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ABSTRACT

This is a thesis studying Literary Chaos Theory and its use in explicating
the novels of Michael Ondaatje. The paper concentrates on elements of Chaos
theory, such as ‘strange attractors,’ ‘bifurcation points’ and ‘self-organizing
systems.” These elements of Chaos theory help describe many dynamics in
Ondaatje’s writings which seem almost undescribable without them. Chaos
theory explains not only the mechanics of Ondaatje’s complicated style but also
Ondaatje’s treatment of the chaos of history within The Collected Works of Billy
the Kid, Coming Through Slaughter and In the Skin of a Lion. Ondaatje rewrites

history in such a way that he almost completely excludes the voices of the
dominant elements of our social superstructure. He ignores the voices of the
privileged, particularly in In the Skin of a Lion, and instead uses a multi-layered
narrative system which is accomodating due to its complexity. Ondaatje is able to
tell the stories of the marginal people and groups in history who otherwise don’t
have a voice in the ‘official’ versions of history. He weaves the perspectives of
many marginal characters together into one history. Ondaatje’s stories are not
only inclusive, but they also show the order in chaos in their complexity. This
paper discusses how Ondaatje draws identities for his characters, out of the
Chaotic narrative, by using machine imagery as synecdochal and metonymic

identifying tropes to show his order within the Chaos.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

In this thesis, I examine the intersection of history, postmodernism and
literary Chaos' theory in three of Michael Ondaatje's novels: The Collected Works
of Billy the Kid, Coming Through Slaughter and In the Skin of a Lion. 1 also
compare the dynamics of Chaos theory to the mechanics of Ondaatje's writing
style. Ondaatje employs what Chaos theorists call ‘self-organizing systems’ and
‘strange attractors’ to bring his stories to closure and to develop emotional or
mental profiles of his characters. The prevalence of these dynamics of Chaos in
Ondaatje’s work continually subverts what is traditionally recognized as ‘order,’
particularly that order which is customarily imposed on history. Whatever order
there is to be found in these three novels is found within a fold of disorder.

Ondaatje, in the postmodem ‘historiographic metafiction’? of Billy the Kid,

Slaughter and Skin of a Lion, rewrites history incorporating all levels of narrative

from all people involved in the events of which he writes. In the process,
Ondaatje will include the voices of peripheral, minor characters and he will

sometimes include his own voice, as performing narrator. In this fashion, he

The terms Chaos and Chaotic, when referring specifically to Chaos theory, will be
capitalized. Lower case spelling will be used when the word chaos is used in its common
form as a word meaning disorder.

The term ‘historiographic metafiction’ is contained in Linda Hutcheon’s book The
Canadian Postmodern. She states that this type of literature is, by definition, self-
referential and that it does not have one overt narrating voice, but many. In addition,
Hutcheon believes that the effects on a reader are that the reader is left to pull together the
various fragmentary points of view (65). This differs greatly from the experience of
reading historical textbooks which contain traditional linear, or ‘official,” history rather
than the more complex metafictive history.
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2
shows the chaos which is inherent in the events which make up history. Thereis a
complex order in Ondaatje's apparently chaotic narratives, which counteracts the
simple, linear order of the cultural establishment represented by comfortable and
traditional narrative structure and metanarratives. I discuss the implications of
Ondaatje’s treatment of history and how this Chaotic history differs from
traditional, and artificially linear and causal, history. Ondaatje establishes a
personal order for each of his main characters to match the deep systemic order
within his narrative, and he signals this deeper order with each character’s
identification with the machines of their vocation. These machines symbolize
recurring tendencies and cycles; a machine has the same essential tendencies or
cycles when activated, but it is subject to the variations of the human operator.
Likewise, Ondaatje's main characters all return to the same essential tendencies,
but their cyclical returns are subject to the variations of the larger systems.
Ondaatje’s mechanical imagery illuminates his characters, and each of his main
characters parallels the theoretical model of disorderly order in Chaos theory.
Ondaatje establishes metonymic, and in some cases synecdochal, relationships
between character and machine. Focusing on these intense relationships, I show
how Ondaatje draws, out of chaos, identities for each of his main characters, using

machinery as the ordering master trope.

CHAQS THEORY
As a scientific theory, Chaos theory has evolved from the need for
scientists to describe systems which contain complex patterns inherent in apparent

disorder. Simple systems are those which contain one or two variables and the
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data of such systems are easily plotted on two-dimensional graphs for quick
analysis. These are systems such as velocity and friction charts and sine-waves.
The variables might differ on occasion, but because the system is simple, the
results of the movement may be accurately predicted using previous data. The
fundamental laws of physics are based on experimental outcomes of simple
systems.

Complex systems, on the other hand, have many more variables which
cause them to be virtually unpredictable. Some of the variables within a complex
system may behave with consistency, but these systems are virtually unchartable
and incapable of being accurately predicated. However, some underlying
consistencies in movement can be observed. The overall movement of the system
may be erratic or undescribable, but there may be points of the movement to
which the system returns again and again. Hence there may be a detectable and
returning tendency within a complex system, but it is not as predictable or neat as
the consistencies within a simple system. The places to which movements return
are called ‘strange attractors’, but the fact that these patterns of return occur is
what I call a ‘deep order’. One example of a complex system system is the
waterfall, wherein all water falls in the same direction and over the same surface,
but each particle falls differently. In his article "A Story of Three Butterflies,"
Patrick Brady cites a different example of the ‘complex system’ or ‘deep order’
that typifies Chaos theory. He writes about scientist Benoit Mandelbrot who had
studied several years of cotton price data, which was data that fluctuated randomly
in the short term. He had discovered that "price movements for daily changes and

those for monthly changes matched perfectly; they produced curves that were
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symmetrical from scale to scale” (67). Hence, even in a market where the
fluctuations appear to be random, there is a cycle or an order to be found. Both
the market example and the example of the waterfall demonstrate the deeper,
hidden order within chaotic systems. Over the years, science has evolved to the
point where it can recognize and encapsulate much more than just linear and
causal dynamics. At the forefront of this scientific revolution are Control theory
and Chaos theory. Michael Gillespie writes in "(Meta) Physics and the Portals of
Discovery" that scientists have "uncovered chaotic solutions hidden in nonlinear,
deterministic equations, chaos that describes phenomena like the weather or the
behaviour of neural nets" (601). Scientific Chaos theory offers a model flexible
enough to allow for a relationship between complexity and teleology as elements
which feed off one another. For the science of Chaos, a new set of tools has
evolved which can be used to identify variation and evolution within such
complex chaotic systems as weather or market cycles. Before moving into a
detailed discussion of Ondaatje's texts, it is necessary for me to explain the most
significant tools and devices of the science of Chaos. Understanding the main
components of the scientific theory will lay the foundation for the discussion of a
literary application of Chaos theory.

A chaotic system consists of at least one, but possibly many, ‘self-

organizing systems’? which are seemingly random cycles that are able to conclude

The working definitions which I have developed for the purposes of this thesis arise
from having read several more formal and complicated definitions. The definitions from
which I derive my own are contained in articles by Felicia Florine Campbell, Patrick
Brady, Alex Argyros and David Porush. In addition, the introductory chapter in Chaos
and Order by N. Katherine Hayles contains definitions of some of these dynamics.
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or resolve themselves, or even connect themselves to other self-organizing
systems. One example would be the movement within recurring traffic jams of
any large city. These jams are made up of different vehicles and sequences daily,
yet they always form similar patterns of appearance and movement.

A ‘strange attractor,’ is an activity or a physical quality to which a complex
and otherwise disorderly system returns again and again. The strange attractor
triggers the movement of a self-organizing system, or may help to link systems
together. Perhaps the best known example of a strange attractor is a double
pendulum, which returns to the same position many times in a cycle, but at
irregular and unpredictable intervals. The single pendulum is not chaotic, as it
will follow the same pattern at a steady rate of decline. However, fastening
another pendulum to the bottom of the single pendulum will create unpredictable
variations. Cycles may repeat themselves in a double pendulum, but never
predictably. Therefore it exemplifies the strange attractor, which is a recurring
tendency or a symbol in which the rate of recurrence is not predictable or precisely
measurable. The return of a Chaotic complex system back to its strange
attractor(s) over and over is a movement which I refer to as the ‘deep order’
within the

Another element of scientific Chaos theory is the ‘bifurcation point’.
Bifurcation points are random changes in direction where the path of a system
divides and there is no imbalance of power between the two directions of
diversion. For example, particles in a waterfall could easily vary their movements
in any direction within the greater system or flow. They are all parts of a much

larger movement, but none of the particles follow the larger movement in exactly
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the same way. Felicia Florine Campbell refers to the bifurcation point as a "fork
in the paths trod, and more alteration of the patterns in the complex web in which
they and we exist" (3-4). The complex web is the chaotic system. Finally, the
‘butterfly effect’ is where very small initial conditions or variations may lead to
disproportionately large results or effects. This phenomenon derives its name
from the theory that a butterfly flapping its wings in China can give rise to
atmospheric variations that would grow into a weather pattern over North
America. Throughout Ondaatje's work we see many small actions leading to large
consequential movements.

