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Abstract: This paper discusses an important historic event which gave rise to 

numerous controversies as to its moral and strategic justification, the high death 

toll, and the manner in which it was executed. The bombing of Dresden at the end of 

the Second World War was inflicted by the Allied troops, namely British and 

American planes that dropped a huge amount of incendiary bombs which completely 

destroyed the city and killed over 20,000 people in two days of relentless air-raids. 

This paper gives context with a short introduction about the history and symbolism 

of the urban space throughout human existence, as well as its military history and 

the way in which conflicts shaped cities or adapted to their conditions. Dresden is 

also contextualized with a few facts about its history up to the Second World War, 

the nexus of culture and art that it was and what it represented for the world, as well 

as with a few details about its involvement in the war itself, its strategic position. 

The aim of this paper is to analyze two perspectives of the same event, namely, the 

official version written in reports, documents and chronicles, and the fictionalized 

version written by an actual witness to this horrific event as a way to heal his 

trauma, Kurt Vonnegut in his 1969 novel, Slaughterhouse-Five.  

 
The city – peak of civilization and site of conflicts   

What is the city? It is a symbol of civilization, culture, art, beauty but also 
industry, social injustice, pollution, decadence. It encompasses the whole 
kaleidoscope of human experience that can find its representation in the cityscape, in 
urban life. In Antiquity, the city was the centre of power and knowledge. It was the 
representative of a large territory, the signifier. In a time when nations were not a 
viable concept, the city stood for the many peoples under its vast reaches. Thus, 
Babylon, Byblos, Carthage, Alexandria, Athens, Rome were the core of human 
experience when no Lebanon, Iraq, Tunisia, Egypt, Greece or Italy were even 
imagined. The “city idea reached its peak” in the Greek city-state, which, together 
with its laws, “constituted a moral order” (Lampard). 

The Middles Ages continued this tendency and medieval urban spaces, 
given the lack of transportation infrastructure, were again centres of life, the 
trendsetters, the place where meaning was born. The historians and chronicles of the 
time focused on urban settlements for their records because the town had a 
“distinctive identity” and it was “the basis of change, drama, conflict and thus of 
modernity”, being described as “the centre of the universe – which it was for local 
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inhabitants” (Rodger and Sweet). In spite of some drawbacks that stalled for a while 
the development of cities in the 14th century (famine, plague, political and economic 
decline), the Renaissance again set towns and cities in bloom with the advent of 
scientific ideas and other intellectual endeavours. 

The 18th century marked a revolution to escape the oppression of absolutism, 
and economic reasons pushed again forward the development of the city. However, 
at that time, in spite of the attraction urban settlements held, the proportion of the 
urban population was still very small with 3 percent of the world population living in 
towns in 1800 (Lampard). The Industrial Revolution is the major event that makes 
the difference and shifts for good the focus of the population on the city, while 
changing in the process the very structure of society, undermining traditional social 
structures and relations (Lampard), and causing the aggravation of already existing 
issues: “problems of public order, health, housing, utilities, education, 
and morals were aggravated by the influx of newcomers from the countryside” 
(Lampard). 

The experience of ‘going to the city’ has had conflicting meanings 
throughout history due to its consequences and it was generally viewed as a loss of 
innocence because the city, with all its beauty and infinite possibilities, is inherently 
wicked and corruptive. Still, in spite of experiences good or bad, “cities as 
kaleidoscopic and compressed memories, with their buildings and open spaces, 
colours and textures, summarise the lived experience of the citizens while also 
projecting meanings and symbolise values” (Rodger and Sweet). This experience is 
not different nowadays, when metropolises are the gravitational centre of large 
populations in search for a better life. And while postmodernism saw the fall of the 
great centres, this one, the city, stood the test of time and its narrative is stronger 
than ever as cities worldwide are in a constant state of growth. 

While before the 20th century the city was an accidental or collateral victim 
of war, modern warfare, starting with the Second World War, has changed this status 
and turned the city into a direct victim. War was generally won or lost on the 
battlefield, outside the city, which was then invaded as a spoil of war. Medieval wars 
involving cities were in fact sieges of fortresses or citadels that lasted days or 
months and “the outcome, whether the surrender of the town or the lifting of the 
siege, was generally determined without fighting within the city itself” (Ashworth 
112). The Second World War, more than any other before, included street fighting in 
urban areas, one of the most dangerous battleground due to its unpredictability. And 
throughout the 20th century, that has become the predominant battlefield, whether 
war was in Lebanon, Israel, Yugoslavia, Chechnya, Iraq or Afghanistan. So, from 
the medieval fortified cities to the present-day urban battles, the city has always been 
involved in wars, to a lesser or larger extent. It was regarded as shelter and last 
defence, as the fall of a city usually meant the war was lost. 

