and even the ones in his early works  that turn up in SM costumes ( Gravity’s 

Rainbow, V) and perform acts of sexual betrayal for the benefit of spycraft  have an 

existential angst about them that is hardly shallow pornography.  

 

   Severs praises Dally as Pynchon’s first  credible female character. I beg to disagree, but am 

ready to agree on the careful crafting of Dally’s person. To me, Pynchon’s female characters 

are all that women are : thoughtful, spiritual, combative, ironic, sexually active, sometimes 

lethal – and very human — that is, prone to mistakes. 

 

    The latter is an important characteristic, that of being able to make mistakes. Too many 

male writers have only eyes for female perfection. Allowing a female character to make 

mistakes shows that you see women as humans, not as some kind of fantasies or perfect 

mothers. Pynchon has plenty of fallible female characters; his mothers are not only cookie-

baking always home safe and secure ”moms.” They have a life,  even a career, a career that 

demands their time and interest, as in the case of Frenesi. Pynchon depicts two mothers, 
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Frenesi and Dally’s mother Erlys, who leave their children — a big taboo for women even 

today— and yet the writer manages to depict  them in sympathetic terms, as human beings, 

not some kind of monsters.  
 

   Dally’s mother Erlys is not condemned for leaving  Dally to be raised by Merle. Nor does 

Pynchon fall into the trap of depicting her as irresponsible or cold: it turns out she has four 

children in her second marriage. Nor does Pynchon imply that she has forgotten Dally; on the 

contrary, when Dally shows up in her home, she is most pleased and invites her to live with 

her. This kind of complexity in female characters and understanding of them and their roles 

we rarely see in male writers. Nor was it very common in Pynchon’s early works. Characters 

in Against the Day are representative characters, firmly grounded in social environment and a 

psychology of their own that is close to realism. Let us look how Pynchon starts to craft 

Dahlia Rideout’s person from childhood. 

 

   Identity in Pynchon’s works is brought out by social relationships. For instance, note how 

these innocent storybook boys view the four-five-year-old Dahlia: she is objectified from the 

outset. Bearing in mind that the early years of a child are the most  influential and that we are 

told that Dahlia has just lost her mother, one can only wonder how the ”joking” exhange of 

Merle selling her to strangers could have affected her (31-32)?  

 

   Darker tones are also introduced by the fact that such selling of children  actually occurred  

and that child marriage is legal in United States in many states to this day. Pynchon, of 

course, is no stranger to the theme of selling women, there are examples of it aplenty in his 

works: suffice it to mention Vineland with its black market slave auctions. He is aware that 

women just disappear in those. Still, it would be  possible, perhaps, to pass ”the joke” off as 

Merle getting in the nose of irritating purist Noseworth, if the theme of being sold did not 

keep turning up repeatedly in relation to Dahlia. Later, she narrowly escapes being sold to 

white slavery and spends half her stay in Venice ducking the option of becoming a kept 

woman. I claim therefore that Pynchon is very aware of the objectification a female child is 

liable to suffer when raised by males. This is a motif used already earlier  in his work by 

Zoyd raising Prairie in Vineland. He presents an example of noxious male chauvinist talk, aka 

”just joking.” 
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   Dahlia’s identity as a sovereign subject is challenged from early on by her being defined as 

a thing, something that could be sold. We women are not all Bindlesticks of the Blue, 

captaining our own sky-ship and it is not always our own fault if we aren’t. There are reasons 

for it. They are reasons inherent in our upbringing. Pynchon does well in seeing this. Dahlia 

spends her youth learning to protect herself as a woman alone and finally resolves the 

problem with the help of friends – and her lampo, which is an Italian special-make handgun. 

The name means ”lightning” and it is symbolically tied to his father’s lightning-mage status. 

The gun is also in line with the motif presented  in Pynchon’s earlier works of acceptance of 

legitimate defence conveyed, as for instance, by  the character of DL  in Vineland. 
 

As days and weeks passed, DL found herself entering into a systems of heresies about the 
human body. In an interview with Aggro World years later  she spoke of her time with Inoshiro 
Sensei as returning to herself, reclaiming her body.”Which they always like to brainwash you 
about, like they know it better, trying to keep you as spaced away from it as they can. Maybe 
they think people are easier to control that way. “ The schoolroom line was, You’ll never know 
enough about your own body to take responsiblity for it, so better just hand it over to those who 
are qualified, doctors and lab technicians and by extension coaches, employers, boys with 
hardons, so forth – alarmed, not to mention pissed off, DL reached the radical conclusion that 
her body belonged to herself. (Vineland 128)  
 

 

This is hardly a pornographic take on the female body. And of course the character then goes  

on to turn into a female assassin and her catch phrase is the song ”Just a floozie with an uzi” 

(104). Readers are thus safe to conclude that in order to protect the integrity of one’s identity, 

Pynchon even accepts the use of deadly force. In a world where some respect no rules, one is 

entitled to protect oneself. Dahlia’s weapon of choice is the more stealthy and  inobtrusive 

lampo – which makes it possible to get in very close without being noticed, and then ”Whoa,  

where’d that come from?” (831). This is what happens to Kit.  

 

   Yet, Pynchon’s view of the use of violence is complex. We will look at it in  greater detail 

in chapter 2. Dally does not ever use deadly force. Careless use of force is clearly 

discouraged in the novel.Violence is seen as last resort self-defence only. And of course the 

other celestial fire that Dahlia  really does direct toward Kit is that of unconditional, self-

sacrificing love.  

This is an old-fashioned concept of love, a love  that waits. It is not a selfish, possessive love. 

It is a love that takes time to develop and has many twists and turns but is absolute. 
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Pynchon  also takes a stand on male-female power struggle and it is  a principled one: the 

Bindlesticks of Blue, another sky community, are ”known and respected for granting women 

membership on a strictly equal footing, including full opportunities of promotion” ( 20). This 

is evident in the captainship of Penny Black, who promptly takes advantage of her power and 

orders hesitating, shystruck Darby to kiss her. (Penny knows, along with everybody else, that  

Darby has had ”a case” for her for a long time, but dares not kiss her.) The theme of male-

female task sharing is further developed later with the sky communities division of  tasks. 

Some may have a commanding presence, an  identity which  induces authority, regardless of 

which sex they are and some may find themselves shy and tongue-tied, regardless of their 

sex. But a fair division of labour –  to each according to their abilities –  is a happy one. 

Identity, that pesky thing, will be heard, regardless of one’s sex. Authoritativeness does not 

depend on gender; it is a question of personality. 

 

Finally, there is also another  example of otherness personified  introduced in the first 

chapter, one that fits quite nicely into  the boy’s storybook narrative frame. Besides men and 

women, there is also a companion species represented here. Pugnax the dog is a conundrum. 

He has a precedent in The Learnéd English Dog in Mason & Dixon (18). He also instantly 

reminded me of another literary dog, The dog, in Weissman & Hicks’ The Deathgate Cycle. 

There, of course, the dog turns out to be its acronym, a kind of god. But before elevating 

Pugnax to a godlike status, we should perhaps list his qualities. He likes flying, he has many 

voices (19) and he is reading The Princess Casamassima by Henry James at the start of the 

novel. And what is to be said of his ”lavatorial assaults” on people from above (6)? Sounds 

godlike to me. We have, then,  a sort of writerly, readerly, literary, benevolent  animal deity, 

perhaps a psychopomp in the original sense: a spirit guide. And this spirit guide and guardian  

is, at the start of the novel, reading an epic of anarchism by Henry James in which an 

innocent,  but embittered young man, Hyacinth, gets lured in by a troupe of seducing 

anarchists. They then confer a deadly duty on him, which he cannot fulfill, but instead turns 

the gun on himself. Barely perceptible foreshadowing is given to the main theme of the book 

: the use of violence  to settle injustice, which is echoed in the female characters carrying 

guns.  

 

   Identity, then, is something one sometimes has to defend with violence, since oppression 

may be so  extreme that to comply with it would deprive people of who they are. This is the 
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central theme of the novel, as developed on a social stage, whether or not the use of violence 

is acceptable for self-preservation against an unrelenting and unforgiving and just plain 

simple evil, as in the in very first description of Scarsdale Vibe (34). It is in wrestling with 

this ultimate question that the identity of each character is tested and revealed. The question 

is that of existence: whether and how to exist in a world such as ours. 

 

Let us now turn to look at  what kind of evil has driven the characters of the novel to such 

desperation as to have to consider the use of violence to defend themselves. 

 

The Vibe clan is a dynasty of faceless, moneyed people, bored and so boring they hardly 

merit a description. It is what they are ready to do  to keep it that is singular about them. And 

that is anything, anything for money. Scarsdale Vibe is described as shooting several people 

he deems dangerous himself, his brother Fleetwood Vibe is described as murdering a black 

miner for a diamond he has found. Their private life is described as unremarkable. 

 

   The evil in Against the Day is insidious and omnipresent: the power of money. It makes the 

life of ordinary working people hell. It murders trade union activists. It enriches the ruthless. 

It destroys Nature. It simply rules everything. It has no other aim but to possess more. In this 

acquisitiveness, it is a perverted form of search for identity: the idea of enlarging oneself at 

the cost of others. 

  

    Possession is, after all, an attempt to enlarge oneself beyond the boundaries of the self. The 

true search for identity is also a contest of how to get along in the reality of one’s 

surroundings,  including the material aspect of existence. It is notable how many protagonists 

end up working for the property values in one way or other, or making compromises: Lew 

Basnigh, Webb Traverse, even Kit and Dally. Many of them work first for property values, 

then fight them. Lew, Webb and Kit would fall into this category. Some, like Dally, make 

amends and find satisfactory solutions that permit them to preserve their selfhood while also 

making compromises. For Dally, this compromise is in the field of art. She becomes an 

artist’s muse. In sum Against the Day is not a black and white novel, but includes  

contradictions. But the aim, the symbol for finding one’s identity is enlightenment.  

Enlightenment is the highest realization of one’s identity, a state  in which a person’s identity 

is in harmony with moral truths. This enlightenment, however,  has to be reached by personal 
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ordeals of one kind or another. Here is how  this path to enlightenment is found by some of 

the  central characters. 
 

Lew Basnigh 

 

Let me start with Lew Basnigh, a kind of half-enlightened  private detective, who happens to 

do penance  for a crime he has no recollection of committing. Lew has premonitions and  

supernatural  qualities typical of an adept. He is clairvoyant. As far as the search of identity 

goes, becoming enlightened must be the highest possible goal , realizing one’s full potential 

in finding one’s road, one’s true destiny or, in modern terms, finding one’s identity. 

 

   In fact the name of the book comes from an ancient Egyptian writing, The Book of the 

Dead. Its title, in the course of  millennia, has been translated in many ways. Pynchon has 

chosen Against the Day, perhaps to  stress how the characters toil against their time, its spirit 

and the evil inherent in it. But the more conventional rendering of the Middle Egyptian 

expression is ”going forth into the light” or ”setting forth into the light”, although these are  

rather solemn renderings and a simpler translation might just be: stepping into the light. In 

Middle Egyptian, the word light can mean both daybreak, new day and light. 

 

   Egyptians were of the opinion that true life started at death. In fact, the dead were in many 

ways considered more alive than the living. The enlightened souls could also achieve this  

wholeness of self during life ( the Egyptian soul was divided into nine parts and the aim was 

to reunite them). The enlightened, unified soul was called maat heru, “true of voice”, and ach 

[ak],  “the shining one”. For the benefit of the reader I include a short description of an 

adept’s powers  from egyptologist Christian Jacques’ Magic and Mystery in Ancient Egypt in 

which he quotes an ancient text in JAOL (Jaarbericht van het Voorasiatisch-Egyptisch 

Genootschap, ’Ex Oriente Lux’, Leiden): 

 

He who understands the books of magic can go forth by day and walk amongst the 

living. He will never die. This has proved possible millions of times. (50)  

 

And Christian Jacques own addition and explanation:  
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We are surrounded by millions of Egyptian magicians, eternally alive. They have ’gone 

forth by day’ because the power of magic is with them, enabling them to free 

themselves from everything that hampers their movements. Doubtless, they are not 

always in human form but, as Gerard de Nerval knew, hide themselves in stone, wood 

or metal. (50) 

 

And he goes on to describe the temple ritual associated with it: 

’Going forth by day’ is the daily ritual of the temples. In the morning when the priest 

opens the doors of the naos, the inner sanctuary, which contains the statues of the god, 

he speaks these words:’The doors of the sky are open, the doors of the temple are 

unlocked. The house is open to its master. Let him go out when he wishes to go out, let 

him enter  when he wishes to enter.’(51) 

 

This concept of going forth by day is at the heart  and the  origin of every sense of 

enlightening in the Western culture’s  esoteric tradition. It was passed to the Greeks and 

through them to the Romans and  thus Egyptian magic became the core of  European idea of 

magic.  

 

 So when Lew says ” He had learned to step to the side of day. Wherever it was he stepped  to 

had its own vast incomprehensible history, its perils, its ecstasies…”( 49) he is referring to 

the whole of the Western esoteric tradition. However, some Eastern traditions are also 

engaged with in the novel, notably the search for Shambala, Shamanism and Buddhism. 

Some of Pynchons’s passages, such as Lew Basnight’s short exhange with his minder  

remind one of Buddhist koans : Short, often contradictory passages, puzzling to encounter at 

first,  designed to make you think. (42-46 ) As in koans, the thinking exercise is their primary 

goal.  

 

This is hardly surprising, since from his  previous work we know Pynchon is no stranger to 

Buddhist thought. The Kunoichi attentives and their retreat in Vineland  are a barely veiled 

attempt to describe Buddhist thought. The concept of karma is dealt with at length. It is in no 

conflict with the final quote from the King James Bible in Vineland. It is important to note, 

however, that even though Pynchon engages with these systems of belief and takes them 

seriously as thinking exercises and moral pointers, he does not subscribe to them as systems 

of belief. He is a thinker and a seeker, not a believer. 
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Pynchon’s characters search the elusive enlightenment. Lew is rewarded for his penance for 

nothing. He is told ”remorse without an object is a door to deliverance”(43) - or is Pynchon 

only poking fun at the total saintliness of so many men of our time, who so needlessly and 

unjustly suffer public censure, though totally innocent? Lew’s alledged crime is something 

apparently committed against women. Troth, his fiancée,  is tearful over it and leaves him 

because of it and ”women in intimidating hats” glare at him (41). He cannot recall what he 

has supposed to have done. Could he have what we call  a blind spot?  Is it possible that if 

everybody tells you that you did something, you probably did it? Whence this amnesia?   

 

   Or it is possible to  look at it otherwise and see a true innocent latter-day saint, suffering 

unjust punishment and doing the penance for it anyway? Better leave it open-ended. The 

Hesitation Waltz is being danced here, the flickering is being enacted. As readers, we are 

being introduced to the ways of double refraction. Because there is one Lew that is good and 

then there is another that is not. Perhaps it is essential to the saintly identity of an enlightened 

human being: being in two places at once,  accepting two contradictory truths at once, seeing 

things in more ways than one.  

 

   So when Pynchon says of Lew Basnight that he had learned to step to the side of day (49) 

he refers to a spatial, as well as a symbolic, reality. This is indicated by the use of the word 

”excursion” (49). But Lew as an enlightened soul, then goes and lets himself be recruited by 

Nate Privett of White City Investigations, a company that provides information at the service 

of big money. This just goes to show that even the enlightened are not perfect: compromises 

are made and moral choices  never get easier, not even when you are able to escape 

occasionally to hallowed ground.  

