
Self-Mythologization in the Works of Thomas Pynchon & Hunter S. Thompson 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for Departmental Honors in English 

THE COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
THE UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH 

S~d Pledged: 

Jack Russell 

Approved by: 

-~~Qcv<pi~ .. 
Professor J01lf1l-:£e-r- ~41QRael 4iry t)t , 't2_ c ra[J t, I II 

Accepted for Departmental Honors in English 

Jennifer Michael, Chair 
Easter Term 2017 

1 



I. 

INTERVIEWER 
Are the best things written under deadlines? 

THOMPSON 
I'm afraid that's true. I couldn ~ imagine, and I don ~say this with any pride, but I really couldn ~ 

imagine writing without a desperate deadline. 

As Stendhal says in his autobiography, Memoirs of an Egotist, "Great success is not 

possible without a certain degree of sltamelessness, and even of out-and-out charlatanism" 

(Stendhal). To self-mythologize effectively, one must be (or appear to be) a genius at something, 

must be blatantly or subtly directly or indirectly self-congratulatory, must engage in behavior that 

reinforces a larger-than-death persona, and must, on some level, know and understand what one 

is doing. 

Tony Perrottet's New York Times article "How Writers Build the Brand" explores a few 

more examples of great literary figures relying on this kind of marketing strategy. Interestingly, 

Perrottet opens his article with this: "As every author knows, writing a book is the easy part these 

days. It's when the publication date looms that we have to roll up our sleeves and tackle the real 

literary labor: rabid self-promotion" (Perrottet, 1). The rest of the article is framed as a 

reassurance that things have always been this way, that the self-promotion advocated here is 

natural, traditional, and, yes, literary. Some of the more flavorful examples include Hemingway 

and Steinbeck posing for Ballantine Ale ads, Walt Whitman writing his own anonymous reviews, 

Georges Simenon typing an entire novel in 72 hours in a leopold Bloom-style glass box (which 

never happened because the firm funding it went bankrupt; he got paid anyway). Let's assume 

for a paragraph or two that all authors are narcissistic, image-obsessed marketing maniacs. Why, 
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then, do we continue to look to them for meaning after their works are published? Authors are 

trying to scam you. They'll tell you anything to sell a few copies. They don't care ifthe meaning 

of the work is compromised; it's all about the money, the attention, the legacy. Our 

understanding of any work, unfortunately, is muddied from a reliance on this model of receiving 

information: 

Pre-Barthesian Informational Flow 

Character -8-B--B 

We read what the author decides the narrator should tell us about the characters. With 

every arrow that meaning travels through, a little of the meaning of a text (we must assume) is 

lost. Narrators may misrepresent the intentions and actions of characters and themselves; authors 

may not adequately convey the meaning they had intended to pass on. And, of course, there's 

countless variations on this flow of information. Sometimes the narration of a novel is in first 

person and concerns only the narrator, meaning that information must only pass through two 

arrows. The less arrows passed through, the more information received. If only we could remove 

some ofthese arrows ... 

Roland Barthes's seminal work ofliterary criticism, "The Death ofthe Author," purports 

to do exactly that. Here's a diagram of his idea of an improved informational flow: 



Barthesian rn formational Flow 

Character Narrator 

His premise: the author of a work is a flawed and extremely limited source for meaning 

when evaluating that work, and should therefore be ignored completely. Barthes begins by 

asking whether the author of a particular piece or the character within it is the one relaying a 

particular line of narration. He arrives at this conclusion: 

It will always be impossible to know, for the good reason that all writing is itself this 
special voice, consisting of several indiscernible voices, and that literature is precisely the 
invention of this voice, to which we cannot assign a specific origin: literature is that 
neuter, that composite, that oblique into which every subject escapes, the trap where all 
identity is lost, beginning with the very identity of the body that writes (Barthes, 1). 

Barthes argues that an author's identity is not only irrelevant to the meaning of a text, it 

also obscures and prevents the discovery of the multivalent meanings that any text must contain. 

As he says, "to give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text" (Barthes, 1 ). By limiting a 

text to a definitive [x] thinks [y] about [z], therefore [y] must mean [z] style interpretation, other 

meanings present in the text are suppressed. Instead, a "text's unity lies not in its origins, but in 

its destination" (Barthes, 6), which means that meaning is created by the reader instead of the 

author. In fact, Barthes claims that the modern author (or the "scriptor" (Barthes, 4) as Barthes 

refers to those who write texts) isn't the force that creates a given text, but that language itself, 

which prescribes the forms in which a text is written, is. The job of the reader, who Barthes 

claims is someone "who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is 
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constituted" (Barthes, 6), is to work out the many possible meanings of a text, rather than 

attempting to fmd any kind of meaning an author may have intended for the text to hold. Barthes 

concludes that "to restore to writing its future, we must reverse its myth: the birth of the reader 

must be ransomed by the death of the Author" (Barthes, 6). 

"The Death of the Author" was lauded upon its publication, and fast became one of the 

most influential critical texts of the 20th century. Paul Crichton, a British philosopher and critic, 

takes some issue with elements of this approach in an essay entitled "A Response to Roland 

Barthes' 'The Death ofthe Author."' Crichton's argument is largely concerned with the 

semantics ofBarthes' terms (e.g. "Indeed the whole notion of a 'scriptor' seems totally 

redundant, as Barthes' general point about the irrelevance of the author when it comes to 

meaning can be formulated in a perfectly understandable way without any mention of a 

'scriptor'" (Crichton, 1)) but he makes some extremely salient points near the conclusion of his 

essay: 

Barthes' final claim (the reader provides the unity of the text; the reader is someone or 
something "who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is 
constituted") is again difficult to comprehend. The reader is clearly not a person, because 
Barthes states that she has no history, biography or psychology. The reader is an 
abstraction, namely the one place where the multiple strands or components of a text 
come together. One possibility is that the reader refers to the sum of all the real or 
possible readers of a text, but Barthes does not say this. If we recall the sentence Barthes 
quotes from Balzac's story he suggested various "voices" besides the voice of the author 
which might be "speaking". Now it turns out that these voices all come together in the 
listener. The listener has, so to speak, replaced the author and becomes the crucial 
unifying force for the text. He concludes that "the birth of the reader is the death of the 
author" (Crichton, 1) 

Barthes spends his essay discussing the limitations and fallibility of an author-figure 

while attempting to prop up a new figure with similar weaknesses. A reader-figure shares the 

author's limitations, and possesses additional flaws as well, none of which Barthes touches upon. 



As Crichton points out, "the listener has, so to speak, replaced the author and becomes the 

crucial unifying force for the text" (Crichton, 1) which merely shifts the location at which 

meaning is limited from author to reader. Decisions are still being made and meanings are still 

being discarded at the whim of a single entity. Crichton goes on to conclude: 

Thus Barthes seems in this essay to have abandoned one extreme view (only the author 
counts when it comes to the meaning of a text) and to have adopted another (only the 
listener counts when it comes to meaning). 

u 

My suggestion is that both of these claims are wrong and that the meaning or meanings of 
a text is or are a combination of the meaning attributed by the author to the work and 
what the listeners or viewers take the meaning to be. This type of view is sometimes 
described by philosophers as "intersubjective", i.e. accessible to at least two minds or 
subjectivities. When I refer here to the listeners I am referring not to an abstraction but to 
the real people who have experienced the work in question. Occasionally there may be a 
consensus of the writer and the public which results in one widely agreed meaning, but 
much more probably there will be more than one meaning - and on this point I agree with 
Barthes. This suggestion has the advantage of bringing meaning down from a realm of 
abstraction to show how the meaning of a work of art has essentially to do with how 
human beings understand it (Crichton, 1). 

Crichton suggests a more nuanced understanding of the character -> narrator -> author 

->reader informational flow. Yes, meaning is destroyed with every transfer from one entity to 

another, but meaning is also created by both the author and the reader, making for a plurality of 

viewpoints, perspectives and ideas. Crichton's intersubjective approach actually allows for more 

potential meanings than Barthes's, as it acknowledges the importance ofBarthes's reader-figures 

and the multiplicity of meanings they can create, while also preserving the meaning present in an 

author's intentions for the text. 

"The Death of the Author" was an important and necessary piec~ of criticism in a time 

when the majority of critics were overly focused on authorial intent, but the pendulum has swung 

away, and now, when many critics operate under the idea that an author's life should be 

completely and unequivocally excluded from discussion of their work, the absolute degree of this 



exclusion has become damaging to literary criticism as a whole. Soon enough, an entire 

generation of critics will rediscover biographically-involved criticism and will marvel at all the 

seemingly obvious messages and meanings postmodern critics willfully ignored. The entire 

meaning of a text obviously can't be gleaned from biographical information alone (or what is the 

text itself worth?) but I'm not concerned here with specific meanings and interpretations of 

specific texts, I'm concerned with how we (lay readers as well as professional critics) actually 

read these texts, i.e. with the author in mind in some capacity. Not how we're "supposed to" read 

the texts, but our actual functional relationship to them, which must necessarily be informed by 

our understanding of the author's relationship to the text, to the culture, to ourselves. 

Plenty of exceptionally talented people have become famous authors without excessive 

displays of personality, and plenty of excessive personalities have likewise attained a level of 

literary notoriety without possessing any talent. If you are attempting to become a famous author, 

you must make yourselfunignorable. What I'm interested in here are the authors who are famous 

because ofboth their excesses and their excellence, authors who force Death-of-the-Author 

(hereafter D.o.t.A.) Barthes-style criticism to fail, or at least cause all but its staunchest 

practitioners to falter in their quest to keep the author dead. Self-mythologization is anathema to 

D.o.t.A. Even after an author's literal death, the mythos the author built around themselves in life 

can keep their image fresh in the public consciousness. Keeping the author's appearance, actions, 

preferences and beliefs (however many of these traits of the human author survive their literal 

death as components oftheir mythos1
) out of a work is only possible to the degree that the author 

1 To many, Shakespeare's receding hairline and broad white collar are just as iconic as the words 
"to be or not to be" (Hamlet, Act III Scene I). However, a detail such as, say, Shakespeare's 
favorite food, is not commonly known and is therefore not a core component of his mythos. 



makes it possible. This brings us to my main argument. Critics can only kill an author if that 

author doesn't fight back. An author with a humdrum personal life is an easy kill; it's a simple 

matter to read an interesting text by a boring person without experiencing biographical 

0 

intrusions. Don DeLillo, for example, is an author with a cult following, but his cult following 

love him for his work and care comparatively little about his personal life. They're interested in 

how he writes, yes, the techniques he uses, what kind of paper he writes on, things like that, but 

biographical details? Comparatively speaking, nobody cares. Don DeLillo's personal life just 

isn't that interesting, and therefore DeLillo the man can be easily divorced from his novels. A 

wildly iconoclastic figure like HunterS. Thompson makes himselfunignorable to his readers, 

and therefore, in a critical sense, functionally immortal. To ignore is to kill. But then, a seeming 

paradox: an author with virtually no biography can be just as hard for a critic to ignore. How can 

one pay attention to something that isn't there? Thomas Pynchon's life is shrouded in mystery, 

details of his biography are sequestered in secret. Knowledge of Pynchon is treasured, especially 

among his critics, a group that, strangely, possess less knowledge of hi~ than anyone else closely 

associated with him. Thompson's gonzo flamboyance and Pynchon's functional invisibility have 

had a ma~sive influence on readings of their works, and I will argue that these authors' use of 

self-mythologizing techniques has shaped our understanding of their works more than anything 

contained within the texts themselves. 