Aviation, a major branch of the modern army, improved considerably after 
the First World War, when it was in its infancy and planes were made of wood. The 
development of the air force introduced a new type of warfare which limited 
considerably the losses on the part of the aggressor and highly increased the damage 
on the side that was under attack. During the Second World War, this particular 
technique was used by Hitler in the beginning, as a way to scare and intimidate the 
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British with the relentless bombing of London in what remained known as The Blitz. 
By the end of the war, many German cities were heavily bombed as well, some 
utterly destroyed (Berlin, Hamburg, Dresden) and the military justifications for the 
bombings were always the same: hasten the end of the war, cut off the German army 
from supplies and resources, destroy the routes of communication and clear a path 
for the Soviet army that was closing in from the east, with the added bonus of the 
terrible psychological effect. Last, but not least, the covert moral justification, never 
spoken out loud, ‘they did the same to us’, gave the Allies the moral high ground. In 
fact, questions of morality are always a liability in wartime and the human factor is 
often disregarded in a more ‘the end justifies the means’ approach.   
 
Dresden – the risen city  

Located in the east of present-day Germany, Dresden began its existence 
centuries ago as a Slav settlement, became capital of Saxony in the 16th century and 
reached its peak in the 19th century as one of the most beautiful cities in Europe, 
with its Baroque and Rococo architecture, causing Johann Gottfried Herder to call it 
“a German Florence” (Taylor 33). But it was not just the aspect of the city that 
earned this name:  

 
The middle of the nineteenth century saw such cultural giants as Carl Maria von 
Weber, Schumann, Wagner, Caspar David Friedrich, and Ibsen settle on the Elbe, 
many with salaried jobs paid for by the crown. Dresden came back from the depths 
of 1760. (Taylor 34) 
 
At the beginning of the 20th century, Dresden was a melange of old and new, 

which surprisingly resisted the ugliness of the changes brought about by the 
Industrial Revolution so apparent in other big cities like London or New York: 

 
. . . there were no exclusively working-class ghettos, no dehumanizing slums to 
match those in Glasgow or New York . . . .Particularly in the heart of Dresden, the 
prosperous and the struggling citizen coexisted side by side to a remarkable degree, 
as they had since the Middle Ages, but in far more salubrious conditions. This was a 
good place to live. By the standards of the early twentieth century elsewhere in 
Europe and North America, very good indeed. (Taylor 36-37) 
 
Thus, by all standards, Dresden before the Second World War was an almost 

perfect city with a beauty and good life that attracted rich tourists that often became 
long-term residents drawn there by “its enviable architecture and lively (but not too 
avant-garde) cultural traditions, pleasant climate, magnificent surrounding 
countryside, and relatively low cost of living” (Taylor 37).  

Dresden economy after the First World War was based on its manufacturing 
industry which produced cameras and optical instruments, typewriters, sewing 
machines, cigarettes and radios, while the rest of Saxony also included the 
production of textiles, toys, bicycles and musical instruments (Taylor 42). But 
Dresden’s prosperity began to decline, like the rest of the world, after the stock 
market crash of 1929. Poverty and insecurity is, as ever, a fertile ground for 
extremist views because it is easy to scapegoat the ‘other’ for our own misfortune. 
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Thus, Dresden was among the few large cities of Germany where the Nazi Party 
won a considerable percentage of the votes in the 1932 elections and became a Nazi 
stronghold even before Hitler’s surge to power in 1933 (Taylor 43). Dresden 
economy was revived after 1938, being involved in war production, an industry that 
solved the unemployment problem (Clayton and Russell 35).  

 
The reason for the Dresden firestorm 

The end of the war was drawing near but it was not certain and the Allies 
were restless. Impatience, fear that the status quo would prolong indefinitely if more 
drastic steps were not taken in the wake of the Normandy landings, as well as a 
deterioration of sensitivity caused by the brutality of war may have combined to lead 
to the acceleration of events. Such a state of mind, doubled by misinformation, 
ignorance and indifference may explain the final events of the war, the atrocities of 
Dresden or Hiroshima or other devastated civilian areas. In her article, “Sifting 
Dresden’s Ashes”, Tami Davis Biddle remarks that Dresden is testament to “the 
brutalizing and corrosive effects of war, even upon those who are fighting for a 
righteous cause and believe themselves to be fighting honorably” (63). 

