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In Watermelon Sugar By Richard Brautigan

Introduction: A Journey into the
Whimsical World of In Watermelon
Sugar

In  the vast  landscape of  1960s American literature,  few
works stand as uniquely enigmatic and tenderly surreal as
In Watermelon Sugar by Richard Brautigan. Published in
1968,  this  slender  novel  is  not  just  a  book  but  a
dreamscape—a world crafted from the soft, translucent pulp
of watermelon sugar. Brautigan’s prose drifts like a gentle
river,  inviting  readers  into  a  commune-like  settlement
called iDEATH, where everything is built from the sweet
remains  of  watermelons.  The  book  defies  conventional
narrative structure, blending elements of pastoral utopia,
post-apocalyptic reverie, and earnest human emotion. For
those  seeking  a  story  that  feels  both  timeless  and
otherworldly, In Watermelon Sugar remains a touchstone
of counterculture creativity. In this article, we will explore
the  novel’s  background,  its  central  themes,  its  unique
literary  style,  and the lasting impression it  continues to
make on readers and writers alike.

Who Was Richard Brautigan? The
Author Behind the Watermelon
Dream

To  fully  appreciate  In  Watermelon  Sugar,  it  helps  to
understand  the  man  who  wrote  it.  Richard  Brautigan
(1935–1984)  was  an  American  poet,  novelist,  and  short
story  writer  who  became  a  icon  of  the  San  Francisco
counterculture. His earlier work, especially the novel Trout
Fishing in America (1967), had already established him as a
master of playful, minimalist prose that blended irony with
childlike  wonder.  Brautigan’s  writing  often  defied
categorization—it was simultaneously humorous, poignant,
and absurd. He drew from the Beats, the hippie movement,
and a deeply personal sense of alienation.

Brautigan wrote In Watermelon Sugar during a period of
intense creativity and personal turmoil. The novel emerged
as a reaction to the chaos of the late 1960s—the Vietnam
War, social unrest, and the disintegration of easy ideals. Yet
instead  of  producing  a  work  of  protest  or  cynicism,
Brautigan  created  a  gentle,  almost  hypnotic  world.  The
book  is  dedicated  to  a  mysterious  “M.D.”  and  to  “the
memory of  my grandfather,  who gave me a  watermelon
seed when I was six years old.” That seed, metaphorically
planted, grew into a book that feels like a meditation on
simplicity, death, and community.

Plot Summary: Life in iDEATH and
the Echoes of a Lost World

The  narrative  of  In  Watermelon  Sugar  is  told  by  an
unnamed narrator living in iDEATH—a settlement where
houses,  books,  and  even  the  walls  are  made  from
“watermelon sugar.” The world is bathed in the color and
sweetness of watermelon; the sun shines in shades of pink
and orange, and the river flows with a gentle current that
reflects the translucent fruit. However, this idyllic setting is
not without shadows. There is a dark, violent counterpart
called the “Forgotten Works,” a huge trash heap where the

“Statue  of  Mirrors”  stands—a  monument  to  a  past
civilization  that  destroyed  itself.  The  narrative  weaves
between the narrator’s peaceful life with his lover Pauline
and his haunted memories of a former lover, Margaret, who
died  in  a  terrible  accident  involving  the  mysterious
“Watermelon  Sugar”  factory.  The  story  also  introduces
“inBOIL,” a place of fire and intense heat, and characters
like  the  wise  “Doc”  and  the  eccentric  “Roy  Earle.”
Brautigan’s novel is not driven by a conventional plot but by
a  series  of  vignettes,  conversations,  and  reflective
interludes.  The  central  conflict  revolves  around  the
inevitable destruction of the gentle world by the rawness of
the Forgotten Works. In the end, the narrator and Pauline
embrace a quiet life, accepting both joy and loss.