 

   Lew is himself a victim of the word of mouth gone wrong, or so he claims. But that does 

not prevent him from gullibly falling for White City Investigations’ Nate Privett’s description 

of  ”anarchist scum” (48). Or is it the lure of money that entices the enlightened one? All the 

transfiguration and light around him does not make him immune to moral dilemmas. No 

matter how well he can see without looking ( see 47), answers to questions of moral nature do 

not come to him automatically. A rational mind would inquire  and question, rather than 
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blindly accept the stated fact, such as anarchists being scum. The postmodern stance is in this 

sense like a state of grace: you are and are not enlightened.  

 

  It takes much trial and error for Lew to see his mistake and stop working for the mine 

owners, even though he never is quite like some of the assassins, who kill the ones they 

capture. He prefers to bring the people he catches in to be judged by law. Little by little, he 

starts to have his doubts about the goodness of his employers, but the evil side of the 

anarchists – the bomb throwing– still detains him. There is a discussion about the innocence 

of bourgeoisie again, (203)—that anarchist dictum ”There is no innocent bourgeoisie”— but 

this time it is treated in a different light and Lew comes to doubt his own innocence. So the 

vehemence with which he claimed his innocence in the beginning with Troth, his fiancée, is 

eaten away and he comes to question his own innocence in working for mine owners.  
 

    He drags on making his decision for a lenght of time. Finally the transformative power of 

explosions  and cyclomite hallucinations (nitroglycerine induced hallucinations) give him a 

premonition that saves his life and he learns to  ”jump in” in the explosion, which is a kind of  

trial by fire, which, once again, links to the motif of enlightenment and the fire element, as 

explosion of the consiousness (207).  

 

  After that he meets his guides, the twin English boys Nigel and Neville, who analyze his 

state and find him to be Jack of Spades, in Tarot, Jack of Swords, the bad guy. In Tarot, what 

corresponds to  spades (Italian spada, the cards are in fact Italian in origin ) is the swords. The 

Jack of Swords symbolizes coldblooded reason. The air element it represents is linked with 

cool intellect and its cutting power, and with strife. Lew has been very coldblooded and 

unengaged in his service to the mine owners, plus it has been a dangerous task  being a 

private investigator  for them and not becoming their hired gun, their assassin. The two Lews, 

divided in moral, clash and need to be made into one. For this, an explosion is needed. 

Readers are then given a tangible example of Pynchon’s belief in the transformative  power 

of explosions. Readers are never told who caused the explosion, we never find out who is the 

mythical Kieselgurh Kid dynamiter, (though one or other of the Traverse brothers is a strong 

suspect—but which one: both Reef and Frank are possibilities) or whether the clown who 

throws the explosives even is him ( the famous Kieselguhr Kid). But be that however it may, 

the explosion merges the two Lews into one and he suddenly knows his mind. 
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    But at the same instance, curiously, Pynchon gives him dual guides in the two boys, Nigel 

and Neville. It is another instance of the continued motifs of duality in the book. Perhaps it 

indicates that we can never be entirely one  and that duality also has its uses. Lew’s mind 

loses its duality, but simultaneously a new, young duality arises, in the form of Nigel and 

Neville. So even when Lew Basnight makes up his mind, his identity, so to say, is still 

divivided, because his spirit guides are divided into two. As in the  case of enlightenment, 

when you are enlightened, but are not, you have made up your mind, but  the value of having 

two minds is still recognized.  

 

   Perplexed, Lew queries the Tarots and gets the Hanged Man, which, as all Tarot adepts 

know, despite its sinister look is a positive card, indicating  strength of character, 

perseverance and ultimately, success. Tarots cards are, indeed, great  lessons in dual 

meanings. The Hanged Man’s symbolism is also dual. As an ancient card some say it harks 

back to Odin, a Viking Christ languishing on  the Tree of Life. Here, the Hanged Man also 

foreshadows the following chapter, where Webb Traverse’s  destiny is fulfilled. After long 

and extensive torture Webb is hanged  on a column and his body is left there. 

 

   It is notable that the question Lew asks the Tarots is ”What in hell is going on in here?” 

(208) The cards tell him what is going on. People are being murdered. One of those people is 

Webb Traverse. But for Lew, conversely, the Hanged Man is lucky. After querying the 

Tarots, he is miraculously saved from the famous Galveston hurricane and sails to England 

with the twins. He then becomes adopted by the happy bunch of T.W.I.T adepts aka known 

as the Golden Dawn as their psychic detective – Pynchon’s comic relief after the gruesome 

Jeshimon chapter of Reef going to claim his father’s body from the godless town, where it 

has been exposed.  

   

  In meaning, every Tarot card has  equally positive and negative charge. They fit in 

remarkably well into Pychon’s non-binary, upside down,  you-never-know-what- is-what 

world.  Webb Traverse is the epitome of  the significance of the Hanged Man— holding on to 

his principles till the end— yet he is also flawed and awful to his family. He suffers like 

Christ or Odin nailed to the Tree of Life, which the cross or the tree  signifies. Significantly, 

he is tortured to death with a piece of iron that is  railroad gear: this tands for the mystical 

symbolism of cold iron as death-inducing element and  his comeuppance  as someone who 

used to blow up railroads. He dies, yet lives on in his children and is remembered  by them, 
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who continue to act out a drama of revenge in his memory. The boys seek vengeance, but 

Lake also,  in her way, keeps her father’s memory alive, even if in a rather unorthodox way: 

she marries the man who killed him.   

 

 

Lake Traverse 

 

   Lake has a father conflict. Webb Traverse, though admirable in his fight for his principles 

and unyielding in the face of adversity, is not the best of fathers. His wife Mayva sees this 

and leaves him because of  his neglect of the family. His treatment of Lake is tyrannical and 

unfair. He insanely accuses her of being a child of storm and attacks her although she has 

done no wrong (213). At least this is the view of Mayva, her mother. Readers are not told 

where the money comes from. Yet I think most would agree that the reaction is unjust and 

unreasonable. This cruelty leads to her acting out and becoming what she has been accused 

of. Readers are given another sample of  lightning imagery, but  this time as something 

uncontrollable and sinister.  

 

During one of those blue northerns, with the lightning that never stopped, that came 
gusting like the winter wind…her young face just so clear to him, the ways that the 
fierce light struck her hair nearly white, streaming back from her small face as if from 
that wind, though the air in the little shack was still. Under the black apocalyptic sky. 
He had got something down his spine that he thought meant he was about to be hit by 
the lightning. (213)  
 

   This is of course a premonition of his own death and foreshadowing of that death theme. 

But Lake has no guilt in this event. 

 

   We are also given a prolexis to the future in Webb’s mind: ”Only understood later it was 

fear. Fear of this young female spirit , who only yesterday would come  wriggling dirty-faced 

into his arms” (213)  Not fear for, which would be understandable for a father running from 

company mercenaries, like Webb, but fear of.  This little preposition is important. It speaks of 

the male fear of woman. Fear of woman has an important motivating force in V. Here, too, it 

is in the center of the father - daughter relationship gone wrong. It belongs to the modality of 

vouloir , desire, and is its inverted side. Since the person of Webb Traverse is all inverted — 



	

	 23	

he is after all the anti-stone— it is logical his love for his daughter, too, becomes its opposite, 

fear. 

 

   Webb’s words ”Let the god-damned storm protect you, then”  are in fact a father’s curse 

(213).  Then  he turns his fist on his daughter: He not only denies her protection, he actively 

seeks to harm her. 

 

    No wonder, then, that Lake wants to reject him and get him out of her life. Webb’s  

relationships with the anti-stone (86), the power of death, the opposite of the philosopher’s 

stone, which gives eternal life, is  symbolic of his baneful quality as bringer of death. The 

alchemist’s search for eternal life  is the same as that of  a seeker of enlightenment,  with 

slight variations. The alchemist is a more materially oriented person, whereas enlightened 

ones are otherworldly and immaterial. But Webb Traverse’s version of alchemism is the dark 

arts of alchemy. He makes that very clear in the first discussion with Merle Rideout: 
 

“The old-timers, …. used to believe that if you took away from mercury everything not 
essential, the liquid-metal business, the shine, the greasy feel, the weight, all the things 
that make it ‘mercury’, see, you’d be left with this pure unearthly form of it the cupel 
ain’t been made that can hold it, somethin that would make this stuff here seem dull as 
traprock. [ the stuff he is talking about is dynamite he’s in the process of making, my 
aside] Philosophic Mercury’s what they called it, which you won’t find anyplace 
among the metals of metallurgy, the elements of the periodic table, the catalogues of 
industry, though many say it’s really more of a figure of speech, like famous 
Philosopher’s Stone – supposed to  really mean God, or the Secret of  Happiness, or 
Union with the All, so forth. Chinese talk. But in fact these things, they’ve been out 
there all along, real material things,  just not easy to get to, though alchemists keep 
trying, it’s what we do.” (86) 

 

    Webb brings sorrow and trouble on his family and disowns Lake, so Lake’s attempt to 

annihilate even his memory is understandable. She notes to her mother  after Mayva sides 

with her and gets deserted as well: ”We were never that important to him, Mamma… He had 

his almighty damn Union, that’s what he loved. If he loved anything (216).” After Webb’s 

death, Lake is the only one of his children who sees the truth, that seeking revenge is harmful. 

Her brothers  Kit and Reef engage in an endless, fruitless pursuit of millionaire Scarsdale 

Vibe. 
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    In Against the Day, the Corrupted Pilgrim’s Guide  in his article ”The Abstractions She 

Was Instructed to Embody” Jeffrey Severs calls the sex scene between Lake and her father’s 

killers gruesome (178). This blanket condemnation  does not seem to understand that it is, in 

fact, a magical act, Turning  Lake’s Direction.  

 

     It is ironic that Lake stays alive despite her father’s curse with the help of woman’s 

regenerative powers. It is life force against  the anti-stone. The bane of Webb’s love —  or 

the lack of it — is compensated  through the love of his enemy. Though the man she picks as 

her husband is hardly Prince Charming, there is no indication in the novel she would not have 

been happy with him at first. But there are plenty of descriptions of Webb mistreating Lake 

(213), Mayva (215) and his family : Kit and his scholarship, for instance, which Webb 

wanted him to renounce, because it came from Scarsdale Vibe. Lake is not aware that Deuce 

Kindred killed her father at the time she meets him, but when she is told the truth about him, 

she fails to leave him. His guilt, however, gives Lake  an edge on him and a curious twisted 

relationship ensues.  

 

     Pynchon is familiar with the word patriarchal;  he uses it in the above context  of 

alchemists Merle and Webb talking about prussic acid, which he calls ”the suicide’s friend, 

the patriarch of the cyanide family” (86). The combination of family - suicide and patriarch 

hardly a co-incidence here. Thus Pynchon points to the fact that excessive or wrongly used, 

that is, abused, power of the father can lead to suicide among the family members. 

Patriarchy, in Pynchon is hardly ever a good word. Lake, too, could have ended up killing 

herself, but instead she chooses to exorcise her father’s memory. This is fair enough, 

considering the way he treats her. If we remember what Pynchon has said in other contexts  

of the woman’s right to her body and keep in mind Webb’s bad treatment of her, Lake’s 

decision becomes more understandable, a kind of very extreme and also symbolic 

renunciation of patriarchy, the [symbolic] killing of the father. 

 

    Pynchon is quite uncompromising in this condemnation of Webb as father, bearing in mind 

that Webb Traverse also represents a leftist hero to him. Even though a flawed hero, Webb is 

in the avantgarde of the fight against the capitalist, death-inducing power. But Pynchon 

shows that even leftist men can be patriarchal tyrants in their families, no less than those on 

the right. In addition to that Webb’s mistake is to fight death with death, something which 

Pynchon, in my judgement, is sceptical of, however tempting such a solution might be in the 
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face of brutal oppression. For example, he sows doubt on ideology of anarchism ( 67), which 

he, on the other hand, has  previously described in positive terms and compared to a church 

(54 ) with signifiers such as community and sacredness.  Pynchon  describes the community 

of aetherists  who are scarcely tolerated by ”mill hands with little patience for extreme forms 

of belief, unless it was anarchism, of course. (67)”  So, here anarchism has taken on the 

negative  qualities of religion: extreme belief.  Thus, even though Pynchon recognizes that 

some  aspects of the anarchism  are just  — such as the struggle against big capital and the 

war it wages on the working man and woman —  he  is highly sceptical of its violent forms. 

Webb’s  conflicted character is  the best  proof of this.  

 

  The Traverse family first names indicate to a degree their success in traversing their 

troubles. Webb is difficult to traverse, tangled as he is is capitalism’s net, but Lake is even 

more  difficult, if not impossible to traverse. The obstacle of Lake is water, the element of 

emotions. The negative emotions left in Lake’s life by her father’s abandonment of her are 

difficult to traverse. Maybe the negative energy Webb Traverse left in his daughter’s life  

demanded an equally strong negative charge to undo it. Moreover, according to 

psychoanalysis, isn’t every lover of a daughter a sort of symbolical father’s killer?  

 

    Hence, Pynchon is  exploring fatherhood further in this novel – a motif that started in 

Vineland with Zoyd and Prairie. Here it reaches a more advanced level, where it is not just all 

family bliss, where people are flawed and their actions leave consequences on their children’s 

lives. The same motif is developed in Merle Rideout’s and Dally’s relationship. Even though 

their relationship is more functional and more loving, Merle sees he has caused damage in his 

daughter’s life. Merle  makes  the magical device the Integroscope to mend the damage done. 

It will not exactly change the past, but it helps to reform connection across space and time. 

While looking at old photographs, one inserts one in the machine and they start to move. This 

sentimental exercise does not usually lead to anything but reminiscing. But it so happens that 

Dally, on the other side of the world is also thinking of Merle at the same time and 

miraculously a  telepathic –technological connection is formed… 

 

Merle cranked up the Integroscope one more time and took one of the photos he’d kept 
of Dally, taken when she was about ten years old, back at Little Hellkite in the San 
Juans, standing out by the pipelines in the snow, not just smiling for the camera but 
lauhging out loud at something Merle has since tried to remember but couldn’t. Maybe 
someplace hanging in the invisible air was snowball he’d just thrown at her. 



	

	 26	

Though it was usually enough to stay in their past together, before she’d left, tonight he 
decided to bring it all the way ups to the present day on through a high-speed blur of all 
her time since Telluride and New york and Venice and the War, up to this very 
evening, except over there in Paris it was morning, and she was just leaving her rooms 
and going to a train station and riding out to a stop in some banlieue where hundreds of 
feet into the sky  abruptly towered  the antenna of a million–watt wireless transmitter, 
some already-forgotten artifact of the War where he thought the recognized a 
Béthenod-Latour alternator and beneath the tower a little studio with geraniums at the 
windows, where Dally drank coffee and ate brioche and sat by the control board, while 
an operator with one of those French mustaches found the coordinates of Los Angeles, 
and somehow Merle now, tumbling, trembling in a rush of certitude, was on his feet 
and across the shop, fiddling with the radio receiver, its tubes blooming in an indigo 
haze, finding the band and frequency, and all at once the image of her silent lips on the 
wall smoothly glided into synchronization, and her picture was speaking. A distant 
grown woman’s voice propagating through the Aether clear as if she was in the room. 
He gazed at her, shaking his head slowly, and she returned the gaze, smiling, speaking 
without hurry, as if somehow she could see him, too. (1193-1194) 

 

So, there is hope for fathers and daughters — if you have some good memories together. 

 

   The romance of Dally and Kit seems  a little manufactured  to get the Traverse and Rideout 

family lines joined. The only part that whiffs of genuine emotion  and is well written is when 

Dally offers her gun in vassalage to the Traverse family (831). By this genderbending act, she 

undertakes the restoring of the family honor by avenging the patriarch.  