In my examination of Ondaatje, 1 will use the literary application of Chaos
theory which was pioneered by N. Katherine Hayles about a decade ago, and
which stems from the scientific theory. In Chaos and Disorder, Hayles writes that
the theory is "akin to poststructuralism, where the structuralist penchant for
replicating symmetries is modified by the postmodern turn toward fragmentation,
rupture and discontinuity” (11). This fragmentation is shown in Ondaatje's
tendency to defy genre and chronology, and to scramble and reassemble history.
Ondaatje epitomizes these structural tendencies and he portrays characters whose
lives symbolize disorder, ‘rapture and discontinuity.” Literary Chaos theory helps
to define order within disorderly narratives by providing theoretical tools

necessary to recognize the deeper order which underscores all Chaotic systems.
CHAOS AND POSTMODERNISM

The critical background for this thesis lies in the interconnection of

postmodernism and Chaos theory. Because of these critical parameters, the thesis
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will focus primarily on Ondaatje's treatments of history and chronology. Jean-
Francois Lyotard writes in The Postmodern Condition that "Simplifying to the
extreme, | define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives” (xxiv).
Metanarratives are well-known narratives that are rooted in history or in the
mythology of heroic or historical people or events. I will study how Ondaatje
takes such metanarratives and manipulates them, injecting an element of
incredulity into them. The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, Coming through
Slaughter and In the Skin of a Lion are part of this postmodern phenomenon of
the faltering metanarrative. The lives that Ondaatje writes about in these three
novels resist the classification of dominant metanarratives because Ondaatje
fabricates and rearranges them. Kroetsh suggests that "Canadians cannot agree on
what their metanarrative is” and that ". . . in some perverse way, this falling apart
of our story is what holds our story together” (DAU 355). This observation may
suggest a certain irreverence on the part of Canadian writers towards our own
history or our own heroes. The lack of centre, and the peripheral styles of writing
reflect Chaotic dynamics. Kroetsch goes on to claim that "all is periphery and
margin, against the hole in the middle . . . There is no centre. This disunity is our
unity” (DAU 363). All three of Ondaatje's books deal with this Chaotic paradox
or strategy. In Slaughter, Skin of a Lion and Billy the Kid, there is only an end to
each story once the fragments of plot finally and non-causally drift back together.
In his discussions of postmodernism, Lyotard embraces the concept of
multiple, incongruous language games--games of representation that flourish side
by side without the need for consensus between them. He writes that "consensus

does violence to the heterogeneity of language games . . . invention is always born
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of dissention” (xxv). Frederick Jameson also acknowledges this "pure and
random play of signifiers which we call postmodernism . . . metabooks which
cannibalize other books, metatexts which collate bits of other texts" (222). Chaos
theory also describes a type of literature which has multi-layered plots and
movements. Even within a single text, these movements, although occurring
simultaneously, are quite different from one another. The ‘books’ and “bits’
which Ondaatje collates in his own books are the stories and figures of Canadian
and American history (William Bonney in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid,
Buddy Bolden in Coming Through Slaughter, and Patrick Lewis, Nicholas
Temelcoff and other workers who built the Waterworks and Bloor Street Viaduct
in In the Skin of a Lion).

Keeping in mind these ideological backgrounds, we may better understand
what Linda Hutcheon refers to in The Canadian Postmodern as "historiographic
metafiction" (61). She posits that "this kind of metafiction thematizes its own
interaction both with the historical past and the historically conditioned
expectations of its readers” (65). Hutcheon maintains that the retelling of history
is, through selection, deletion and interpretation, a fictive performance. She
writes, of history, that "it is one of the ways we impose meaning and formal
coherence on the chaos of events" (66). Hutcheon's notion of historiographic
metafiction has roots in the metanarrative theories of Jameson and Lyotard. This
is evident when reflecting on Lyotard's theory of invention being born of
dissention and Jameson's concept of metanarrative collating bits of other texts.

In studying Ondaatje's work, we may appreciate the criticisms levelled at

the traditional metanarrative by Jameson and Lyotard. Critic Alex Argyros notes
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how both Jameson and Lyotard realize the confining nature of these traditional
narratives. In "Narrative and Chaos," Argyros writes that "Fredric Jameson
qualifies nineteenth-century narrative as linear and bourgeois" (659), while
Lyotard tends to "see grand narrative as the imperialistic imposition of a rigid
teleological scheme on a world which either is or should be a web of different
textual energies” (661). Argyros, through recognition of these confinements and
of the complexities of the contemporary mind and world, delineates a compromise
which Chaos theory makes possible. To him, Chaos allows "for a relation
between complexity and teleology that is best understood as a mutually enhancing
feedback loop” (668). This compromise offers some validity to teleology without
confining itself to the limitations of cartesian-style, linear ‘cause and effect’
thinking. This is a helpful compromise when studying the metahistorical style and
narrative voices used by Ondaatje. In Ondaatje’'s histories and narratives, the
comnective theme is the quest for some sense of order. The order is necessary to
create a history that can be understood as well as told by Ondaatje's different
narrative voices. This search for order is a struggle because the lives Ondaatje has
chosen to write about defy order. The chaos in the lives of his characters is
reflected in the seemingly erratic, postmodern writing style he employs in all three
novels.

The postmodern dynamics in his writing lend themselves to Chaos theory.
Chaos theory, however, is more specifically applicable to Ondaatje's work than is
postmodernism. Throughout this thesis, I will show how many postmodemn critics
describe literary dynamics which seem very similar to those of Chaos theory. 1

would argue that these critics may be pointing out stylistic phenomena which
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10
predict chaotics, but that they are not actually engaging in discussions of Chaos
theory. Chaos theory provides clearer terminology, such as that defined earlier
this chapter, to explain the coexistence of order and disorder. Therefore, the
facets of Ondaatje's style which I am discussing are much more specifically and
accurately addressed by the later evolving language of Chaos theory than by the
already existing language of Postmodernism. Using Chaos theory, I can analyze
the emergence of order and meaning from indeterminate and destabilized
narratives, as all three of Ondaatje's texts dismantle and distort the tradi&onal
authorized signifying processes. Then I can invoke Chaotic elements such as
attractors, non-linear and non-causal temporal spaces to reveal the complex order
in Ondaatje's multi-layered and protean writing style.

Another aspect of Ondaatje’s writing that makes Chaos theory appropriate
for defining it is his complex and multi-layered narrative performance. Ondaatje's
own voice fades in and out of his works just as his main characters in the three
books fade in and out of dreamscapes. The author and his characters seem to
leave and re-enter the fictional world spontaneously; articles and photographs give
the texts the appearance of historical authenticity, although they are all fictional
reconstructions. Even Ondaatje's own authorial intrusions are part of the fiction.
Ondaatje's tendency to play with chronology also contributes to the fluidity and
apparent randomness of his books. In his article "The Chaos of Metafiction,"
Peter Stoicheff writes of Chaos literature that "To investigate its indeterminacy is
akin to exploring the chaotic mannerisms of deterministic disorder; one witnesses
both a bewildering randomness and an elusive order” (86). This is similar to what

David Porush describes when he refers to a seemingly orderless narrative which
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11
suddenly brings about a great epiphany. The result is a ‘bifurcation point’ which
is where the epiphany may result in a direction-changing choice within the larger
chaotic system—it is the culmination of a ‘self-organizing system.’

As mentioned earlier, the characters in all three books are actually repelled
by order at most levels, and in some cases are sickened by the restlessness which
accompanies it. Order, other than chaotic order, is stasis for these characters--it
doesn't exist in sexual promiscuity, explosions, balancing acts, or gunfights, which
are the stuff of life for Buddy Bolden, Billy the Kid and Patrick Lewis. Ondaatje's
treatment of history, his use of authorial intrusion, and his disregard for
chronology work together to create a chaotic writing style which parallels the

lifestyles and behaviours of his characters.

CHAOS AND HISTORY

Because 1 am focusing on Ondaatje's treatment of history and its
connections to Chaos theory, | am interested in the tendency of Ondaatje's
narrative to rewrite history. This rewriting of history may induce the feeling of a
historic and metafictional scrap-book. This is the feeling to which Hutcheon
refers when she writes that "readers become the actualizing links between history
and fiction as well as between past and present” (TCP 65). Hutcheon also notes
of Ondaatje's work that "it indeed does seek to represent a reality outside
literature, and one of the major connections between life and art is the performing
narrator, whose act of searching and ordering forms part of the narrative itself"
(TCP 83). Ondaatje himself seems to recognize the challenge in ordering his

historical fragments into the stories he writes. Ondaatje states that "Writing is
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trying to make order, to understand something about yourself. Orderless
situations are, for me, the most interesting things, and I tend to write about the
finding out of order” (quoted in Bok 119). Billy, Patrick and Buddy all live lives
which are antithetical to order.
The first stylistic method I will discuss for all three of these books is
Ondaatje's treatment of history (particularly historiographical metafiction) and
myth. The reader is brought into the chaos of the books as Ondaatje intersperses
his own creations with stories and documents that have been passed down as ‘real
history.” We can see this chaotic process as we watch Ondaatje "use ‘emplotting’
strategies of exclusion, emphasis, and subordination of the elements of astory . . .
[but he] must also deal with the veritable chaos of events already constituted”
(Rooke 302). Historiographic metafiction allows Ondaatje to recreate American
and Canadian history, and in his self-reflexive style, he employs authorial
intrusions to remind us that, although some of his history may be traditional (or
deemed authentic), he still has creative control. As a result, he shows us that both
his history and traditional histories are fictional constructs. As Rochelle Simmons
notes:
In the Skin of a Lion employs frame-breaking devices that likewise
remind us of the text's status as a fictional construct. It is as if
whenever we begin to immerse ourselves in the narrative, Ondaatje
undercuts us with a comment that cannot quite be located, such as
the inclusion of an authorial intrusion in a book from which the
author is largely absent. (703)

Ondaatje's use of this technique in the fictional biographies of Buddy Bolden,
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Billy the Kid and Patrick Lewis challenges traditional causal and linear historical
perspectives. This challenge to the reader causes reading to become an act of
philosophical puzzling. Argyros writes that, from a chaotic perspective, "A
narrative is perhaps best conceptualized as a hypothesis about the nature of an
existing slice of reality or about the potential consequences of certain variations
on a model of the world" (667). The resulting models "if they are to be potent,
should be, if anything, more dynamically flexible than their objects"(668).
Ondaatje recognizes our familiarity with already ‘existing slices’ of history, so he
teases us with reminders of the precarious state of historical ‘knowledge.’
Because he shows us that history is merely another fiction, we must recognize the
collapse of our own linear systems of historical and narrative predictability. This
lack of real history results in a feeling of lost control and acts as a reminder that
there really is "no centre” (Kroetsh DAU 363). As Katherine Hayles reminds us
"The world as chaotics envisions it is rich in unpredictable evolutions . . .
characterized by nonlinear relations between causes and effects, and fractured into
multiple length scales that make globalization precarious” (8). This "fractured”
world is the world that Ondaatje creates in the written metahistories of Billy,
Buddy and Patrick.

Ondaatje’s treatment of history is complex and this complexity lies in the
fact that he creates Chaotic systems of history from metanarratives which have
typically been ordered by an imposed causal reasoning and by chronological
linearity. A simple and linear historical system might be a history written by one
source whose input is accepted by the ‘official’ historians. Because this type of

history is written by one source, it is traditionally neatly honed into a
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chronological time-line and it includes the stories of recognized privileged-class
people, politicians and heroes. A complex historical system, such as that
employed by Ondaatje, invokes a sense of collapse upon these customary and
comfortable narrative traditions. In his Chaotic history, Ondaatje uses a complex
order in both narrative and chronology. His method is inclusive as he employs the
voices of recognized historical characters in his stories, but also gives fair
representation to the people who are marginalised and largely unheard in ‘official’
history. As a result, Ondaatje also strays away from the time-line to fit all of the
voices into the story. His history is more inclusive, but becomes less
chronologically accurate. He reconstructs new history, unfettered by old tradition,
and in doing so, he imposes his own form of order to it—a deeper order.