The unclassified official document of the United States Air Force in Europe, 
elaborated by the Chief Historian Joseph P. Tustin in 1954, gathers evidence from 
various official sources of the Allies and the Germans to give an objective view of 
the events surrounding the bombing of Dresden. He implies that the attack was 
justified by the matters revealed and decided upon at the conferences of Malta 
(January 1945) and subsequently, Yalta (February 1945), such as the fact that 
Dresden was “the last great railroad center left in Germany” (4), “the main center of 
communications for the defense of Germany on the southern half of the eastern 
front” (5), and “a large center of war industry” (8) which included “an iron foundry, 
two aircraft repair factories, as well as engineering and armament industries, 
chemical and explosive factories, shipbuilding yards, and flour mills” (8), as well as 
“important factories that manufactured electric motors, precision and optical 
instruments for submarines, and numerous light engineering products.” (8) All these 
were also backed by the psychological effect the Allies wanted to cause in any city 
selected to be bombed, with the faster disbanding of the German army and fall of the 
regime as a response: “Pandemonium in Berlin, particularly, might have a decisive 
effect in speeding up the disintegration of Hitler’s regime” (7). 

None of this, however, justifies the complete obliteration of a city, as 
Grayling decidedly states:  

 
Massive bombing of civilian targets by any standard is disproportionate . . . .Take 
the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki: if these were claimed to be 
attacks on targets of military value, […] dropping an atom bomb on them is 
equivalent to chopping off a man’s head to cure his toothache, such is the degree of 
disproportion involved. (158) 
 
From the Allies’ point of view, the bombing of Dresden was justified. The 

official documents indicate as much. Frederick Taylor agrees that “the bombing of 
Dresden was not irrational, or pointless – or at least not to those who ordered and 
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carried it out, who were immersed deep in a war that had already cost tens of 
millions of lives, might still cost millions more, and who could not read the future. 
Whether it was wrong – morally wrong – is another question” (363-364), and Tami 
Biddle concurs: “Dresden contained military targets, and it met the fate that had 
befallen other German cities, such as Cologne in 1942 and Darmstadt in 1944—and 
that would befall still more, including Pforzheim and Wuerzburg, before the war 
ended” (62-63). 

While an attack on the city may have been strategically justified from the 
military point of view, the humanitarian aspect is not reconciled. Whereas the effects 
of the Dresden bombings may not have been as severe as those of other similar 
attacks, less discussed or less remembered, such as the bombing of Tokyo in March 
1945 or of Hamburg in July 1943, Dresden stands apart because of the terrible 
cruelty involved, namely the use of an unprecedented amount of incendiary bombs 
that obliterated everything, and the pauses between attacks which allowed 
firefighters and people to come out of their shelters only to be killed by the next raid 
(Wilcox 25). It also stands apart because the human factor was grossly disregarded. 
The information about the thousands of refugees pouring into the city was well 
known and the explanation may be that “an erosion of moral sensibilities had cleared 
the way for attacks on a city the Americans and the British knew was swollen with 
refugees” (Biddle 63), something that would be highly condemned nowadays.  

One of the well known facts about Dresden at the time of the attack was the 
fact that its population of over 600,000 residents was considerably increased by the 
large number refugees, close to 700,000 people, pouring in from other devastated 
cities and in fear of the Soviet army (Tustin 1-2). It was a known fact but 
disregarded from the distance of the decision makers. The result was much more 
important but this particular fact makes the act all the more sinister, as Grayling asks 
himself: “The city was known to be full of tens of thousands of refugees fleeing the 
approach of the Soviet troops. Was this a reason to bomb the city? Why was it not, 
on humanitarian grounds, a reason not to bomb the city?” (172). One of the ironies 
of history makes it that while this particular bombing caused an uproar in Europe, it 
was virtually unknown in the United States until many years later, going probably 
under the large category of regular wartime bombings. 

 
The reality of the Dresden bombings 

The attack started on the evening of February 13th and continued for two 
days until everything was flattened to the ground. Grayling offers a summary of the 
fact: 

 
Eight hundred RAF bombers attacked on the night of 13-14 February 1944; and the 
next day and the day after, the Americans followed with 300 and 200 aircraft 
respectively. The Americans aimed at the railway marshalling yards, but the RAF 
night attack of the 13-14 used a stadium in the city centre as its aiming-point. The 
majority of bombs dropped in Bomber Command’s night attack were incendiaries, 
650,000 of them. The firestorm that resulted wiped out the Baroque city, and killed 
somewhere in the region of 25,000 people. (43) 
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After the first wave of bombers hit the city, the second one that came late in 
the night could find the place very easily because “pilots reported that they could see 
the city burning from as far away as 200 miles . . . and during the three-hour period 
between the first and second strike, the firestorm reached its peak” (Wilcox 25). 
Tami Davis Biddle gives a description of how the events were felt on the ground by 
the thousands of victims that had no escape from the fiery hell: 

