Notes for Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49 (published 1966, pagination from our 1999 reprint)

page 1: “Jay Gould”: perhaps the most unscrupulous of all the “robber barrons,” or predatory financiers, of nineteenth-century America. The fact that Pierce Inverarity owned a bust of this figure tells you a lot about his career and character.

4: “creampuff”: slang for a used car in great condition

13: note the cheesy parody of the Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand” here
15: “YOYODYNE”: a multinational corporation with many branches which appear more than once in Pynchon’s novels; it sounds much like our modern-day Halliburton
19. “phony proto-Dodecanese process footage of a seashore at sunset”: that is, film footage taken on a stage with an artificial backdrop
20: “hierophany”: literally “the divine showing itself.” According to an online bible dictionary (https://people.creighton.edu/~ngr39382/terms.htm), hierophany describes “any purported appearance or experience of the sacred, such as that described in the burning bush episode (Exod 3).”

28: “shivaree”: or “charivari,” “a serenade of ‘rough music,’ with kettles, pans, tea-trays, and the like, used in France, in mockery and derision of incongruous or unpopular marriages, and of unpopular persons generally; hence a confused, discordant medley of sounds; a babel of noise” (OED).

35: “Peter Pinguid Society”: The colloquial meaning of “peter” is obvious. “Pinguid” means “of the nature of or resembling fat, fatty; greasy, oily; (of soil) rich, fertile”; “unctuous; florid; also: weighty, overly large” (OED).

41: “ogived”: “a pointed (or Gothic) arch” (OED); “verdigrised”: containing “a green or greenish blue substance obtained artificially by the action of dilute acetic acid on thin plates of copper (or a green rust naturally forming on copper and brass), and much used as a pigment, in dyeing, the arts, and medicine; basic acetate of copper” (OED).
43: “Eh, sfacim”: “Ah shit” in Italian
43: “Adeste Fideles”: “O Come, All Ye Faithful” in Latin
45: “Cosa Nostra”: Italian name for the Mob.
47: “lago”: Italian for lake.

47: “Forest Lawn”: an L.A. cemetery chain conceived in the usual L.A. fashion. According to the company’s website: “Imagine ... in one afternoon you can see exact replicas of Michelangelo’s greatest works such as David, Moses, and La Pieta; Leonardo da Vinci’s immortal Last Supper re-created in brilliant stained glass; two of the world’s largest paintings, The Crucifixion and The Resurrection; original bronze and marble statuary, rare coins, valuable 13th century stained glass, old world architecture; and much, much more. And in that same afternoon, you can even take a quiet stroll around a splashing fountain pond that’s teeming with ducks and majestic swans! Best of all, it’s free.”
47: “menhaden”: a herring which is farmed for fertilizer.
50: “Thurn and Taxis family”: a real German family of nobles central to the establishment of a standardized postal service in Europe from the 16th century until the 18th century, when the postal service was finally bought by the heir to the Spanish throne.

54: “This pitchy brew in France is ‘encre’ hight”: i.e., the French call this “ink.”

54: “tegument”: skin

54: “swart”: either “swarthy” or “livid”
55: “vizard”: a mask

55: “poniards”: slim daggers

61: “grue”: “shivering, shuddering; a shiver, shudder” (OED)—i.e., the root of “gruesome”
65: “quonset”: “a kind of prefabricated building consisting of a semi-cylindrical corrugated metal roof on a bolted steel foundation” (OED)
68: “Maxwell’s Demon”: This is a complex issue. In 1867, the physicist James Clerk Maxwell sketched a box composed of two halves with only a hole linking them together. He imagined that a demon could sit in the hole, and open and shut the hole in order to allow the faster-moving hot molecules to pass through it to one half of the box, while the slower-moving cold molecules would correspondingly be permitted to move to the other side. The result is that one half of the box would become warmer than the other. As Maxwell wrote, the importance of this thought experiment is that it provides a way in which the machine could thwart the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which holds that, over time, differences in temperature tend to balance out in any particular environment (this process of balancing out, or approach toward equilibrium, is known as “entropy”). For example, any differences in temperature between areas of a bathtub will tend eventually to be eliminated. Maxwell, however, imagined a system where this elimination of difference would not occur; the practical application would be the building of a piston that could generate energy (through the difference between hot and cold halves) without expending any. Several objections have been made against Maxwell’s claims, the most important one being that the demon’s act of acquiring information about the heat and/or speed of the molecules would require an expenditure of energy.
For the purposes of the novel, Pynchon uses Maxwell’s Demon as a way of producing order out of chaos. The demon engages in a sorting and ordering activity to defy the tendency toward entropy. Comments Anne Mangel: “Just as the Demon, by sorting the molecules, gains information about them, so Oedipa shuffles through countless people and places, gathering information about the elusive Trystero.” The Berkeley scientist, Nefastis, draws a link between energy and information. He believes that it is possible for the mind of a “sensitive” to intuitively arrive at information about heat and cold that would permit that mind to communicate with the Demon, who would in turn cause Maxwell’s face to move.
72: “Thoth”: the Egyptian god of writing (hieroglyphics) and of codes
82: “Wheeler Hall”: home to Cal’s English department!