Ondaatje’s Chaotic history exemplifies the reality that historical narratives
are constructed, and that the ‘truth’ of history is inaccessible. As we read Billy the
Kid, Coming Through Slaughter and Skin of a Lion (books which Ondaatje wrote
in this order), we can recognize that his treatment of these histories becomes more
chaotic with each book. As his historical narratives become more complex, they
also become more inclusive of narrative input by peripheral or obscure historical
figures. This allows for the unification of sometimes contradictory narrative lines
of the marginalised yet historical voices which are traditionally blotted out by the
more privileged voices in ‘official’ history. Ondaatje’s ability to mesh these
seemingly incongruous narrative lines allows for a culturally inclusive and multi-
layered historical narrative which exemplifies Chaos in its literary form. The
sonograph which Ondaatje points out in the outset of Slaughter is an appropriate

metaphor for this chaotic historical narrative since it exemplifies an almost
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impossible interweaving of many different narrative patterns into one historical
discourse.

Ondaatje has a unique (even irreverent) historical performance, so to study
his work we do well to utilize elements of Chaos theory such as those of which
Dean Wilcox writes. Wilcox suggests that, although Chaos theory "may seem to
indicate a search for total randomness, the study of various chaotic systems has
revealed underlying patterns of an unpredictable order" (700 [my emphasis]). It
is a "science of process rather than state, of becoming rather than being" (700).
Wilcox also notes how Chaos theory views the contexts of signifiers and images
in literature, writing that "it is not possible to place a literal ‘meaning’ on the
image, as any reading of it must focus not on what it means, but on what mood it
helps to create” (705). These points describe a theoretical approach which is both
emotional and independent of traditional /inear expectations. Wilcox supports the
notion that Chaos theory may expose the orderly aspects that lie within disorder,
much as Ondaatje exposes the artifice of traditional historical order. The problem
in recognizing this dynamic lies in the fact that the outward appearance of order or
disorder will often conceal its opposite. Patrick Brady, however, offers some
examples wherein we may see both sides of Chaos theory operating
simultaneously. He writes that:

For some, chaos offers a way of seeing order and pattern where
formerly only the random, the erratic, the unpredictable--in short, the
chaotic—-had been observed, as in the ordered pattern produced by
random throwing of a die; for others, it emphasizes that behind

hidden order there exists a state of disorder, as in the pathological

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



16
orderliness of certain emotionally disturbed families. (66)
Patterns of identity and systems of order must be exposed by recognizing patterns
which lie beneath the overt disorder in a Chaotic system. Conversely, Ondaatje’s
historical perspective seeks to expose the chaos which lies beneath the overtly
constructed order of ‘official’ history. Ultimately, Ondaatje retells the histories of
William Bonney, Buddy Bolden and Patrick Lewis by using complex chaotic

systems which return to their own ‘deeper’ orders.

MACHINE IMAGES - DEEPER ORDER

Though plot structures in Ondaatje's writing defy traditional linear
narrative and form, he uses strange attractors to establish an underlying pattern of
unpredictable order. Ondaatje uses machine references as strange attractors to
symbolize the complex order which lies beneath the surface of his disjointed plot
structures and beneath the surface of the outwardly chaotic behaviour of his
characters, and to bring order and conclusion out of the chaos. Therefore, he
creates a self-organizing system from what, without the attractors, would seem
like an essentially random and unconnected array of dissociated episodes or
events.

As we read Skin of a Lion, Slaughter and Billy the Kid, the importance of

machine images as connective tissue becomes apparent. Critics Karen Overbye,
George Elliott Clarke and Dennis Lee all recognize the prevalence of Ondaatje's
use of machinery. Overbye, in her article "Re-Membering the Body," points out
how Patrick's body is used and trained to be a machine of both destruction and

precision. His and the other workers' bodies "are made to work like machines,
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and are apparently considered mere means of production by the rich” (2).
Furthermore, to Patrick's father, Hazen Lewis, "only the boy's [Patrick's] body is
recognized, as a means to work, and not his emotional, intellectual self, which
cries out for company, for ‘conversation’” (6). Patrick essentially becomes a
machine, much like his father had been--the two men are means of production.

In “Michael Ondaatje and the Production of Myth,” Clarke points out how
William Bonney is portrayed as mechanical, like a killing machine. Clarke
discusses the "trigger" (6) allusions in Billy the Kid, in which Billy is personified
as the trigger of his own gun. He also points out Ondaatje's other use of the
‘trigger’ image, which invokes a similarity between Billy's perspective and a
camera. The camera, by recording the violence, keeps the killings fresh,
symbolizing how they remain fresh in Billy's mind.

Dennis Lee, in Savage Fields, also recognizes the mechanical nature of the
portrayals of Billy and Buddy and he describes the emotional coldness and
seeming amorality in both characters. Furthermore, in a parallel to the dynamics
of Chaos theory, Lee also discusses the volatility of these protagonists. He
describes Ondaatje's depiction of Billy as "the animal which mechanizes itself—
which becomes a killing machine” (18). The machine imagery works well for
Ondaatje to describe amoral and violent characters. In this thesis, I will add to the
discussion by arguing that the machine references are Ondaatje's strange attractors
which activate and connect the ‘self-organizing systems’ of which his plots
consist. I will also show how Ondaatje uses machinery as the master-trope of
identity to help his characters achieve their ultimate apotheoses of self identity in

Slaughter, Skin of a Lion and Billy the Kid. The three main characters have
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metonymic relationships with machines which symbolically parallel their different
behaviours.

The strongest connections between Ondaatje's characters and machines are
those between the characters and the machines or tools of their vocation. With
these specific machines, the connections are actually synecdochal as the machines
become part of the character physically. These very close relationships are the
ones wherein the machine becomes such a part of each person as to deliver him
into his own place of final apotheosis or identity. For example, Billy the Kid's
gun allows him to die doing what he loves to do most. Even when he is at peace
he continues to practice his trigger finger, so it is suitable that he die killing rather
than at peace or in a jail cell. Delivered by the gun, Billy the Kid is ". . . dead /
with a fish stare, with a giggle / with blood planets in his head" (BTK 104). With
Bolden, Webb's flailing magnets symbolize Buddy's aversion to order, but his
comet is the machine through which his true expressions are relayed. His cornet
is also a tool to which he becomes joined by blood and lung, and through which
he is delivered to his apotheosis of aphasia. Buddy's slide into silence is a fitting
conclusion which does make ‘sense’ out of the chaos which preceded it. Patrick
Lewis's deliverance does not take the form of death through violence or aphasia.
Rather, his is an awakening into a state of peace after a lifetime of survival and
explosions. He is delivered through the very machinery he helped to build--the
Toronto waterworks. He swims all the way up the intake pipe, in a death-defying
act, to reach the centre or womb of the waterworks. After realizing that he could
avenge his lover’s death by detonation of Harris and his waterworks, he is reborn

and initiates peace with the enemy rather than using the power he wields.
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Adopting survival (the skin of the lion), Patrick’s final major bifurcation point
leads to an extension of life rather than death. All three of Ondaatje's main
characters are brought to a final destination which seems to coincide with the
preceding chaos of their lives.

Each of the body chapters of this thesis consists of a close reading of one
novel. For each novel, I discuss Ondaatje's recreation of an inclusive, non-linear
history and defiance of chronology and how these treatments fall within Chaos
theory. I address Ondaatje's method of developing identity out of chaos for his
characters, whose behaviours continually undercut definition and order. Finally, I
connect the discussion of historical chaos with Ondaatje's use of machine imagery,
metonymy and synecdoche as postmodern master-tropes, and discuss how
Ondaatje uses these devices as his ‘strange attractors’ to create conclusion and
order from the chaos. The main characters of each story, and the three stories
themselves, are quite different. However, Ondaatje's use of the machine as
organizing master-trope links the three books and leads into the discussion in my
concluding chapter.

In this conclusion, I discuss how Chaos theory, with its disorderly order,
fits within the landscape of the Canadian Postmodern. I also describe how,
through postmodern performance, we are able to see the chaotic vacillation
between linear teleology and non-linear causal fluctuations which lie within a
narrative system. Reaching outside of Ondaatje's work, I discuss how the
performance of history itself is a chaotic system. It consists of a series of smaller,
self-organizing systems connected by strange attractors and bifurcation points.

This is so because history is created through choices of inclusion or omission
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which have varying repercussions on the traditional causal and linear perceptions
of historical metanarratives. The choices Ondaatje makes of inclusion and

exclusion pertain to events but also to classes and peripheral historical voices.
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CHAPTER 11
Order from Chaos in Billy the Kid - Guns, Trains, Wheels and

Cameras

In this chapter, I discuss The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and the

chaotic effects of Ondaatje's postmodern treatment of history in the novel--
particularly the dynamic of historiographic metafiction. Billy the Kid is Ondaatje’s
retelling of the story of William Bonney, the famous American outlaw. In his
treatment of this metanarrative, Ondaatje assigns thoughts and intimations to
Billy, and he also gives voices to the peripheral characters who surround Billy but
who have been neglected by ‘official’ history. His retelling of Billy’s story
involves many non-causal and non-linear episodes and bifurcations, but the events
and images he uses always return to the mechanical images which are his strange
attractors. In Billy the Kid, these mechanical images are trains, wheels, cameras
and, most importantly, guns. Afier studying the chaotic performances in Billy the
Kid, I discuss Ondaatje's machine imagery as the organizing trope which draws
both order and identity out of the erratic structure and behaviours contained in
Billy the Kid. I show how Billy is ultimately represented by metonymic

connections with both the camera and the gun.

HISTORY
On the ‘Credits’ page of Billy the Kid, Michael Ondaatje makes a
statement which downplays his creative role: "With these basic sources I have

edited, rephrased, and slightly reworked the originals. But the emotions belong to
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their authors." Here, Ondaatje is pointing out that there are several ‘authors’ who
share the responsibility for his book. The statement he makes here though, seems
quite different from the message at the front of the book where he creates an
empty picture frame with the words of L.A. Huffman stating "please notice when
you get the specimens that they were made with the lens wide open" (5). Huffman
was a photographer in the late 1800's, and Ondaatje invokes his voice to describe
what is merely an empty frame. Therefore, the statement contradicts Ondaatje's
credit page statement since the photograph statement implies that Ondaatje
himself will be exposing Billy the Kid by recreating the American hero's history
for our reading. He will do this with his textual "lens wide open." Huffman also
states that “many of the best [were] exposed when my horse was in motion™(5).
This part of his statement symbolizes the fact that the end product of Huffman’s
photography may lack the accuracy of a tripod photograph. The notion of
photography in motion implies a shifting landscape and a blurred representation of
the subject. This is indicative of the representation which Ondaatje will use to tell
the story of William Bonney and the fact that it is not apt to reflect the ‘real’ or
‘official’ history of the outlaw.