Before examining the works of Pynchon and Thompson directly, I want to make a few 

elements of my argument clear. The kind of self mythologization that occurs within a work is just 

as important as that which happens off the page. It is much easier to identify self mythologization 

as such when it occurs within a work; as the kind of mythologizing that happens in an author's 



biographical life can also be construed as external mythologization, which I here defme as 

mythmaking induced by any outside (e.g. non-authorial) party. Promotional materials 

commissioned by a publisher, for example, are not examples of self mythologization (unless the 

author was the one to propose them) but the origins and motivations of these sorts of things are 

largely unknowable in retrospect, and therefore I will opt to focus on the kind of mythologization 

that occurs within an author's own work, which can only be attributed to that author. If you want 

to get really Barthesian, you could argue that the act of mythologizing could instead be attributed 

to the person reading the author's works, but I disagree on technical grounds. The entire process 

of self mythologization is necessarily a self-contained act, since only the self can self 

mythologize-the self. External mythologization is much more of an intersubjective space; both 

the creator and audience of a myth are necessary for it to function, but self mythologization is 

completely self-created by defmition. I will for this reason be focusing primarily on this 

phenomenon where it occurs in the texts ofPynchon and Thompson, as these are places where 

the thoughts contained are theirs and theirs alone. Both authors have had their works edited by 

outside parties, this is true, but neither of the two worked with Gordon Lish, which is to say that 

the edits made to the works by outside parties are fairly minor in scope, and any self 

mythologizing techniques found within the work can be assumed to have originated from their 

respective authors. I will be pulling from several pieces by each author, but most of my time will 

be spent focusing on "The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved" (1970) and Fear and 

Loathing in Las Vegas (1971) by Thompson and The Crying of Lot 49 (1965) and Gravity s 

Rainbow (1973) by Pynchon. I will provide biographical sketches ofboth authors, as I believe it 



is important that readers understand the essential details of the lives of the people we are 

assuming are entirely responsible for the creation of these myths. Let us begin. 

II. 

"I feel like I might as well be sitting here carving the words to my own tombstone ... and 

when I finish, the only fitting exit will be right straight off this fucking terrace and into 

the fountain, 28 stories below and at least 200 yards out in the air and across Fifth 

Avenue. Nobody could follow that act. Not even me ... HS.T #1, R.l.P 12/23/77" 

-HunterS. Thompson, Introduction to The Great Shark Hunt 

lV 

HunterS. Thompson didn't end up killing himself the morning of December 23rd, 1977. 

Doesn't seem like it'd make much sense to begin with the end, but where ends the man begins 

the myth, so in this case ... 

Twenty-eight years later, at 5:52pm, February 20th, 2005, the sixty-seven year old 

Thompson, as he said in his essay "What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum," "finally, and for what 

he must have thought the best of reasons ... ended it with a shotgun" (Thompson, 1). A note he 

left to his wife four days before, entitled "Football Season is Over," read as follows: "No More 

Games. No More Bombs. No More Walking. No More Fun. No More Swimming. 67. That is 17 

years past 50. 17 more than I needed or wanted. Boring. I am always bitchy. No Fun- for 

anybody. 67. You are getting Greedy. Act your (old) age. Relax- This won't hurt" (Thompson, 

1). 

Thompson's longtime friend and frequent illustrator Ralph Steadman eulogized him as 

follows: "He told me 25 years ago that he would feel real trapped if he didn't know that he could 
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commit suicide at any moment. I don't know if that is brave or stupid or what, but it was 

inevitable" (Steadman, 1 ). 

Thompson told such compelling stories about himself, he began to believe them. His 

constant drinking, erratic behavior and drug-fueled rampages became the stuff of legend, and 

after forty hard years of iconoclastic self-demolition, he finally decided he'd had enough. Like 

Thompson told Steadman, the only way he could feel free was by knowing that escape was 

always possible. Escaping from his life was always an option, but escaping from the mist of 

myth he'd wreathed himself in would prove to be impossible. 

Before delving into the specific ways in which Thompson would most famously 

immortalize his image at the cost ofhis own life, I think it worthwhile to enumerate some of the 

influential and formative moments from the fairly well-documented HST chronology. 

Thompson's biography has been a major a point of interest for academics, journalists, historians, 

narcotics connoisseurs, conspiracy enthusiasts2 and people who fall into many or none of the 

above categories, so much of the conversation about HST's works are actually thinly-veiled 

commentaries on HST, the man, which is the exact opposite of what one might expect. On to the 

biographia: 

2 Not everyone believes Thompson's death was a suicide. A few fiinge elements believe he was actually 
"suicided" by the government for getting too close to sensitive information. Paul William Roberts, a Canadian 
journalist claims that "Hunter telephoned me on Feb . 19, the night before his death. He sounded scared. It wasn't 
always easy to understand what he said, particularly over the phone, he mumbled, yet when there was something 
he really wanted you to understand, you did. He'd been working on a story about the World Trade Center attacks 
and had stumbled across what he felt was hard evidence showing the towers had been brought down not by the 
airplanes that flew into them but by explosive charges set off in their foundations. Now he thought someone was 
out to stop him publishing it: 'They're gonna make it look like suicide,' he said. 'I know how these bastards 
think .. .. "' Another site, the well-named (and perhaps less well-researched) thompsonmurder.com, makes the 
compelling argument that '"Football season is over' is not sufficient. I [sic] just means [sic] it is time [sic] 
Baseball." Perhaps the ambiguity surrounding his suicide was intended, by Thompson, to lend an air of mystery 
and conspiracy to the end of his life, and it certainly seems within the realm of possibility that he would try to pull 
one last fast one on the paranoid public before his passing. 



Hunter Stockton Thompson was born in Louisville, Kentucky on July 18th 1937, the 

eldest son ofVirginia Ray and Jack Robert Thompson. As a child, Hunter became obsessed with 

the legendary heroes and outlaws of the Wild West. These would continue to be a huge influence 

on his work and persona well into his career. As Douglas Brinkley writes, "He didn't care 

whether these stories were true or not- those personas became larger than life" (Brinkley, 1 ). 

Thompson began developing his own outlaw image early. One of his pranks resulted in 

an FBI investigation when he was just nine years old. He was accused oftipping a Federal 

Mailbox into the path of a bus, causing a collision. FBI Agents were dispatched to Hunter's 

home, and upon arriving, attempted to elicit a confession from him, claiming that they had 

eyewitnesses who were willing to testify. The young Hunter asked them to identify these 

witnesses, but there weren't any, and the agents, not expecting this, were struck dumb. Hunter's 

father pressed them on this point, and, having no evidence to substantiate their claim, the FBI 

agents exited shortly after, and the case was left unresolved. 

Thompson was, of course, responsible for the mailbox incident. The school bus driver, 

who would often pull away just as children arrived to the stop. In Hunter's eyes, the driver was 

on an abusive power trip, and the young Thompson wasn't going to stand for it. These run-ins 

with local and federal authority figures would continue throughout Thompson's life, and he 

learned to be suspicious of and criticize authoritarian figures, local and federal, from a very early 

age. These anti-authoritarian sentiments would eventually crystallize into an image of a 

postmodem Robin Hood; a figure who takes information from the powerful and provides it to the 

public. 
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By his senior year of high school, Hunter was locally notorious for his unruly actions. 

The thing that got him in the most trouble, however, was a crime he didn't even commit. One of 

his friends robbed a young couple in a park and used Thompson, who was completely unaware 

of the situation, as a getaway driver. He wasn't aware that a crime had even been committed until 

the police arrived with a warrant for his arrest. The local judge, well aware of the accused's past 

misbehavior, decided to make this one stick, blaming Hunter for the robbery, and sentencing him 

to six weeks in prison. This sentence caused Hunter to miss his eighteenth birthday and all of his 

fmal exams, preventing his graduation. "The real injustice of the affair," opines Rory Feehan, 

"was that the actual perpetrator walked free, courtesy of his influential family connections, 

leaving Thompson to sit in his cell cursing the injustice of the system and vowing to never again 

become ensnared in its net" (Feehan, 1). Thompson was also expelled from the locally 

prestigious Athenaeum Literary Association over the incident, leaving him totally alienated from 

his hometown. Years later, with the publication of "The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and 

Depraved," he would have his revenge on the Louisville whiskey gentry, which will be discussed 

in greater detail later on. Shortly after his release, Thompson enlisted in the Air Force, and 

served for two years before being honorably discharged: 

In summary, this Airman, although talented, will not be guided by policy or personal 

advice and guidance. Sometimes his rebel and superior attitude seems to rub off on other 

airmen staff members. He has little consideration for military bearing or dress and seems 

to dislike the service and want out as soon as possible. 7. Consequently, it is requested 

that Airman Thompson be assigned to other duties immediately, and it is recommended 

that he be earnestly considered under the early release program. (Colonel W.S. Evans, US 

Air Force) 

While still in the service, Thompson wrote for several local newspapers, in violation of 

the Air Force's policy on airmen working other jobs. Many of the stories he wrote for the 



on-base paper had to be severely edited before publication, as they were often critical of 

important policies and people. Thompson's would take his unpublishable stories to the civilian 

Playground News, which got him into trouble on numerous occasions. 

Soon after leaving the military, we get the first known mention of a Thompsonian 

alter-ego. His most famous pseudo-pseudonym, Raoul Duke, appears in several ofhis most 

famous works, but long before Duke, there was the Hunterfigure. In a letter to an ex-girlfriend, 

Thompson writes: 

I'm convinced, of course, that to play a role or adjust to fraud is wrong, and I damn well 

intend to keep right on living the way I think I should .. .I know I'm right, but I sometimes 

wonder how important it is to be right- instead of comfortable ... The Hunterfigure has 

come to another fork in the road and the question once again is "where do we go from 

here?'' (Thompson, 1) 

What is "The Hunterfigure?" It's seemingly a synthesis of several different identities into 

one. In his view, an alternate self isn't subordinate to one's actual self, but instead is one's actual 

self. Hunter S. Thompson+ Raoul Duke+ all his other identities =The Hunterfigure. 

Thompson's invention of this term to characterize his splintered yet unified identity shows that 

he'd always had a problem distancing himself from his pseudonyms and alter egoes, which 

would ultimately prove to be a fatal paradigm. 

While working newspaper jobs in his early twenties, Thompson wrote his first novel, 

King Jellyfish (still unpublished as of2017), and his second and only published novel, The Rum 

Diary, which was rediscovered in 1998 among Thompson's papers by Johnny Depp, who would 

end up playing protagonist Paul Kemp in the 2011 film of the same name. Kemp, another 

fragment of The Hunterfigure, shares his author's proclivity for substances and good journalism. 

