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The (De)Constructive Power of Humour, Textual
Interaction and Renewal in T. Pynchon’s Parasites
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Elaine B, Safer has sugpested that the hasic structure in Thomas Pynchon's
V.is in-formed by "the myths and legends” in which * V. movement from urce 1o
the grotesque is evident” (83). Such a statement is probably —and simlessiy-
bringing up one of the most revealing characteristics of humaoraus writing in
general, and of posumodern writing in particular, We would hesitate at the
assertion that Pyachon’s texts are built around any such mythical “basic structure,”
though the mythical element is not alien to them, This would seem o assume the
cxislence of u central organising rextuul principle around which his narsitives are
arranged. This possibility in his texts for “fu-forming myths and legends" would
render the grotesque a marginal element whose existence would ultimutely
depend on the in-formation power of the supposedly central myth, We could
consider these grotesque elements 1o be parsitic, in the sense that they would be
included in the text as mere adornments, superfluous aggregates o a supposedly
central text, which they cannibalise, We would certainly have to accept the
existence and interaction of both the mythical and the grotesque clements in
Thomus Pynchon's writing, hut to determine which would inform its central
structure would be 2 more complicated sk,

John Dugdale has noticed both a horizontil and 2 vertical level in
Pynchon’s writing, The horizonmal level stands for “the forward movement” (7) of
plot development, whatever provides the text with certain unity, uall those
clements that somehow contribute o textual coherence-in case such coherence
could be found. On the conmrary, the vertical level serves as a distracrion from the
horizontal one, what Dugdale calls the *second story” (130, which adds
complexity o the horizontal level He perceives certain parallelism berween the
crossing of perpendiculir 1exts and “the simultineous presence of many themes,
vaices or levels in polvphony” (6. Howsver, such perception is not other than the
director's. Each player within the orchestea is only concerned with her/his own
instrument in a horizontal dimension, which becomes vertical from the director's
perspective. Assuming that such @ perspective were possible would be 1o step
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rack from the text, which is an activity quite different from reading, if intimas
related to it If Pynchon wanted us to take that perspective, he would ¥
reanised his narrative much more horizontally than vertically, But such is not
—se What the readers of Pynchon's texts find is sume notes feom one of
Sifferent instruments. As the listeners of 1 polyphonic piece of music, they
only focus on one of the instruments or vertical levels, which becos
cutamatically horizontal at the moment of its perception. The wiy &
imstrument interacts with the rest continuously changes, depending on Wi
instrument they are focusing at that time. Therefore, in the act of reading.
perception of a horizontal level Is 4 preity unstable one due 10 the distortions
the continuous intrusions of the vertical level procluce in it

Humorous scenes in Pyochon's narratives interrupl vertically the horze _
development of the “manifest” (Dugdale, 7) structure of the texts. In trying =
accommodate or barmonise scenes such as “the dumb-mute dance” in The Cremg
of Lot 49, and the LD, or milkmaid episodes in Mason & Dixon, the reates
avercomes interpretative difficulties (in terms of coherence); and leads @
conclusions which push the limits of verisimilitude oo L,

The stylistic technique by which "(Dhe novel orchestrates all its themes
(1998, 263) is developed by Bakltin into the idex of heteroglosie

autharial speech, the speerhes of nurrators, inserted genres, the speech of

clanicters are merely those fundamental compositional unities with whose helgs

heternglosia [renorezie] can enter the novel; gach of them permits 2 muliplicisy o

social voices andl 3 wide variety of their links and ntercelationships (ilways mos=s

or less dialogized). These distinetive links and intecrelaionships [ . 1is the base

distinpuishing Feature of the stylisties of the novel. (1998, 263)