There is a great deal of creative latitude for Ondaatje in writing about the
violent western folk-hero, both because life on the frontier was so unpredictable
and because so little is known about the historical persona of William Bonney. As
Robert Kroetsch notes: “The struggle with the concept of hero illuminates much
about the faltering meta-narrative in Canadian life. The Western story, in Canada
as in the U.S., seems to offer the best possibility for a fresh and genuine story. In
the American west the ‘free’ or the criminal figure becomes heroic” (DVU 28).
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The tendency to make the criminal figure heroic is one of the thematic phenomena
which Ondaatje deconstructs by recreating the historical figure of Billy as a killing
machine. Ondaatje gives very few heroic, or even human, attributes to Billy the
Kid. At one point Ondaatje describes Billy's ability to kill and then "walk off see
none of the thrashing . . . believing then the moral of newspapers or gun" (BTK
11). Ondaatje's rewriting of the story of Billy portrays him as thoughtless and
repugnant, rather than the legendary, admirably tough young American western
hero, Billy the Kid.

In her article "The Pastime of Past Time," Linda Hutcheon defines the
activity of dismantling legend and deconstructing history. She explains that
writings that incorporate the historiographic metafictive style are "intensely self-
reflexive but [they] also both re-introduce historical context into metafiction and
problematize the entire question of historical knowledge" (55). The status of
history as metafiction brings into question the truth-telling not only of authors but
also of historians. Sometimes readers are more prepared to trust writings of
historians than those of purely fictional writers, since historians are perceived to
write based upon as much fact as possible. Hutcheon’s theory and Ondaatje’s
practice demonstrate that historians and fiction writers are not much different.
Each of them employs inclusion or exclusion in telling his or her stories. Both are
writers of different narrative styles and only the historical community decides
what ‘official’ history is. But history can be as creative as pure fiction.

George Elliott Clarke recognizes Ondaatje's tendency to emulate the
writing style of an historian. In his article "Michael Ondaatje and the Production

of Myth," he writes that Billy the Kid is a "fictional history which purports to tell
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the true story of an event; in this case, the fatal interplay between the opposing
myths represented by Billy the Kid and Pat Garrett” (5). This "fictional history” is
exactly what Ondaatje is claiming to produce in his statement on the Credits page.
Throughout the book, we are provided with clues which tell us that he is mixing
his own thoughts with a documented history of the life of William Bonney.

Ondaatje wields his authorial power not only by invoking the empty frame
on the first page of text, but also by imposing his own image into the supposedly
historical photographs on pages 12, 31 and 107*. The page 107 photograph is on
the last page of the book, and it is a reproduction of the large empty frame at the
beginning of the book. This time, however, it is not completely empty as it was at
the beginning; in the lower right comer is a small photograph of what I believe to
be the young Ondaatje in a cowboy costume, which reminds readers of Ondaatje’s
authorial presence throughout his history of Billy the Kid. This is one point in the
text where the lens captures the photographer himself rather than the subject, and
the photographer is Ondaatje. The small photograph in the corner becomes

Ondaatje’s personal stamp on a life which can be viewed with the "lens wide

open.
Steven Connor, in Postmodemnist Culture, also writes about this type of

manipulation of historical evidence, reaffirming that the truth of history is always
obfuscated to some extent. He writes that "such texts expose the fictionality of
history itself. These texts deny the possibility of a clearly sustainable distinction

between history and fiction, by highlighting the fact that we can only ever know

I know these to be photographs of Ondaatje from having seen various photographs
of him in articles, books and on television interviews.
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history through various forms of representation or narrative” (132). In this
statement, Conner strengthens the notion that the power lies with the writer as the
‘reality’ of the past can only be accessed through text. Within history, Ondaatje
shows us that there are no set calculations. There are just multiple layers of inter-
woven events, and from all of these random events, Ondaatje chooses a few, and
creates some of his own to weave into the mixture. Hence, the reader experiences
Chaos as levels of non-linear happenstance intertwine. However, the text remains
a device for ordering chaotic episodes, despite the non-linear nature of their
sequence.

In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, Ondaatje capitalizes on our
familiarity with the historic folk hero, Billy the Kid, in creating his own myth
about the famous outlaw. We defy Ondaatje's own proclamation of editorship by
recognizing that, in Ondaatje's novels, as Winfried Siemerling suggests, "the
underlying historical model both offers a minimal historical guidance or factual
temptation, and aids imaginative freedom by its ‘unofficial’, off-centre quality"
(109). Ondaatje creates his own Billy the Kid based upon the historical persona
known as William Bonney, and the historical and mythological events which are
believed to have made up his life. Historical basis is always in question as
Ondaatje seems much more interested in myth creation than in history. Myth
creation empowers Ondaatje to create his own characteristics for Billy, and to
exaggerate or downplay facets of Billy's historical persona. His story is a
historically-based conjecture, or a blend of history, myth and fiction. In other
words, although much more fiction than history, his work is a combination of

both.
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In Billy the Kid, there are several levels of Chaos. One is a Chaos of
representation in which the traditional structural expectations of history are
challenged; another is the chaos contained in the erratic and non-causal behaviour
and thought patterns which Ondaatje creates for Billy. As Dennis Lee points out,
"Ondaatje has completely invented many incidents (those with the Chisums, for
instance), and he has assigned Billy meditations on nature and violence which are
not even conjectural biography” (15). In one example of these meditations,
Ondaatje creates a moment of introspection for Billy during one of his peaceful
times: "I am here with the range for everything / corpuscle muscle hair / hands
that need the rub of metal / those senses that / that want to crash things with an axe
/ that listen to deep buried veins in our palms” (BTK 72). This bizarre thought
pattern comes shortly after a night of drinking and vomiting at Chisum's ranch.
Because of our awareness of Billy's preoccupation with violence, the thought is
typical for him, despite the fact that it comes during a peaceful time. It is a cold
and descriptive meditation reaffirming his volatile personality and camera-like
perception. These sudden and erratic thoughts usually indicate bifurcation points
in the action. We can tell by this thought that it will not be long before he will
need to kill again with his hands "that need the rub of metal."

Ondaatje captures the erratic and sometimes chaotic mood of his subject
matter with his writing style, always moving from perspective to perspective as
well as from media to media, using poems, interviews, newspaper articles,
photographs and even comic books to support his story. In addition, many of his
episodes begin and end very abruptly, and Ondaatje is always an imposing

presence within the story. Of this presence, Smaro Kamboureli writes that "as
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reader and writer, Ondaatje resides inside the referential system of the documents
he employs. Billy the Kid is a collection, an accumulation of sources, including
the textuality Ondaatje has woven in his own game with the reader” (186). His
presence inside the referential system is not only that of an editor, but also that of
the characters themselves as he creates intimations and thoughts for them, poems
for Billy and words within ‘historical’ interviews. This game is the game of
historical representation. Our discussion of Ondaatje's structural and historical
abandon brings us back to the image of the empty frame. Smaro Kamboureli
views the image as symbolic of how Ondaatje "plays with and against history"
(185). Ondaatje decides what he will create as a mental image to fill in the void,
and the intimations which he assigns to Billy are evidence of this.

Billy the Kid is a book about the chaos in Billy's mind and a description of
how he copes with this chaos. Billy thinks to himself, as he rests at the Chisums'
house, "There is nothing in my hands / though every move I would make / getting
up slowly walking / on the periphery of black / to where weapons are / is planned
by my eye" (75). This scene is typical of Billy's times of ‘rest.” Even in moments
of peace and quiet, Billy always reverts to thoughts of violence. Though this
return to violence is a pattern, the returns to the pattern are not consistent, nor are
they predictable in frequency. The unpredictable returns to his thoughts of
violence are a strange attractor in Billy's thought pattern. Within his mental
volatility and erratic thoughts, this is the hidden pattern. The pattern is
unpredictable, as is any position to which the double pendulum will return, but it
will return so long as the system continues.

Of the chaos contained in history and myth, George Elliott Clarke writes:
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"myth is also characterized by ambiguity and amorality. It resists definition even
as it defines . . . Its clarity is obfuscation and its obfuscation, clarity” (18-19).
This account of myth is similar to what we see revealed within the mind of Billy.
Also, although Clarke is not referring exclusively to Billy the Kid, this quotation
captures the dynamics of unpredictability and amorality which may affect the
reader.

Related to this idea of history becoming a process rather than a static
phenomenon is the idea of challenging the traditional causal and linear nature of
narrative history. This point ties into Dean Wilcox's articulation of the
differences between traditional and chaotic literature; the former is a "system
governed by a predetermined dramatic structure,” and the latter "follows an
external pattern that exists independently of the work” (702). Once we begin to
understand the unpredictable and non-linear elements of Ondaatje's fiction, we
can begin to see these theoretical links between historiographic metafiction and
literary Chaos theory. According to N. Katherine Hayles, "the science of chaos is
like other postmodern theories in its recognition that unpredictability in complex
systems is inevitable, because one can never specify the initial conditions
accurately enough to prevent it" (11). The lack of apparent causal relationships
between episodes in Billy the Kid represents one of its very few consistencies.
Structural and causal inconsistencies are paradoxically consistent in this book.

At one point, Billy tells us a story about the murder of a man named
Tunstall. A man named Hill shot him through the head with a rifle and then the
"savages turned the murder of the defenceless man into an orgy” (BTK 54); they

killed his horse and laid the two of them out side by side "So murdered man and
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dead horse suggested they had crawled into bed and gone to sleep together” (54).
Billy the Kid recounts this gruesome murder, and immediately afterward, we come
across one of Billy's poems:

To be near flowers in the rain

all that pollen stink buds

bloated split

leaves their juices

bursting the white drop of spend

out into the air at you

the smell of things dying flamboyant

smell stuffing up your nose

and up like wet cotton in the brain

can hardly breathe nothing

nothing thick sugar death (55)
We can see the sheer unpredictability in the emotional thought patterns of
Ondaatje's version of Billy. For Billy, even a poem about flowers is a place to
shatter traditional poetic expectations. There is little we can rely on in Billy the
Kiid other than the consistent inconsistency and a chaotic lack of causal
relationships, both emotionally and in plot. It is surprising enough to juxtapose a
horrific scene such as Tunstall's murder with intimations on a Texas flower.
Perhaps the more shocking effect stems from the peaceful and comical image of
man and horse sleeping together mixed in with the story of the murder that Billy
has witnessed. Equally shocking is the violent death imagery of the flower.
These types of emotionless but visceral reflections become Billy's trademark.
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This episode is an example of Billy's erratic and chaotic mind which seems to
possess no detectable order—just paradoxical episodes linked together. The chaos
of Billy's mind is symbolized by such episodes as the murder/sleep paradox in the
story of Tunstall and his horse as well as in the violence/peace paradox contained
within his poem about the flowers. Billy is consistently as indifferent towards
beauty as he is towards murder and other forms of brutality. As a result, his
methods of connecting or relating seem extremely illogical and strange. Although
chaotic, his thought patterns are understandable when we remember one of the
strongest attractors to which his mental process returns--violence.