 

   In fact, it turns out Dally’s suggestion to use her lampo ( Italian for lightning) is the most 

viable assassination plan, although her suggestion is rejected by Kit and Reef  – by Reef 

because he does not believe in her chances and belittles her, by Kit because he  does not want  

her hurt, which is  much the same in a nicer guise. Kit may also feel she should not undertake 

what is his duty. Yet, symbolically, Dally has already made herself a part of the family, even 

though nothing has happened between herself and Kit at this point in the story. Loyalty is 

what really counts, for Pynchon. As Kit and Reef fail in their attempt to assassinate their 

father’s murderer and ultimately give it up, Kit does return from Shambala for the woman 

who was ready to fight his battles for him.  

 

Women, for Pynchon, can be warriors, even your best advisers and yes, even when you don’t 

know it yourself.  Many men would not accept this kind of view of women. It indicates a 

progressive outlook on life. In the scene preceding the lampo offer, Dally advises the brothers 
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that they have already been spotted and  are acting way too  suspiciously and calling attention 

to themselves. They ignore the advise and fail the assassination attempt (823). Ironically, 

Webb Traverse, or rather his ghost, since the man is long dead by this point in the narrative, 

Webb Traverse, the anti-patriarch, the man who abandoned his family, whose daughter has 

denied him and married his killer and whose sons fail to avenge him, gains a daughter of a 

kind  through marriage. That is what is said of in-laws, is it not? Lose a son, gain a daughter. 

 

   No matter, then, how crucial to male identity questions of honor can be in a traditional 

view, they are sometimes wrong and need to be abandoned. Scarsdale Vibe meets his end, but 

in another way, by his best friend’s hand, a man who is a sort of his good twin. This is a 

happy end. The sons of his victims need not bloody their hands or carry on with scarring and 

damaging personal vendettas. But the message is also clear about loyalty: those who are 

ready to understand your troubles and carry your burdens are trustworthy allies. On the other 

hand, those who are evil do not inspire loyalty. None of these tasks, identity building tasks, 

we could call them, or questions of fundamental principles, is male or female in essence or is 

such that they could be doled out to one gender alone. Pynchon’s gender-bending points to 

this idea: Cyprian turns female, Dally does a man’s job. Sexual identity is only on surface, a 

fata morgana that can deceive.  
 

 

 

 

2.2 Mystical and Otherworldly Communities  

 

 

One  way for an individual to  find his or her identity is through action in attempting to do 

some good in the world. In so doing, the individual finds himself or herself alone and soon  

sees that in order to achieve  something, one must work together with others. One then seeks 

to join a community. Pynchon presents us with many such communities in Against the Day. 

These communities work for the self-realization of the individual and could thus be said to be 

a part of  the search for identity. Furthermore, identity only exists in relation to others. Thus 

community can be an important medium in finding oneself. 
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Chums of Chance 

 

 

   The first community  to be introduced to us is  the Sky Community - The Chums of 

Chance, The Bindlesticks of the Blue, the Garcons of-57 and  others. They seem to have a 

common denominator, a central command. They also hear voices from on up. 

 
There’s light, but there’s sound too. Mostly  in the upper altitudes, where it gets that 
dark blue in the daytime? Voices calling out together. All directions at once. Like a 
school choir, only no tune, just these…Warnings (21) 
 

   Chums of Chance occasionally  decide to stop mingling in the affairs below alltogether. 

They do so when things get too hard, notably during the World War I. They then reverse the 

decision, ashamed of themselves. They also have prolonged lapses into childhood from which 

they then come out, such as their harmonica marching band days. Gradually they evolve into 

maturity. They decide to abandon obedience to the Central Command and be independent and 

also abandon animosity to some other sky communities, notably the Russian Bolshaia Igra 

(the name means the great game) with whom they have competed -  even  to the point of 

some brick throwing. They finally decide that all are sky brothers.  It is the charity work 

during the World War I that makes them realize that all need to work together and without 

national boundaries to combat the misery brought on by the war. 

 

   The Chums of Chance and the various Sky communities represent the Air element, the 

intellect, and how it can sometimes lead to being somewhat ”spaced out”. One example of 

this is the boys drinking champange up in the clouds when people suffer food shortages 

during the war. But even if they decide to reside in the sky, they also end up having many 

adventures helping out those ”down below” and watching over them. Their great interest is 

science in its many forms. Particularly mechanics seems to fascinate them, but other forms of 

science, notably optics, and occultism, as well, are amply represented. Various dark schemes 

which they must fight keep them occupied. In the end, they meet a tribe of winged girls ( 

mechanically winged, I suppose that is part of an engineer’s fantasy for Pynchon) with names 

like Viridian and Heartsease, sort of mechanical fairies, with whom they tie the knot and have 
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children and form a massive sky-community, which takes excursions and adventures to help 

the ones below. 
 

 

The Anarchists 

 

   The second community we are presented with are the Anarchists. McHale speaks of 

Pynchon’s genre-poaching In Pynchon’s Against the Day: A Corrupted Pilgrim’s Guide –  so 

it is notable  that the genre that Pynchon uses in describing the anarchist community of 

Chigaco is nineteenth century realism. The scene is focalized through the eyes of the half-

enlightened private detective, Lew Basnigh, who has been tasked to spy on them, and he is  

soon changing his initial attitude to anarchists. Lew is a keen observer and quickly notices 

that 

 

Nate Privett, everybody else at W.C.I, needless to say most of the Agency’s clients, 
none had too good of a word to say about labor unions, let alone Anarchists of any 
stripe, that’s if they even saw the difference. There was kind a general assumption 
around the shop that labouring men and women were all  more or less evil, surely 
misguided, and not quite American, maybe not quite human. But here was this hall full 
of Americans, no question, even the foreign-born, if you thought about where they’d 
come from and what they must have been hoping to find over here and so forth, 
American in their prayers anyway, and maybe a few hadn’t shaved for a while, but it 
was hard to see how any of them fit the bearded, wild-eyed, bomb-rolling Red 
description too close, in fact give them a good night’s sleep and  a square meal or two 
and even a veteran detective’d have a hard time telling them from regular Americans. 
(56) 
 

 

   Pynchon is careful to point out that anarchism is not a fad. He stresses the great number of 

working women among them, painstakingly describing the damage done to them by long 

hours of merciless toil (55). It is interesting that Pynchon thus pays attention to women’s 

work and the injustice done to women at work: scarrring and injuries. This must be read 

against the background of what we know: women’s wages at the time were even lower in 

proportion to men’s wages than they are today. 

 

   From the  beginning Anarchism is compared to a church : ” at first Lew took it for a 

church” ( 54). ”The echoes, the smell” are mentioned as similar to a church (54). Then, a few 
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lines down, Pynchon veers off from his original description and decides to call  it ”a small 

variety theater”(54). Common at the the time, variety theaters were popular amusement. Is it 

good or bad that a church changes into a variety theater? It is hard to say. Pynchon, though 

universally religious in attitude, usually frowns on churches. So, it is possible variety theater 

here is introduced to tone down the cold, high church impression, to make the concept more 

approachable. These are, after all, working people he is  referring to. This grows more likely  

as Pynchon cites William Blake and his Jerusalem, with its divine idealism. It is true, 

however, that the ” theater” in variety theater does not reflect anything particularly positive 

on  the church of anarchism – a certain performative quality lingers. We tend to associate 

theater with significations such as fakeness and artifice and deception.  

 

Nor is the messianistic tone of the New Jerusalem,  I think, anything but parodic, applied 

here. Pynchon seeks to parody the church-likeness of anarchism, the way it declares gospel to 

the disenfranchised and promises them what it cannot deliver: A New Jerusalem. The same 

motif is taken up by the ”sermons” of Reverend Moss Gatlin. Then follows the hymn of 

anarchists, a variation of Blake’s “Jerusalem”, with some significant changes. Pynchon’s 

little poems midtext are a joy, but what to make  of this one? The overall effect is rather 

chilling, as  the poem ends in  
 

Life’s for the free and fearless 
Death for the bought and sold. (56) 
 

   The first warning of the death-inducing power of Anarchism is given. No matter how 

sympathetic we might feel towards the overworked and hunted down, it is here made clear 

that there is a more somber note to their struggle for freedom and fair treatment. They are 

already condemning others to death. 
 

   Why have I classed the Anarchists together with the mystical and otherworldly 

communities,  the reader may ask? Because a community that uses death as its major strategy 

and fully expects its members to die for its cause, but cares little if they do, a community that 

does not have a clear plan how to achieve its goal except to destroy, comes close to a  

mystical cult in which a martyr’s death and passing to another world erases all unpleasant 

reckonings with what is called reality. It is this cult, then, that Thomas Pynchon, master or 

dramatic irony, chooses to describe  within the genre of realism. It creates a stylistic 

juxtaposition that prevents  the reader from wholly identifying with the cause. Even more 
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damning is Webb’s fate and the more explicitly shown brainwashing he is subjected to by 

Rev. Gatlin of the Anarchist church. 
 

Vectorists 

   The vectorists are mathematicians prone to the idea that everything moves in a linear 

fashion: streams of energy, rivers, trains etc. Most notable example of vectorists is Kit. Kit 

must finally to amend his linear philosophy, however, and admit that the lines sometimes get 

so tangled it is impossible to find linear logic. His trip to Shambala is the most notable 

example of that: 
 

It was like the convergence of a complex function. He would come to for brief 
intervals, and then go back inside a regime of starvation and hallucinating and mental 
absence. He didn’t always know where he was. Or—especially unsettling for an old 
Vectorian hand— which direction he was going. He might drift into conciousnness to 
find he was traveling up the Danube, through the Iron Gates at the rail of a bouncing 
little steamer gazing up at the rock walls of the defile of Kazan, taken inside the roaring 
of the rapids, as the river, beaten into a mist, rose to encompass him, like a god’s 
protective cloak— another time he might all at once  be seeing Lake Baikal or facing 
some chill boundary at least that pure an uncompromising. The other side of this 
”Baikal” he understood, was accessible to only to those of intrepid spirit. To go there 
and to come back would be like living through the end of the world. From this presice 
spot along the shoreline  it was possible to ”see”  on the far shore a city , crystalline, 
redemptive. There was music, mysteriously audible, tonal yet deliberately broken into 
dissonannaces— demanding as if each note insisted on being attended to. And now and 
then , in brief periods of lucid return, he found himself thinkig of nothing but Dally, 
aware that they had separated, but unable to remember why. (1214) 

 
A more explicit convincing that the truth is not easy, straightforward and uncomplicated  to 

find  and nor manifests itself in linear fashion can hardly be given. The vectorist Kit is 

defeated in his linear logic. 
 

 

 Quaternionists 

 

   The Quaternionists are believers in the fourth dimension. Their mystical beliefs are referred 

to in various contexts throughout the novel. The Vormance Expedition’s encounter with the 

Tresspassers starts with the scientists talking dismissively to those who believe in the fourth 

dimension. The idea of madness is constantly coupled with the the idea of the fourth 

dimension, but often those who laugh at it or dismiss it easiest are in the grand scheme of 
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things the ones who are made a fool of. Thus, the Vormance Expedition make merry of  

Quaternionist talk (147), only to end up camping on the body of one of the Trespassers 

without realizing it (155). The Trespassers are connected to the fourth dimension because 

they live in it. According to the old Icelandic legend, Iceland Spar caves mask the exits to the 

fourth dimension and hide the Hidden People (149). Sometimes they cross overand they are 

not benign. The Vormance expedition’s scientists making light of old legends thus has 

horrible consequences. 

 

   But the Quaternionist beliefs are referred to in other junctures of the novel as well. In the 

section of Kit and Yashmeen studying  mathematics in Göttingen, Yashmeen mentions the 

craze of Quaternionism that has arrived to the town with the Russian emigrés. The famous 

Russian mystic writer  and mathematician Ouspensky is mentioned and a very excited person 

attacks Yashmeen screaming ”Fourth dimension, fourth dimension!” in Russian (692). 

Pynchon also makes here a passing reference to the mathematical links of Quaternionism to 

Herman Minkowski, who gave his name to four-dimensional Minkowski space. 

 

    The idea of the fourth dimension merits a look, since it is central to the whole world model 

posited as real in Against the Day. Time as the fourth dimension is one of the explanations. 

This possible explanation links with the answer to the question of what is a déjà vu offered by 

Yashmeen (693). 

 
” When spirits walk, beings living in the fourth-dimensional space pass through our 
own three and the strange presences that flicker then at the egdes of awareness are 
those very moments of intersection. When we enter, even in ordinary daylight, upon a 
chain of events we are certain  we have lived through before, in every detail, it is 
possible that we have stepped outside of Time as it commonly passes here, above this 
galley-slave repetition of days, and have had a glimpse of the future, past and 
present—” she made a compressive gesture— ” all together.” (693) 
 

   But the fourth dimension also features in the Sfiunciuno Itinerary, the legendary magical 

map  showing the way to Shambala, which is wrought with special trickery of scale, its units 

being so infinitesimally small they are impossible to read without a special magnifying glass 

of  Iceland Spar, and it also occurs in the Shambala motif  itself. The things originating from 

the fourth dimension can thus be disproportionately large ( like the bloodthirsty giants, the 

Trespassers) or  so small you cannot see them with the bare eye. This difference of scale is 
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merely a metaphor  to make tangible their otherworldliness. They are the wrong size because 

they belong to another world. 
 

 

T.W.I.T. aka The Golden Dawn 

 

   The Golden Dawn is an occultist group, a historical one, as so many of Pynchon’s most 

amazing conjectures. His use of information theory is all based on real science, his 

mathematical knowledge, (the Riemann hypothesis, the zeta-function) are real as well. Many 

historical events he refers to are factual. This mixing of the historical and the fictional makes 

his novels unsettling reading. It creates the effect of blending the borderlines of  fictional and 

real.  

 

  It might also have an added effect of presenting a discourse of a social group, a semiotic 

technique Aleid Fokkema names in  Postmodern Characters. When the characters come in 

contact with the group, suddenly everything is seen through their world view of the mystical, 

occultist lense. The Golden Dawn also provides an excuse of bringing the Tarot deck into the 

story and to show readers what it is really like to treat characters as a sign: Lew as Jack of  

Spades and Webb as the Hanged Man.  

 

   In his detective work for the T.W. I.T., Lew is told that there is a criminal organization 

whose members are named after the cards of the Icosadyad, the Tarot deck (the name refers 

to the number of the cards in a Tarot deck). The most known version of the Tarot deck was 

designed by Golden Dawn member Ryder White and  there was also the more notorious 

Aleister Crowley,  a member of the group, who designed  a deck of his own.  

 

  The novel’s criminal organization has functions that used the cards of the deck as code 

names. There is the Tower, the Moon, the Sun, the Tower, the High Priestess etc. Lew’s work 

is to locate them and to carry messages for them. Simultaneously, this secret society, the 

harmless-seeming T.W.I.T, is also a cover operation for the British Secret Service. Their 

motives are ever occult and difficult to  sort out. Sometimes they are far from benign. In the 

case of  Cyprian Latewood and Yashmeen Halfcourt the secret service switch their 

allegiances, first recruit them and then stop protecting them, when politics changes and 

endanger their lives. But The Golden Dawn is also  another pearl in the necklace of 
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symbolism of light and stepping forth into the light. Working for them is an improvement for 

Lew from his previous detective work with the Scarsdale Vibe corporation. The light is 

dawning. 
 

Aetherists 

   Aetherists are community somewhere between science and superstition. They blend 

superstitition and personal hunches with their conviction in the existence of  aether. The 

Mickelson-Morley experiment, which was taken to prove the non-existence  of lumineferous 

aether ( ”light-carrying” literally translated), is of course a scientific fact. But this community  

mixes all kinds of personal beliefs, depending on the character more or less intelligent, with 

existence of aether. The Mickelson-Morley experiment was one of the  major scientific 

developments of the day and was important to the train of though that led to theory of 

relativity. But, in Pynchon, we get all kinds of card interpretations, such as  equating the 

existence of aether with the escapades of the famous criminal Blinky Morgan. When Blinky 

gets caught and sentenced to death it’s therefore bad for existence of aether.  