However, Pynchon's multiplicity of diverse speeches or compositionsl
unities. resists oreanisation, their interrelarinonships remaining forever the puzzie
and object of the novel's quest. The different parts being turned agamss
themselves as 1 means for self determination, produces in thege texts some senss
of inversion that is familiar w the carnivalesque. 1t is strange that it should be
Bakhtin himself the one who provides o counter-argument 1gainst his concepiion
of heteroglosia as the organisation of polyphonic texts into 4 structured and
complete textual body. Bakhtin artributes nowadays perception of the humas
hady as a closed and coherent structure 1o the birth of 4 new canon in the 108
century, which broke with the idea of the ancestral body us @ multiple one always
subject 1y change and transformation: '

The new bodily cannon, in all its historical variations aneh different genres, presemes

an entirely finished, completed, strictly limited bady, which is shown from =

outsicle as something individual. That which protrudes, bulpes, sprouts, of
heanches off (when 2 body transgresses its limits und o new one hegins) =

climinated, hidden or modesated, All orilices of the by are closed. The basis o8

the image s the ndividual, strictly lmited mass, the impenetrable Faade, (1985

3z2m

A conception of the coherent textual organisation of heteroglosic
polyphony would imply a similar elimination or moderation of all thoss
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prowberances or orilices which blur the boundaries of the text’s impenetrable
facade. Such perception of the text certainly silences many of the voices that
might be “lutent™ in it Qpposite 1o this idea of what he calls the “new canon,”
Bakhtin develops that of the grotesque body, which is characterized by the
exageention of its organs,
The grotesgue | . . 15 locking for that which protrudes [rom the body, all that
seeks 1o por oul Deyond e bady's confines, [, L] [Tlhe essemild ol belongs w
those pacts of the grotesque body in which 0 outgeows 15 oom sell, ransgressing
is wwen bady, mowhich it conceives a new, second body, (1984, 316-7)

Essential o the idea of exapperation is the one of typification, since the
detzails which are exaggerated in the grotesque body are usaally those typical of
the chareteristics commonky attributed o the exagperated member, The differem
organs that undergo exaggeration gxin an identity wnd function ol their own. They
seem to be independent from the rest of the body: “they are predominantly
subject 1o positive exaggeration, to hyperbolization; they can't even detach
themselves from the body and lead an independent life, for they hide the rest of
the body as something secondary™ (1984, 317). The grotesque extual body would
therefore exaggerate ils many eofees so that they are perceived as disconnected
from the rest of the text. Their exaggerated protberances displace the readers’
focus of attention towards themselves, and relegate the textual body to a
seconcdary role. The result is a pastiche of discourses that are tvpified to the extent
of grolesque exaggeration, which most of the limes merges with parody, though
nol necessarily. Inoany case, protesque discourses within a text foree the
cantinuous re-consideration of the essence of such text. They can only be
conceived in progress, in the act of regenerating themselves from new
perspectives, of becoming something else. Just the same as “[tlhe grotesque body
[. . Jis never finished, never completed, it is continually built, ereated, and builds
and creates another body” (1084, 3170 the grotesgue text is always in runsition,
inexhaustbly renewed.

These grotesque features thar might appear within ¢ novel —and which are
certainly present in Pynchon's naratives— can be thought as overgrown parasit s
feasting upon a host. Such host has been displaced to a secondary level of
importance; and the parasites, feverish on procreation, deform their host o the
extent at which it must be thought as a4 new body, 2 body constntdy ar change
“The events ol the grotesque sphere are always developed on the boundary
cdividing one body from the other and, as it were, 4t their points of intersection

| Pugdale makes o distingtion between the manfest and deton? strectore in Pynchos
tizxis, which he compares o Frewd's distinciion berween mandfest dreams and “larenr drea
thoughts' (Freud, 198} “The same division of manifest and katent structure oocurs in Fymichs
tests, with adfesfons, w8 in Freud, providing the link between the rwo, Elements of the m
text lnve undergone the same processes of transvaluation as the manifest dream —conden:
frigmentation, disguise, displacement, de-centermg. In Freud's image, the manifest d
‘edition' of e dream-thoughis, and Pynchon seems 1o ake up and develop the fis J
(Dugdale, 7 However, Dugcale fils o make the connection berween dreams and jokes o
Freud himself made in fobes gad Their Belation fo the Unconscions (197-2
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ne body offers its death, the other its birth, but they are merged in a two-hodied