Eventually, we may get used to these abnormal thought patterns and
associations through repeated exposure to them. Because of this familiarization,
we adopt them as part of a disorderly order that Felicia Campbell refers to when
she writes that, in Chaos theory, we "see memory as the process of iteration in
which events are continually reabsorbed or enfolded, only to return altered, yet the
same, part of the flowing wholeness" (5). Perhaps the process is the same for
Billy himself as he is developing his own sensitivities in a world of war. Because
of an overexposure to violence and the need to be ever vigilant and transient,
Billy's world is relayed to the reader as a discontinuous narrative composed of
various images pasted together and replayed in his mind. Because he is always on
the move and the violence represented in the text is so sensational, Billy's world

never seems to be a stable, understandable world.

CHAOS
Having discussed the postmodern treatment of history and narrative
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structure in Billy the Kid, I will now focus more directly on how Chaos theory
helps to make sense of this book. Ondaatje is fascinated by orderless situations,
but his ‘finding out of order’ is not apparent, aside from the abrupt divisions he
makes between episodes and the imposition of his own self-image in the
photographs throughout the book. However, he does apply devices, though
submerged, which provide some order within the seeming chaos, and Chaos
theory reveals these devices. Dennis Lee, pre-dating the articulation of literary
Chaos theory, writes that "Learning to hear Billy the Kid on its own wavelength is
a matter of recognizing [episodes and personal tendencies] as they recur, and
seeing how they slide into, collide with, and pass through one another to create the
texture of lived time in a planet at civil war" (16). Lee's description of the chaos
of Billy's world anticipates some of the dynamics of literary Chaos theory.
Thirteen years later, Hayles and others would write about chaotic phenomena such
as the self-organizing systems and strange attractors, which are so closely related
to what Lee describes in his quotation.

Dennis Lee notes that "the presence of the linear story of the chase, drifting
up piecemeal in the midst of the book's non-linear structure, creates a secondary
formal logic in the book which is sequential” (34). The image of the crooked
movement back and forth across the Canada-United States border symbolizes the
coexistence of non-linear movement and the ever-present direction of the chase.
Billy recalls that "Charlie Bowdre and I criss-crossed the Canadian border. Our
horses stepped from country to country, across low rivers, through different
colours of tree green" (20). The squiggly line inscribed in this trek is indicative of

the type of line which results from emplotting bifurcation points within a chaotic
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system. It is the image of a general course followed but with unpredictable
variation such as that of the particles in a waterfall. Billy and Charlie actually end
up back in Texas, implying a cyclical element in the midst of their common flight.
Dean Wilcox writes that "chaos theory removes the demand to know what a
production ultimately ‘means’ by redirecting the focus to the overall pattern
created by the interaction of individual elements as they move through space and
time" (709). This reiterates the concept of Chaos theory being a theory of
evolution or process, rather than one of structure. In Billy's own life, we can find
process among hidden patterns, but we cannot attach a definition to it.

With Billy the Kid, we become accustomed to abrupt juxtapositions of
incongruent images, genres and mental states. Dean Wilcox writes that "while the
tag ‘chaos theory’ may seem to indicate a search for total randomness, the study of
various chaotic systems has revealed underlying patterns of an unpredictable
order” (700). We have looked at some examples of these occurrences with the
flower imagery and Billy's need to return to violence. Another episode showing a
chaotic and unpredictable order is the section in which Billy remembers watching
ants eating away the flesh of a dead man while Charlie Bowdre's wife prepares
coffee for them. He thinks another poem:

Getting more difficult
things all over crawling
in the way

gotta think through

the wave of ants on him

millions a moving vest up his neck
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over his head and down his back
leaving a bright skull white smirking
to drop to ankles
ribs blossoming out like springs
the meat from his eyes (BTK 40)
Then there is a space, and the next lines on the page are: "Last night was dreamed
into a bartender / with an axe I drove into glasses of gin lifted up to be tasted"”
(40). These passages are immediately followed by a meditation on the movement
of stars which also tumns into an image of a manic disposition. Again, there is no
readily apparent causal relationship or logic in the thought patterns of Billy.
Ondaatje intensifies the perspective of randomness by switching genres, subject
matter and mood from episode to episode.
Eventually we are able to see a level of representation at which these
devices, together with Billy's behaviours, develop into a chaotic system of
consistencies within the book. The chaos somehow starts to make sense. Dennis
Lee writes of Billy the Kid that:
The book juxtaposes poetry, fiction and documents in a form
Ondaatje seems to have invented, deploying a variety of genres and
orchestrating a wide range of voices. Rather than making it choppy
or disjointed, however, this polyphony introduces an exuberant flow
into the book's movement, which carries a reader with ease through
the discontinuities of the plot. (15)

Though this observation long predates the conception of literary Chaos theory,

there are again clear parallels to the performance of a chaotic self-organizing
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system. In the literary Chaos model, each decision made by a character causes a
"bifurcation, a fork in the paths trod, and more alteration of the patterns in the
complex web in which they [the characters] and we exist, and in which the only
constant is change” (Campbell 4). Each decision of Billy to kill, to look for his
gun, or even to cross back over the border is an example of a bifurcation point.
Although we never see his emotion being involved in any decision, we do see the
results of the decisions and the directions in which these decisions cause the cycle
to move.

Billy's life is a self-organizing system because, although its events are
random, there are consistent behaviours or habits in his personality. We are able
to understand the precarious and sometimes volatile balance in Billy's mental state
through observation, though rarely through empathy. Billy's lack of emotion or
remorse makes the scientific terminologies of Chaos theory even more appropriate
when discussing Billy in relation to his surroundings.

The only places where we may gather clues to Billy's mental process are in
his poems. In an ode to the hunter, he discusses the psychological dichotomy of
men who are dedicated to the slaughter of the natural order: "They halt
caterpillars / from path dangers / lift a drowning moth from a bowl / remarkable in
peace / in the same way assassins / come to chaos neutral” (47). Billy’s
description of the psychological domain in which he also dwells is part of
Ondaatje's plan, although it may appear coincidental. Billy is a violent assassin
who is sometimes able to exist in a caring and peaceful manner, as we see when
he is at peace with his friends, the Chisums. However, after he has remained

peaceful for too long, Billy gets restless, and the return to violence and chaos
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churns in his mind. Billy is obsessed with violence and finds balance only in
extremes. If necessary, Billy will create chaos out of peace so that he may cope
with the imbalance of peace through violence and obliteration, much as he will
return to darkness and quiet after violence. Extremes are an addiction to him.
Charles Taylor makes an observation about human nature which relates to this
ongoing return to quiet from chaos "in the same way assassins come to chaos
neutral” (BTK 47). He writes that "We have lost contact with ourselves, and our
own natural being, and are driven by an imperative of domination that condemns
us to ceaseless battle against nature both within and around us" (94). Billy
exemplifies this human condition which describes the raw instinct of survival.
Amoral like an animal, he will kill without a second thought rather than risk being
killed due to not striking first.

Billy's ability to snap in and out of extreme behaviours is an excellent
example of what Chaos theory describes as "the butterfly effect.” N. Katherine
Hayles describes this chaotic device: "the awareness that small fluctuations can
lead to large-scale changes is a prominent feature of the science of chaos" (15).
This dynamic is evident in the episode when Billy is relaxing while hiding out in a
barn, seeming to enjoy his peace and quiet - or at least recognizing it. He thinks to
himself: "When I walked I avoided the cobwebs who had places to grow to, who
had stories to finish. The flies caught in those acrobat nets were the only murder I
saw" (17). Moments later, he sees some rats kill a chipmunk and this small event
is enough to cause a bifurcation point at which Billy turns immediately back into
Killer: "[I] filled my gun and fired again and again into their slow wheel across

the room at each boommm, and reloaded and fired again and again till I went
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through the whole bag of bullet supplies” (BTK 18); he continues, "Till my hand
was black and the gun was hot and no other animal of any kind remained in that
room but for the boy in the blue shirt" (18). We see here how, by referring to
himself in the third person, Billy is able to disassociate his self from the killing
machine that he has become. We also recognize Ondaatje's use of synecdoche in
making Billy's hand smoking black as if his hand and gun are one and the same.
The gun is the direct identifier of Billy, and its destructive power is the
mechanical symbol of Billy's observable personality, but within Billy's chaotic
system, he is always able to retumn to a state of self-control to avoid self-
destruction.

A more severe example of the butterfly effect is the story about
Livingstone, the dog breeder in Billy the Kid, who is able to create his own
chaotic system. He creates monstrosities by making small breeding variations in
his spaniels into large ones. The dogs are "bred and re-bred with their brothers
and sisters and mothers and uncles and nephews" (60). Livingstone fences the
dogs in so that they can only breed with the one gene pool of the two original
dogs. The only variation on this breeding system is that he releases the most
"sane-looking" (61) dogs, so that only the unhealthy can reproduce. Hence,
although the upshot of the experiment is Chaos, there are underlying consistencies
within the chaotic system. After all, according to Ondaatje, it is a "secret system
and he [Livingstone] didn't want anyone looking in" (61). Although Livingstone's
variations initially have very small consequences, the inbreeding causes a butterfly
effect which leads to the final result--ultimate chaos and the death of Livingstone

by his own system. The final products inside his fence are "heaps of bone and
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hair and sexual organs and bulging eyes and minds which were chaotic half out of
hunger out of liquor out of their minds being pressed out of shape by the new
freakish bones that grew into their skulls” (62). The dogs have grown too "blood
hungry” (62) and every dog has to be destroyed, which is a typical culmination to
a chaotic system spinning out of control.