He starts in New York (where Thompson got his post-military start in the business as a 
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pseudo-copyboy) and ends up in Puerto Rico (as did Thompson). Kemp could be considered an 

embryonic Raoul Duke, but Duke's relationship to Thompson is far more complicated. Where 

Kemp is a fictional character drawn from Thompson's personal experiences, Duke is Thompson. 

Thompson's acknowledgement of the existence of the Hunterfigure, not to mention his 

role in its creation, is effectively an admission on Thompson's part that he was aware of his own 

latent mythmaking potential long before he encountered anything resembling fame. Once he 

began publishing the works that would make him famous, the first one being 1966's Hells 

Angels: The Strange and Terrible Saga of the Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs, this awareness would 

morph into intentionality, and the myth of HunterS. Thompson birthed itself. In Hells Angels, 

Thompson recalls the time he spent following the titular motorcycle gang around Oakland. The 

book is full of his characteristic excesses, but unlike in his later works, he isn't their perpetrator. 

Almost all of the outrageous scenes and events are the result of things the Angels did, but 

Thompson still gained notoriety as their chronicler, as someone that could hang with the gang. 

A few years later, Thompson was assigned to cover the Kentucky Derby by Scanlan s 

Monthly. He returned to his hated hometown of Louisville, Kentucky with British illustrator 

Ralph Steadman, and the two undertook a substance-swamped project that would forever alter 

the field of journalism. "The Kentucky Derby Is Decadent and Depraved" marked the birth of 

Gonzo Journalism, a term coined by Thompson himself. Gonzo journalism is a method by which 

the author of a piece trades any claim of objectivity for an inside view of their subject matter, 

often delivered in frrst person narration. This effectively puts the author of a Gonzo piece on 

display at the center of their own work, and, if their personality is interesting enough, they can 

effectively become the to-some-degree-unintentional subject of the piece. For example: 



My eyes had finally opened enough for me to focus on the mirror across the room and I 
was stunned at the shock of recognition. For a confused instant I thought that Ralph had 
brought somebody with him--a model for that one special face we'd been looking for. 
There he was, by God--a puffy, drink-ravaged, disease-ridden caricature .. .like an awful 
cartoon version of an old snapshot in some once-proud mother's family photo album. It 
was the face we'd been looking for--and it was, of course, my own. Horrible, horrible ... 
(Thompson, 14) 

lU 

Despite the self-deprecating tone of this passage (or perhaps even moreso because of it), 

the focus of the piece has become its own author. The rest of "Kentucky Derby" deals with 

Thompson's coverage of the event, the many obstacles he encountered while doing so, and the 

absurd things he observed. He was technically only commissioned to write on the third of those 

three items, but centered the action of the piece on himself all the same. It was a massive hit with 

the readership, and a new style of journalism was born, one that could balloon someone with 

enough interesting things to say about themselves to untold heights, and Thompson, as you well 

know by now, knew it. 

All pieces of Gonzo J oumalism contain an element of self mythologization, as the author 

is effectively converting themselves into an idealized version of themselves, becoming at best a 

compelling character and at worst an unconvincing caricature. Many conventional descriptive 

tools--appearance, actions, reactions, thoughts, words, etc.--are commonly used to achieve this 

end, but there are other, more refined techniques that Thompson uses to build his particular 

flavor of myth. Here's one that recurs throughout his work: the Dupe Scene. Simply put, the 

Dupe Scene is any scene in which Thompson tricks someone, and this earns him our respect. 

These scenes always unfold in a particular way, with little variation. Here's the stages of a Dupe 

Scene laid out sequentially: 

1. The Dupe's Challenge/Gaffe 



1 I 

2. Duke Accepts the Challenge 

3. The Dupe Provides an Opening 

4. Duke Tells a Little Lie 

5. The Dupe Reacts 

6. Duke Tells A Big Lie 

7. The Dupe Dramatically Overreacts 

8 Duke Leaves Them with Something to Really Worry About 

9 Duke Gets Away 

There's evidence of these pranks all throughout his writing. For example, Jimbo the 

Texan in the airport at the beginning of"Kentucky Derby." We might as well deconstruct this 

whole scene; it's practically a complete catalog of ready-made Thompson Brand tricks. 

In the air-conditioned lounge I met a man from Houston who said his name was 
something or other-- "but just call me Jimbo" --and he was here to get it on. "I'm ready 
for anything, by God! Anything at all. Yeah, what are you drinkin?" I ordered a Margarita 
with ice, but he wouldn't hear of it: "N aw, naw ... what the hell kind of drink is that for 
Kentucky Derby time? What's wrong with you, boy?" He grinned and winked at the 
bartender. "Goddamn, we gotta educate this boy. Get him some good whiskey ... " I 
shrugged. "Okay, a double Old Fitz on ice." Jimbo nodded his approval (Thompson, 1 ). 

Thompson, er, Duke, meets a would-be braggadocious bucking bronco buster who is 

"ready for anything." This is practically a challenge to Duke to find something Jimbo isn't ready 

for, which he, of course, does. Immediately after this, Jimbo criticizes Duke's choice of 

beverage, which gives Duke (and the reader) a clear reason to dislike him. Duke is ready for this, 

countering by unhesitatingly ordering a specific and fairly niche brand of bourbon, which at least 

moderately impresses Jimbo. 
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There's two figures in every one of these scenes: the Duke and the Dupe. Jimbo is a 

paragon of Dupery. He's reactionary, chauvinistic, bigoted, ignorant and dense. Thompson's 

favorite victims all display some of these traits. Many display all of them. We've seen three 

elements of a Duping so far: the Dupe's challenge, the Dupe's gaffe (in some Duping scenes this 

is the challenge), and the Duke's handling of the gaffe (usually done in an artful way that makes 

Duke look impressive to the Dupe, and at least demonstrates his social savvy and competence to 

the reader). Successfully navigating a situation is never enough for Duke. This is only the 

beginning. The next part usually happens like this: 

"Say," he said, "you look like you might be in the horse business ... am I right?" "No," I 
said. "I'm a photographer." "Oh yeah?" He eyed my ragged leather bag with new interest. 
"Is that what you got there -- cameras? Who you work for?" "Playboy," I said. He 
laughed. "Well, goddam! What are you gonna take pictures of-- nekkid horses? Haw! I 
guess you'll be workin' pretty hard when they run the Kentucky Oaks. That's a race just 
for fillies." He was laughing wildly. "Hell yes! And they'll all be nekkid too!" I shook my 
head and said nothing; just stared at him for a moment, trying to look grim. "There's 
going to be trouble," I said. "My assignment is to take pictures of the riot." (Thompson, 
2) 

It starts with an inquiry on the part of the Dupe. They get curious ("you look like you 

might be in the horse business"), they begin to let their guard down, but Duke doesn't strike just 

yet. This is when he starts to set them up. It starts with a little detail, some Little Lie about 

himself (here it's "Playboy") that the Dupe 'has every reason to believe, or at least no good reason 

to disbelieve. The reader, having the advantage of knowing who Raoul Duke is, laughs at the 

Dupe for his gullibility. Of course, we would never fall for something as obvious as a person 

carrying a camera bag with an official-looking plastic-coated tag reading "Photog. Playboy 

Magazine" claiming that they work for Playboy ... right? When they've swallowed the Little Lie, 

it's time to set the hook. Duke adopts a serious demeanor, and that's when the Big Lie ("the 
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riot") comes out. The Big Lie is the fun part, the thing that lets Thompson put his talent for 

grotesque hyperbole into maximum overdrive. 

"What riot?" I hesitated, twirling the ice in my drink. "At the track. On Derby Day. The 
Black Panthers." I stared at him again. "Don't you read the newspapers?" The grin on his 
face had collapsed. "What the hell are you talkin about?" "Well. .. maybe I shouldn't be 
telling you ... " I shrugged. "But hell, everybody else seems to know. The cops and the 
National Guard have been getting ready for six weeks. They have 20,000 troops on alert 
at Fort Knox. They've warned us-- all the press and photographers-- to wear helmets and 
special vests like flak jackets. We were told to expect shooting ... ""No!" he shouted; his 
hands flew up and hovered momentarily between us, as if to ward off the words he was 
hearing. Then he whacked his fist on the bar. "Those sons of bitches! God Almighty! The 
Kentucky Derby!" He kept shaking his head. "No! Jesus! That's almost too bad to 
believe!" Now he seemed to be sagging on the stool, and when he looked up his eyes 
were misty. "Why? Why here? Don't they respect anything?" (Thompson, 2) 

There's two kinds of Dupes: those who take Duke's whoppers sitting down, and those 

who jump up and howl about them. Jimbo belongs to the latter category, which is much more fun 

to watch. Howling Dupes do most of Duke's work for him, and often set him up to hit additional 

Big Lies out of the park. They get scared, they get mad, they stop thinking critically about what 

Duke is saying. In standing for something, they fall for anything. After this comes the fmal 

stretch: 

"It's not just the Panthers. The FBI says bus loads of white crazies are coming in from all 
over the country-- to mix with the crowd and attack all at once, from every direction. 
They'll be dressed like everybody else. You know-- coats and ties and all that. But when 
the trouble starts ... well,' that's why the cops are so worried." He sat for a moment, 
looking hurt and confused and not quite able to digest all this terrible news. Then he cried 
out: "Oh . . . Jesus! What in the name of God is happening in this country? Where can you 
get away from it?" "Not here," I said, picking up my bag. "Thanks for the drink ... and 
good luck." He grabbed my arm, urging me to have another, but I said I was overdue at 
the Press Club and hustled off to get my act together for the awful spectacle. (Thompson, 
2) 

This is perhaps the most critical part of the entire process: the parting shot. Duke prefaces 

his exit with one last threat ("They'll be dressed like everybody else. You know-- coats and ties 
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and all that") that promises to keep the Dupe in a state of paranoiac agitation for quite some time 

after their disappearance, perhaps forever. This indicates that Duke has done legitimate damage 

to the psyche of the Dupe, or at least has ruined their weekend, both of which are tantamount to 

glorious victory in the eyes of the reader. On his way out, Duke delivers some kind of snappy, 

punch-liney phrase, and makes a clean getaway before his ruses can be unravelled by unwanted 

question asking. 

Knowing Thompson's background as a Cunning Fabricator of Ruses, it'd be a mistake to 

assume that the dialogue in these Duke-Dupe scenes is authentic. Knowing Thompson's 

well-documented childhood affmity for practical jokes, it's probable that at least some of these 

scenes actually happened in some capacity, but they're highly formulaic, and most of these 

Dupes speak in the same voice ... wait a second. Are we Dupes? 