83: “FSM’s, YAF’s, VDC’s”: student movements of the 1960s, standing for the Free Speech Movement (a Berkeley left-wing student club), Young Americans for Freedom (a national right-wing organization), Vietnam Day Committee (a Berkeley left-wing student club).

83: “Siwash”: slang for any small college

83: “Secretaries James and Foster and Senator Joseph”: important figures in the formation of a U.S. national security state in the post-World War II era (James Forrestal, secretary of defense under F.D.R. and Truman who committed suicide in a fit of paranoia in 1949; John Foster Dulles, Secretary of State under Eisenhower, a major figure in anti-communism; and Joseph McCarthy, witch hunter from Wisconsin).

84: “Watusi”: a dance fad of 1961
87: “Bay Bridge”: the 8.4-mile bridge connecting Oakland to San Francisco, at that time the longest in the world

89: “Finocchio’s”: former club known for its drag shows.

93: “IBM 7094”: top-of-the-line computer in 1966, its major innovation being the use of transistors rather than vacuum tubes

96: “CIA…Conjuracion”: “conjuracion” means “conspiracy” in Spanish
96: “Flores Magon brothers”: important Mexican anarchist journalists who died in U.S. prisons

96: “Zapata”: Emiliano Zapata, key figure in the peasant-led Mexican Revolution against dictatorship beginning in 1910
97: “yucateco”: native of the Yucatan in Mexico, whom Pynchon uses here to represent a minority under a centralized government
99: “Alameda County”: comprising Berkeley, Oakland, and other East Bay cities

102: “cammed”: presumably means to move like a cam (a cog in a rotating wheel)
104: “Register A”: the 1960s version of a hard drive—the sailor’s mattress is being compared to a repository of memory
108: “Gewehr 43”: German-made semi-automatic rifle used in WW2
109: “PBX”: short for private branch exchange, a private telephone network, as opposed to a public communications system

112: “Brechtian vignettes”: like the plays of the revolutionary German dramatist Bertolt Brecht

112: “solfeggio”: vocal exercise singing “sol” and “fa,” used by singers-in-training
120: “Humbert Humbert”: the pedophilic narrator of Vladimir Nabokov’s famous novel Lolita, who pursues young girls
123: “riparian”: alongside a river (from the Latin for “bank”)
124: “K. da Chingado”: quedar chingado would mean “permanently fucked” in Spanish
127: “Scurvhamites”: an invented organization, Pynchon’s parody of the Puritans
130: note that the Trystero’s motto parodies that of the U.S. Postal Service, which was originally, “Not snow, nor rain, nor heat, nor night keeps them from accomplishing their appointed courses with all speed.”
131: “Calavera”: “skull” in Spanish
136: “Zeitgeist”: “spirit of the age,” the sign of the times
139: “Scott catalogue”: lists all stamps made throughout the world
142-43: this article recounts events between the battle of Austerlitz, which Napoleon’s French army won in 1805, to 1848, a year of revolution throughout Europe
150: “administrator de bonis non”: executor of the remainder of the estate

151: “Loren Passerine”: the auctioneer’s name refers to a type of dove (note the connection to the Pentecost)
� Some of these notes are derived from entries in J. Kerry Grant’s A Companion to The Crying of Lot 49 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1994), and others rely on definitions from the Oxford English Dictionary (www.oed.com), while a few rely on the resources of the Wikipedia (I know, I know!).