In Billy's system, there are fleeting moments of control which save him, for
a time, from being swallowed by the chaos. These moments of control for Billy
come while he is involved with the less aggressive of his two arts--his intimations,
which Ondaatje represents as his poems. As we have seen, Billy seems more
articulate and shows some tameness or control in these poems, so this is another
counter-balance to the extreme violence in the chaos. However, these moments of
thought are also used by Ondaatje to disrupt the continuity of genre. It seems that
whenever Billy shows some self control, Ondaatje likes to assert his control as
well. At one point Billy is "outside the door / mind clean, the heat / floating his
brain in fantasy / I am here on the edge of sun / that would ignite me" (74). Here
Billy intimates that his brain is afloat in fantasy, yet he seems to be anticipating
the next bifurcation into violence, although he doesn't state what will trigger it.
We see the dichotomy within his poems as he writes in a calm and controlled
manner, while the words and images still contain the mood of volatility and
danger. Through both genre and mood, Ondaatje demonstrates how he is able to
manipulate form and content at the same time, and the bifurcations of his form are
just as unpredictable as the bifurcations in Billy's mind.

Alice Van Wart writes that "the implication is that form itself offers a

momentary control. In the ‘left-handed poems,’ form controls the energy which in
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Billy's life is always threatening to erupt into violence” (Van Wart 14). In another
one of his poems, Billy thinks about trains:

The beautiful machines pivoting on themselves

sealing and fusing to others

and men throwing levers like coins at them

And there is there the same stress as with stars,

the one altered move that will make them maniac. (41)
Here, within the deeper order of his mind, Billy is describing a delicate chaotic
balance between order and disorder. He cannot observe the trains or allude to the
stars without incorporating the idea of some an unknown stimulus which will
"make them manic."

Billy often thinks deeply about machines and systems which are figurative
representations of his own personal tendencies. As we see in his description of
the trains, once in a while it is necessary for Billy himself to destroy whatever
order there is surrounding him. His moments of peace and machine references,
along with his erratic moments of violence, are strange attractors which, as Hayles
writes, are "any points in a system's cycle that seem to attract the system to it" (8).
His poems, then, are new uncoverings of a ‘strange’ design or an obfuscated
symmetry or consistency. They become descriptions of Billy's own life and
behaviour, associating him directly with dangerous and powerful machinery such
as trains and guns. At other times they align him with the sun's light and
formations of stars.

As an enemy to Billy, Pat Garrett symbolizes the antithesis of Chaos; he is

dedicated to the sober pursuit of law enforcement and order. Garrett personifies
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the "excessively modernist responses to life--the belief that the world is chaotic
and that we'd better impose some order, some superstructure, on it" (Cooley 232).
It is evident that the penchant to impose order resurfaces with and is personified
by the character of Pat Garrett. He represents the modemist views which have
always sought to define dynamics which defy definition. Chaos is what Garrett is
trying to eradicate and it is represented by Billy who perpetuates Chaos and who
defies definition. As we see, there is no sense of traditional order to be found,
much less upheld, in the world of Billy the Kid. The only consistency is the
disorderly order of Chaos theory, an order of continual process rather than form
and parameter. Nell Waldman writes of Billy the Kid that "The tale is discursive,
even disjointed, though it gradually focuses into an unconventional pattern in the
same way that the mosaic pieces of a kaleidoscope eventually assume a
discernable pattern” (378). Garrett's type of clear order will not dominate in the
violent world in this book. What dominates is the barely discernable order of
which Billy's mind is capable. Garrett, thinking he has brought an end to Billy's
chaotic life, proclaims "Your last good bed Billy . . . pick your position" (79).
While imprisoned, Billy refers to Pat Garrett very casually in a news interview:
"He's got senile. He's getting a lot of money for cleaning the area up—of us
supposedly” (84). Billy knows that it is not Pat Garrett or his imposition of order
that is winning. Garrett may be expecting that Billy will be sleeping on prison
beds for the rest of his life. However, Billy's system of disorder prevails and he
escapes custody again, showing how Chaos cannot be contained despite the
illusion of control. Garrett's rules and his attempts to contain or control Chaos

only serve to perpetuate it by giving chase to it and challenging it.
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MACHINE IMAGERY AS ORGANIZER

I now discuss the use of machine imagery as an organizing and identifying
trope in Billy the Kid. As we have seen throughout this chapter, there are hidden
orders within the book, many of which are the behavioral cycles of Billy himself.
Many of Billy's behaviours are metonymically represented by mechanical
allusions. Furthermore, mechanical images such as the camera and the gun have
very close synecdochal relationships with Billy. George Elliott Clarke writes that
“The word trigger, applied to rifle and camera, reflects a correspondence which
does not stop at the purely mechanical. The image seized by the camera is doubly
violent and both violences reinforce the same contrast: the contrast between the
photographed moment and all others™(6). This statement captures two levels of
violence within Billy the Kid: the violence of death and the gun, and the violence
of representation. The violence of the gun is self-explanatory. The photographs
which Ondaatje uses in this book are not what they seem, but his own impositions
on our visual image of history.

The book not only contains machine images that symbolize the behaviours
of its characters, but it also portrays Billy as a machine of death. In his article
"Ondaatje's Mechanical Boy," T.D. MacLulich writes that "In effect, Billy has
striven to establish a rigid, machine-like control over his inner self, so that he will
not be affected by what he perceives as the arbitrary violence of the external
world" (109). As mentioned in the previous section, Billy seems unable to reflect
with emotion. He seems only able to observe or recall images of events rather
than accumulating wisdom, grace or insight from these events. This ongoing

pattern of Billy’s behaviour is symbolized by the metonymic connections Ondaatje
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draws between him and the camera. In addition, Billy's destructive identity is
symbolized by the synechdochal relationship created between him and his gun.
"In The Collected Works, Ondaatje has transformed Billy from a legendary
Western gunfighter into a representative modern figure--an emotionless
automation" (MacLulich 117). Billy is the symbol of the postmodern world now,
fitting into the new mechanized world despite his existence more than one
hundred and twenty years ago. He also embodies Chaos and exemplifies its
characteristics through his violence and his undefinable lifestyle. Billy is able to
walk away, unaffected, after his murders and conflicts. He walks away casually
by adapting "the moral of newspapers or gun" (11). His lack of concern or
emotion indicates his amoral and seemingly mechanized state. It appears that, in
the world which evolves around Billy, adopting the morals of a machine is the
only way for him to survive as long as he does.

Billy himself shows some awareness of the fact that he uses mechanization
to minimize the emotional consequences of his murders. In a sense, he has
evolved into a self-mechanized and unfeeling entity: "I can watch the stomach of
clocks / shift their wheels and pins into each other / and emerge living, for hours"
(11). Billy has been hardened by exposure to violence, and turned into an amoral
killing machine. Billy's left hand is almost inseparable from his gun. Each is
always associated with the other, and sometimes the two are blurred together: "he
never used his left hand for anything except of course to shoot" (43). Even while
he was not actively killing, "He said he did finger exercises subconsciously, on the
average 12 hours a day ... From then on I noticed his left hand churning within

itself, each finger circling alternately like a train wheel. Curling into balls,
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pouring like waves across the table cloth” ( 43). The cyclical tendency to return to
violence is in his blood even while he is at peace. This is symbolized by the
circular imagery which is used to describe his trigger practice.

Other circle imagery such as Billy's firing into the "slow wheel" of drunken
rats is reminiscent of the trains in his earlier poem. These trains are in a
precarious state of balance or organization. Perceived by Billy as "beautiful
machines" pivoting on themselves, the trains are a metonymic symbol of Billy's
simultaneously erratic and cyclical behaviour. The cyclical image of circular
motion is also invoked in the images of wheels as he fires into the rats and of the
circular motion of his finger as he ‘practices’ with his trigger-finger at the table.
The wheels and other mechanical circle images are all strange attractors. They
symbolize the behavioral consistencies in Billy to which the story always returns--
the moments of unpredictable shifts, or those peaceful moments that quickly erupt
into violence. These ongoing wheel-like tendencies combine to represent Billy's
own chaotic self-organizing system. According to David Porush, a self-
organizing system is a "set of phenomena that represents the spontaneous
emergence of order out of disorder" (56). Ondaatje's story of Billy contains
behavioural patterns, but it contains no structural or predictable pattern for Billy's
conflicting behaviours.

Another use of mechanical imagery, which is not necessarily an image of
impending bifurcation, is the image of Billy portrayed as a camera. This machine
image breaks away from the category of the other machine images in that it
enhances the idea of Billy's unemotional perspective of the world which surrounds

him. One direct comparison is when he is "watching the white landscape in its
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frame," seeing "flies in their black path / like inverted stars” (74) and when he is
"looking out into pitch white / sky and grass overdeveloped into meaninglessness"
(74). Billy seems to perceive the world around him as an inconsequential and
inert white mass "overdeveloped into meaninglessness.” The ability to see the
whole picture is not what Billy symbolizes. Billy does not seem to comprehend
his place as an organism in a living world in which he is fallible. He has
mechanized himself. As Dennis Lee observes:
This internal division [between organic human status and status as
amoral machine]--which is not a personal quirk, but a manifestation
of world's whole schizophrenia--accounts for an odd detail in the
scene where he is outside at the Chisum's, retching "The machinery
in me that organizes my throwing up" begins to function; "Put my
fingers into the mushrooms of my throat and up it comes again and
flies out like a pack of miniature canaries” (70). Billy finds the
familiar separation—-into ‘mushrooms’ and ‘canaries,’ on the one
hand, and ‘machinery’ on the other--inside himself; it is the organic,
of course, which must be expelled. (22)

Billy doesn't like to acknowledge his own organic state. However, once in a while

it exerts itself within him when he suffers from intense pain. By the end of Billy's

life, however, he shows that he is able to deny the organic part of his self-

awareness.

Billy's denial of his own organic state is where the machine becomes the
synechdochal identifying trope. In his death, Billy is able to prove that he can

remain mechanized as he is destroyed by a gun, the machine with which he
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exacted his destruction upon his world. In other words, he becomes the destroyed
rather than the destroyer. In the moments before his death, his synecdochal
connection is no longer with the gun. The identifying mechanical image is now
the camera exclusively. Dennis Lee writes that "The only way to survive . . . has
been to convert himself into a living trigger-finger, which obeys its own reason
for being at all times and never reflects” (23). Although he cannot ‘convert’
himself in his final battle, the gun is the machine which would end the chaotic
system which Billy used it to create.

In his final conflict with Garrett, Billy converts himself into a living
camera rather than a living gun since he has no gun with him. His death
experience is mechanized as his own perceptions become "lovely perfect sun balls
/ breaking at each other click / click click click" (95). His angle of perception
changes as his camera-eye lies on its back and Garrett stands above him ready to
finish him off. "Garrett's jaw and stomach" (95) are the impersonal and typically
unemotional perceptions of his camera-eye. He "clicks" away his final breath as
he is dying. The gun has delivered him to his mechanized death as a camera.
While he lies dying, Billy’s camera perception symbolizes how even his own
death is an empty and unemotional event for him. There are no words or groans
of pain as Ondaatje depicts his shooting. Billy is represented only by the clicking
noises of a camera.