No, we aren't. Not entirely. Anyone reading HunterS. Thompson with any sort of 

knowledge of his genre or biography (eat your heart out, Barthes) knows that most of his pieces 

are what The Good Doctor liked to call Gonzo Journalism. Something like, in his estimation, 

45% nonfiction. We know this going in, or will figure out by the time we're done reading. In an 

interview with The Paris Review, Thompson is asked: "At one point, Sally Quinn of The 

Washington Post got after you for writing about specific events, but only 45 percent is actually 

the truth . . . how do you reconcile journalism with that?" Thompson responds: 

I remember an emergency meeting one afternoon at Random House with my editor about 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. "What should we tell The New York Times? Should it 
go on the fiction list or nonfiction?" In a lot of cases, and this may be technical 
exoneration, but I think in almost every case there's a tip-off that this is a fantasy. I never 
have quite figured out how the reader is supposed to know the difference. It's like if you 
have a sense of humor or not (Brinkley & McDonnell, 8). 
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This is basically an admission that the Dupe scenes are fictional, or, at the very least, 

dramatically exaggerated. For the purpose of myth-making, however, that's irrelevant. Tall tales 

don't have to be true, and generally, if they are, are all the worse for it. Thompson is open about 

the fact that Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, written one year after "Kentucky Derby," isn't 

attempting to be objective journalism. Most of the events within its pages are extremely 

exaggerated or altered, but this doesn't diminish the book's (or the author's) legendary 

reputation. 

Thompson has constructed a larger-than-life persona who travels the country dispensing 

wisdom and outsmarting authority figures . Most Native American, African and African 

American folkloric traditions have characters that fall under a remarkably similar archetype: the 

trickster. Mac Linscott Ricketts explains some of the trickster's defining traits in his essay "The 

North American Indian Trickster." 

One of the most perplexing problems confronting those who wish to understand the 
myths and folktales of the North American Indians is the figure of the "trickster," who is 
also the creative transformer of the world and the heroic bringer of culture. This 
"trickster-transformer-culture hero" (or "trickster-fixer," for short) is a problem because 
he combines in one personage no less than two and sometimes three or more seemingly 
different and contrary roles. Oftentimes he is the maker of the earth and/or he is the one 
who changes the chaotic myth-world into the ordered creation of today; he is the slayer of 
monsters, the thief of daylight, fire, water, and the like for the benefit of man; he is the 
teacher of cultural skills and customs; but he is also a prankster who is grossly erotic, 
insatiably hungry, inordinately vain, deceitful, and cunning toward friends as well as 
foes; a restless wanderer upon the face of the earth; and a blunderer who is often the 
victim of his own tricks (Ricketts, 327). 

The Hunterfigure assembles narratives of events and ascribes meaning to contemporary 

chaos ("the one who changes the chaotic myth-world into the ordered creation of today"), he 

fights against institutional power ("the slayer of monsters, the thief of daylight, fire, water, and 

the like for the benefit of man"), conveys a deep knowledge of drugs and politics ("the teacher of 



cultural skills and customs"), pulls countless pranks, is upfront about his many flaws ("grossly 

erotic, insatiably hungry, inordinately vain, deceitful, and cunning toward friends as well as 

foes") and uses his mistakes as comic relief ("a blunderer who is often the victim of his own 

tricks.") The Hunterfigure meets every single requirement for trickster status, and any action 

taken by Duke or Thompson in any of these categories only serve to mythologize him even 

further. 

One year after writing "Kentucky Derby," Thompson would publish the most iconic work 

of Gonzo Journalism of all time: Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the 

Heart of the American Dream. As with its predecessor, "The Kentucky Derby Is Decadent and 

Depraved," this book's title is as lengthy as it is tantalizing. As Thompson asks on page 12 of the 

book, "what was the story? Nobody had bothered to say. So we would have to drum it up on our 

own. Free Enterprise. The American Dream. Horatio Alger gone mad on drugs in Las Vegas. Do 

it now: pure Gonzo journalism." This, incidentally, marks the first incidence of the term "Gonzo 

Journalism" being used in print, and it's beyond fitting that its first appearance was Thompson 

describing his magnum Gonzo opus as such, merely one year after the entire genre's invention. 

This is the book that truly blended the line between Raoul Duke and HunterS. Thompson 

beyond all recognition, the thing that gave Thompson such broad recognition, he couldn't report 

on events without being recognized. The Hunterfigure had become the hunted. What about F &L 

allowed the myth of the Hunterfigure to finally get offthe ground? Let's look at some ofthe 

specific self mythologizing techniques Thompson uses in this text. First up, what is perhaps the 

most famous paragraph from the entirety ofF &L, the one that appears on posters, dust jackets, 

captioned images . .. 



We had two bags of grass, seventy-five pellets of mescaline, five sheets of high-powered 
blotter acid, a salt shaker half full of cocaine, and a whole galaxy of multi-colored uppers, 
downers, screamers, laughers and also a quart of tequila, a quart of rum, a case of 
Budweiser, a pint of raw ether and two dozen amyls. All this had been rounded up the 
night before, in a frenzy of high speed driving all over Los Angeles County- from 
Topanga to Watts, we picked up everything we could get our hands on. Not that we 
needed all that for the trip, but once you get locked into a serious drug-collection, the 
tendency is to push it as far as you can (Thompson, 1). 

What do we learn from this paragraph? Raoul Duke has a massive tolerance for and 

experience with all varieties of hallucinogens, stimulants, depressants, etc. He knows where to 

find large quantities of these substances, meaning he has a combination of widespread 

connections and good intuition. He speaks about the tendencies of those who often find 

themselves "locked into a serious drug-collection," which implies that he's accumulated 

catalogues like this several times before. This paragraph is from the first page of F&L, and it is 

intended to inform the reader of two things: one, what Duke has with him; two, that Duke is a 

veteran and he knows exactly what he's doing. The audience is conditioned to respect him as an 

authority on his subject matter from page one, which makes his mythic status stronger yet. 

Another technique frequently used in F&L: the narrow escape. It's been mentioned 

already as a sub element of the Duke-Dupe scenes, but it's so heavily used, it deserves its own 

mention and analysis. Duke fmds himself in a bad situation, then uses his wiles, courage and 

resources to escape it. First, let's analyse a successful escape scene, one where Thompson's 

primary means of escape is his mouth: 

I turned to face my accuser, a small young clerk with a big smile on his face and a 
yellow envelope in his hand. "I've been calling your room," he said. "Then I saw you 
standing outside." I nodded, too tired to resist. By now the Shark was beside me, but I 
saw no point in even tossing my bag into it. The game was up. They had me. The clerk 
was still smiling. "This telegram just came for you," he said. "But actually it isn't for 
you. It's for somebody named Thompson, but it says 'care of Raoul Duke'; does that 
make sense?" (Thompson, 26) 



Thompson is attempting to leave a hotel without paying, and has been accosted by a 

member of the staff. Thompson makes it sound like he's been caught, and in the paragraphs 

preceding this sample, he discusses the terrible conditions of Carson City Prison, where he fears 

he will end up if his plot to scam the hotel is discovered and his extensive drug stash is found. 

The stakes are high, the situation looks inescapable, and to top it all off, the letter asks Thompson 

to stay in Vegas to pursue another story, which greatly heightens the likelihood of his arrest. 

Watch how Thompson escapes: 

"Holy shit!" I muttered. "This can't be true!" "You mean it's not for you?" the clerk 
asked, suddenly nervous. "I checked the register for this man Thompson. We don't show him, 
but I thought he was part of your team." "He is," I said quickly. "Don't worry, I'll get it to him." 
I tossed my bag into the front seat of the Shark, wanting to leave before my stay of execution ran 
out. But the clerk was still curious. "What about Doctor Gonzo?" he said. I stared at him, giving 
him a full taste of the mirrors. "He's fine," I said. "But he has a vicious temper. The Doctor 
handles our finances, makes all our arrangements." I slid into the driver's seat and prepared to 
leave. The clerk leaned into the car. "What confused us," he said, "was Doctor Gonzo's signature 
on this telegram from Los Angeles- when we knew he was here in the hotel." He shrugged. 
"And then to have the telegram addressed to some guest we couldn't account for. .. well, this 
delay was unavoidable. You understand, I hope ... " I nodded, impatient to flee. "You did the right 
thing," I ''Never try to understand a press message. About halftime we use codes- especially 
with Doctor Gonzo." I smiled again, but this time it seemed a trifle odd. "Tell me," he said, 
"when will the doctor be awake?" I tensed at the wheel, "Awake? What do you mean?'' He 
seemed uncomfortable. "Well . .. the manager, Mister Heem, would like to meet him." Now his 
grin was defmitely malevolent. "Nothing unusual. Mr. Heem likes to meet all our large 
accounts ... put them on a personal basis ... just a chat and a handshake, you understand." "Of 
course," I said. "But ifi were you I'd leave the doctor alone until after he's eaten breakfast. He's 
a very crude man." The clerk nodded warily. "But he will be available. Perhaps later this 
morning?" I saw what he was getting at. "Look," I said. "That telegram was all scrambled. It was 
actually from Thompson, not to him. Western Union must have got the names reversed." I held 
up the telegram, knowing he'd already read it. "What this is," I said, "is a speed message to 
Doctor Gonzo, upstairs, saying Thompson is on his way out from L.A. with a new assignment
a new work order." I waved him off the car. "See you later," I snapped. "I have to get out to the 
track." He backed away as I eased the car into low gear. "There's no hurry," he called after me. 
"The race is over." ''Not for me," I said, tossing him a quick friendly wave. "Let's have lunch!" 
he shouted as I turned into the street. "Righto!" I yelled. And then I was off into traffic. 
(Thompson, 27) 



Thompson weasels his way out of this precarious situation with a series of deceptions, 

counter-deceptions, half-truths and outright refusals. Thompson's dodging of questions and 

ability to lie around his own lies is impressive, and contributes to his trickster image. The hotel 

clerk is framed as more than just an inconvenience; instead he is portrayed as someone bent on 

Duke's capture. Lines like "Now his grin was definitely malevolent" and "I saw what he was 

getting at" allow Thompson to create a sense of menace and antagonism (from a figure that may 

not have been particularly menacing or antagonistic in the first place) without attributing any 

kind of unrealistic dialogue to him. This makes the escape realistic, believable, and therefore 

much more impressive than it would be otherwise. In fact, the number of things Thompson 

escapes from might border on too impressive, which brings us to another kind of escape scene: 

the near escape. Thompson uses everything at his disposal to get away, but one little error 

invalidates the whole effort, making Thompson "a blunderer who is often the victim of his own 

tricks" (Ricketts, 327). And now, a high speed car chase: 