 

 

The various groups and denominations  serve to illustrate the folly of man which, as is 

known, condensates in groups. But not all groups are created equal. Teaming up with other 

people almost certainly and predictably  increases folly. Groups such as Aetherists whose  

wild harebrained schemes are developed to comic extremes in the novel are an example of 

this. Being entangled with the work of the secret services gets Yashmeen and Cyprian into 

trouble: their lives are endangered  during the World war I. Some groups are points of 

development of the  major characters : Kit’s vectorism is getting to to be an idé fixe – till he 

has the sense to abandon it in chase of something better and more developed. Groups 

sometimes need to be left behind. Yet  groups may also offer comfort  and a sense of 

belonging, as the dubious Anarchist collective does to its downtrodden members. A need to 

fight back can be realized through them. Chums of Chance is an example  of  a supportive 

collective which supports not only its own members, but all others  below and gradually 

develops into a world community of sky-brother and –sistership, a kind of a ideal community 

which is also just towards its members in its structures of power. 
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3.	Genre	and	Allegory	

	

	

3.1.	Realism	vs	Postmodernism,	Magic	vs	Science	

	

	

			There	seems	to	be	a	conflict	between		the	realistic	style		used	by	the	author	in	some	

sections	and	the	more	fantastic	style	in	others.	But	this	need	not	necessarily	be	so.	Stern	

presents	the	Plato’s	Cave		hypothesis	in	his	tudy		On	Realism	(	45-46),	namely	the	idea		

that	there	is	this	reality	we	are		familiar	with	and	then		another,	larger	reality	we	are	not	

yet	familiar	with.	The	reality	we	know	would,	then,	be	inside	Plato’s	cave	and	that	which	

we	do	not	know	outside	the	cave.	Not	even		science	claims	to	know	everything	about		

the	nature	of	the	universe	and	reality.	Pynchon’s	view	is	compatible	with	such	a	realist–

fantastic	world	view.	

	

				In	addition,		there	is	the	TzvetanTodorov	(	via	McHale	Postmodernist	Fiction	74)	

dance	of	hesitation	typical	to	fantastic	literature	:	is	this	real,	is	it	not?	Pynchon	even	

puns	on	this	literary	concept	in	presenting	his	end	solution	to	the	novel	”Couples	were	

out	dancing	the	Hesitation	Waltz	in	the	middle	of	traffic,	despite		the	signs	clearly	

posted	forbidding	them	to”	(1219).		

	

			Pynchon	is	one	of	those	writers	known	to	engage	in	conversation	with	his	critics	on	

the	pages	of	a	book.	Mélanie	Heuremaudit	aka	la	Jarrétière	on	the	very	last	pages	of	

Against	the	Day	is	in	fact	a	female	character	killed	gruesomely	in	his	earlier	work.	Here	

she	is	alive,	however,	and	the	whole	death	scene	is	proved	to	be	a	sham,	blood	

substituted	by	raspberry	jelly	(1198).	The	scene	was	among	those	criticized	fiercely	by	

feminists.		Pynchon’s	resurrecting	her	in	this	way	could	therefore	be	considered	a	kind	

of		literary	apology,	especially	as	she	is	singing	loudly	”Mon	Dieu,	que	les	hommes	sont	

bêtes!”	(	My	God,	how	stupid	men	are!)	The	sinister	scene	of	sexual	murder	is	here	

modified	into	a	comical	one.	This	is	one	of	the	rare	postmodern	intertextual	jokes	in	

Against	the	Day.		Even	though	realism	has	gained	ground,	the	postmodern	textuality		of	

the	characters	is	still	present.	Still,	it	might	be	mentioned	that	Mélanie	Heuremaudit	is	a	
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very	minor	character,	a	cameo	appearance,	what	might		be	called	in		Aleid	Fokkema’s	

terms	a	stencil.	But		the	resolution	of	the	conflict	is	also	a	good	example	of	Pynchon’s	

disarming	humility	in	the	face	of	feminism.	

	

	Yet,	there	are	sections	in	Pychon	that	go	beyond	the	mere	flickering	effect	and	just	

blandly	represent	the	supernatural	as	fact.	Such	is		for	example	the	encounter	of	Merle	

with	Skip,	the	ball	lightning.	Skip	has	an	important	place		in	Pynchon’s	complex	

symbolism	of	light.	Light	is	both	seductive	and	suspect	in	Pynchon’s	system	of	tropes.	In	

his	previous	books,	characters	chase	the	light	frenetically,	as	is	indicated	byt	the	name	

of	Frenesi	in	Vineland	and	also	by	her	father’s	occupation	of	gaffer,	but	sometimes	with	

thin	results.		Here	the	writer	develops	the	theme	of	light-chasing	as	a	hazardous,	if	

luring,		activity.			

	

			Lightning	is		of	course	one	of	the	oldest	and	most	absolute	symbols		of	celestial	

powers,	the	sky	gods.	Merle	(Merlin?)	Rideout		is	alluded	to	as	a	lightning	controlling	

mage,	even	though	his	occupation	is		that	of	a	much	less	glamorous	lightning-rod	

salesman.	Readers	are	given	a	glimpse	of	total	control	over	something	wild	and	

uncontrollalble,	as	Merle	is	supposed	to	drive	the	lightning	into	ground	(81-82).		

	

				But	here	Pynchon	provides	a	curious		anti-climax.	Merle	stops	and	looks	at	the		feared	

ball	lightning	and	decides	not	to	make	any	threathening	moves	and	allows	it	to	get	close,	

retaining	his	nerve.		The	mode	of	acting	he	uses	to	tame	the	lightning	is	much	the	same		

that	would	tame	or	help	get	aquainted	and	friendly	with	any		sentient	being.		Merle	

doubts	if	it	would	understand	him,	but	talks	to	it	anyway:	he	tells	it		his	intention	is	not	

to	harm	it.	And	more	anti-climax	is	to	come:	the	ball	lightning	is	afraid!		”Just	don’t	send	

me	to	ground		it’s	not	fun	in	there”,	it	asks	(82).	Nor	can	you	cage	the	power;	it	will	only	

stay	with	you	freely,	of	its	own	will.	What	is		conveyed	by	this		test	of	a	magician?		
	

			I	do	not	mean	that	Pynchon	intends	the	ball	lightning	as	a	stand	in	for	God,	exactly.	But		

lightning	is	an	old	symbol	of	sky	deities	and	it	is	also	a	form	of	electricity,	it	therefore	

functions	as	a	trope	of	both	force,	current	and	air,	that	is	celestial,	intellectual		forces.	It	

is	both	a	fire	symbol		with	connotations	of	willpower	and	an	air	symbol,		connoting	

intellect.	
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Lightning,		a	creature	of	the	skies,		does	not	belong	in	the	ground	(the	Earth	element	has	

material	implications)	or	in	a	cage,	harnessed;	its	sole	purpose	is	to	fly	free	in	the	sky.	

Thus	Air	and	Fire	elements	combined	need	to	fly	free	as	thought	and	willpower	know	

no	limits	and	should	be	used	for	something	better	than	material	gain	or	personal	

promotion.	

	

					Earth	kills	the	lightning.	Cage	frustrates	its	movement	and	progress.	From	the	point	

of	view	of		search	of	identity,	this	is	important.	Willpower	and	intellect	are	aspects	of	

personality.	A	degree	of	freedom	is	essential	to	finding	one’s	identity.	The	highest	

energies	of	a	human	should	not	be		limited	or	frustrated	—fire	is	the	highest	in	

hierarchy,	air	the	second	in	old	mystical	system	of	thought,	and	they	represent	stages	of	

develoment	of	the	soul.	For	a	human	soul	to	progress,	a	process	also	rephrasable	as	

finding	one’s	true	nature	or	finding	one’s	identity,	freedom	is	necessary.		

	

			A	person’s	willpower	or	intellect	should	not	be	thwarted.	To		understand	the	purpose	

and	nature		of	a	thing	is	part	of		the	calling		and	the	path	of	a	magician	(or	a	scientist,	if	

you	prefer,	or	just	a	human	soul		developing),	not	just		to	show	his	own	power	and	skill.	

In	fact,	Merle	chooses	not	to	make	a	thing	of	Nature	into	something	that	is	contrary	of	its	

purpose.	When	he	does	so	and	grants	it	freedom,	he	gains	its	friendship	and	its	

voluntary	service.”With	knowledge	comes	power.	There	is	no	greater	test	”,	says	the	old	

adage.	Merle	does	not	use	his	knowledge	and	power	for	vanity	or	even	monetary	gain.	

Nor	does	he	let	his	fear	dominate	him	into	hasty	action.	He	chooses	to	do	no	harm	and	

to	be	patient	and	to	learn	more.		

	

			If	we	contrast	Merle	with	Webb,	we	can	see	that	Webb	is	controlled	by	his	fear	and	

acts		motivated	by	it		in	a	way	that	is	highly	damaging	for	both	him	and	his	daughter.	

The	modality	of	fear	has	been	a	motif	in	Pynchon’s	previous	works	(notably	V.		which	is	

all	about	man’s	fear	of	woman);	here	he	presents	a	constructive	solution	to	how	to	deal	

with	fear	and	to	conquer	it.	

	

			Pynchon,	ever	the	subversive,	inverts	the	metaphor		and	makes	it	all	the	more	

powerful.		Instead	of	a	scary,	all-powerful	God,	there	is	a	magician,	the	human	as	God,	or	

with	God–like	powers,	perhaps	a	God	within	the	human,	with	power	to	dominate	the	



	

	 38	

forces	of	nature.	The	trope	of	a	magician	represents	this	ability.	But	he	also	has	to	take	

the	test	of	morality	and		humility	and	make	good	use	of	the	powers	invested	in	him,	or	

he	risks	becoming		a	damaging	force.	Merle	finds	his	identity	through	his	decision	not	to	

harm	and	not	to	abuse	his	magician-like	powers.	He	is	what	in	mystical	parlance	is	

considered	a	white	wizard,	one	who	is	foresworn	to	eschew	evil,	wheras	Webb	is	the	

black	wizard,	intent	on	harming,	even	if	initially	for	”good	reasons,”	in	the	end	

destroying	what	he	did	not	intend	to	destroy.	

	

The	ball	lightning	is	stripped	of		its	majestic	glory,	its	fearsomeness	and	tries	to	make	a	

friend.	And	the	magician	is	a	benevolent	creature,	who	refuses	to	do	harm.	Benevolence	

is,	of	course,	one	of	the	four	Buddhist	four	noble	virtues	thought	to	be	essential	to	

enlightenment.		Another	is	compassion.	Pynchon	mixes	his	religions	and	belief	systems	

freely	in	a	universal	search	for	knowledge.		
	

Merle’s	test	is	a	test	of	how	he	will	employ	the	power	invested	in	him,	in	this	case	the	

power	given	to	him	by	science.	The	fantastic	and	the	realistic	are	inextricably	linked	in	

the	novel,	just	as	magic	and	science	intertwine.		The	magician’s	true	gift	is	not	to	control	

powerful	phenomena,	but	to	refrain	from	doing	harm.	Like	Tolkien’s	Galadriel,	herself	a	

powerful	mage,	who	refuses	the	ring	of	power,	which	can	only	bring	power	to	do	harm,	

Merle	is	tested	and	found	deserving.	He	refuses	control	for	its	own	sake.	He	does	not		

seek	to	exert	his	own	power	for	the	sake	of	mere	show,	and	seeks	to	be	kind	and	

humane.		
	

Perhaps	Pynchon’s	wider	point	concerns	how	we	use	science.	That	is,	there	is	a	certain	

element	of	ecocriticism	in		Against	the	Day.	The	human	relationship	with	Nature	is	

described	as	marred	in	many	ways.	Finntown	in	Colorado	is	described	as	being	located		

in	between	scrapheaps	from	mining	(99).	The	Tunzelworm	has	been	interpreted	by	

some	critics	as	an	avenging	nature-spirit.	Christopher	Coffman	in	his	article	

”Bogomilism	Orphism,	Shamanism:	The	spiritual	and	Spacial	Grounds	of	Pynchon’s	

Ecological	Ethic”		sees	the	Tunzelworm	as	Guardian	of	the	Earth.			The	Vormance	

expedition	wakes	up	a	sleeping	nature	spirit	of	the	Ice	and	does	not	recognize	it	for	

what	it	is	in	their	greed,	causing	it	to	wreak	havoc	on	people	in		revenge.	The	inability	to	
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admit	that	it	is	sentient	and	alive	and	to	have	human	compassion	for	it	leads	to	towns	

being	terrorized	and	destroyed	(169).		
	

	

	

	

3.2.	Lessons	of	Benevolence	and	Compassion:		Allegory	in	Against	the	Day	

	

	

In	the	novel	Merle	is	rewarded	for	his	benevolence	and	compassion	by	the	ball	

lightning,	illustratively	named	Skip,	hanging	around	almost	like	a	house	pet	or	a	friend	

of	his	daughter,	performing	all	kinds	of		helpful	household	duties,	like	lighting	the	way	

for	the	wayfaring	magician’s		wagon	on	the	dark	roads	(82).	Perhaps	the	verb	”skip”	

(skip	it!	=	don’t	do	it,	pass	it	by,	avoid	it!)	here	in	the	name,	is	intended	to	point	to		the	

moral	advice	that	Merle	took,	when	he	refused		to	ground	the	ball	lightning	called	Skip.	

He	refused	to	be	cruel	to	a	creature	that	was	afraid:	Skip	doing	harm	and	good	things	

happen!	Skip	doing	harm	and	you	attain	enlightmenment!	Skip	also	lights	his	cigars	as	

well	as	the	fire	they	need	for	their	daily	meals	(82).		

	

The	fire	element,	then,	can	help	humans	with	our	everyday	lives.	Merle	receives	the	

friendship	of		the	useful	creature	of	fire	only	when	he	refuses	to	be	cruel	to	it	and	

foreswears		personal	gain		even	though	he	was	paid	to	drive	lightning	into	the	ground.	I	

would	suggest,	then,		that	in	addition	to	realism,	the	fantastic	and	postmodernism,	

allegory	is	also	strongly	present	in	Pynchon’s	work.	Unlike	J.R	R.	Tolkien,	who	stated		

that	he	detested	the	genre,	(	Sormuksen	Ritarit,	Esipuhe:	“Minä	puolestani	inhoan	

sydämestäni	allegoriaa	sen	kaikissa	muodoissa	ja	olen	aina	inhonnut,	siitä	lähtien	kun		

olin	tarpeeksi	vanha	ja	varovainen	vainutakseni	sen.”10	)	Pynchon	seems	to	be	quite	

fond	of	it.	Although,	it	must	be	said,	he	uses	it	in		often	humourous	and	light	way	that	

perhaps	would	have	astounded	the	writers	of	such	books	as	The	Pilgrim’s	Progress.	Yet,	

one	must	see	affinity	to	the	works	of	some	early	American		Christian	writers	here,	and	

in	a	good	way.	The	use	of	the	genre	does	not	make	his	work	too	didactic;	it		gives	it	

richness	of	style	and	local	color	and	an	element	of	surprise.	
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			Pynchon’s	characters	have	a	strong	moral	undertone	in	all	their	choices,	even	when	

they	appear	careless	renegades.	All	their	actions	are	viewed	in	light	of		their	moral	

choices.	This	is	also	typical		of	early	Christian	religous	writing	and	allegory	in	particular.	