Appropriately, as Ondaatje invokes the image of William Bonney's decayed
skelcton, there is very little of Billy's body contained in the image. Instead, Billy
is posthumously represented by those things which he had spent most of his life

eluding--cuffs and bullets. Ondaatje writes about what is left of Billy: “There'd be
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the buck teeth. Perhaps Garrett's bullet no longer in thick wet flesh would roll in
the skull like a marble . . . and a pair of hand-cuffs holding ridiculously the fine
ankle bones. (Even though dead they buried him in leg irons). There would be the
silver from the toe of each boot™ (97). In death, Billy the Kid remains what he
was in life—a symbol of crime and death, with two bits of silver representing his
boots that could never stay still for very long. He was always using them to flee
the cuffs and bullets of the law. The bullet that would roll inside his skull
symbolizes the violence which was always inside his head in life. This is the end
of Billy’s Chaos and Garrett’s imposition of order has finally prevailed. However,
like other Chaotic systems, one never knows where the system might turn, so
Garrett places cuffs on Billy’s ankles even in death to make sure he has brought

his order to Billy.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



46

CHAPTER 111
Order from Chaos in Coming Through Slaughter - Magnets, Fans and
Cornets

In this chapter, I discuss Coming Through Slaughter and how, as in Billy

the Kid, Ondaatje defies traditional constructions of history, simultaneously

creating and dismantling the life of Buddy Bolden. In his chaotic style of retelling
history, Ondaatje tells his version of the story of an American musical hero who is
much less famous than Billy the Kid. Again, he assigns voices to those who have
not been heard through traditional or ‘official’ history. The Chaos of history
allows these different levels of discourse to be heard, since they are levels of a
complex system. The phenomenon of disordered or multi-levelled unity found in
complex systems is symbolized in Slaughter by Ondaatje’s dolphin sonographs at
the beginning of the book. He writes in the caption that "The middle sonograph
shows a dolphin making two kinds of signals simultaneously. The vertical stripes
are echolocation clicks and the dark mountain-like bumps are the signature
whistles. No one knows how a dolphin makes both whistles and echolocation
clicks simultaneously” (CTS introduction). This phenomenon also symbolizes the
multi-layered and seemingly unordered nature of Ondaatje's own narrative
structure. In this chapter, I examine these unordered characteristics using the
dynamics of Chaos theory. Then I explain the associations which Ondaatje
creates between Buddy Bolden and machines, using them as his strange attractor,
connecting various elements of his wandering system to create some sense of

continuity. Finally, | describe how Ondaatje draws a metonymic, and ultimately
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synecdochal, connection between the horn and Buddy, as Buddy becomes the
instrument through which he gains his deliverance into aphasia, and away from

his manic compulsion to play.

HISTORY

As is the case in Billy the Kid, Ondaatje upsets history in writing about the
erratic behaviour of Bolden. Ondaatje invites the reader to ponder not only the
historical factuality of the events in his rewriting of history, but also their
positions in relation to one another. Ondaatje undermines the received historical
record by rewriting it and uncovering new patterns for it. Robert Kroetsch writes
that "uncovering, for Ondaatje, involves the acceptance of the discontinuity of
form. The continuity asserted by history is beyond, lies beyond the truth of
fiction" (LTOW 112). Ondaatje himself refers to his manipulation of history in the
‘Credits’ section of Coming Through Slaughter: “While I have used real names
and characters and historical situations I have also used more personal pieces of
friends and fathers. There have been some date changes, some characters brought
together, and some facts have been expanded or polished to suit the truth of
fiction” (CTS notes [emphasis added]). Ondaatje's reference to "the truth of
fiction" puts what we recognize as history into perspective as another narrative
creation. Ondaatje's declaration comes at the end of the book, and it adds to the
feeling of uncertainty by alluding to the lack of closure that his myth-making
creates. The statement implies that we have not been reading Bolden's history at
all, right after we may feel some type of closure. This reminds us of Hutcheon's

observation that history is "a process, not a product. Itis a lived experience for
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both reader and writer" (TCP 86). Ondaatje's writings, therefore, allow us to see
how elusive truth is within history.

In the last chapter, I discussed how Ondaatje enters the world of Billy the
Kid by injecting a picture of his young self in a cowboy costume into Billy's
empty frame. There is a similar synthesis between Ondaatje and Bolden as
Ondaatje's authorial voice "enters Bolden's New Orleans to interview those who
had known the musician and to photograph the places where he had been. Here,
the processes of recording and narrating history become part of the text itself"
(Hutcheon, TCP 86). In Slaughter, we read a story which is part history and part
autobiography as Ondaatje blends his own reflections and thoughts with those of
Bolden to fill in a framework created by photographs and brief interviews. The
blending of fiction, history and autobiography reinforces the notion that there is
no such thing as ‘pure’ history; there will always be part of the author in any
biography or history. Hence, everything is fiction to a degree, and history
becomes less causal, less linear, and more chaotic.

As George Elliott Clarke points out, Ondaatje's "mythicizing of Bolden is
appropriate for he is an inveterate myth-maker, who employs the same techniques
and practices the same philosophy as Ondaatje [while editing The Cricket]" (10).
Bolden, like Ondaatje, includes the unedited words of real people in his stories to
add a sense of authenticity to their content. Ondaatje's creation of the Cricket as
part of Bolden's creativity actually mimics Ondaatje's own authorial technique of
writing: "It [The Cricket] respected stray facts, manic theories, and well-told lies
. . . Bolden took all the thick facts and dropped them into his pail of sub-history"
(CTS 24). As he describes The Cricket, Ondaatje differentiates between what
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Bolden writes and what history is with the word ‘sub-history.” This word is
appropriate for describing the styles of both Ondaatje and Bolden as it invokes the
chaotic notion of a deeper order, implying a narrative level which lies beneath
‘official’ history. This is what Ondaatje represents with his writing. He
represents the narrative voices which underlie glossy mythical history of Buddy
Bolden. It describes a chaotic history which is much more organic than it is fact-
based or causal because he goes into the minds and emotions of his characters
which unfold in various directions but cannot be proven or denied. On the level
of plot, the word infers that Bolden's writing is only part history because The
Cricket is a tabloid. Ironically, it is Ondaatje's own manipulation of history which
creates Bolden's tabloid, so Ondaatje's rewriting of history remains true to his
chaotic style.

Ondaatje invites his readers to feel as though they are learning about
Bolden, but he simultaneously defies conventional notions of both order and truth.
Ondaatje liberally violates chronology and moves, unannounced, back and forth
through time without respecting the temporal boundaries between thoughts or
episodes. Often a shift in chronology cannot be detected until two or three lines
into the new time frame. This is a device Ondaatje uses often and, as a result, the
reader may feel the close connections between the written past and the present. In
one passage, Ondaatje mixes a brief historical testimony of a jazz hero named
Keppard directly into the current haze of Buddy Bolden's alcoholic hallucination.
The vignette seems to be told by some disembodied recollective voice as it is in
quotations and no speaker is identified: ""When Keppard was on tour with the

Creole Band, the patrons in the front rows of the theatres always got up after the
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first number and moved back.’ [Bolden] found himself on the Brewitt's lawn. She
opened the door. For a moment he looked right through her" (45). This type of
jumping back and forth in time is consistent with the chaotic perspective and
orderless lifestyle of Buddy Bolden.

Linda Hutcheon writes that "Ondaatje's work . . . is both historical and
performative. It indeed does seek to represent a reality outside literature, and one
of the major connections between life and art is the performing narrator, whose
act of searching and ordering forms part of the narrative itself” (T7CP 83). This
postmodern performance is part of what makes his work so appropriate for
viewing through the lens of Chaos theory, since the reader quickly realizes that
this journey through time defies time itself. Ondaatje's authorial intrusions bring
us from Bolden's world back into the present. The effect is immediate as Ondaatje
suddenly speaks directly to us in the present, and these incidents are also
completely unpredictable. Throughout the book, there is no feeling of continuity
of time, or of causal relationships or links between episodes.

Another effect of Ondaatje's authorial intrusions is that he shows his close
relationship with Bolden through the narrative voice. Ondaatje writes that ". . .
when he went mad he was the same age as I am now . . . The photograph moves
and becomes a mirror. When I read he stood in front of mirrors and attacked
himself, there was a shock of memory. For I had done that" (133). Not only are
we pushed into the present here, but the statement also invites us to realize that we
may be reading something which is part autobiography. However, we also have to
remember that Ondaatje's "I" is just as much a construction as is his depiction of

Bolden. Noting this, we reveal another deeper order within Ondaatje’s own
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chaotic writing system at the narrative level. The deeper order introduced here is
that Ondaatje reveals that there is direct conversation from his own voice rather
than only between his characters.

Ondaatje’'s narrative voice addresses the spirit of Buddy Bolden directly,
stating that "There was the climax of the parade and then you removed yourself
from the 20th century game of fame, the rest of your life a desert of facts” (133).
Here, we see that there is no distance between Ondaatje and his subject, as he now
seems to converse directly with Bolden. Sam Solecki writes of Ondaatje's
contradictory relationship with Buddy Bolden, that "The deliberate merging of
past and present, while preserving an ostensible historical distance, is his means of
freeing his vision from time and history in order to ground it more definitely in
psychology and myth" (255). This quotation shows the complexity in Ondaatje's
relationship with his character--his ability to remain separate from Bolden while
being so intimate with him. The authorial intrusions cause a level of bifurcation
within Ondaatje's chaotic narrative system, and they recur throughout Slaughter
adding another dimension to the book itself. Sudden changes of voice fit in with
Chaos theory, in which there need be no describable process, but rather a
recognition of changing moods which are caused by the non-linear system.