About five miles back I had a brush with the CHP. Not stopped or pulled over: nothing 
routine. I always drive properly. A bit fast, perhaps, but always with consummate skill 
and a 31 natural feel for the road that even cops recognize. No cop was ever born who 
isn't a sucker for a finely-executed hi-speed Controlled Drift all the way around one of 
those cloverleaf freeway interchanges. Few people understand the psychology of dealing 
with a highway traffic cop. Your normal speeder will panic and immediately pull over to 
the side when he sees the big red light behind him ... and then we will start apologizing, 
begging for mercy. This is wrong. It arouses contempt in the cop-heart. The thing to do -
when you're running along about a hundred or so and you suddenly find a red-flashing 
CHP-tracker on your trail- what you want to do then is accelerate. Never pull over with 
the first siren-howl. Mash it down and make the bastard chase you at speeds up to 120 all 
the way to the next exit. He will follow. But he won't know what to make of your 
blinker-signal that says you're about to turn right. This is to let him know you're looking 
for a proper place to pull off and talk ... keep signaling and hope for an off-ramp, one of 
those uphill side-loops with a sign saying "Max Speed 25" ... and the trick, at this point, 
is to suddenly leave the freeway and take him into the chute at no less than a hundred 
miles an hour. He will lock his brakes about the same time you lock yours, but it will take 
him a moment to realize that he's about to make a 180-degree turn at this speed ... but 
you will be ready for it, braced for the Gs and the fast heel-toe work, and with any luck at 
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all you will have come to a complete stop off the road at the top of the turn and be 
standing beside your automobile by the time he catches up. He will not be reasonable at 
first ... but no matter. Let him calm down. He will want the first word. Let him have it. 
His brain will be in a turmoil: he may begin jabbering, or even pull his gun. Let him 
unwind; keep smiling. The idea is to show him that you were always in total control of 
yourself and your vehicle - while he lost control of everything. It helps to have a 
police/press badge in your wallet when he calms down enough to ask for your license. I 
had one of these - but I also had a can of Budweiser in my hand. Until that moment, I 
was unaware that I was holding it. I had felt totally on top of the situation ... but when I 
looked down and saw that little red/silver evidence-bomb in my hand, I knew I was 
fucked. Speeding is one thing, but Drunk Driving is quite another. The cop seemed to 
grasp this - that I'd blown my whole performance by forgetting the beer can. His face 
relaxed, he actually smiled. And so did I. Because we both understood, in that moment, 
that my Thunder Road, moonshine-bomber act had been totally wasted: We had both 
scared the piss out of ourselves for nothing at all - because the fact of this beer can in my 
hand made any argument about "speeding" beside the point. (Thompson, 32) 

In this section, Thompson gives the reader some terrible advice, based on something that 

didn't work when he tried it. As I see it, there are two implied meanings here. The first: he 

speaks from a position of authority, reciting this maneuver as if it's an advanced maneuver from 

the How to Get Away with Speeding textbook, which implies that this is a thing he's done before 

on numerous occasions with some degree of success. He even ridicules people who don't follow 

this methodology: "Your normal speeder will..." and then goes on to definitively make the claim 

that "The thing to do- when you're running along about a hundred or so and you suddenly find a 

red-flashing CHP-tracker on your trail- what you want to do then is accelerate." Even if this was 

his first time pulling that particular maneuver, the way he phrases it keeps the possibility that it's 

worked out for him before. This brings us to interesting phenomenon: the implied escape. By 

speaking in an authoritative way on a subject, Thompson creates the possibility of him having 

experience with that subject. Even though he doesn't tell us if this is or isn't true, he can still reap 

the myth-building benefits that come from forcing us to consider the possibility. The second 

possibility: the tone ofthe scene is one big joke. Thompson frames a boneheaded drunken 
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mistake as him simply following protocol, which, knowing Thompson's sense of humor, is the 

likely purpose ofhis use of this tone during the scene. That said, even if the whole thing is in 

jest, the ambiguity still benefits him. Thompson knows, we don't. "The idea is to show him that 

you were always in total control of yourself and your vehicle- while he lost control of 

everything." 

Thompson got so good at self mythologizing, he was engulfed by it. As the Hunterfigure 

became less Hunter, more Duke, Thompson found himself replaced by his own image in the 

public consciousness, in his writing, and, in the end, his own mind. Self mythologization and self 

medication can be a deadly combination. To anyone out there wanting to take some of these 

techniques for a ride: mythologize responsibly. 

III. 

Proverbs for Paranoids: 

1. You may never get to touch the Master, but you can tickle his creatures. 

2. The innocence of the creature is in inverse proportion to the immorality of the Master. 

3. Ifthey can get you asking the wrong questions, they don't have to worry about answers. 

4. You hide, They seek. 

5. Paranoids are not paranoids because they're paranoid, but because they keep putting 

themselves, fucking idiots, deliberately into paranoid situations. 

-Thomas Pynchon, Gravity's Rainbow (p. 237, 241, 251, 262, 292) 

Thomas Pynchon's works are shrouded in ambiguity. So, too, is his life. His name has 

been a shibboleth among people who want other people to think they're Very Well Read for 

decades now, and with Paul Thomas Anderson's 2014 film adaptation ofPynchon's 2009 novel 

Inherent Vice and Pynchon's decision to write in a more accessible, less complicated style in his 

later years (as is the case in the aforementioned I. V and Bleeding Edge), the circle ofPynchon 

namedroppers may be rapidly expanding outwards (though, as a result, Pynchon's image may 



morph from recluse-polymath-scholar to recluse-stoner-iconoclast--which isn't exactly 

inaccurate, either--by association with his "new" fanbase). 

Pynchon is 79 years old as of 2017, and, let's be realistic, in 0-25+ years his body and his 

consciousness will be no more. When that sad day comes, interest in his work will explode in a 

burst of posthumous popularity. Most famous until-recently-living writers experience this effect. 

Literary publications (and other publications if the auteur mort is enough of a celebrity) will 

publish a slurry of micro-eulogies provided by contemporaries, fans, anyone capable of penning 

a touching tidbit or poignant point. A more recent development: people will take to social media 

to broadcast their distress at the author's passing, which is, of course, usually motivated by a 

desire to prove, let the record show, that the micro-media maven was aware of the author long 

before their (the author's) death, and maybe even read a few books by them. Interestingly, the 

still-living Pynchon has benefitted from a similar effect for years. He's been elevated to mythical 

status, not through excess of personality like HunterS. Thompson, but through sheer absence of 

presence. Ghosts make for good legends too. 

Precious little is publicly known about the circumstances and events ofPynchon's life. 

The last photograph ofPynchon shot with his consent was taken in his 20's. To demonstrate the 

extreme scarcity of photographic material, here's every known picture of the man, collected for 

your viewing pleasure3
: 

3 These images were collected by bookofjoe.com, but none of them are owned by the site nor 
were any of them first posted there. 



The above photo is from Pynchon's 1953 high school yearbook. It was captioned 

"'Pynch'; P&G Yearbook; Trade Fair 2,3; Sr. Play student director; Spanish Club 3,4; Honor 

Society 3, 4; likes pizza; dislikes hypocrites; pet possession, a typewriter; aspires to be a 

physicist." 

The three photographs above are from that same yearbook. The first photo was from a 

section awarding him "Best Male Student 1953." The third photo is from the staff picture for the 

high school newspaper. Its caption reads: "The Purple and Gold has carried on the old tradition 

of service to the school. It has also made its own new innovations. The principal one being a 

column by Thomas Pynchon that has dealt with such learned subjects as the 'Life and Times of 

Hamster High,' a legend about a stupid knight, and, of course, the 'Boys."' 



The first photo above is undated. I've yet to find an original source for it. The second was 

taken in 1957, when Pynchon was in the Navy. After this, nothing. Nobody successfully took and 

distributed a photo of him for over forty years. That is, until ... 

This tabloidy point-and-shoot-and-run photo was taken in New York City in 1998 by 

James Bone, a newspaper correspondent. "By taking this photo," Bone rationalizes, "I, like 

Pynchon, was trying to say something about our society. We have an inimitable and deep-seated 



curiosity and we shouldn't be ashamed of it. The paparazzi are the people's proxy" (Bone). 

Pynchon's on-site response to being photographed, and subsequently waved at: "Get your 

fucking hand away from me! I don't like people taking my picture!" (Bone) 
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Congratulations, you've viewed all seven known photographs of Thomas Pynchon. In an 

age where public distribution of images is almost unavoidable, especially as a privacy-obsessed 

person-of-interest, he's only been caught out once by a fanbase that obsessively collects and 

catalogs the most seemingly inconsequential Pynchonian minutiae. They've uncovered his 

address (a Manhattan brownstone), his wife's name (Melanie Jackson, also his literary agent), 

where his kid (Jackson) went to school (Vassar) and countless other creepy little details. In 

guarding his private life, he makes it into something to be solved--a move of questionable 

efficacy when considering the puzzle-like nature of his books and the kinds of fans they would 

inevitably attract. Some little bits from Pynchon's scant biography: 

Thomas Ruggles Pynchon Jr. was born in 1937 in Glen Cove, Long Island, New York. 

His first American ancestor, William Pynchon, emigrated to Rhode Island in 1630 with the 

Winthrop Fleet, giving him strong ties to the region (which he would later satirize with the 

absurd family history ofNew Englander Tyrone Slothrop, the protagonist of Gravity's Rainbow). 

He attended Oyster Bay High School where many of the above photographs were taken and 

graduated at sixteen. He was accepted into Cornell on a scholarship, and studies engineering 

there for two years before serving in the U.S. Navy for two years, an experience which would 

provide him with much of the material in his early short stories, in addition to large parts of his 

novels V and Gravity s Rainbow. 
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Upon being discharged from the Navy, Pynchon returned to Cornell and studied English. 

Vladimir N abokov was his professor of literature at one point (though, when asked, N abokov 

says he didn't remember him; Pynchon also reportedly remarked that Nabokov was impossible to 

understand at times thanks to his heavy accent). Upon graduating, Pynchon turned down a 

graduate teaching position in New York to work for Boeing in California as a technical writer 

while he wrote his first novel, V This experience inspired Pynchon to create Yoyodyne, a 

fictional military contractor that recurs throughout his work, and likely had a large role in 

developing his interest and expertise in rockets, which would come to be a major subject of his 

later novel Gravity s Rainbow. During this time, Pynchon claimed to be writing three novels at 

once. "If they come out on paper anything like they are inside my head then it will be the literary 

event of the millennium" (Pynchon, 1 ). Pynchon published V. in 1963. People liked it. It was 

awarded the William Faulkner Foundation Award for best first novel. Some critics believed at the 

time that Pynchon was a pseudonym of William Gaddis, another reclusive arch-postrnodernist 

who refused to have his picture put in the jacket of his first novel. 

His second novel, The Crying of Lot 49 won the 1966 Richard and Hilda Rosenthal 

Foundation Award from the National Institute of Arts and Letters, which, for the first time, 

attracted mainstream attention to Pynchon. In a letter to his agent, Candida Donadio (yes, that is 

her real name; no, Pynchon did not make her up), Pynchon refers indirectly to Lot 49 as a 

"potboiler" (Pynchon, 1), which is to say it's a mediocre book written largely for money, and 

asked her to "unload it on some poor sucker" (Pynchon, 1). Later in that letter, he famously 

described his maximalist novella as "a short story, but with gland trouble" (Pynchon, 1). Why 

might Pynchon care so little for this book? We'll discuss that soon enough. 
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In 1973, Pynchon published what many consider to be his magnum opus, Gravity s 

Rainbow. If Lot 49 put Pynchon on the map, Gravity s Rainbow dumped a bucket of red paint on 

the map, waited for it to dry, then came back and scribbled "Pynchon wuz here" in little black 

letters at the top. GR is frequently lauded as the best post-WWII American novel, and scholar 

Brian McHale believes it to be "literally an anthology of postmodemist themes and devices." A 

plethora of unidentifiable narrative voices, vivid and varied historical settings, a complex and 

diverse cast, dreamlike druglike surrealistic sequences, musical numbers, vast emotional range, a 

stunning breadth and depth of ideas and interests ... this is the book that made Pynchon who he is 

to us, and our contemporary literary climate what it is to him. It almost won the National Book 

Award, but infighting on the panel precluded this. Also, Pynchon's refusal to accept the award in 

public might have had something to do with it; he sent absurdist comedian Professor Irwin Corey 

to impersonate and speak for him. After Gravity s Rainbow, a long wait. In 1984, a collection of 

his earlier short stories entitled Slow Learner was published with a lengthy author's note. This, 

too, will be revisited. 