A	wrong		moral	choice	leads	to	doom.	Even	though	Pynchon	uses	several	different	belief	

systems	—	religious		and	esoteric,	and	political,	too	—		the	moral	perspective	is	always	

there.	

	

But	while	his	perspective	is	moral,	it	is	never	dogmatic	or	tied	to	a	narrow	system	of	

belief.	His	morals	are	free-wheeling,	tolerant	and	open	to	various	belief	systems.	This	is	

what	makes	the	difference	and	prevents	his		writing	becoming	boring	and	sermonizing.	

Pynchon’s	writing	is	a	plethora	of	world	mythologies,	all	represented	in	equality	in	

suspension	of	disbelief.	The	only	thing	he	condemns	unequivocally	is	greed	and	lack	of	

compassion	for	the	fellow	humans	and	curiously,	such	a	condemnation	can	be	found	in	

many	different	belief	systems	around	the	world.	

	

			The	friendship	with	the	ball	lightning	ends	in	time,	much	as		human	relationships	do	-	

Skip	is	called	and	has	to	go.	And	even	the	ball	lightnings	do	not	live	forever:	they	get	

gathered	into	one,	after	which	they	are	not	the	same	”person”	anymore,	a	point	that	is	

important	for	the	theme	of		search	for	identity.	The	identity,	then	,	is	something	that	is	

maintained	only	for	a	short	period,	not	something	everlasting.	It	is	not	quite	an	

endorsement	of	metempsychosis,	but	comes	close	to	it.	In	any	case,	there	is	

development:	stagnation	in	the	path	of	a	soul—	be	it	human	or	a	ball	lightning—	is	not	

viewd	as	ideal.		

	

			The	conversation	of	Dally	with	the	ball	lightning	emphasizes	the	fleeting	nature	of	

human	relationships.	The	fact	that		the	writer	chooses	a	child	to	bring	out	this	theme	

and	a	child	who	has	recently	lost	her	mother	and	is	longing	for	her	mother	and	then	has,	

as	her	only	playmate,		a	ball	lightning	—	”Other	children	have	brothers	and	sisters	(82)”,	

she	complains	—		and	then	loses		it,	too,	is	a	powerful	testimony	to		the	loneliness	the	

humans	spend	their	lives	in.	Dally	spends	most	of	her	life	in	the	novel	alone,	longing	for	

her	mother,	her	father,	her	lover	Kit.	The		writer	seems	to	be	making	a	point	about	self-

sufficiency	and	the	fleetingness	of	human	affections,	even	at	their	best.	As	hard	as	the	
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search	for	identity	may	be,		it	must	be	found	following	one’s	own	road;	this	is	typical	of	

American	individualism.	The		road	to	follow	may	not	be	entirely	solitary,	but	it	is	one	

with	individual		purpose.	Dally	loves	her	father,	but	she	rides	out	to	find	her	own	

destiny,	just	like	her	father	has	done,	(	the	last	name	Rideout	is	indicative	of	this),	

despite	all	the	hardships	his	life	as	a	travelling		tehcnician	/	lightningrod	salesman/	

natural	plant	harvester	/	photographer	entails.	

	

Dally’s	lover,	Kit,	is	also	thematically	linked	to	the	secret	fellowship	of	natural	

electricity.	He	gets		his	initiation	through	mathematical	insight.		The	chapter		describing	

Kit’s	enlightenment	(109)	is	one	of	the	finest	and	simplest	in	the	book,	so	beautifully	

written		even	a	hardened	humanist	almost	forgives	him	for	being	an	engineer.	Kit	also	

steps	forth	into	the	light,	steps	into	another	space,	possesses	a	higher	wisdom,	hears	a	

voice	that	speaks	in		”not	words	exactly”	(110).		

	

Pynchon	starts	by	describing	Kit’s	everyday	work	and	how		he,		an	untrained		17-year-

old,	suddenly	finds	himself	explaining	things	to	his	colleagues	and	”a	hankering	in	the	

course	of	a	day’s	work	just	to	see	in	some	way	—	the	way	Faraday	had	,	according	to	

folklore,	anyway	—what	was	inside	the	circuits	he	was	obliged	to	work	with”(109).		

He	calls		himself	”a	circuit	rider”(109).	And	in	the	end	he	understands.	”Water	falls,	

electricity	flows	—	one	flow	becomes	another,	and	thence	into	the	light.	So	is	altitude	

transformed,	continuously,	to	light”	(	110).			

	

The	stream	where	the	electrical	power	is	harvested	is		described	as	flowing		freely		next	

to	him	while	he	has	his	the	realization.	The	natural	and	the	mystical	are	entangled	—	or,	

in	fact	,	they	are	the	same.	Religion	is	entangled,	too:	Pynchon	constantly	compares		

vectorism	to	religion,	”the	God	of	current”	(109).	Hence,	the	novel	is	both	realistic,	

allegorical	and	postmodern.	
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3.3.	Other	Genres	Flickering	in	Against	the	Day	

	

	

	

			Pynchon’s		otherworldly		scenes	have		puzzled	readers	and	given	him	a	reputation	as	

weird	and	wonderful.	But	they	may	not	be	as	unheard	of	as	they	first	appear.		They	have	

some	precedents,		although	one	may	have	to	go	quite	far	to	find	them.	Let	me	be	precise	

in	my	definition	of	what	kind	of	scene	I	mean.	When	a	protagonist	looks	into	a	crystal	or	

eats	a	hikuli	cactus	and	a	long	voyage	into	otherworld	ensues	(1037-1044),	as	Frank	

does	in	Against	the	Day,	or	when	his	brother	Kit	visits	Shambala	(1214-1215),		even	

though	he	does	it	briefly	and	later	doesn’t	remember	it	(but	is	told	by	another	

authoritative		source	that	yes,	indeed,	he	was	in	Shambala,	because	he	was	seen	there),	

then	the	genre	invoked		is	that	of	the	visionary	tale.		

	

			The	visionary	tale	was	a	respected	form	of	literature	in	the	Middle	Ages.		Sirkka	

Heiskanen-Mäkelä	informs	us	that	this	form	is		likely	to	have	developed	from		the	

influence		of	the	Arabian	sufi	storytellers	and		has	its	best	use	in	works	touching	on	

broad	questions	of		religion	and	world	view	(33).	The	best	known	Medieval	visionary	

novel	is	The	Divine	Comedy	by	Dante.	Complete	with	Heaven,	Hell	and	Purgatory,		it	

gives	us	the	three	worlds	at	once,	whereas	Pynchon	sprinkles	his	underworld,	

Purgatory	and		Heaven	(in	the	Shambala	scene),	around	his	book		and	alternates	them	

with	realistic	scenes.		

	

The	underworlds	of	various	kinds	—	the	Tunzelworm’s		mine	shafts,	the	underground	

railway	with	tommyknockers	in	Telluride,		the	Chums	of	Chance	journey	with	the	giant	

sandworms	underneath	the	desert	floor	and	the	episode	of	Chums	of	Chance	in	the	

Bowels	of	the	Earth	—	are	intercepted	by	realistic	scenes	of	the	Traverse	brothers	

looking	for	work	and	traveling	in	conventional		ways.		And	it	could	be	argued	that	the	

purgatory	in	Against	the	Day		is	the	entire	existence	in	this	world,	in	the	sense	that		in	it		

his	characters	develop	and	better		themselves,	including	those	who	live	in	the	sky,	the	

Chums	of	Chance	and	the	sky	community.	The	sky	existence	is	not	a	Paradise	for	them:	

though	exempt	from	some	of	the	hardships	of	common	peoples	lives,	they	nevertheless	

feel		the	pain	of	the	world’s	suffering	and	they,	too,	must	try	to	help	those	below.	
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I	would	argue	that	Pynchon	has	willingly	integrated	some	elements	of		the	visionary		

tale	into	his	book	to	lend	weight	to	his	complex	metaphysical	questions	relating	to	

existence.	This	is	not		so	different	from	what	Dante	did,	when	he	placed	his	

contemporaries	in	Hell	:	the	idea	was	to	make	metaphysical	judgements	of	their	actions	

in	the	world,	much	as	Pynchon	condemns	greed,	destruction	of	Nature	and	the	cruelty	

of	the	property	tycoons,	who	run	Western	civilization.		

	

Amy	Elias	in	Plots,	Pilgrimage	and	the	politics	of	genre	in	Against	the	Day	states	that	

”pilgrimage	journey	might	be	understood	as	a	liminal	zone	(	a	switching	point	in	local	

time)	traversed	by	morally	alert	seekers	pursuing	metaphysical		meaning	(32).”		It	is	in	

this	sense	that	the	whole	normal	world	of		Against	the	Day	is	purgatory.		These	changes	

of	scenery	are		also	essential	to		the	develoment	of	characters.	Aleid	Fokkema	in	

Postmodern	Characters	states	that		the	immediate	surroudings	often	suggest	the	various	

phases	of	the	inner	development	of	the	character	(168).		She	refers	to	Angela	Carter’s		

Nights	at	the	Circus	and	its	trip	to	Siberia.	In	Carter’s	novel,	Siberia	is	emblematic	of	the	

paperlike	whiteness	of	a	soul	on	which	anything	can	be	written.	For	Pynchon,	who	also		

has	a	Siberian	passage	in	Against	the	Day,		Siberia	is	explosion	of	consciousness	in	the	

Tunguska	Event,	and	the	ability	to	be	at	two	places	at	one	time,	bilocation.		

	

				Pynchon	might	have	chosen	bilocation	as	a	theme	just	because	it	is	supposed	to	be	

impossible.	It	thus	has	an	ontological	importance	and	it	reinforces	the	ontological	

dominant.	But	the	frequency	with	which	he	repeats	it	suggests	there	could	be	more	at	

work	here.	Several	characters	have	doubles,		sometimes	evil	doubles,	such	as	the	

professors	Werfner	and	Renfrew,	warring	with	each	other	for	world	domination	in	the	

Great	Game,	sometimes	good	doubles,	such	as	evil	billionaire	Scarsdale	Vibe	and	his	

good	double,	Foley	Walker.	Foley	has	taken	Scarsdale’s	part	in	the	draft	for	Civil	War		

and	almost	died		in	this	role	of	playing	Scarsdale	Vibe,	and	thus	Scarsdale	owes	him	his	

life.	Foley		first	acts	as	a	protector	of	Scarsdale	Vibe.	Later,	however,	when		the	evil	of	

the	billionaire	gets	too	much	for	Foley,	he	ends	up	shooting	him.			
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				Book		three	is	titled	Bilocations.	Here	it	is		suggested	that	the		human	soul	can	split	

into	two.	But	not	all	the	doubles	are	good	vs	bad,	some	are	just	identical,	like	the	twins	

Nevil	and	Nigel	or	the	Russian	thugs	Misha	and	Grisha.		Furthermore,	not	just	people,	

but	also	loci	have	their	doubles.	Thus,	Venice	is	Iceland’s	double	etc.	The	Candlebrow	

University,	where	the	geniuses	of	the	world	return	to	teach	one	more	semester,	is	just	

one	more	of	these	fantastic	doublings	of	spaces	and	phases	of	the	soul	that	become	

possible	as	the	soul	evolves.	The	fantastic	vein	in	American	literature	is	alive	and	well	

and	pulsing	vividly	in	Pynchon’s	work.	But	at	the	same	time,	there	is	more	at	work	here.	

	

A	useful		pointer	to	the	doubles’	meaning	can	be	found	in		the	concepts	of	double	

refraction	and	bilocation.	The	metaphor	used	for	the	human	soul	is	that	of	a	beam	of	

light.	This	beam	of	light	can	be	directed	through	a	prism		and	divided.	Double	identity	

ensues	and	this	facilitates	bilocation.	In	Against	the	Day,		the	themes	of	duplicity	and	

bilocation	are	linked	with	the		postmodern	theme	of	fragmentation	of	the	self,	but	in	the	

positive	sense	of	enlargement	of	the	consciousness	(and	thus	the	self)	and	the	theme	of	

enlightenment.	Magic,	enlightenment,	and	expansion	of	the	conciousness		are	central	to		

theme	of	this	novel	and	for	this	reason	Pynchon	chose	an	old	mystic	adage	for	a	title.		

	

			But	while	it	is	possible	to	double	people,	it	is	also	possible	to	make	them	disappear.	

One	of	the	lesser	characters,	Luca	Zombini,	a	stage	magician,		explains	his	craft	:		
	

Those	who	sneer	at	us,	and	sneer	at	themselves	for	letting	us	fool	them,	what	they	never	
see	is	the	yearning.	If	it	was	religious,	a	yearning	after	God	—	no	one	would	dream	of	
disrespecting	that.	But	because	it	is	a	yearning		only	after	a	miracle,	only	to	contradict	the	
given	world,	they	hold	it	in	contempt.	(398)	
	

			Here,	from	the	mouth	of	a	conjurer,		we	have	the	key	point	of	the		Against	the	Day.	The	

main		aim	of	the	work	is	sociological.	It	is	almost	revolutionary;	it	is	driven	by	the	wish	

for	a	change.	But	the	violent	revolution	(the	assassination	plot	of	Scarsdale	Vibe,	the	

work	of	the	anarchists)	fails,	and	what	the	protagonists	are	left	with	is	the	slow	

revolution	of	inner	war,	progress	through	self-improvement	and	then,	thus,	influencing	

their	surroundings.	It	is	the	central	theme	of	going	Against	the	Day,	of	wishing		to	

change	the	world,		even	if	the	supernatural	is	required	to	do	so.	Before	we	can	change	
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the	world,	we	must	change	ourselves.	This,	of	course,	rhymes	with	the	old	mystic	quest	

for	our	better	selves.	Thus	the	improvement	of	soul	and	society	are	tangled	together.	

	

					Theodore	Kharpentian		in	A	Hand	to	Turn	the	Time	has	described		Pynchon’s	earlier	

works	as		Menippean	satire.	It	is	a	fitting	characterization	here	too,	in	the	sense	that	this	

work	of	Pynchon’s,	too,	does	indeed	move	in	Heaven,	Earth	and		the	Underworld.	But	it	

is	not	fair	to	Pynchon		in	the	sense	that	the	characters	in	antiquity’s	novels,	such	as	

Apuleius’		Metamorphoses,	of	which	this	term	is	used,	seldom	develop	at	all.	The	

characters	in	Against	the	Day	have	remarkable	psychological	scope.	This	stems	from	

their	linkage	with	the	world	of	realism,	their	families,	their	social	surroundings,	their	

place	in	the	society,	as		well	as	from	their	development	in	the	course	of	the	story	

through	events.			

				

			And	here	we	come	to	the	social	message	of	the	book,	its	impact.		The	juxtapositions	of	

the	realistic	and	the	fantastic	highlights	the	ills	of	our	day.	The	greed	of	the	wealth	

barons,	their	cruelty	towards	their	fellow	men,	calls	forth	the	monsters	of	old	and	their	

ire.		The	unspeakable	creatures	uncovered		by	the	Vormance	expedition		are	set	free	

only	because	of	the	greed	of	Scarsdale	Vibes’	pursuit	of	profit.	Here	too,	the	immediate	

surroundings	suggest		the	inner	reality,	the	inner	reality	of	the	senders	of	Vormance	

expedition,	who	are	motivated	purely	by	greed.	They	are	contrasted	with	the	Inuits,	

who	have	no	greed	and	who	warn	them	of	the	monsters	they	have	uncovered	:	for	them,	

the	creatures	sleep,	they	do	not	awaken.	But		in	search	for	wealth	and	vainglorious	

scientific	fame,	the	expedition	persists	in	their	folly	and	import	the	sleeping	monster	to		

a	town	in	America,	where	it	awakens	with	disastrous	consequences.		