Ondaatje not only neglects history but is actually an anti-historian. He
takes control of the historical process by creating history while destroying it, and
this is the same process through which he decides upon the ‘truth of fiction.’
Critic Nell Waldman points out another anti-historical tendency of Ondaatje: his
casual scattering of anachronism throughout the text of Slaughter. She notes that

there are "strange flaws in the narrative ... there are careless anachronisms: cars,
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buses, phones in places and a time where these would be unlikely or impossible, a
reference to Isadora Duncan's death” (389). These historical misrepresentations
only add to the continually disjointed nature of the book, and show how one can
manipulate historical perceptions with text. It also causes us to realize how
history is a process of exclusion and emphasis, and is therefore almost inseparable
from fiction.
Comparing Ondaatje’s treatment of history and his fictional style to the
music of jazz, Linda Hutcheon cites Roland Barthes:
“When one places fragments in succession, is no organization
possible? Yes, the fragment is like the musical idea of the song
cycle: each piece is self-sufficient, but it is never more than the
interstice of its neighbours.” Billy is more overtly a poetic song
cycle, Slaughter (in which unwritten and unrecorded music lives on
ironically in Ondaatje's printed fragments) is also appropriately
structured in this musical way. (TCP 84)
We see here how critics like Hutcheon and Roland Barthes were recognizing
elements of Chaos theory before the application and the language of literary
Chaos theory were developed. This is because there are characteristics within the
jazz music of Bolden’s day which are very similar to some of the dynamics which
we now recognize as characteristics of a chaotic system. As H.Wiley Hitchcock
writes in Music in the United States:
The ensemble style, as heard typically in the first chorus and the last
“rideout” chorus(es) of a piece, was a roughly contrapuntal music

with the powerful cornet projecting the main melodic voice . . .
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Between the first and last choruses, individual musicians would play

one or more improvisatory solo choruses in succession. (193)
We see here a description of a musical piece performed by a typical early
twentieth century jazz combo from New Orleans. We can not only see Bolden’s
place within his combo as the “powerful comet,” but also understand how the
typical jazz piece opens and closes in a contrapuntal style. Hence these first and
last choruses, which adhere more to the melody of the original piece, would serve
as the strange attractors which bring the chaotic system back to order after having
broken off into different improvised solo choruses, as Bolden so often would do.
The end of the opening chorus, then, would serve typically as the bifurcation point
at which the chaotic, random play would commence. The connection between the
musical performances of jazz and Ondaatje’s own performance as historian is that,
similar to Bolden or other creole cornet players, Ondaatje returns to the ‘official’
history, but he also improvises considerably between returns to this state of

historical purity.

CHAOS

Having discussed Ondaatje's postmodern treatment of history, I will now
discuss, more specifically, the application of Chaos theory to Slaughter. As
mentioned previously, many facets of postmodern performance fit easily into the
criteria of Chaos theory. Winfried Siemerling, before the advent of Chaos theory,
describes Ondaatje's work in terms that we now see as being consistent with
Chaos theory. He writes "Ondaatje's refusal of any predetermined path laid out by

genre, rhythm, or metre [or chronology]--which usually allow the writer to travel

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



54
more easily along predictable lines—-parallels his protagonist's revolt against
predictability in Coming Through Slaughter” (108). Ondaatje's unique writing
style may cause critics to think in such ways as to prefigure the language of Chaos
as literary criticism. This is an important realization when recognizing the
applicability of Chaos theory to Ondaatje's work.

Buddy Bolden constantly moves outside of order in both music and life,
embracing the vitality of chaos as the quick of his musical life. John Kertzer, in
"The Blurred Photo,"” makes reference to the protez:: style of Ondaatje’s writing in
a description remarkably close to what would later be referred to as self-
organizing systems and strange attractors. He writes:

Ondaatje works his way, fit by fit, around the vicious circle of
Bolden's sensibility. He presents a series of illuminating fragments
which, while never entirely chaotic, are an apt expression of
Bolden's temperament. They are organized, however, by continual
reference and cross-reference, by repetition and analogy, by
recurring images which grow in density and meaning, and by time
shifts which eventually fall into place within the whole chronology.
(299)
This description of what happens within the pages of Ondaatje's text is indicative
of the order within disorder to which proponents of Chaos theory so often refer.
The strange attractor in the book to which the system most often returns is
Bolden's music and his identification with the cornet. However, there exist
strange attractors within the disorderly order of his music as well. Though the

patterns of his music are never predictable, there is a consistent return to his quest
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for those paradoxical "right accidental notes" (C7S 99). V.M. Verhoeven states
that Bolden has "desperately tried to avoid freezing his music into the kind of
ordered art that would belie the emotions that feed it" (190). Perhaps this is why
Bolden never recorded his music, because it would freeze musical moments and
make them easily repeated and linear. In Slaughter, there is a moment where
Bolden remembers listening to composer John Robichaux play his waltzes, which
were so ordered and predictable. The predictability of this music drove Bolden to
the point where "for the first time [he] appreciated the possibilities of a mind
moving ahead of the instruments in time" (CTS 93). Bolden refused to follow the
types of sheet music that Robichaux wrote and followed. Bolden "loathed
everything he stood for . . . He put his emotions into patterns which a listening
crowd had to follow" (CTS 93). To Bolden, Robichaux's style was a form of
musical dictatorship, an imprisonment or domination of music and the listener.

Buddy's music is dominated by a compulsion to find what is outside order.
Alice Van Wart notes of Bolden's musical compulsion that "to play this music, a
music that never repeats itself, ‘every note new and raw and chance’, demands
that the artist not stand still in his playing" (Van Wart 12). For Buddy, the
movement is not only a musical journey but a physical one as well. As he moves
outside of conventional musical limitations, he also moves towards the end of his
own physical and emotional limitations. His musical form is dictated only by his
emotional state or the moods within his anxiety-ridden compulsion to play. About
his formative years learning jazz, Bolden states that "Galloway taught me not craft
but to play a mood of sound" (95). Here we see the beginnings of the chaotic

elements of Bolden's own musical style which stem from the creation of mood.
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Dean Wilcox writes that "Chaos theory demands that the focus be on the system in
which the elements take shape . . . as any reading of it must focus not on what it
means, but on what mood it helps to create” (705). Bolden's music cannot be read
or recorded like that of Robichaux, because Bolden's music is created from
transitory mood, or from the emotions he perceives from the crowds. From the
crowds' emotions, musical bifurcations result, causing an energy change in the
crowd, affecting Bolden's music again, and so the cycle repeats itself--
unpredictable, but a system nonetheless.

Though he eventually falls into the refuge of aphasia, Bolden seeks
continual evolution while in the act of music-making and he abhors convention in
life as much as he does in music. This resistance to order in Bolden's life is also
demonstrated by his antithetical relationship with Webb, a friend and detective
who is always trying to piece Bolden's life together into some type of order. Just
as Pat Garrett tries to contain Billy's chaos, so Webb continually tries to contain
Bolden's. When Bolden disappears, Webb pursues him patiently and relentlessly:
"Webb circled, trying to understand not where Buddy was but what he was doing,
. . . taking almost two years, entering the character of Bolden through every voice
he spoke to" (63). Webb is always interviewing Bolden's associates, trying to
investigate Bolden so that he can put his life into some kind of order. As part of
this ongoing task, Webb constantly pressures Bolden to play publicly again. In
trying to bring order to Bolden's life and define who he is, Webb unwittingly
forces Bolden back into chaos by pushing him back into his musical

performances.
The paradox of Webb is that he thinks that Bolden is in a state of madness
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while he is in flight from his musical world. When he finds Bolden, Webb brings
him back to the music because that is what he perceives as Bolden's stability.
Bolden reflects on his flight: "I sped away happy and alone in a new town away
from you, and now you produce a leash, curl the leather round and round your fist
. . . and you pull me home" (89). Bolden is afraid to confront the compulsions of
the music again, but Webb is going to take him home. About playing his music,
Bolden confesses that: "All the time I hate what I'm doing and want the other. In
a roomful of people I get frantic in their air and their shout . . . I'm scared Webb"
(89). Itis as though Bolden here is foreseeing what will happen in the Storyville
parade, when the chaos of his music sends him into madness. Essentially, Webb's
fight for what he views as Bolden's order perpetuates Bolden's chaos, returning
him to the music again and again--back to the strange attractor of the cornet.

It is not at all surprising that Ondaatje would portray such a propensity for
chaos in Bolden's psychology since the two of them are so closely linked in artistic
style. Each of them follows an indeterminate pattern which is full of bifurcation
points and abrupt tempo variations. Both artists achieve the stimulation of their
audiences through the excitement of spontaneity and chance. Bolden, while
playing, wants his audience "to be able to come in where they pleased and leave
when they pleased and somehow hear the germs of the start and all the possible
endings at whatever point of the music I had reached” (94). Ondaatje's writing
style is almost conducive to a similar style of reading. Bolden's music frees them
but, unlike Ondaatje, sometimes Bolden is overwhelmed by his audiences, and
they tell him what to do, as the does girl fan in his final performance. Bolden

describes her, powerfully, as "this hearer who can throw me in the direction and
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the speed she wishes like an angry shadow" (130). This is the point where Bolden
realizes the power his audience has over him, seeing it personified by a beautiful
yet dangerously alluring form. In this episode, he sees the power that he usually
wields over his audience relayed back to him and the power of her movement
overwhelms him. As his music would hypnotise his audiences, her movement has
hypnotized Bolden.

Although Ondaatje shares with Bolden the same means of freeing his
audiences from convention, he maintains control of his art. Because Ondaatje's
work is recorded, it is static and therefore cannot be changed or retracted. Steven
Scobie, in his article "A Conversation with Michael Ondaatje," quotes Ondaatje as
saying "you have to lead the audience into your own perpetual sense, [while]
having a responsibility to lead them out again" (12). Ondaatje here describes the
chaotic systems in his art form, as Bolden describes his music in relation to his
audience. One thing we must remember, though, is that both of these perspectives
are owned by Ondaatje himself. He recognizes that these artistic systems may be
entered and left at any point since there is little or no causal linearity to them.

Not only is the structural element of Ondaatje's work chaotic, but so too is
the psychological dimension of his characters. In his article "Making and
Destroying: Michael Ondaatje’s Coming through Slaughter and Extremist Art,"
Sam Solecki writes about Ondaatje's fascination with characters whose
"continuance and value of life are repeatedly confronted with chaos, madness and
suicide, and art with its negation, silence” (247). He further states that Slaughter
is a "compelling study of the compulsively destructive nature of the creative

impulse” (247). This paradox of the destruction inherent in Bolden's creativity is
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an extreme characteristic of the coexistence of disorder and order in Chaos theory.

To write about Bolden, Ondaatje has chosen a style for his own art that
reflects the style of Bolden's art. It may also be true that Ondaatje chose Bolden
as a subject because he sees, in Bolden's life and art, the mirror of his own
narrative style. This mirror effect creates another level of disorder, structurally,
while paradoxically serving as a unifying symbol. Because of its multi-layered
complexity, many critics have referred to Bolden's jazz music as a prevalent
symbol of disorder in Slaughter, and have also referred to Ondaatje's writing as
jazz. Wolfgang Hochbruck writes that "it is not difficult to see the reoccurring
patterns of images as representing the themes of an actual jazz piece, the kind of
music Bolden played and tried to grasp into his understanding ... Coming Through
Slaughter takes on qualities of the ‘jazz novel’" (458). We are able, from the
viewpoint of Chaos theory, to understand this use of ‘jazz