In 1990, 17 years after Gravity s Rainbow, Pynchon finally published Vineland. People 

didn't like it. To be fair, fellow fugitive Salman Rushdie gave it a glowing review (but the two 

authors have met in person, and Rushdie described the two ofthem as "sort of friends," so there 

is that). Why didn't people like Vineland? It isn't Gravity's Rainbow, therefore it isn't any ofthe 

things I described in the earlier Enthusiastically Extol the Merits of Gravity's Rainbow Sentence. 

Also, it took him seventeen years to write, and people were expecting, and didn't get, another 

GR. 
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Seven years later, when people were declaring Pynchon washed up, past his prime, 

finished, Mason & Dixon was published. In time, it may come to be recognized as Pynchon's 

true masterpiece. The entire novel is written in 18th century speech, dialect, spelling and 

grammar and is as vast and brilliant as GR. Another massive historical novel, Against the Day, 

followed in 2006. It was recieved fairly well, but tends to be ignored in favor ofPynchon's other 

large novels. 

Three years after that, Pynchon began writing pulp. Excellent pulp, but pulp all the same. 

2009's Inherent Vice is retrospective love letter to the 1960s, and the protagonist, Doc Sportello 

is frequently compared to HunterS. Thompson's Raoul Duke--though Duke surpasses Doc 

handily in both action and consumption. 2014's Bleeding Edge takes on the pre-9/11 New York 

tech industry, and makes heavy use of esoteric references to things that Pynchon would have first 

encountered in his late 60's, making his synthesis of these concepts impressive, but occasionally 

wooden-sounding ("Metal Gear Solid by Hideo Kojima, or as he's known in my crib, God" 

(Bleeding Edge, 76)). Most reviewers don't begrudge Pynchon his "retirement;" he's spent so 

long being so impressive, might as well let him have some fun. Many fans ofPynchon's earlier 

and middle-period work continue to hold out hope, even now, that the old man has one last 

doorstopper in him. Perhaps he does. After all, he's not dead yet. 

Many have attempted to stop up the leaks in Pynchon's holey biography, but nobody has 

been able to provide a complete picture of the man. Most people who gain access to his inner 

circle are loathe to betray his trust, hence the dearth of photographs over that forty year span. 

Pynchon lived in Mexico, California and New York for long stretches of time and travelled the 

United States and the rest of the world doing research and met countless people along the way. 
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Hundreds of 

''1-saw-Thomas-Pynchon-but-have-no-proof-it-was-actually-him-but-believe-me-it-was-totally-h 

im" stories are floating around the internet; at least a few of them must be true. Many of them 

match the 1998 photo of the man who is, as Salman Rushdie put it, "tall ... wears lumberjack 

shirts and blue jeans. He has Albert Einstein white hair and Bugs Bunny front teeth" (Higgins). 

Even Candida Donadio, the agent who Pynchon fired via a brusque letter after the publication of 

The Crying of Lot 49 (and never spoke to again) refused to divulge any ofhis secrets. She did, 

however, sell some of their correspondence at auction for a large sum of money, all of which is to 

be kept unshared in a private collection until Pynchon slips the coiled chains of this mortal plane. 

This is but one of many information repositories that will likely open their gates immediately 

after the one person who could discredit their claims is no longer around to do so, amplifying 

speculation, and the myth of Thomas Pynchon, for years to come. 

Back to the land of the living: privacy is not just a postmodem mythmaking technique. 

It's a personal preference, and there is plenty of precedent for it. Just as Thompson wasn't the 

first author to attempt to create a mythologically grand alter-ego, neither was Pynchon the first to 

hide from the searchlight. J.D. Salinger, who was at one point suspected ofbeing Thomas 

Pynchon, was a notorious misanthrope and privacy-miser. After the mid-80's, HunterS. 

Thompson was much the same way. Hiding out on his Woody Creek estate, drinking, smoking, 

shooting, but seldom writing. Cormac McCarthy, William Faulkner, Harper Lee, Marcel Proust; 

all these authors eventually came to refuse interviews entirely. Pynchon didn't even give them a 

try. No interviews, no camera footage--but he did voice himself on two episodes of The 

Simpsons . The only other place a recording of his voice exists is the 2009 trailer for Inherent 
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Vice, where Pynchon gives us his best Tommy Chong impression. A disembodied voice and a 

few half-century old photographs ... this is as real as Pynchon gets for most of the world. What 

little we know of Pynchon is stolen or leaked, and this makes any information feel valuable, 

which absolutely informs our understanding of both the author and his works. Those lucky few 

who know him keep his secrets welL Even someone like Salman Rushdie, who met Pynchon 

once and hasn't spoken to him since, refuses to speak at length about the man. This is all done in 

the name of honoring his desire for privacy, but there's something else going on. Pynchon culture 

can be best understood, I think, by looking at a series ofDantean concentric circles: 

People Who Namedrop Pynchon to Sound Smart but Haven ' t Actually Read Anything by Him and Probably Never Will 

The closer you are to the innermost circle, the closer you are to Pynchon himself. 

One can advance from the "People Who Namedrop Pynchon" exterior to the circle within by 

reading his books, and can advance to the circle within that by reading his books even more 

closely and critically. Making the jump to the circle within that, however, is something many 
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hardcore Pynchonites will never be able to do, as it requires meeting a person who actively 

avoids meeting people like them. In Pynchonian circles, biographical information is currency, 

and those who have met the man are loathe to diminish their perceived wealth. If they were to do 

something to offend him during an encounter (e.g. photographing him), they effectively just 

emptied their Pynchon account of all capital. This would explain why nobody has yet rent the 

curtain of secrecy. Or have they? One ofPynchon's ex-friends, fellow Cornell alumnus Jules 

Siegel, wrote a piece for Playboy entitled "Who is Thomas Pynchon and Why Did He Take Off 

with My Wife?" It's not difficult to infer Siegel's motivation for publishing this expose. That it 

took Pynchon eloping with someone's wife to finally throw someone far enough out of 

Pynch-orbit to write something like this speaks to the powerful gravity the author exudes. 

Keeping secrets for Pynchon, no matter how inconsequential, must feel like a monumental 

privilege. So that explains the silence of the inner circles. But to someone trapped in the outer 

three planes, far away from the man himself, the possibility of reaching the inner three can be 

irresistible. This, in part, is what keeps people fascinated with Pynchon's biography. Even if you 

harbor no particular desire to meet the man himself, in theory, if you can learn what made 

Pynchon into Pynchon, what influenced him, what steps he took and training he received, where 

he researched, who he read, how he structures his sentences, what makes his mind and muscles 

move, maybe, just maybe, you could become the next. .. 

So, how exactly did the Pynchon non-persona come about? We've examined the 

biographical elements. To summarize, people are fascinated with Pynchon because he defies 

their fascination by refusing to grant interviews or make appearances; when people do receive 

information about him, it's leaked or unauthorized, making it feel valuable and exciting; when 
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people do happen to encounter Pynchon, his star-power overwhelms them, making them feel as 

though by keeping any information they gleaned to themselves, they are in effect moving closer 

to Pynchon 's inner circle; by hoarding tidbits of Pynchonalia, perhaps you can follow in his 

footsteps and receive the same acclaim and accolades and life-after-death via induction into the 

literary canon. These things obviously don't apply to every person that comes into contact with 

Pynchon or his works, but they apply to enough people that this Cult of Absence of Personality 

functions as it currently does. Why do people read Pynchon? This question can be answered 

similarly to how one might answer it about HunterS. Thompson: he's a movement-defining 

writer equipped with scimitar-sharp wit and superhuman powers of observation. At the end of a 

Pynchon or Thompson piece, you're left saying (either begrudgingly or in a state of awe) 

"Damn, he's good." Not just "that book was good" but "the person who wrote this is good at 

writing." This is not the case with every author. With some books, it's easy to forget the man 

behind the curtain. Contrastingly, there's a new "Remembering HunterS. Thompson" 

biography-laden tribute article every few months.4 People become so interested in the 

biographies of highly mythologized authors, they can lose sight of the authors' works entirely. 

Do authors ever lose sight of their own works? What might happen ifthey did? 

Pynchon doesn't hold The Crying of Lot 49 in terribly high esteem. The self-loathing 

artist is a common trope, but that doesn't seem to accurately describe the relationship between 

4 Incidentally, at the time of writing this, one was published just thirteen hours ago. Naturally, it's 
in Rolling Stone. It's called "Rolling Stone at 50: How HunterS. Thompson Became a Legend." 
Sounds topical. Let's check it out. Ofthe article's 1,630 words, 1,221 ofthem are dedicated to 
conveying biographical information. Only seventeen of the sentences are related to Thompson's 
actual literary output, the rest are concerned with the circumstances of his life, death, and 
relationships to people in the magazine. That's approximately 75% of the article, which speaks 
volumes on the amount of influence the Hunterfigure has had on readings of Thompson's works. 



Pynchon and the "short story, but with gland trouble." The kind of person that would refer to 

their own projects as "the literary event of the millennium" doubtless has confidence in their 

works and their role in creating them. In the preface to his essay collection Slow Learner, 

Pynchon says, 

As is clear from the up-and-down shape of my learning curve, however, it was too much 

to expect that I'd keep on for long in this positive or professional direction. The next story 

I wrote was "The Crying of Lot 49," which was marketed as a "novel," and in which I 

seem to have forgotten most of what I thought I'd learned up till then. (Pynchon, 6) 

The fact that Lot 49 was mismarketed seems to be a major point of issue for Pynchon, but 

that can't be the only reason he dislikes it so strongly. If it were the only thing wrong, he'd take 

issue with the publisher, not the story itself. My theory: there's a lot ofPynchon in this nov- er, 

"story." He's vulnerable, and he knows it. He's visible, and I'll show you where. 

Let's start with the first page. "She thought of a hotel room in Mazatlan whose doors had 

just been slammed, it seemed forever, waking up two hundred birds down in the lobby; a sunrise 

over the library slope at Cornell University that nobody out on it had seen because the slope 

faces west..." (Pynchon, 1). This is clearly one of Cornell grad Pynchon's direct experiences 

inserted into the narration. It's framed as one of Oedipa's thoughts, but it's not clear if this was 

actually one of her experiences. This is the only time Cornell, or any location on the east coast, is 

referenced in conjunction with Oedipa's background, and it's stated by the narrator, not Oedipa 

directly. 

There is a bit of free indirect discourse at play in this novel's narration; the narrator has 

access to all of Oedipa's thoughts and speech, and on several occasions, speaks for her. This is 

hardly uncommon in literature. Authors paraphrase and summarize their characters' dialogue all 



the time (and have done so since the beginning of recorded literature). In Homer's Iliad, for 

example, much of the communication between characters is represented in spoken dialogue. 