	

			It	is	by	the	use	of	the	Nicol	Prism	spectacles	made	of	Iceland	Spar,	a	trick	of	light,		that	

the		Chums	of	Chance	avoid	to	be	drawn	into	the		folly	and	are	preserved	from	being	

duped.		A	Nicol	Prism	is	a	real		device	which	prevents	the	prism	from	bending	a	beam	of	

light.	It	is	possible,	then,	to	manipulate	the	flow	of	light	itself.		The	complex	imagery	of	

light		and	how	it	creates	reality	and	consciousness		is	introduced	early	on.	This	is	

implied	in	the	titling	of	the	first	book,	Light	Over	the	Ranges.		In	the	starting	point	of	the	

novel,	the	light	is	in	its	original	form	and	has	not	been	tampered	with.	Double	refraction	

is	another	major	metaphor		that	likens	the		human	consciousness		to	a	beam	of	light—	
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this	idea	is	an	old	mystical	trope.		A	beam	of	light	can	be	directed		into	a	prism	and	

controlled	–	and	divided.	When	it	is	divided,		bilocation	occurs.	Thus,	Book	Two	is	called	

Icleand	Spar	and	Book	Three	is	titled	Bilocations,	conferring	the	thematic	importance	of	

these	main	themes	of	the	novel.	Chums	of	Chance	employ	Nicol	Prism	eyeglasses	to	

prevent	the	Trespassers	from	deceiving	them	into	seeing	the	reality	in	the	way	they	

manipulate.	

	

Here	the	case	in	point		is	also	that	of	literature	and	storytelling:		the	conjurer’s	trick	is	

that	of	the	writer	as	well.		Here’s	how	the	wayward	magician	Luca	Zombini	explains	it	to	

his	stepdaughter,	Dally:	
	

Remember	God	didn’t	say	”	I’m	gonna	make	light	now”,	he	said	”	Let	there	be	light.”	His	
first	act	was	to	allow	light	in	to	what	had	been	Nothing.	Like	God,	you	also		have	to	always	
act	with	the	light,	make	it	do	only	what	you	want	it	to.		
	
He	unrolled		an	expanse	of	absolute	fluid	blackness.	”Magician-grade	velvet,	perfect	
absorber	of	light.	Imported	from	Italy.	Very	expensive.	Dyed,	sheared	and	brushed	by	hand	
many,	many	times.	Finished	with	secret	method	of	applying	platinum	black.	Factory	
inspections	are		merciless.	Same	as		mirrors,	only	opposite.	The	perfect	mirror	must	send	
back	everything,	same	amount	of	light,	same	colors	exactly	—	but	perfect	velvet	must	let	
nothing	escape,	must	hold	on	to	every	last	little	drop	of	light	that	falls	on	it.	Because	if	the	
the	smallest	of	amount	of	light	you	can	think	of	bounces	off	one	single	thread	—	affondato,	
vero?	It’s	all	about	the	light,	you	control	the	light,	you	control	the	effect,	capisci?”	(399)	
	

	

				Viktor	Shklovsky		writes	about	the	illusion	of	the	real	(	26).	This	writer’s	credo		of	

letting	in	the	light	in	a	certain	way	(	italisation	is	original)	is	also,	in	Shklovskian	terms,	

an	indication	of	how	artifice	constructs	reality	and	a	clue	to	motivation.		He	is	saying	:	

look,	when	I	write	like	a	realist,	I	can	make	you	believe	anything	I	say.	Even	if	I	tell	you	

tales	of		enlightenment		and	supernatural,	of	secret	societies	and	monsters,	you	will	

believe	me.		
	

	I	mentioned	Dante	and	Apuleius	in	respect	to	the	fantastic	sections	of	Heaven	and	the	

Underworld.	But	the	difference	is	that	they,	children	of	their	era,	believed,	at	least	to	an	

extent,	in	the		supernatural.	We	can,	of	course,	debate	the	degree	to	which	and	educated	

Roman	or	an	erudite	writer	like	Dante	believed	that	the	devil	he	invented		lay	splayed	in	

the	bottom	of	Hell,	but		similarly,	we	could		debate	Pynchon’s	belief	in	the	
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enlightenment.	Suffice	it	to	say	there	is	uncertainty	there.	To	Pynchon,	the	illusion	of	the	

real	is	no	less	intriguing	to	study	than	enlightenment.		

	

				We	make	an	assumption	that	some	things	are	real,	some	not.	That	is	an	extra-literary	

assumption.	As	the	writer	engages		in	themes	of	mathematics	and		physics	in	the	novel,	

engineer	by	training	that	he	is,	we	can	see	that		the	Riemann	hypothesis,	the	mysteries	

of	electricity	and	queries	of	the	fourth	dimension	and	aether	are	similarly	uncertain	to	

him.	Our	modern	scientific	world	offers	us	no	certainty	in	absolute	terms	about	the		

nature	of	reality.	There	is	always	an	assumption	and	the	science	(	as	in	the	case	of		

aether	and	the	Mickelson-Morley	experiment)	is	often	wrong		—	or	at	least	it	takes	

meandering	sidepaths	to	error.	I’m	just	glad	quantum	physics		emerged	after	the	time	

period		depicted	in	the	novel,	so	Thomas	Pynchon		could	not	add	it	into	the	vast	array	of	

uncertainty	in	the	novel.	Then	again,	many	postmodernists	have	done	just	that	in	their	

works.		

	

Against	the	Day		thus	continues	the	honored		postmodernist	tradition	of	centering	on	

the	ontological	dominant.	It	also	questions	the	epistemological	certainty,	however.	In	

this	respect	it	could	be	linked	to	the		American		continuum	of	knowledge-destroyers.	

The	writers	that		Ronald	Martin	analyzes	in	his	work	American	Literature	and		the	

Destruction	of	Knowledge		include	Emily	Dickinson,	Walt	Whitman	and	Gertrude	Stein.	

	

			They,	according	to	Martin,		have	in	common	the	belief	that	”	systems	of	order		are	all	

inventions”		and	that	”thus	an	attack	on	knowledge	can	be	a	constructive	act,	an	opening	

of	possiblities”	(xxi).	Ronald	Martin	also		mentions	Pynchon.	”The	epistemological	

motive		becomes	a	central	preoccupation	of	the	work;	there	is	a	clear	and	obvious		

similarity	to	destructionism”(xxiii),	he	writes.		(His	reference	is	not	to	Against	the	Day)	

Martin	mentions	Ralph	Ellison,	another	writer	of	the	group	and	his	strategy	of	bringing	

together		”	a	deep	sense	of	folk	history,	folk	myth	and	folk	language	and	bizarre	personal	

history”(xxiii)	—	this	is	quite	similar	to	what	Pynchon	does	in	Against	the	Day.		Other	

criteria		of	Martin’s,	”	resistance	to	conceptual	closure	and	authoritativeness”	and	

”scepticism	about	absolutes	and	conventions”	(xxiv)	fit	Pynchon—	and	Against	the	

Day—	exactly.	So	I	conclude	that		the	novel	trashes		the	epistemological	certainty	and	

reaches	for	the	ontological	dominant.	
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Brian	Mc	Hale		coins	the	term	of	Thomas	Pynchon’s	genre-poaching	in	Corrupt	Pilgrim’s	

Guide	(2011).	In	Against	the	Day,	Pynchon	mixes	almost	realistic-seeming		passages	with	

ones	tinged	with	the	fantastic.	There	are	visions	(	some	in	intoxicated	state,	some	not),	

but	there	are	also	directly	related	pure	fantastic	encounters	that	are	related	as	fact,	such	

as		Chums	of	Chance	adventures.		There	is	the	genre	of	the	dime	novel	and	adventure	

story,	which,	notably,	the	Chums	of	Chance	dwell	in,	but	we	cannot	truly	say	that		

Pynchon	borrows	from	the	genre	of	dime	novel,	because	the	events	are	recounted	and	

characters	described	with	depth	that	one	does	not	encounter	in	dime	novels.		Complex	

social	problems	enter	into	the	consiousness	of	the	Chums	of	Chance	and	they	ponder	

over	them.	The	First	World	War	is	one	of	them.	That	does	not	happen	in	the	dime	novels	

or	adventure	stories.	Neither	are	the	dime	novels	places	where	the	status	of	women	gets	

critical	examination.	But	Pynchon	makes	his	dime	novel	heroes	do	just	that.	

	

I	would	argue	that	Pynchon	is	not	”genre-poaching”as	such.	He	uses	every	genre	–	

realism,		the	story-book	character,	the	dime	novel,		the	Western		etc	—	to	show	the	

vacuousness	of	terms	such	as	genre.		He	is	an	enemy	of	the	idea	of	genre	and	its	

restrictiveness.	There	are	different	narrative	frames,	that	is	all.			

	

			Perhaps	he	also	dislikes	the	division	into	high	and	low	literature,	even	though	there	

could	be	little	chance	of	his		writing	ever	being	classed	into	anything	but	the	former.	He	

is,		in	the	Shklovskian	definition	of	term,	very	literary.		I.e.	very	difficult.	But	he	is	that	in	

the	most	free-speaking	of	styles.	A	man	of	wide	horizons	and	open	skies,	he	flies	freely.	

His		wide	use	of	genre	is	possibly	also	”zoning	in”	in	the	widest	possible	meaning	of	the	

term,	used	by	McHale	in	Postmodernist	fiction	–	that	of		genre,	school	and	period	(1989).	

	

The	families	in	Against	the	Day	also	make	use	of	retour	de		personnages,	or	rather,	

Against	the	Day	personnages	are	a	prequel,	ancestors,	to	the	family	of	Traverses	we	

later	find	in	Vineland.	If	nothing	else	is	preserved	in	the	family	line,	the	

communist/anarchist/	unionist	ideology	is	still	there	in	Vineland,	if		not	in	as	extreme	a	

form	as	the	great	grandfather,	Webb	Traverse,	had	it.	This	retour	de		personnages,	of	

course,	buttresses	both	the	claims		of	realism	and	postmodernism	on	the	work.	Perhaps	
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it	is	not	so	important	to	label	this	work,	but	to	just	enjoy	it.	The	author	certainly	does	

not	seem	to	be	one	for	labels.		
	

One	label	I	feel	quite	confident	in	using,	however,	is	fabulation.			Robert	Scholes	(Scholes	

via	Mc	Hale,	Postmodernist	Fiction	59)	sees	fabulation	as	”fiction	that	offers	us	a	world	

different	from	our	own,	yet	returns	to	confront		that	known	world	in	some	cognitive	

way.”	This	is	precisely	what	Pynchon	does	in	Against	the	Day:	the	monster	of		the	

Vormance	expedition	and	the	Tunzelworm	confront	the	greed	and	cruelty	of		the	

tycoons,	they	are	a	force	that	answers	a	counterforce.	The	supernatural	visions	contrast	

the	soullessness	of	our	time	and	the	trip	to	Shambala	and	the	Tunguska	event	and	the	

concept	of	enlightenment	(	in	both	its	senses)	foreground	the	current	lack	of	morals	and	

ideals.	Dante	and	Apuleius	may	have	believed		in	fantasies	,	but	at	least	they	had	morals	

of	some	kind!	

	

Pynchon’s	concept	of	identity	is	also	an	unrestricted	one.	The	search	for	a	self	is	not	a	

quest,	but	rather	an	accumulation	knowledge	and	experience.	We	are	led	to	believe	that		

a	morality	of	some	kinds	builds	up.	When	a	certain	point	is	reached,	there	is	an	

explosion.	(	e.g.	Lew	Basnight,	Kit	in	Tunguska	and	Shambala).	This	is	called	

enlightenment.	But	Pynchon	also	gives	us	a	fairly	good	presentation	of	what	does	not	

consist	identity.	All	the	familiar	tropes	of	identity:	national	identity,	roles	given	to	us	in	

upbringing	and	even	gender	identity	—	all	these	melt	like	wax	in	contact	with	reality	of	

life.		As	opposed	to		this,		we	have	knowledge	discovered	by	ourselves		by	living	and	

Pynchon	does	also	allow	for		some	core	personality	given	by	good,	loving	parenting,	as	

in	the	case	of	Merle	and	Dally	and	Mayva,	the	mother	of	Kit,	Reef	and	Frank.		
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4. The Search for Identity 

 

   The search for identity is frustrated and proved a sham. Identity is ever-fluid and must 

remain so. If it does not develop all the time, it risks becoming an empty shell. I focus here on 

two different traditional ways of defining identity, national identity and sexual identity which 

are frustrated in the novel. I aim to illustrate how the writer points us to their futility. The 

third aspect of identity to which Pynchon touches on is the personal development of a moral 

individual. This is symbolized as the search for enlightenment. Alongside with this, he 

develops the notion of a moral progressive collective, since an individual cannot live in 

isolation and it is almost impossible to live a moral life in an immoral society. This  is dealt 

with through the idea of Chums of Chance and also by introducing other societies and 

communities searching for a morally defensible community: The Golden Dawn, the 

Anarchists, the various other Sky communities  (Bindlestick of the Blue, Garcons of 57 , The 

Russian Bolshaia Igra etc.) and the mystical scientific circles such as aetherists, vectorists, 

quaternionists  etc. Now let us see how the traditional bedrocks of identity are dismantled in 

the novel. 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1. National Identity 

 

   A sharp rebuke of national identity is given in a chapter dealing with the Fourth of July 

celebrations in Colorado. The characters are Webb Traverse and a mysterious Finnish Union 

man Veikko Rautavaara. Veikko is  described as ”a veteran of the Coeur D’Alene bullpens 

and the strike in Cripple Creek for an eight hour day” (91).  

    When one checks up Coeur d’Alene labor disputes, one is  confronted with a shocking tale 

of woe. Miners who  striked for such elementary demands as  the eight hour day, freedom 

from obligation to buy from company store and live in the company boarding-houses, (which 

in practise meant their wages went straight back to the company), and freedom from spying 
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by the Company–employed Pinkerton agents and rescinding of the already company-

announced wage-cuts, were fired, after which they decided to start action.  

 

   The company brought in strike breakers, which understandably worsened the situation, 

which escalated  into a all-out conflict in which shots were fired, explosives sent down mine 

flumes and many people died on both sides. The numbers are unclear and depend on which 

side’s story you read, but the number of victims certainly included scores of people. The 

strikers took over a train and blew up mining buildings. The governor  announced martial law 

and  brought in the National Guard. The aftermath was ugly as well: the innocent sounding 

word bullpen that Pynchon uses in his description of Veikko (91) is in fact code for what  

most sources describe as little more than an early form of an American concentration camp. 

They were often cattle  facilities, in some cases covered, others not, but always ringed with 

barbed wire. The union men were taken there.  

 

   Wikipedia sources give the numbers as 600-1000 men, who were kept for several months 

without a trial or charge. Only a small minority received charges in the end and often for 

minor infractions, such as disturbing the U.S. Mail. The conditions are listed by historians as 

appalling, crawling with bugs and vermin. So, against this background, one starts to 

understand why Veikko is decribed as a little crazy—and rather angry. His catch phrase is 

”I’m in a real bad mood ”(91).  

 

   More interesting is Pynchon’s depiction of  Veikko’s Finnish identity, the struggle against 

the czarist regime and the accurately portrayed  years of repression of Finnish identity under 

it. One cannot help thinking that Pynchon is using Veikko’s national identity as a foil to an 

American sense of identity. Pynchon has many such dual characters with which he seeks, I 

think, to avoid making simplistic points about his themes; it’s like saying  it can be this way, 

but then again, it could be another way, like this. Postmodern relativism take into account the 

complexity of the state of affairs. I would hesitate to say  he is framing the Finnish national 

identity as good, but at least he seems to recognize that national identity in some cases can be 

warranted and the struggle for it just. He is more severe towards the American dream. He 

likens the czarist regime with the American government. It is a perspective given through 

Veikko’s eyes: ” To struggle against one was to struggle against the other” (92).  