mage” (Rabelais and His World, 322). It is in this sense that we could get to the
soposite conclusion Cand yet, it is sill the same) o Safer's in arguing that, what
we find to be the basis of Pynchon's texts s that inversion of myths, or reversion
of the legends against themselves, which invariably result in the farcical, and even
the grotesque, It is not that these texts should be definad exclusively as humorous
in essence, but rather always “in process” of self assertion, in a continuous
renewal within the realm of uncerainty since they do never really finish to deline
themselves. The basis of their structure is therefore thut movement toward
meaning that is never completed, and never beter achieved, rather than In the
ambiguous realm of humour,

This particular search for meaning in the ineffable, or of representation of
meaning as inelfable. has already been noticed by Maureen Quilligan to be
schieved by use of what she calls the “ancmalies of writing,” which she
exemplifics in Pynchon's case as “puns, silly or otherwise” (122). By approaching
textual construction from the marginal, from the protuberances and orifices that
render the linguistic machinery imperfect (unfinished), Pynchon olfers us —though
Lateral and imperfect— a glimpse of a new body, reshaping both the essence of its
mesning a5 such, and the means for its representation, Unfinished representation
af a4 created Cas it is, and cannot but alwavs be discursive) reility, becomes the
only possible way of approaching perfection and precision in expression, The
uttering of such incompleteness 15, at the same time, a cynical scceptance of the

existence of the unutterable by somehow fabulating it. The basest pun, the
meanest of jokes, the absurd and ridiculous repetitions that stubbornly refuse 1@
apenly conttibute either o plot or character development, abound in Pynchon's
WOTK,

Critical terminology itself has traditionally seen what we here call the
Letrasitie as centrnl by, for instance, calling any lext a parody, or a mock-text, In
terming them as such, they accept the parasitic element (the oddity that
demolishes cananical texts by rendering them absurd or ridicuelous) 1o be central
tor the canonical or bost text, This blurring of the dividing line berween host and
parasite leaves a space located in some nowhere, which is precisely at the core of
the text, which makes its essence, and s central 1 @ts wextual classification, and
which is the site of the grotesque,

Parasitations such as pastiche, historicism, or parody dre common
phenomena in postmodern writing, As the de-centralisation of the postmodern
text is not the synthetic result of 2 simple binary opposition between o previously
central discourse and the newly added parasitic one, but the inconclusion of the
tensions between the many marginal discourses in all their possible combinations,
there comes the moment when there s no central discourse to parasite on, What
remuaing is only the merely mechanical compulsion for parasitation: Parasitation
thus opens up a dilferent textual gap for the grotesque to fill, us much as different
forms uf consumerist reading pleasure.

Let s take for instance the orpanisational structure of Mason & Dixon, It

wild certainly be argued that the novel is built around the quest plot. However,
fow much of the real amount of pages are really dedicated o that wopic? Could
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anyone determine what is it that Muson and Dixon are leoking for? Do they fmally
get it by the end of the novel? We cun easily percelve a greal concem —not Of
this novel, but in most of Pynchon's work— for the question of an essentzl
meaning, an organising power that confers logic to human life in general, and 1o
each oceurrence ineveryday Lfe in pardeular. Yet, anvone could easily sense that
Pynchon’s quests are not so much for meaning, as they are for the possibility of
existence of such meaning.