Thoughts are always included in the narration. Sometimes, communications between characters 

are represented in the narration, like so: "Before Nestor could finish, the two men arrived. I They 

dismounted and were welcomed joyfully." (Homer, 10, 540-541). This effectively represents the 

spoken greetings without including them verbatim. This technique is seldom used in the Iliad, as 

most speech between characters is considered important enough to be fully represented outside 

the narration, and it's most commonly utilized when a character's speech merges with an action 

that advances the plot. By having set rules for the relationship between dialogue/thoughts and the 

speaker/narrator, the narrator's presence in the story is subtle, subdued and secondary to the story 

being told. 

Pynchon makes much heavier use of this technique, and in less consistent ways. "That 

only made her laugh, out loud and helpless: You're so sick, Oedipa, she told herself, or the room, 

which knew" (Pynchon, 2). This is dialogue spoken aloud to an empty room, unmarked by 

quotations. Oedipa's other dialogue in this chapter is cordoned off by quotation marks, 

indentations and Pynchon's occasionally hyper-specific dialogue tags (e.g. "Mucha suggested, 

sensibly" (Pynchon, 3)). Interestingly, Pynchon alternates between conventional, staid"_ said" 

tags and hyper-specific ones, sometimes even merging actions into the tags: "So," he shrugged, 

"on me you are not hooked?" (Pynchon, 4). By being inconsistent here as well, Pynchon draws 

attention to the narrator. And who might that narrator be? 

This narrator is not Oedipa. She has no access to the narrator's thoughts, and the narrator 

exists on a plane of reality between the reality of the story and our (the reader's) reality. The 



author's reality is between that of the narrator and the reader. So, as was discussed on the charts 

in section one, we have Character-> Narrator-> Author-> Reader. One should assume that the 

narrator of a novel is not necessarily a direct stand-in for the author, but in this case, it's not that 

simple. The free indirect discourse mentioned above is certainly a factor here. The narrator can 

read Oedipa's mind, and can speak on topics that Oedipa would have no knowledge of. For 

example, "But Roseman had also spent a sleepless night, brooding over the Perry Mason 

television program the evening before ... " (Pynchon, 9). Oedipa doesn't know that he didn't sleep 

last night, especially since Roseman's situation is described before Oedipa even walks into the 

room. So we have a third person semi-limited narrator, or perhaps an omniscient narrator that's 

holding out on us. Both possibilities are fascinating on their own (What are the limitations? If 

there are none, why withhold so much information?), but the simultaneous possibility of both is 

almost too much. 

What makes things even more interesting is the narrator's tendency to speak over the 

characters. In the previously mentioned Iliad, characters speak for themselves, eloquently, and at 

great length. If anything, the characters speak over the speaker. In Lot 49, however, the opposite: 

our narrator takes dialogue, thoughts, exposition, descriptions and actions right out of the mouths 

of the characters, sometimes mid-sentence. "'One oflnverarity's interests,' Metzger noted. It was 

to be laced by canals with private landings for power boats, a floating social hall in the middle of 

an artificial lake, at the bottom of which lay restored galleons, imported from the Bahamas ... " 

(Pynchon, 18). Why does the narrator take over at moments like these? Is it to convey a depth of 

detail that Metzger wouldn't himself think to convey? If that is the case, that would be 

information that Oedipa herself wouldn't be getting, so why are we getting it? The likely 



conclusion, then, is that Metzger is telling Oedipa all of this, just in different words, which brings 

us back to our original question: why? 

In Pynchon's Slow Learner introduction, he chides his younger self for "the case of Bad 

Ear to be found marring much ofthe dialogue" (Pynchon, 1) of"The Small Rain," one ofhis 

early short stories. 

My specific problem in the barroom scene is not only that I have a Louisiana girl talking 
in Tidewater diphthongs imperfectly heard to begin with, but worse, that I insist on 
making it an element of plot - it makes a difference to Levine, and therefore to what 
happens in the story. My mistake being to try to show off my ear before I had one. 
(Pynchon, 1) 

By 1984, the date of Slow Learner's publication, Pynchon had obviously become aware 

of his younger self's underdeveloped ear. Was this an anxiety Pynchon had while writing Lot 49? 

If so, it would make sense that he wouldn't trust important information to the iffy voices of his 

characters, instead writing whenever possible in a voice he knew would work, his most 

practiced: that of the novel's narrator. Most of The Crying of Lot 49 is narration. Scenes begin 

with a description from the narrator, dialogue between characters begins and promptly morphs 

into more narration which rambles, without fail, into an extended metaphorical conceit. An 

example of this progression: 

"He was unpredictable." They went to lunch. Roseman tried to play footsie with 
her under the table. She was wearing boots, and couldn't feel much of anything. 
So, insulated, she decided not to make any fuss. "Run away with me," said 
Roseman when the coffee came. "Where?" she asked. That shut him up. Back in 
the office, · he outlined what she was in for, learn intimately the books and the 
business, go through probate, collect all debts, inventory the assets, get an 
appraisal of the estate, decide what to liquidate and what to hold on to, pay off 
claims, square away taxes, distribute legacies "Hey," said Oedipa, "can't I get 
somebody to do it for me?" "Me," said Roseman, "some of it, sure. But aren't you 
even interested?" "In what?" "In what you might find out." As things developed, 
she was to have all manner of revelations. Hardly about Pierce Inveracity, or 
herself; but about what remained yet had somehow, before this, stayed away. 
There had hung the sense of buffering, insulation, she had noticed the absence of 



intensity, as if watching a movie; just perceptibly out of focus, that the 
projectionist refused to fix. And had also gently conned herself into the curious, 
Rapunzel-like role of a pensive girl somehow, magically, prisoner among the 
pines and salt fogs of Kinneret, looking for somebody to say hey, let down your 
hair. (Pynchon, 6) 

The narrator describes the situation (They went to lunch. Roseman tried to play footsie 

with her under the table. She was wearing boots, and couldn't feel much of anything. So, 

insulated, she decided not to make any fuss. (Pynchon, 6)). The characters are allowed to speak, 

then the narrator speaks for them. Here, it's for the purpose of glossing over uninteresting and 

technical details ("he outlined what she was in for, learn intimately the books and the business, 

go through probate, collect all debts" (Pynchon, 6)), but in most other places, Pynchon, for 

various other reasons, would simply rather tell than show. One could argue that characters telling 

each other information also falls into the category of telling rather than showing, but it's a less 

direct form of exposition than a narrator inserting themselves into the flow of the story to directly 

convey information. This transitions into the Rapunzel metaphor, which continues for an 

additional two pages. 

To speak on Pynchon's sometime-preference for telling over showing, let us look to the 

Courier's Tragedy, a Jacobean revenge drama wholly contained within The Crying of Lot 49. 

Oedipa sits down to watch a full five act play, and we are treated to a ten page summary of the 

action of the entire thing. The closest we get to watching scenes from the play unfold is when the 

narrator uses quotes from The Couriers Tragedy to describe other parts of the play. From Act I: 

Pasquale plots to do away with young Niccolo by suggesting a game of hide and seek and 
then finessing him into crawling inside an enormous cannon instead, which a henchman 
is then to set off, hopefully blowing the child, as Pasquale recalls ruefully, later on in the 
third act, 
Out in a bloody rain to feed our fields, 
Amid the Maenad roar of nitre's song 
And sulfur's Cantus Firmus. (Pynchon, 45) 



So we have the first act described, in a roundabout way, by something else allegedly from 

the third act of the play. We get only six of these small samples of The Couriers Tragedy, all 

written in a jokey Jacobean English. Why do we not get to hear more of the play? Pynchon 

decides to give us a lengthy summary of the entire five acts (ten pages out of the novel's 138, 

that's roughly 7% of the entire novella dedicated to this summary), so it's doubtful that the 

decision was made to save space. Pynchon also makes his ability with mock Jacobean clear 

within his six sampled sections, so it isn't as if he's unable to write capably in it. Pynchon can 

write artfully in this mode if he so chooses, but he simply, like another famous literary New 

Yorker, prefers not to. He'd much rather write in the voice of the narrator, and for all of Lot 49 

narrator's strange inconsistencies, one thing is consistent: it's always the same voice. Sometimes 

Oedipa's thoughts and observations color the narrative. Sometimes the things the narrator 

chooses to dwell on or its methods of description are influenced by the emotional quality 

(confusing, depressing, exhilarating, etc.) of the scene or thing it's describing, but the essential 

voice remains the same. It doesn't adopt accents or mannerisms as if the person narrating has 

been switched, though another one ofPynchon's works is known for exactly this. 

The novel that would follow Lot 49, Gravity s Rainbow, is famous for its multiplicity of 

narrative voices. There aren'tjust a lot of voices, they're embedded within each other, and not 

just embedded cleanly; it can be difficult, sometimes impossible, to determine where one voice 

ends and the other begins. Yet the narrators are distinguishable from each other, their manners of 

speaking and descriptive methods vary wildly, and while the phrase "embedded narrators" 

implies that they are inside each other (which in many cases they are, since the novel's narrators 

narrate the sections which contain the other narrators, and it's in these liminal spaces where the 



narratorial transitions occur), but this is not strictly true. Much has been written on this topic; 

little has been agreed upon. Here's an example of a relatively smooth transition between two 

narrative voices: 

He's a cheerful and plucky enough lad, and doesn't hold any of this against his father 
particularly. That ol' Broderick's just a murderin' fool, golly what'll he come up with 
next--
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It's a giant factory-state here, a City of the Future full of extrapolated 1930s swoop 
facaded and balconied skyscrapers, lean chrome caryatids with bobbed hairdos, classy 
airships of all descriptions drifting in the boom and hush of city abysses, golden lovelies 
sunning in roof-gardens and turning to wave as you pass. It is the Raketen-Stadt. 
(Pynchon, 674) 

The change from cartoonish dialect to the voice of an aesthetically conscious 

scene-builder is demarcated cleanly with a dash and a paragraph break. We have two distinct 

voices. However, in the next paragraph: 

( ... Sounds like ol' Pop's up to somma those tricks again!), so it's out into the swarming 
corridors, full of larking dogs, bicycles, pretty sub deb secretaries on roller skates, · 
produce carts, beanies whirling forever in the lights, cap-gun or water-pistol duels at each 
comer, kids dodging behind the behind the sparkling fountains WAIT thats a real gun, 
this is a real bullet zinnnggg! good try, Pop, but you're not quite as keen as The Kid 
today! (Pynchon,674) 

This passage starts· off cartoonish, seemingly sealed off from the description of action by 

parentheses, but the second transition is marked by the capitalized "WAIT" which provides a 

fairly clear barrier between voices. These two voices (in addition to unattributed dialogue from 

various characters) weave in and out like this throughout the entire Raketen-Stadt section, which 

takes place near the end of the novel, when Slothrop's voice and identity and consciousness have 

been scattered. It's clear, however, that Pynchon still trusted his narrators more than his 

characters at the time of writing Gravity s Rainbow, as the same kind of dialogue snatching 

occurs constantly throughout the novel. 
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So why does Pynchon have such disdain for The Crying of Lot 49? It reveals him. 