 
As the bombs fell, tens of thousands crammed into shelters and basements, while 
others fled to the lower levels of public buildings, including the overcrowded main 
train station. Many of them found no safety. The firestorm sucked oxygen out of 
shelters and replaced it with carbon monoxide, causing mass suffocation. Crowds 
rushing to escape the fires faced smoke, noxious fumes, collapsing buildings, 
thickets of downed electrical wires, showers of burning embers, and lethal walls of 
superheated air surging ahead of the flames. . . . Molten tar in the streets stripped 
away people’s shoes, exposing their bare feet to burns. (60) 
 
This horrific reality was possible because of the exceptional use of 

incendiary bombs which seldom occurred during the Second World War. It was, 
however, Dresden’s ‘honour’ to receive such a rare treatment and the strategy 
worked, everything being burned to the ground due to an unprecedented amount of 
such bombs. The words ‘incendiary bombs’ may not mean much but their effects 
were absolutely horrific creating unimaginable devastation. They did not actually 
explode, but just released a phosphorus and petroleum jelly that stuck to everything 
and could not be extinguished (Grayling 15). Thus, the numerous fires united in one 
huge firestorm that rose to 2 km in the air and sucked oxygen from everywhere, 
melting asphalt, buildings and people (Grayling 15). 

Other factors also combined to make the operation successful, among which 
“unseasonably good weather exactly over the city, an unexpected absence of 
opposition, [...] the inexperience of the city’s people, and the [...] neglect of air raid 
protection” (Taylor 362). The city was indeed left without defences when the war 
took a turn for the worse. There were no searchlights for anti-aircraft defence, and 
the batteries that protected the city were taken away to be used in other battles and 
replaced in Dresden with dummy guns made of wood or paper (Clayton and Russell 
35). This particular detail perpetuated in people’s mind the idea that the Allies knew 
about this situation and would not bomb the city, given its lack of defences. 
However, the tragic events of February 1945 proved it was not so and normal logics 
do not function in wartime, as Taylor remarks: “Dresden remains a terrible 
illustration of what apparently civilized human beings are capable of under extreme 
circumstances, when all the normal brakes on human behavior have been eroded by 
years of total war.” (363) 

 
The memory of the Dresden bombing and the strength to write about it  

The word ‘war’ comes to mind inevitably when someone refers to 
Slaughterhouse-Five because it has been called, as Vonnegut himself referred to it, 
“the famous Dresden book.” (Vonnegut 4). As the author himself confesses in the 
first chapter, it is not easy to write about a massacre and indeed it took Vonnegut 
twenty years to understand how to put on paper his experiences during the war. The 
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normal impulse in such circumstances is to write the classical war novel, which 
includes all the necessary ingredients: bloody scenes, heroic actions, brave soldiers 
overcoming the hardships of combat and images of death, emerging victorious in the 
battle with an evil enemy. And indeed, as Vonnegut confesses, it seems easy to do 
this (Vonnegut 2). Still, it was not until twenty years had passed that the book about 
Dresden was finally written. 

Thomas F. Marvin suggests that Vonnegut had to invent a new way of 
telling a story because “a typical plot structure is based on a conflict between 
characters that builds to a climax and is then resolved” (114), while this story, in 
spite of all the conflicts, has no climax and nothing is resolved in the end. Moreover, 
“conventional storytelling techniques encourage writers to glorify war by 
concentrating on the heroic exploits of their characters” (Marvin 114), which was 
not Vonnegut’s goal. Inspired by his friend’s wife, Mary O’Hare, to whom he 
dedicates the book and who blamed movies and books for glorifying wars and 
fooling other young men into getting killed, Vonnegut finds the best way to write an 
anti-war novel. The book had impact in the context of the time as, in 1969 (the year 
of publication), the United States were involved in conflicts both abroad and at 
home: the Vietnam War abroad and the civil rights movements and other social 
revolutions on the home front. 

Vonnegut’s difficulty in articulating his war experience is explained by 
other critics as PTSD (post traumatic stress disorder). They are of the opinion that 
this novel, as well as the others he wrote, are a way to heal his war trauma, which is 
why Dresden, in spite of being declared the thematic center of the novel, is never 
really fully tackled (Vees-Gulani 181). Writing the novel is a “therapeutic process 
that allows him to uncover and deal with his trauma, . . . a path to recovery.” (Vees-
Gulani 176). The narrative technique used in this novel is purposefully 
unconventional, as Marvin remarked, and it turns the text into an intricate puzzle of 
events, jumping through time from 1944 to 1922 to 1967 to 1945 to 1976 and so on. 
As if still unable or fearing to openly describe the horrors witnessed in Dresden, the 
massacre comes up in sparse remarks scattered in the novel before chapter six when 
he finally tackles the topic and describes his protagonist’s arrival in the city, dressed 
as a clown and mocked by the decent people of Dresden who felt offended by his 
appearance, his blue toga and silver boots. He was even scolded by a citizen for not 
representing the American nation with dignity (Vonnegut 152). 