      The whole struggle for labor rights is given to us in  grim realism: the backbreaking work, 

the  spying by the Company agents, the loss of privacy entailed and even though they find 
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nothing, persecution without proof. The humiliations are everywhere: the stores, saloons, 

eating houses,  the inevitable firings, the picking on how the work is carried out. Despite all 

this Webb retains his Anarchist conviction and action. It is described as affecting his 

relationship with his children, as they see him constantly humiliated and do not understand 

the reason. 

 

   The answer to Webb is dynamite. At this point the reader is inclined to sympathize with 

him. But it is harder to sympathize with the ”Church of Anarchism” ” Pastor ”Rev. Moss 

Gatlin. Webb meets him when he has narrowly escaped from a gun fight death in a saloon 

and is ” in a hightened state of receptivity” (96). His ”sermon” is a  Pynchon parody at its 

best. Peter and Andrew’s recruitment by Jesus is the parallel and I will make you the fishers 

of men becomes  ”I’ll make you the dynamiters of men”(96). The difference in the integrity 

of this seemingly lofty idealistic society and a truly seeking esoteric mystical society is 

quickly made clear by this contrast. The sermon is cheap and self-justifying. But Pynchon 

presses on. The question of innocent victims is waved off with ” There is no innocent 

bourgeoisie”,  and joking about the dynamiter as the only innocent one ensues (97).  

  

  Despite this absolution from responsibility by the Pastor of Anarchism, Webb does worry 

about innocent victims. He refuses to  blow up mines with working men and children in them. 

He even hesitates to destroy of the mineowner’s property so as not to kill innocent victims. 

When his dynamiters have moral qualms or doubts, Gatlin brushes them away for them - he 

incites them into violence and blesses them when they commit it: ”God bless you for that, 

class brother”( 102). It is one thing to take a risk yourself, quite another to convince someone 

else to take it and belittle his moral concerns.  

 

    But Rev. Moss Gatlin’s  darkest deed is using Webb’s family as a cynical cover. He not 

only uses a sincere working man’s yearning for justice in order to manipulate him, he also 

makes his unwitting family  mere windowdressing.  Pynchon treats anarchist concepts , such 

as Johan Most’s term propaganda of the deed, used on the opening of the chapter, almost as 

chapter heading-like function (90), with distancing irony. Even though  he gives a frank and 

sympathetic description of  the motivation of the bombers and how they came to it, he is 

sceptical of their solution. The disappointment with the land of the free is evident for Veikko, 

who fled the czar and found wage-slavery —the expression is no exaggeration: the working 

conditions of the time are equal to what would today be considered modern slavery  — and  
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to Webb, too. But Veikko’s drunkenness and Webb’s growing moral corruption, evidenced 

by his alienation from his family due to secrets kept are pointers to question the direction they 

are taking.  
 

   Yet one thing is clear: Pynchon understands the pain and anger of his characters as they pull 

the handle of  of the magneto box and wish each other happy Fourth of July (107). So I think 

we need not treat the question of national identity any further: the society that has betrayed 

their dreams and persecuted them has no claim to their identity. And even though we might 

still consider ourselves Finnish or American, our fate is our own to weave by our own 

actions, not collective and ready-made. 

 

   The thematic symbolism Pynchon employs gets an added dimension here. Webb as an 

alchemist gone wrong is attracted to the fire element and its dangers, or rather, the dangers of 

its abuse. The consequences of excess of the fire element are seen in magnetism. The 

magnetic event of Colorado (108) is in Pynchon’s text linked to the bomb Veikko and Webb 

set off. They detonate a railroad. The after effect is that objects of iron become magnetised in 

large part of the State of Colorado. Another consequence is that the perpetrators of the act  

themselves begin to attract iron. Later on, Webb is captured by company thugs and slowly 

tortured to death with a railroad tool of iron. He attracted iron the wrong way. The same peril 

is punned on in Veikko’s last name Rautavaara. Though the name can be translated as iron 

hill,  the latter part, ’ vaara’ also means danger in Finnish; thus the second translation of the 

name could also be ‘ danger from iron’. Well done by Pynchon to  pun in Finnish! Nor do 

Pynchon’s Finnish skills end here. The name Veikko, ’ brother’ is also a pun on ‘ class 

brother’, a phrase used by Rev. Moss Gatlin ( 102). Veikko, too, ends up murdered by 

company thugs. 

 

   Veikko and Webb could be seen in the grand symbolic–allegorical analysis of the novel as 

two fire wizards gone wrong. Hints to this are given in Veikko’s description: ” There also 

seemed to be flames issuing out of his head, but Webb put that down to some trick of light” 

(91). Perhaps Veikko was simply a blonde, but  more sinister indicators are given here. 

Veikko and Webb are bound together by a brotherhood of anger which  ”Helped them get 

along, the annoyance, working as a social lubricant” (91). Together they  administer 

explosions. This is linked with the transformative power of fire both in material and spiritual 

sense— we see a similar testimony to the transformative power of explosions in Lew 
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Basnight’s fate. The fire element in esoteric thinking represents willpower and strength. Fiery  

also means angry. Webb certainly cannot be blamed for lacking willfulness. And Veikko is 

characterized as a fanatic (93). They have an excess of fire/willpower and suffer the 

consequences in cold iron, an evil element in esoteric thought, because of its association with 

death (swords used to be made of iron  and  guns and bullets are made of it to this day). It all 

connects with the fact that the railroad they blew up was entirely made of iron, and iron, of 

course, is a conduit for  electricity, as well as magnetism. Alchemy gone wrong indeed. 

 

 If exploding the national identity  on U.S. Independence Day is not enough for the reader,  to 

convince him /her of Pynchon’s idea of damaging nature of nationalism, more support  can be 

found in Chums Of Chance and the sky community’s abandonment of the Central Command, 

which at the start of the work is presented as nationalistic. The skyship is hung with 

nationalistic bunting  etc. The other sky communities are smilarly nationalistic; the Russian 

Boshaia Igra originally works for the czar’s secret police. Gradually the  sky communities 

understand, however, that they are being used and used for dark purposes. The Russian 

Revolution leads to the  crew of Bolshaia Igra to sever all links to  governement and soon the 

balloon boys of Inconvenience follow suit; there has been growing impatience for a long time 

with insane orders and  absolute blind subordination expected, not to mention poor pay.  

After the cutting of ties to national governments the sky community finds brotherhood and 

sisterhood with each other much easier, since national governments are not there to cause 

enmity any longer. 
 

 

4.2. Sexual Identity 

 

   Cyprian Latewood is  a character  who brings into focus the irrelevance and fleetingness of 

sexual identity. Originally a male homosexual, he nevertheless feels attraction to Yashmeen 

Halfcourt, the beauty  and heartthrob of his college surroundings. (Yashmeen is also attracted 

to him, despite  being a heterosexual woman.) What ties Yashmeen and Cyprian is a certain 

aesthetic l affinity, rather than conventional sexual hormonal attraction; they are soul sisters, 

sensitive to all matters beautiful, including each other.  
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    Cyprian proves unlucky in his erotic attachments, however. Although Yashmeen  treats 

him as a special favorite among her school friends, in the end she prefers Reef, one of the 

Traverse brothers, with whom she is in love. And the man Cyprian falls in love with treats 

him with all the insensitivity  males are capable of. In a detailed  description of what might be 

called a woman’s lot, it is evident that  Cyprian’s keen sensitivity brings him nothing but 

painful insights. Theign’s character is given in a metaphor of scale. A task master in an 

intelligence operation, he gives Cyprian and his companion spy a map that is so small it is 

impossible to read. 
 

Cyprian staring the map bleakly. ” Look at Vienna and Sarajevo, they’re not even half 
an inch apart, there isn’t even room there to spell their names, all it says is V and S.” 
” Exactly. Puts the whole thing literally in a  different perspective, doesn’t it… almost 
godlike, as you’d say.” 
The tone of voice, the expression on Theign’s face, made Bevis anxious. 
” Usual Theign, ” Cyprian assured him later. 
” No, no. He doesn’t care, can’t you see that, none of the details matter to him. Not 
only the map. He knows we won’t live long enough to use it.” (905) 

 

   The variations of scale are a frequent theme  in Against the Day and have several different 

functions. As for Theign’s map, the infinitesimally small scale stands for his emotional 

indifference toward Cyprian. He makes other people feel small and his perspective is 

”godlike” (905). He is Cyprian’s commanding officer, as well as his lover and has his life in 

his hands. But other humans have merely an instrumental value to him. He sends Cyprian to a 

life-threathening assignment and sells him to the enemy. 

 

    Cyprian is an unusual male character. The name has an affinity to the island of Cyprus, 

also known as the island of Venus. This points to Cyprian’s  aesthetic  preferences. He is a 

Venusian rather than Martian. He is described as lithe and girlishly beautiful. He cries easily, 

especially when it comes to emotional attachments. He is, nevertheless, also brave and 

unremitting in the face of danger, even heroic. During the course of the story, he develops 

increasingly female characteristics, or characteristics that are traditionally thought of as 

feminine.  One of them is his protectiveness and loyalty to his friends. He protects Yashmeen 

from intelligence intrigues and saves a friend from winter’s ravages in The Balkans after he 

has broken a leg during an arduous mountain journey. When the question is asked, why 

nothing happened between the two homosexual (or rather bisexual, at least in Cyprian’s case) 

men during the long confinement in a hut in the mountain, the explanation is offered that 
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No question of desire, either between themselves or for third parties, had ever arisen — 
it might have been the general exhaustion the young men both had to fight moment by 
moment, or their simple discovery theat neither was the other’s sort, or strangest of all, 
that in some scarcely acknowledged way, Cyprian had become Danilo’s mother. He 
was surprised to find emerging in his character previously unsuspected gifts, notably 
one for soup, as well as an often-absurd willingness to sacrifice all comfort  until he 
was satisfied that Danilo was safe for another spell, however brief. ( 941) 
 

  This maternal trait a grows in his personality and is developed on through his relationship to 

Reef and Yashmeen, with whom he co-parents a child. It is also given outlet in his 

protectiveness as a smuggler, who smuggles people out from politically difficult and 

dangerous situations, often at the threat of his life. He makes many friends this way. This 

subversion of sexual divide and gender roles is feminist in its nature and comes close to Luce 

Irigaray’s  and Mary Jacobus’ disruption of fixed meaning. The fact that a mother can be 

brave; that motherhood is soldiering; that a man can feel a craving for nurturing motherhood 

— these are all revolutionary concepts. That a boy can be esthetically inclined, pretty, cry 

easily and yet  be strong and moral and brave; these concepts smash the traditional chart of 

masculinity in a deep and resounding way few male writers have been capable of. 

 

   Yashmeen and Cyprian’s match is also unconventional in the sense that Yashmeen is a little 

dominatrix by sexual preference and Cyprian usually plays the submissive role. Their union 

is not mere surface play; it is an answer to some deeper genuine call in their souls. It is 

freedom from ready-written gender role scripts: 
 

” What was there for you to doubt she whispered. I have loved women just as you have 
loved  men.” 
” Perhaps not loved—” 
” And what of it? We can do whatever we can imagine. Are we not the world to come? 
Rules of proper conduct  are for the dying, not for us” (987) 
 

 

The role-playing game is taken at its utmost in a masked ball. It is not just any ball, but… 

 

Here at midnight between the holy Saturday and Easter Sunday began the secret 
counter-Carnevale known as Carnesalve, not a farewell, but an enthusiastic welcome to 
flesh in all its promise. As object of desire, as food, as temple, as gateway to conditions 
beyond immediate knowledge. 
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With no interference from authority, church or civic, all this bounded world here 
succumbed to a masked imperative, all hold on verbatim identities loosening until lost 
altogether in the delirium. Eventually,  after a day or two, there would emerge a 
certainty that there had always existed separately a world in which masks were the real, 
everyday faces, faces with their own rules of expression,which knew and understood 
one another— a secret life of Masks. (987) 

 

    Slender Cyprian is dressed in Yashmeen’s clothes – even a wig made of her hair – and  in a 

deftly choreographed play of punishment, jealousy (well controlled) and just pure lust, 

seduces Reef, who is not originally described as a homosexual, into a threesome. This game 

of masks is indicative of the porousness of the boundaries of self and sexual identity. The 

mask gives each person the right to free one’s libidinal wishes. It is not a shallow game, but 

one of baring of one’s true wishes. Here I use Lyotard’s distinction of the seen and the figural 

and the discursive and textual.  
 

Lyotard believes, therefore , that there is a level — the figural, marked byt the flow and 
intensities of desire and its libidinal effects — which is plural, heterogeneus and forced 
into unitarian meaning by totalizing reason. (Lyotard via Selden et al. 186) 
 

    It is this kind of figural that is freed by the mask and by the visual play. A mask is itself  a 

visual stimulant. Cyprian’s desire, which the tender dominatrix Yashmeen has long 

perceived, is finally given outlet in the masked play. Reef and Yashmeen recognize Cyprian’s 

desire to be female and to act like a female in relation to them. Yashmeen’s  role as a 

dominatrix only makes easier what Cyprian would want  to act out anyway.  

 

   Cyprian is driven by masochism, what Pynchon describes as ”an indifference to self” (984): 

“ Cyprian’s  self-regard, almost uniquely among gentleman ops of the day, had seldom 

accounted for much more  than a newborn gnat’s eyelash. (983)”  He is, therefore, ill 

equipped to express his true self and Yashmeen’s sadism finds an eager and grateful 

recipient, but there is also true love involved, since Yashmeen helps Cyprian to bring out his 

feminine self. She sees him for what he is. ”Then Yashmeen entered the picture, had a look, 

and understood in a pulsebeat, in the simple elegant turn of a wrist, what she was looking at. 

(983)” 
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   Thomas Doherty summarizes Jean-Francois Lyotard: 

 

Capital, masculinity and so on — all the forms of dominant ideological thought, which 
characterizes the modern world— depend upon the erasure of figurality and its 
premature translitteration into discursivity. Modernity itself is based in the foreclosure 
of the figure, of the depth of a reality, of the materiality of historicity, which is resistant 
to the categories of our understanding, but which we force or forge into the shapes of 
our discursive mental world. (Doherty 1990, via Selden et al. 186) 
 

 

   For  Cyprian, his femininity is such an expression of  figurality, which he has repressed 

according to the demands of the discursive, the textual, the text of patriarchy. In reality we all 

harbour characteristics of the opposite sex and the ideology of gender roles  represses these 

feelings. The text of patriarchy represses this truth. Yashmeen finds outlet to her masculine 

will to dominate in sexual  play. Cyprian’s lot has been unhappier. His masochistic love 

affairs with homosexual men have offered  him little understanding, only domination. In 

Yashmeen he finds perfect understanding, which is why he loves her. Sandwiched between 

Reef and Yashmeen he feels ” absurdly grateful here held between them so securely…” 

(991). 

 

    In the reproductive game between Reef and Yashmeen, Cyprian acts as a mediator. This 

role, however,  will eventually prove too much – or too little – for him. True to his feminine 

nature, Cyprian comes to regard the baby born from the enthusiastic and consenting 

threesome as his, even though technically, the baby is Reef’s. The feeling gets ever stronger. 