Remember the progression from Character Narrator-> Author-> Reader? By taking dialogue 

from his characters and giving it t? his narrator, he is effectively bringing the words one step 

closer to being associated directly with him. This leaves us with Narrator-> Author-> Reader. 

The fact that the narrator speaks in Pynchon's own voice (much unlike the cacophonous 

camouflage of GR) throughout the entire novel further blurs the line between Narrator and 

Author, meaning that the words ofPynchon's characters effectively become his own. Narrator(= 

Author)-> Reader. For a person who aims to keep a massive gap between his work and his 

identity (and between himself and his audience), this is devastating. 

That's a fairly large claim to make, that Pynchon's own personal writing voice is identical 

to that of the narrator of The Crying of Lot 49. Let's examine some writing samples. This One is 

from "A Journey into the Mind of Watts," written for The New York Times in 1966, one year after 

the publication of Lot 49: 

Yet in the daytime's brilliance and heat, it is hard to believe there is any mystery to Watts. 
Everything seems so out in the open, all of it real, no plastic faces, no transistors, no 
hidden Muzak, or Disneyfied landscaping or smiling little chicks to show you around. 
Not in Raceriotland. Only a few historic landmarks, like the police substation, one 
command post for the white forces last August, pigeons now thick and cooing up on its 
red-tiled roof. Or, on down the street, vacant lots, still looking charred around the edges, 
winking with emptied Tokay, port and sherry pints, some of the bottles peeking out of 
paper bags, others busted (Pynchon, 2). 

Even in a nonfiction piece, Pynchon's maximalist tendencies manifest in full force. 

Several of these descriptive paragraphs are chained together throughout the piece, creating a 

landscape for his readers. Compare his description of Watts to a description of San Narciso, the 

fictional setting of much of The Crying of Lot 49: 

San Narciso lay further south, near L.A. Like many named places in California it was less 
an identifiable city than a grouping of concepts-census tracts, special purpose 



bond-issue districts, shopping nuclei, all overlaid with access roads to its own freeway. 
but it had been Pierce's domicile, and headquarters: the place he'd begun his land 
speculating in ten years ago, and so put down the plinth course of capital on which 
everything afterward had been built, however rickety or grotesque towards the sky; and 
that, she supposed, would set the spot apart, give it an aura. But if there was any vital 
difference between it and the rest of Southern California, it was invisible on first glance 
(Pynchon, 12). 

We have several things in common here. The Watts piece begins and the San Narciso 
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description ends with a claim that some characteristic of the space described is unknowable: "Yet 

in the daytime's brilliance and heat, it is hard to believe there is any mystery to Watts" and "But 

if there was any vital difference between it and the rest of Southern California, it was invisible on 

first glance." The two sentences are structured similarly, and the ideas they contain are 

practically identical. Swap the names of the places, and either sentence would fit neatly back into 

either piece. The second sentences of both selections contain lists of things present in those 

places. In fact, if we venture outside the selections from the Watts piece and the San Narciso 

description, we fmd even more parallels between the two. Compare Inverarity's hypothetical 

"aura" to "Watts people themselves talk about another kind of aura, vaguely evil; complain that 

Negroes living in better neighborhoods like to come in under the freeway as to a red-light 

district, looking for some girl, some game, maybe some connection" (Watts, 3). One last test: I'll 

provide two unlabeled selections, one from "Watts," one from Lot 49. Can you tell them apart? 

In the business part of town there is a different idea of refuge. Pool halls and bars, warm 
and dark inside, are crowded; many domino, dice and whist games in progress. Outside, 
men stand around a beer cooler listening to a ball game on the radio; others lean or 
hunker against the sides of buildings. 

Barbed wire again gave way to the familiar parade of more beige, prefab, cinderblock 
office machine distributors, sealant makers, bottled gasworks, fastener factories, 
warehouses . . . Sunday had sent them all into silence and paralysis, all but an occasional 
real estate office or truck stop. 
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That probably wasn't too difficult for you5
, but consider what tools you used to 

differentiate the two. Did you make use of context clues? Subject matter? The only notable 

difference in the style of the two pieces are the tenses in which they're written, everything else is 

virtually indistinguishable, so it's unlikely that you were truly able to tell the voices apart, based 

purely on diction alone. This proves my point: the voice that Pynchon used in 1965 when writing 

Lot 49, the narratorial attitude he slipped into whenever he was unsure of the best way to deal 

with a situation, that voice is his. Thomas Pynchon is the narrator of the Crying of Lot 49. People 

like to treat the statement "never assume the speaker of a piece is its author" as law, when 

instead, it would be much more reasonable to say "the speaker of a piece isn't always its author, 

but in some cases .... " To be fair, we have no way of defmitively proving that Pynchon is the 

narrator of Lot 49, but the voices in "Watts" and Lot 49 are identical, and we do have proof of a 

common authorship. Whether he intended to make himself the narrator or not, the fact that 

someone could even arrive at that conclusion would likely trouble Pynchon. The same style of 

catalogue-heavy adjective-encumbered run-on description is present in both pieces, and the 

attitudes of both speakers are the same. An air of light seriousness surrounds both, but one of 

these speakers is supposed to be fictional, and the other is supposed to be Pynchon. but they're 

the same, and Pynchon, looking back from 1984, must see that as a big mistake. 

So how does Pynchon's myth-making machine function? It's the exact opposite of The 

Hunterfigure, of Raoul Duke. Where Thompson's notoriety was derived from his ostentatious 

rabble rousing, Pynchon is a mythical creature of the night. Nobody's photographed him in 40 

years. Is he J.D. Salinger? William Gaddis? How does he do what he does? Thompson's antics 

5 Just to make sure you got it: the first piece is from Watts, page 2. The second is Lot 49, page 14. 



are published for all to see. Pynchon's are whispered about from year to year on dying comers of 

the internet. He, like Thompson, is the archetypical trickster god. 

In a letter currently kept by the University of Texas at Austin's Harry Ransom 

Humanities Research Center, Pynchon laments his novels' "'certain lack of... suspense ... 

something to get the reader to go on other than the sheer interest in the next tour de force'" 

(Pynchon, 1). He goes on to admit that "I figured that I'd faked everybody out, because none of 

the reviews mentioned it at all" (Pynchon, 1 ). Jules Siegel; writer of the vengeful "Who is 

Thomas Pynchon" piece, claims that Pynchon once confided: "I was so fucked up while I was 

writing [Gravity's Rainbow]. .. that now I go back over some of those sequences and I can't figure 

out what I could have meant" (Siegel, 7). These pieces of information, privately acknowledged 

weaknesses, have been dredged up from hidden places, but they are precious few in number. If 

we don't know anything about someone, how can we know their flaws? If flaws are unknowable, 

can they be assumed to exist? This explains the collective fascination with Pynchon, the man. 

His aura of mystery informs the ambiguity of his works just as much (if not more so) than their 

ambiguity informs us of him. By hiding the things that make Pynchon who he is, he prevents 

others from becoming like him--a man who could be anything, because we know nothing. In 

hiding, he becomes unknowable, and in being unknowable, he becomes a god. 



IV. 

"Shall I project a world?" 
-Oedipa Maas 

"Learn to enjoy losing." 
-Raoul Duke 

We've sampled two authors and their particular flavors of self mythologization. But what 

have we learned from all of this? Here's some Thompson-style aphorisms prepared in the manner 

of Pynchon's proverbs: 

Maxims for Mythogizers: 

I. There is visibility in invisibility. 

II. Never let the facts get in the way of a good truth. 

Ill. Answer with conviction, with a question, or don't answer at all. 

IV. You misdirect, they dissect. You deflect, they overcorrect. You disconnect, they respect. 

V. Implications echo louder than claims. 

VI. Stay alert. Keep moving. Don't give Barthes a clean shot. 

VII. "If... [you] can get... [Them] asking the wrong questions ... [you] don't have to worry 

about answers" (Pynchon, 251). 

Like any kind of storytelling, self mythologization is more art than science. Your canvas 

is yourself. It only makes sense that authors would be among this art's most skilled practitioners. 

What comes first, the persona or the oeuvre? Thompson and Pynchon both wrote revolutionary 

works of prose before attaining any level of notoriety, but it's evident from their personal 

correspondence that both authors had been considering the implications of their images for years 

before publishing any of their major works. It's never too early to start mythologizing oneself, 
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but the path splits early on. Do you hide like Pynchon? Do you burn bright like Thompson? For 

many considering these options, it may already be too late. If more than, say, seven pictures of 

you exist online or in any public space, if you've ever given an interview, if nearly everything of 

importance in your life can be gleaned from your past or present social media presence (deleting 

those things won't help you; for those with the proper tools, your internet persona is eternal), 

then the Pynchon approach to selfmythologization will sputter and die. If your mysteries can be 

revealed in a matter of months you have no hope of entering the realm of myth. People will lose 

interest, unless ... unless you're so interesting, they can't help but blind themselves staring into 

you. That's the big catch to Thompson's path: You. Can. Not. Be. Boring. At age eighteen, in a 

piece titled "Security," HunterS. Thompson asked this: "who is the happier man, he who has 

braved the storm of life and lived or he who has stayed securely on shore and merely existed?" 

Could you live like this? The person who asked that question could, and he did for a time, but 

then ... 

There are more paths to the annals of myth than those examined here. You can, in theory, 

attain a mythical status without deliberately using any of the self mythologizing techniques I 

discussed, but this comes with the knowledge that, in order for you to become myth, someone 

else is, must be, using these techniques on you, perhaps after your death, without your 

knowledge, and therefore, without your consent. The myth they make for you might not be the 

one you wanted, and you might not even be the figure at its center. Pynchon and Thompson 

decided on the trickster's path, and they took the necessary steps to bring themselves to its 

natural conclusion. Their works are (among other things) a means to this end, as is the case in 

any text created out of a desire to transcend mortality. Young Pynchon and Thompson were 
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honest with themselves and their peers about their literary ambitions; both wanted recognition 

and hoped to one day force their way into the pantheon of the canon. In achieving lasting 

recognition, both authors would come to loathe the spotlights that sought them out wherever they 

went, each man hoisted by his own memoir. As a recognized author, your options are clear cut: 

captivate imaginations like Thompson and Pynchon and spend the remainder of your days 

dodging the searchlight, or shroud yourself in dreariness and watch your legacy decay. 

Who, all things considered, is the more effective selfmythologizer? The legend of the 

Hunterfigure enjoys much more widespread attention, but will that last? Is the Hunterfigure still 

riding a wave of posthumous attention eleven years after its associated author's demise? Will 

Pynchon's own inevitable slide toward the--as he might understand it--maximum entropy of his 

system have the same effect? Whose legacy will be lost first? All unknowable questions, at least 

by us, at least for now. Perhaps, centuries from now, a person will (through some strange 

misfortune knowable only to them) stumble upon and be summarily compelled to read this 

document, and these questions can at long last enjoy some semblance of an answer. As the now 

functionally immortal Shakespeare says in his eighteenth sonnet (I say, addressing myself): 

So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee 
(Shakespeare, 13-14). 

FIN. 
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