Billy Pilgrim, the anti-hero in Slaughterhouse-Five is perpetually and 
annoyingly passive and this is in fact Vonnegut’s device to make the reader react. 
Many times in the novel Billy is described as resigned, passive, never angered by 
anything, never having opinions (except at the end), unenthusiastic, unimpressed. 
This is, according to Susanne Vees-Gulani, a symptom of PTSD (179). He is also 
inadequate. He is a soldier but never manages to look like one. He joined his 
regiment as it was being destroyed during the last days of war and he was not issued 
combat gear, therefore he was wearing his civilian clothes and shoes which made 
him look like a “filthy flamingo” (Vonnegut 33) as he wandered behind the German 
lines in a general state of confusion. He will maintain this look throughout his 
remainder days in Europe, while managing to extract pity or anger from those 
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around him (Germans, British, Americans) who are offended by his unintentional 
clownish appearance.  

In spite of his general detachment, he has an inexplicable breakdown when 
he listens to the barbershop quartet on his wedding anniversary. All the repressed 
memories surface as the quartet is strangely reminiscent of the four German guards 
that emerged from the slaughterhouse together with the American prisoners to a 
chaotic Dresden that resembled the surface of the moon. The post-bombing Dresden 
no longer provided the esthetical delights Billy experienced when he saw the city for 
the first time. Now, it was lifeless and still, like the moon. As the POWs were 
marched out of their shelter, the slaughterhouse, they could see the devastation. 
Their guards, Dresden-born, were in a state of shock: “the guards drew together 
instinctively, rolled their eyes. They experimented with one expression and then 
another, said nothing, though their mouths were often open. They looked like a silent 
film of a barbershop quartet” (Vonnegut 178). 

To Billy Pilgrim, Dresden represented a month of relative peace, living as a 
POW in a former slaughterhouse, a place dedicated to killing which ironically saved 
his life. Together with the other prisoners of war, he was working in a factory 
making malt syrup for pregnant women. This was an excellent opportunity for them 
to supplement their bodies with the nutrients lacking from their miserable diet as 
soldiers and then as prisoners. Also, the atmosphere of the city was idyllic and 
happy, as if the city had been located far away from the war. People went on with 
their lives, the restaurants and theaters were open and everything else functioned 
normally. To Billy, Dresden also represented a scene of undisguised beauty in the 
middle of a very ugly war, described the moment he saw the city for the first time as 
he stepped out of the train: “the doorways framed the loveliest city that most of the 
Americans had ever seen. The skyline was intricate and voluptuous and enchanted 
and absurd. It looked like a Sunday school picture of Heaven to Billy Pilgrim.” 
(Vonnegut 148). The architecture of the city is summarized in fairy tale imagery: 
“Merry amoretti wove garlands above windows. Roguish fauns and naked nymphs 
peeked down at Billy from festooned cornices. Stone monkeys frisked among scrolls 
and seashells and bamboo.” (Vonnegut 150). Immediately after these sentences 
Vonnegut juxtaposes an image of destruction of the very same place so as the reader 
not fall into a too pleasant a state of mind: “Billy, with his memories of the future, 
knew that the city would be smashed to smithereens and then burned-in about thirty 
more days. He knew, too, that most of the people watching him would soon be dead. 
So it goes.” (Vonnegut 150-151). In fact, as Tami Biddle notes, “In the city center 
only the fragile, lacework remnants of some buildings remained standing” (62) and 
the amoretti found their end in the rubble with everything and everyone else.  

The bombing, about a month later, is announced and begins after “the air-
raid sirens of Dresden howled mournfully.” (Vonnegut 164). Underground, in their 
meat locker shelter, the POWs can hear the bombs dropping outside as if fantastic 
creatures were invading: “There were sounds like giant footsteps above. Those were 
sticks of high-explosive bombs. The giants walked and walked.” (Vonnegut 177). 
Indeed, that was the effect of the incendiary bombs the planes were dropping, as 
Grayling describes:  
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To say that the bomb loads consisted of a mixture high explosive and incendiary 
weapons does little to convey what that meant in practice. Those sheltering in 
cellars during a Bomber Command raid felt the mighty thud and tremor of high 
explosives falling about them, and the accompanying alternation of suction—
pressure—suction—pressure they caused. (51-52) 
 
From time to time, one of the guards went to the top of the stairs and 

reported back in terror to his companions that “there was a firestorm out there. 
Dresden was one big flame. The one flame ate everything organic, everything that 
would burn.” (Vonnegut 178). Indeed, Tami Biddle also remarks “the worst of the 
firestorm occurred in the early-morning hours of February 14, but the city smoldered 
for weeks.” (62). As if that was not enough, the following day fighter planes flew 
low and fired bullets at anyone still alive (Vonnegut 180). Vonnegut’s cynical 
explanation for this final cruel act is given in the very next sentence: “The idea was 
to hasten the end of the war.” (Vonnegut 180).   