Here is a sample of his feelings: 
  

 He wouldn’t dare say it out loud. But somehow, there was a brief moment of certitude, 
brought back from an exterior darknes, as if to fill a space he could not have defined 
before this, before she was really here, tiny sleeping Ljubica. 
His nipples were all  at once peculiarly sensitive, and he found himself almost 
desperate with an unexpected flow of feeling, a desire for her to feed at his breast. 
(1067) 

 

  

  Eventually,  a feeling of discomfort, however, becomes more and more evident in this 

ménage à trois, Cyprian increasingly feeling like a third wheel. The situation is finally given 

a closure in a typical postmodernist mystical epiphany. 
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    While traveling a random mountain path in Bulgaria, they come across a strange stone 

formation, like a gate in the stone. Yashmeen, Reef and Ljubica pass through it together, 

while Cyprian, chatting with the locals, is told by them that it is called Halkata, the ring, and 

that in local lore it is believed that if you pass through it with someone, with whomever, you 

will forever be in love with them. When Yashmeen prompts Cyprian to go ahead now, it’s 

your turn, he, however, steps back. He is then told, that whoever passes through it alone, will 

turn to the opposite sex. This would appear to be the realization of Cyprian’s dreams, but for 

some reason, he refuses to  walk through the gate. One explanation is that he may already 

regard himself as a woman, and passing through would then turn him into a man. Another is, 

that he does not know what he is,  and is therefore  unsure of the consequences of the act. 

This interpretation is hinted at  by his exchange  with Yashmeen. 
 

”…I’m not sure where that would leave me, Yashmeen. Perhaps I don’t need the 
confusion. The last time I was out here ”, he continued later that evening, down in 
Sliven, in a room they had taken for the night in a old house off Ulitsa Rakovsky, ”I 
had to put my impulses away for a duration, Balkan gender expectations being a bit as 
you’d  say emphatic. Details  one had simply ignored at Cambrigde or Vienna 
demanded the most urgent attention here, and I had to adapt quickly. Imagine my 
further suprise when I discovered that women, who appear to be without power, in 
reality run the show. What did that mean then, for one’s allegiances to both sexes at 
once?” (1073) 

 

      But more mystical epiphanies are in store. Another  mountain path takes them to the end 

of the road for Cyprian: an Orphic monastery, where he chooses to stay. This Pythagorean 

sect descending from Bogomils, a sect regarded heretic by the Church of Rome in the Middle 

Ages, contains elements from the cult of Orpheus, Pythagorean mysticism and Bogomil 

Manichean Christianism. They are called Sisters of the Night and they worship Shekinah, the 

ancient female principle of what in our time we are told is a patriarchal, Judeo-Christian, 

male god. She is associated with the night, for the light of God, (the Sun) is unbearable in 

itself to humans and must, in everyday aspect, always be mediated by the reflecting Moon. 

Cyprian feels he has come home and experiences a revelation. When Reef and Yashmeen are 

surprised by his sudden conversion – Reef more than Yashmeen – he gives them a 

resounding answer: ”They are taking me in as exactly the person that I am,” Cyprian said. ” 

No more of these tiresome gender questions.” (1076) 
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   These tiresome gender questions are, thus, shown  to be irrelevant and needlessly 

constricting, and while not  problematic to some – one might suspect to those less given to 

introspection and reflection – a terrible burden to others, who cannot let them escape scrutiny. 

Masculinity, femininity are both present in both sexes and sexual identity is little more than a 

superficial sham. 

 

   The novel shows in various instances that to rely on gender stereotypes alone is pernicious. 

Other than Cyprian, Dally and Yashmeen’s fates are instances of it. Dally’s fight to be seen 

as herself, an active agent, not an object, a prisoners of her looks, is rendered by her refusal to  

become any Venetian prince’s or princess’ kept trophy, no matter how artistic. Yashmeen is  

another lithe, but surprisingly commanding dominatrix, who holds sway over both men and 

women. Like with Cyprian, appearances can decive. Bindlesticks of Blue’s Penny Black, who 

in the end becomes the admiral of the fleet of skyships, is another echo of the same theme 

(1218). Women are every bit as much capable of being commanders as men. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

			While	the	predominant	genre	of	Against	the	Day	is	postmodernism,	I	would	say	the	

novel	draws	on	the	fantastic	and	fabulation,	contrasting	them	with	realistic	narration.	

There	is	also	plenty	of	flickering	in	evidence	and		the	hesitation	effect	is		put	to	use,	

particularly	in	the	Shambala	scene	and	the	Sfiuncuno	Itinerary	and	in	the	story	of	the	

Hidden	People,	as	well	as	in	the	whole	major	theme	of	Iceland	Spar	and	its	effects.	Yet,	

this	juxtapostion		is	engineered	is	such	a	fashion	that		there	is	not	hierachy	of	one	

narrative	frame	over	another.	One	narrative	frame	is	not	presented	as	thruthful	and	

another	as	unreliable.	I	see	in	this	particular		mode	of	narration	a	Derridean	lack	of	

hierarchy	and	a	celebration	of	relativism	and		Bakhtinian	heteroglossia.	

	It	is	a	“heterotopia	or	‘zone’		and	its	ontological	plane	is	split	along	several	different	

axes.		…	pervaded	by	the	alternative	realities…”	as	Brian	McHale	already	wrote	of		

Vineland	and	Gravity’s	Rainbow		in		Constructing	postmodernism	(137).	

	

			The	theme	of	identity	could		itself		be	considered	one	of	these	fata	morganas	of	

flickering.	It	is	never	what	we	think	or	suppose	it	to	be.	There	are	various	quests	in	the	

novel,	but	they	are	always	frustrated	in	one	way	or	another.	The	brothers’	quest	to	

avenge	their	father’s	death	fails.	Dally’s	quest	for	her	mother	is	not	the	answer:	she	finds	

her	mother	and	befriends	her,		but	will	not	stay	with	her	family.	Yashmeen,	an	

enlightened	mathematician	in	search	of	answer	to	the	Riemann	hypothesis,	abandons	

the	search	and		finds	her	true	fulfillment	in	family	life	and	motherhood.	The	quest	for	

Shambala	is	similarly	an	answer	that	is	a	non-answer.	Even	though	Kit	finds	Shambala,	

he	is	not	content	with	it,	but	longs	for	something	else:	Dally.	Thus,		searches	and	quests	

may	either	be	entirely	frustrated	or	the	protagonist	may	find	what	she/he	is	looking	for,	

then	realize	that	she	/	he	has	been	looking	for	the	wrong	thing.	What	eventually	brings	

happiness		may	be	something	entirely	different	than	what	the	protagonist	thought	at	the	

journey’s	beginning.	
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				But	there	is	something	solid	about	identity,	too.	It	has	to	do	with		the	respect	we	feel	

for	ourselves	and	enduring	affection	we	feel	for	others.	The	identity		of	characters	is	

relational.	They	become	someone	in	relation	to	someone	else;	like	Kit	and	Dally,	who	

find	themselves	through	each	other;	or	relations	with	a	whole	group	of	people,	like	the	

Traverse	family,	whose	identity		is	forged	through	the	relationship	to	their	father,	his	

political	stance	and	his	place	in	the	world	and	through	each	others.	

	

				Various	groups	against	whom	the	main	characters	mirror	themselves	also	serve	the	

purpose	of	forging	their	identity.	The	individual	must	compare	oneself	with	others	in	

order	to	find	herself/	himself.		The	communities	serve	this	purpose.	They	can	either	

stay	important	to	the	character’s	sense	of	self	and	grow	with	them,	as	do	the	Chums	of	

Chance	sky	community	for	the	boys	and	the	community	of	the	enlightened	for	Lew	

Basnigh,	thus	continuing	to	be	a	part	of	their	lives,	or	be	rejected	and	left	behind,	as	are	

the	T.W.I.T,	the	Vectorists	,	the	Aetherists	and	many	others.	Lew	abandons	the	service	to	

the	Vibe	Corporation	when	he	finds	them	immoral.		He	then	works	for	the	T.W.I.T,	only	

to	find	them	wanting,	too.	These	discarded	groups	are	only		a	step	in	the	progression	in	

the	development	of	the	soul.		When	a	phase	has	outgrown	its	usefulness	and	served	its	

purpose,	or	its	tenets	or		beliefs	are	found	to	be	false,	it	is	abandoned.			

	

			Finally,	Lew	founds	his	own	detective	agency	which	is	in	contact	with	the	community	

of	enlightened	ones,	but	not	subservient	to	them.	This	declaration	of	independence	is	

echoed	in	many	protagonists’	decisions	notably	the	sky	community’s	total	final	

independendence	from	the	Central	Command.		But	also,	in	some	cases,	such	as	Cyprian	

Latewood’s	and	Yashmeen	Halfcourt’s		abandonment	of		British	Secret	Services	and	

Yashmeen’s	father’s	leaving	his	lifelong	post	for	them	the	community	turns	treacherous	

and	dangerous	for	its	members.	One	then	has	to	protect	himself	from	its	grasp	and	its	

destructive	influence.	Yashmeen	and	Cyprian	flee	and	hide.	To	leave	moral	judgement	to	

a	group	is	dangerous.	The	Anarchist	community	is	also	an	example	of	that.	The	most	

tangible	negative	evidence	is	how	the	Anarchist	cause	totally	took	over	Webb	Traverse’s	

life	and	led	to	his	destruction	and	grave	damage	of	his	family,	of	which	Lake	Traverse’s	

fate	is	the	most	long-term	evidence.		It	could	perhaps	be	expressed	in	the	idea	that	an	

individual	cannot	be	fully	moral	before	she	is	fully	independent.	Also,	a	healthy	

community	can	only	consist	of	thinking,	independent	individuals.	Obedience	is	not	
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enough.	The	Chums	of	Chance	sky	community		is	the	only		community	that	makes	that	

mark	of		free,	independent	individuals	in	the	novel	—	if	one	does	not	count	the	Traverse	

family	as	a	community	.	

	

	

			There	is	a	complex	imagery	of	light	and	darkness	employed	in	the	novel.	Primarily	

light	is	good.		Three	characters		receive	enlightenment	:	Yashmeen	Halfcourt,	whose	

enlightenment	is	brought	on	by	study	of	advanced	mathematics;	Kit	Traverse,	whose	

engineering	genius	bring	him	this	blessing	and	Lew	Basnight,	whose	clairvoyant		

abilities	seem	to	be	some	kind	of	compensation	for	his	humility.	In	their	case	

enlightenment	is	a	metaphor	of	high	personal	stage	of	developent.	But	light	can	also	

harm,	as	indicated	in	phosgene,	a	poison	gas	activated	by	light	(1070)	and	too	much	

light	can	destroy.		The	Tunguska	Event	in	Siberia	is	described		as	all-pervading	flash	of	

light,	yet	it	destroys	everything	in	its	path.	Darkness,	on	the	other	hand,	can	shelter	and	

protect.	Luca	Zombini	of	the	magician–grade	velvet	cloth	uses	his	vanishing	tricks	to	

protect	Dally	from	those	who	would	harm	her.	This	concept	of	sheltering	darkness		is	

also		suggested	in	Cyprian’s	joining	of	the	cult	of	Shekinah,	which	worships	reflected	

light	of	the	Moon,	rather	than	direct	light	of	the	Sun.	Light	and	dark	are	finally	balanced	

in	the		final	conclusion.	The	Inconvenience	sails	on	in	the	sky:	”As	the	sails	of	her	destiny	

can	be	reefed	against	too	much	light,	so	they	may	also	be	spread	to	catch	a	favorable	

darkness”	(1219).	

	

		This	Sun/Moon	balance		foils	the	harmony	found	in	the	“battle	of	the	sexes”,	which	is	

resolved	in	loving	relationships	between	Kit	and	Dally	and		Reef	and	Yashmeen	and	also	

in	the	pairing	of	Frank	and	Stray.	It	is	not	the	pat	harmony	of	marriage	pageant,	but	

both	partners	in	the	relationship	have	plenty	of	room	to	move	and	be	complex	

individuals.	Resolving	gender	relations	is	not	presented	as	simple:	Dally	and	Kit	get	

together	in	the	very	last	pages,	despite	being	in	love	for	half	of	the	duration	of	the	novel.	

Both	Dally	and		Kit	and	Reef	and	Yashmeen	are	presented	as	having	had	lives	before		

ending	up	together	and	sometimes	parallel	relationships.		Stray	is	Reef’s	former	

companion	and	ends	up	with	his	brother.	Moreover,	the	viwes	are	described	as	having	a	

love	interest		between	them.	There	is	love,	but	it	is	modern	love.	There	is	considerable	

complexity	before	the	happy	end	is	reached.	
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					Love	among	relatives,	like	that	between	Merle	and	Dally	or	between	Mayva	Traverse	

and	her	sons,	comes	across	as	enduring	influence,	crucial	to	forging	one’s	identity	

Parenting	comes	out	as	one	important	source	of	love	and	parents	effect	on	their	

children	is		acknowledged	in	both	good	and	bad.	In	this	type	of	love,	too,	there	is	

complexity.	Webb	Traverse		is	the	cautionary	example,	but	Mayva’s	enduring	affection	is	

a	quiet,		beneficent		influence	in	the	background		that	counters	it.		She	is	described	as	

supporting	her	sons		always,	despite	their	long	absences.	That	kind	of	love	and,	on	the	

other	hand,	self-awareness	are	more	important	than	any	search	for	transcendence.	

Merle’s	invention	of	the	Integroscope	is	indicative	of	how	the	need	for	self-inspection	is	

in	the	center	of	a	successful	and	loving	relationship.	

	

						But	as	old-fashioned	in	its	endorsement	of	love	and	enduring	family	loyalty	as	the	

novel	is,	Against	the	Day	is	a	book	that	subverts	the	system,	liberates	itself	from	it.	As	a	

desire-liberating,	schizoanalyst	reader,	in	the	sense	of	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	I	seek	to	

energize	its	many	revolutionary	discourses,	the	most	central	of	which	is	the	

vacuousness	of	institutional,	system-given	identity.	National	and	sexual	identity	are	

shams.	The	central	in	identity	is	relationality.	Through	the	example	of	the	sky-

community	the	readers	are	encouraged	to	build	their	own,	better	models	that	work	

better.	Chums	of	Chance	in	the	end	abandon	all	earthly	authorities	to	be	their	own		

bosses	and	take	on	both	responsability	and	the	fun	this	decision	entails.	The	sky	

community	bravely	experiments	with	what	feels	right	,	including	with	gender	norms.	
…the	girls	had	agreed	to	join	their	fortunes	with	those	of		Inconvenience,	only	on	
the	understanding	that	the	they	would	always	operate	independently.	They	would	
be	frigates,	the	boys	a	dreadnought—	they	would	be	freeboothers	and	irregulars,	
the	boys	a	Military	High	Command.	The	boys	would	sail	along,	keeping	pretty	
much	to	the	ship,	in	an	illusion	of	executive	power,	and	the	girls	would	depart		the	
ship	at	right	angles	to	its	official	course	to	do	the	adventuring,	engaging	the	
Exterior,	often	at	great	risk,	and	returning	from	their	missions	like	weary	
commandoes	to	the	Home	Base.	(1218)	
	

All	this	revolutionizing	of	family	life	is	in	harmony	with	the	idea	that	communities	must	

make	their	own	rules	,	not	accept	rules	given	from	above.	

	

				Against	the	Day	is	also	minor	literature	in	the	sense	of	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	in	that	it	

is	non-conformist	,	innovative	and	interrogatory.	It	does	not	seek	to	fit	into	any	models	
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of	literature.	Indeed,	its	play	with	several	different	genres	could	be	seen	as	

deterritorializing	in	Deleuze	and	Guattari’s	terms.	Thomas	Pynchon’s	Against	the	Day	is		

also,	in	its	treatment	of	the	theme	of	identity,	very	much	a	novel	of	becoming,	and	does	

not	match	established	models	of	identity	any	more	than	it	respects	conventions	of	the	

literary	system,	such	as	conventions	of	genre.	Against	the	Day	is	like	schizophrenia;	it	

frees	itself	from	the	literary	system’s	hold.			
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