In the particular case of Mason & Divon, we find a 773-page thick book
organised into 103 chapters, cach of them telling a pan of the story that is (nearly)
completely disconnecied from the rest, IF it were no for linde coincidences, which
are steangly impressive for their scarcity, each chapter could be read as o womally

independent short story, most of the times absolutely irrelevant to plot
development. The book is organised in skeiches that would perfectly work ina
sell-sufficient way, eacl giming at its own exposition us chaprer. Each ol them
fights in relevance against the rest, striving for the orchestration ol the excs
polyphony in terms of “revelation,” and disappointing the expecations missd in
previcus or luter chapters. We could see sach chaprer as 4 grotesque textual
portrit with its own liperbolisatons, exaggerated deformities either protruding
from the test or opening orifices —entrances— into 1L As a4 novel, (n the most
traclitional sense of the gewre) i could be said thar Mason & Dixon is o very long
text full of parasites, However, we could rather think this novel in o wider contest,
as i literary parasite itsell, which depends on a previous literary host tradition that
it feeds and reproduces on. What we find in this novel and in most postmodern
texts is not just parody that aims at the mocking destruction of () particular
lext(s) or a literary genre, bul an inclusion of those texts in a wider compound®
where such texts are already Infected with the odd alien elemenr which is s
parasite; The result is therefore a pastiche of parasites organised in different layers
ol infection. :

This undecidability, the incompleteness of a text open 1o the reader’s
penetration exhausts cunonicul texts by compression of their mass while
producing large amounts of possibilities for the readers to feast on. It is not the
carnival i lierature, but the carmival of Titerure what we find in Pynchon's texts
If we could complete an interpretation, if we could exhaust the possibilities, drink
all their liquors, ear all of their meats, fully understand or apprehend them, we
would be able 10 claim for a determining interprettion of these novels, closs
them, make their surface smoath and impenetrable.

2 Linda Hutcheon has alse Found \he term “parocdy” as widely undersiocd (o be
inadequate w account for the way posimodern exts work inorelation to other 1ex1s
menn by “patody” here—as elsewhere in this sidy—is nor the ridiculing imirtation of
standard theories and definitions that are rooted In eightegn-century theories of it The
collective weight of parsdic practice supgests o redelinition of parody as repetiton witl crinc
difference ot the very beart of similadey. In Mistodgogeaphic metsfiction, i film, o p=m
musie, and In architecture, this parody pardoesically enaces both change and ouliuml o

the Greel prefis paca can mean both 'counter” or ‘agains” and ‘near’ or ‘beside.” © (1928, 250
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However, the possibility of a metanarrative on these texts is the only one
that is not offered by Pynchon: his texts are closed 10 conclusion. Thus, readers
are left in the vague space that leacs from one reference to another within —and
out of— decentered and schizophrenic texts. Unable to follow the organising
power that provides these texts with a holistic or Aistorical vision, the reader
looses temporal perspective (past and future) of the text and, to put it in Lacanian
ierms, is vondemned to live perpetual presents or a succession of parasitic scenes
apparently disconnecterd between themselves, There could even be sensed certain
allegorical rellection upen the very linear process of reading, but such an allusion
would sill remain within the scope of the speculitive. The parisitic wext, just the
same as the schizophrenic subject, lacks its own identity as it hath depends on
and is perfectly differentiated from the host text. It is nor only 4 fragmentary
narrative refusing o belongs o some continuity, but wlso fragmenlarying,
because it disrupts the flow of the text it parasites on, The jokes inserted In the
main plot of Mason & Dixon, in case we could detect such a plot, break narrative
wholeness into isolated, disconnected signifiers which do not interact with 2
coherent sequence. They break the historical tempao of the main narrative into 2
call to the present burst of laughter, justified only by its performative mave, yel
depending on a larger structure they voracivusly consume.

The disruptive and regenerative power of the parasite in humorous texts
contributes both to deconstruct and renew the mythical and canonical role of their
hosts, The parasite sUpPOSESs i@ New Vision af literature in particular and of culre
in general whose power resides precisely in its unattainability and always
changing character, It works for the principle of 4 voracious interaction, hoth
including and excluding its host at the same time.
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