As an eye witness to the immediate aftermath of the bombing, Vonnegut 
remarks that Dresden was “like the moon now nothing but minerals. The stones were 
hot.” (Vonnegut 178). He also describes the same chaos through Billy Pilgrim who 
tells the story of Dresden to his Tralfamadorian wife, Montana Wildhack: 

 
He told her about the stockyards with all the fenceposts gone, with roofs and 
windows gone-told her about seeing little logs lying around. These were people who 
had been caught in the firestorm. So it goes. Billy told her what had happened to the 
buildings that used to form cliffs around the stockyards. They had collapsed. Their 
wood had been consumed, and their stones had crashed down, had tumbled against 
one another until they locked at last in low and graceful curves. (Vonnegut 179) 
 
In fact, the descriptions of his experience in this terrible event are not what 

most readers would expect. He gives no elaborate gory details, no long grim 
descriptions of phosphorus jelly melting walls and bodies, no depiction of beautiful 
architecture fallen into ruin, something that could have gone on for pages and pages. 
He restricts his account to what he personally witnessed, to the aftermath, to the 
human component, and makes a point out of linking the before and after image of 
people he knew to be alive and then dead after the bombing: “The rest of the guards 
had, before the raid began, gone to the comforts of their own homes in Dresden. 
They were all being killed with their families. […] The girls that Billy had seen 
naked were all being killed, too, in a much shallower shelter in another part of the 
stockyards. […] Everybody else in the neighborhood was dead.” (Vonnegut 177). In 
fact, his tone throughout his account is matter-of-fact, lacking anger or resentment, 
and rather fatalistic, each mention of death, from the death of champagne in a glass 
to the death of millions of people in Nazi concentration camps being punctuated by 
the reoccurring phrase ‘So it goes.’ “Paradoxically, the expression of fatalism serves 
as a source of renewal, a situation typical of Vonnegut's works, for it enables the 
novel to go on despite –even because of – the proliferation of deaths.” (McGinnis 
59). 

Another phrase that occurs several times in the novel is the birds song: 
“Poo-tee-weet?”, the only thing that can be heard in the silence that follows a 
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massacre, according to Vonnegut’s opinion. Billy Pilgrim hears the birds singing 
after the bombing of Dresden and again when he is in the veterans hospital in 1948. 
Barbara Tepa Lupack argues that the bird is a symbol of apocalypse and rebirth 
while its song “suggests the ambiguity of its message and the conflict inherent in 
Billy’s condition” (127). Its unintelligible song parallels Vonnegut’s problems in 
writing the novel and his impossibility to describe a massacre as he himself 
confesses in the first chapter (19).The bird song is again heard by Billy while he is in 
the veterans hospital. It is a reminder of the massacre he witnessed in Dresden and a 
symbol for his lack of desire to cope with a world he does not understand. In fact, it 
is the insanity and absurd of the world around him that trigger Billy’s time travel and 
isolation. 

By leaving out the gory details, which are scarcely mentioned at the end, 
when Billy and his mates dig out the “wax museums” (Vonnegut 214) from the 
“corpse mines” (Vonnegut 214), Vonnegut insists on the humanity of the scene 
through the horror experienced by the guards at the sight of their own place of birth, 
now in ruins, and the generosity of the innkeeper who feeds the American POWs 
and provides them with shelter immediately after the rest of the city had been 
destroyed by people of the very same nationality. Neither the guards, nor the 
innkeeper had any resentment towards them, nor feelings of revenge for what their 
countrymen had done. They had shared the same hell and survived it. Vonnegut 
embraces humanity and makes a point out of saying he loves the fact that Lot’s wife 
looked back at the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, proving she was human, in 
spite of the promised punishment. He too is a pillar of salt because that is what 
looking back to a massacre does to the human soul.  

Humanity also emerges as a need to made order out of chaos, as absurd 
gestures which suggest a way to cope with the unconscionable. The death of Edgar 
Derby, a POW just like Billy Pilgrim and Vonnegut himself, may seem absurd and 
meaningless after having survived the firestorm that had killed thousands, but his 
execution was justified by this need to make order out of chaos. Before chapter six, 
which begins the description of the Dresden experience, Vonnegut mentions Edgar 
Derby’s absurd death in chapter four –  “Derby’s son would survive the war. Derby 
wouldn’t. That good body of his would be filled with holes by a firing squad in 
Dresden in sixty-eight days. So it goes.” (Vonnegut 83), and again several times in 
chapter five, among which: “Billy closed that one eye, saw in his memory of the 
future poor old Edgar Derby in front of the firing squad in the ruins of Dresden.” 
(Vonnegut 105). Among the thousands of corpses, there was one more dead, this 
time properly and lawfully executed. What had happened was that when the 
authorities began to use the POWs to dig out the corpses from the basements and 
shelters of Dresden, “somewhere in there the poor old high school teacher, Edgar 
Derby, was caught with a teapot he had taken from the catacombs. He was arrested 
for plundering. He was tried and shot.” (Vonnegut 214). So, while his mates were 
able to steal anything they wanted just days later, when everybody fled in fear of the 
Russians, Edgar Derby was the victim of the need to reinstate order and a proper 
society with proper laws among the smoldering ruins of a once such a lawful place. 

 Human emotions emerge at another point in the narrative and this time they 
steal a reaction from Billy who finally manages to register the pain within himself 
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and of the events around him as he somehow becomes aware of reality. There is a 
particular scene in the middle of the apocalyptic lunar landscape that suggests this 
glimpse of humanity: the German couple that laments the miserable state of the 
horses used by Billy and his mates to drag the coffin-shaped wagon and carry their 
things. When everybody was quiet, when the world around was ruined and the 
beauty gone, when thousands of people stood like cinder statues in the basements of 
burning buildings, when the terror and horror of the surroundings is sublimated to 
insensitivity in order to allow life to continue, two people find the time to observe 
the suffering of two poor animals. Billy is moved to tears by the state of the horses 
and by the realization of his insensitivity towards the poor creatures. This is in fact 
the only time Billy cries during the war, as he himself declares (Vonnegut 197). 

Dresden, though not fully explored in the novel, as a previously mentioned 
critic opinionates, is in fact present everywhere in the novel, not because of the 
several scattered mentions of the name Dresden, but because of the idea of death 
which is pervasive throughout the novel. Just like death floated above the destroyed 
city in 1945, it is also a constant presence in the novel. It is not just words like 
‘death’ or ‘dead’, but all the registry of terms and events that invoke the idea of 
death. Children “drowned in shipwrecks” (Vonnegut 16) before reaching North 
Africa in the Children’s Crusade, Billy becomes a widower, “his father died in a 
hunting accident” (Vonnegut 24), the smell of roses and mustard gas (the rotting 
corpses of Dresden) is mentioned several times, blue and ivory (the colour of the 
corpses frozen on battlefields) also occur more than once, the discussions between 
Billy and his extraterrestrial keepers (the Tralfamadorians) are often about death, the 
slaughterhouse (a place of killing), Billy and his mates leave Dresden in a coffin-
shaped wagon drawn by two injured and thirsty horses, and the long subtitle The 

Children’s Crusade. A Duty-dance with Death. These are but a few examples. 
Lawrence Broer concludes, to this effect, that “if one counts the deaths that are 
predicted or imagined as well as those that have actually occurred, there is a greater 
proliferation of corpses in Slaughterhouse-Five than in any other twentieth-century 
novel (61), which is only fitting for a novel about the massacre of hundreds of 
thousands of people.  

Slaughterhouse-Five is a novel about a true story, but Vonnegut takes care 
not to claim his book is accurate in that regard. Chapter one starts with the following 
sentences: “All this happened, more or less. The war parts, anyway, are pretty much 
true.” (Vonnegut 1). History, however, can be known through documents and 
Vonnegut uses historical documents, as well as people whose job is to make or 
record history. His intention is, though, only to show how biased or devoid of 
humanity documents or historians can be in their recording of events. Thus, the 
reader of Slaughterhouse-Five learns about history from Howard W. Campbell, Jr., 
the Nazi American and the protagonist of Mother Night, and from Bertram Copeland 
Rumfoord, a full professor, the official Air Force Historian and a millionaire since 
birth. An interesting point here is the fact that one of the sources for this very article 
was the Official version of the Dresden bombing written by the Chief Historian of 
the United States Air Force in Europe, Joseph P. Tustin, while Vonnegut refers to 
such a historian, who incidentally also has three names. Tustin, however, is not a 
millionaire, although his father did work in finance and banking according to a 
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biography of his at www.eaglehorse.org/. However, he served in the Navy during 
World War I, was fluent in German and after World War II remained in Germany 
until the 1950s, according to the same website. The readers are also acquainted with 
two actual documents, namely President Harry S. Truman’s speech when the atomic 
bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, and a book about the destruction of Dresden 
written by an Englishman (The Destruction of Dresden by David Irving). While 
Truman, in an almost childlike manner, basically says that the Japanese started it by 
bombing Pearl Harbor and promises to destroy and virtually erase Japan from the 
face of the earth (Vonnegut 185-186), David Irving finds the attack perfectly 
justified in all senses and proposes that people who oppose it should think about all 
the victims of Nazism and all the Allied soldiers that died by the thousands 
(Vonnegut 187-188). Opinions about history and war are also given by the other 
protagonists: Roland Weary, Edgar Derby, Wild Bob, and Valencia Pilgrim. Most of 
these characters Vonnegut chooses to voice history do not exactly represent high-
quality people. They are regular, ordinary people with narrow-minded views, and 
many of them quite obtuse. 

Apart the accounts given by these people, history is also written by 
Vonnegut himself and he gives weight to his account by challenging the traditional 
restrictions of viewpoint in fiction and by introducing himself in the text. He makes 
sure the reader understands that there should be no confusion in this regard. 
Vonnegut gives authenticity to his war descriptions by clearly making his presence 
known four times in the novel saying “That was I. That was me. That was the author 
of this book” (Vonnegut 125). Thus he clarifies any confusion we might have about 
distinctions of character-narrator-author. It is Kurt Vonnegut who is speaking, who 
was standing next to Billy Pilgrim, it is him who wrote this book about Dresden and 
he was there, he witnessed and experienced Dresden and there is no doubt about it. 
He gives, however, no metaphorical explanations for the events and merely offers 
his opinion as a witness, rejecting and demystifying the traditional myth of poetic 
vision and its all-seeing power:  

 
Vonnegut denigrates such romantic self-delusion. He realizes that human insight is 
limited and offers at best a distorted view. The artist has no more perspicacity than 
the fool. […] From the Children's Crusade to the bombing of Hiroshima, from the 
“Iron Maiden of Nuremberg” to the corpse mines of Dresden, humankind has failed 
to “see” its violent instinct. It has chosen instead to construct elaborate disguises. In 
the context of this historical reality, poetic vision is farcical. Vonnegut makes no 
claim to it and has no faith in it. (Shaw 107-108) 

 
His opinion is subjective, therefore also biased, as the events are described 

from the victims’ point of view. However, that is what makes it valuable and worth 
more than the misleading historical documents that distort the truth and attempt to 
muffle the voices of the dead. 

According to the accounts of the witnesses and to the evidence left behind, 
the bombing of Dresden was a horrific act. It is an undisputed fact that the city was 
practically melted to the ground and its population decimated. However, Dresden 
does not stand alone. It is part of a gallery of gratuitous atrocities that were, to put it 
in a cynical voice, part of what was the normal state of events during World War II. 
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It stands proof to the human capacity for cruelty and need for retaliation in a desire 
to quell the ‘eye for an eye’ urge. If we put it in an even bigger perspective, the 
bombing of Dresden is lost among the countless atrocities committed by humans in 
their innumerable conflicts over the course of history. It is simply more evidence 
that we are a cruel race with an ingrained need for violence. Unfortunately, history is 
not recorded  objectively or wholly, therefore some events are lost in its footnotes, or 
deliberately hidden or downplayed. Human indifference and capacity for selfishness 
and forgetfulness also contribute to the omission of important facts that should be a 
wakeup call for humanity to revise its values and attitudes. 

Many postmodernist writers of the 1960s – Thomas Pynchon, John Barth, 
Joseph Heller and Kurt Vonnegut – challenged and demystified the idea of history in 
general and war in particular, by offering a different perspective, by showing that, in 
reality, the line between victim and aggressor is blurred, and atrocities can be 
perpetrated by both sides of a conflict on the premises of a degradation of humanity, 
suspended sanity and a realm of the absurd where the ‘enemy’ is a subjective notion. 
Without trying to impress or horrify the reader with detailed depictions of the hell 
that became Dresden during the air-raids of February 1945, Vonnegut’s point is 
simply that no amount of military strategy justifies any such gratuitous cruelty in 
any context, and that decision factors, more than often, take retaliation into account 
and adopt a payback attitude in wars without considering the human component and 
the lives that are about to be lost. The bombing of Dresden and the manner in which 
it was executed remains a controversial military operation and, whether it was truly 
justified or not, is still a debatable matter. However, the many accounts from various 
sides – witnesses, official records, chronicles, opinions and analyses of historians, 
political speeches, the voices of the victims and the remains of the city – all combine 
to tell the story of Dresden. 
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