Themes: Utopia, Loss, and the
Fragility of Innocence

In Watermelon Sugar is rich with themes that resonate
deeply  with  readers.  One  of  the  most  prominent  is  the
tension between a utopian community and the specter of
past  violence.  The  iDEATH  commune  seems  perfect—a
place where everyone works together, eats together, and
lives  in  harmony  with  nature.  But  the  Forgotten  Works
reminds them of the society that came before, a civilization
that consumed itself in greed and destruction. This creates
a  subtle  undercurrent  of  melancholy;  the  sweetness  of
watermelon sugar is always tinged with the possibility of
bitterness.

Another core theme is the nature of death and memory. The
narrator’s  former  lover  Margaret  died  a  traumatic
death—she  went  “half-alive”  into  the  watermelon  sugar
vats, and her body was transformed into something both
beautiful  and grotesque.  The narrator  must  process  this
tragedy while living with a new love, Pauline. The book does
not offer easy closure; instead, it suggests that loss can be
integrated  into  everyday  life  without  being  erased.  The
watermelon  sugar  itself  becomes  a  metaphor  for  the
sweetness  of  transience—everything  is  temporary,
everything  can  be  reshaped.

There is also a strong theme of simplicity versus complexity.
The characters  in  iDEATH lead remarkably  simple lives:
they fish, they make objects from wood and sugar, they tell
stories. This is a stark contrast to the frenetic consumerism
and  technological  overload  of  the  outside  world  (which
Brautigan never names but implicitly critiques). The novel
can be read as a call to slow down, to appreciate handmade
things, and to treat community as sacred.

Literary Style: A Minimalist
Masterpiece

Richard  Brautigan’s  prose  in  In  Watermelon Sugar  is
deceptively  simple.  He  uses  short  sentences,  repetitive
structures, and a vocabulary that is deliberately childlike.
The effect is hypnotic—like reading the instructions to a
dream.  For  example,  the  book  opens  with  the  line:  “In
watermelon sugar the deeds were done and the words were
spoken.” This sentence establishes the novel’s tone: both
concrete and abstract, factual and poetic. Brautigan avoids
elaborate metaphors or complex syntax. Instead, he creates
a  world  through  repetition  and  naming.  The  names



“iDEATH,”  “inBOIL,”  and  “Forgotten  Works”  are
capitalized, giving them the weight of sacred places. The
narrator  refers  to  simple  acts  like  “washing  dishes”  or
“making  new  doors”  with  the  same  seriousness  as
discussions  about  the  nature  of  the  universe.

The novel’s structure is episodic. Chapters are short, often
less than a page. Some chapters are only a few sentences
long. This fragmentation mirrors the experience of memory
and the  way  we process  grief.  There  is  no  overarching
climax; the story ebbs and flows like the river that runs
through iDEATH. This style was revolutionary for its time,
anticipating the “flash fiction” and “postmodern fabulism”
movements that would emerge later. Brautigan’s voice is
warm, intimate, and slightly ironic—he never takes himself
too seriously, yet he never mocks his characters or their
world.

The Significance of Watermelon
Sugar as a Substance

The title itself—In Watermelon Sugar—is a phrase that
evokes both sweetness and artificiality. Watermelon sugar
is not a real substance; it is a made-up material that forms
the basis of the novel’s economy and aesthetic. Everything
is built from it: houses, books, even the narrator’s hat. This
is a deliberate subversion of our world. In our reality, sugar
is linked to calories, addiction, and unhealthy consumption.
But in Brautigan’s world, sugar is a building block of peace.
The watermelon sugar is translucent, pink, and soft. It can
be molded or carved. It is not consumed so much as used to
create shelter and art. This transformation of a commodity
into a spiritual element reflects the counterculture’s desire
to  turn  the  dross  of  consumer  society  into  something
sacred.

Moreover, watermelon itself is a seasonal fruit—associated
with summer, picnics, and joyous gatherings. By freezing its
sugar  into  a  permanent  building  material,  Brautigan
metaphorically preserves the essence of summer, making it
eternal. Yet the fragility of that sugar is always present: it
can melt,  break,  or decay.  This  duality  makes the novel
resonate as a meditation on how we try to hold onto beauty
and happiness.

Cultural Impact and Legacy of the
Novel

Upon its release, In Watermelon Sugar found a devoted
audience  among  the  youthful  counterculture.  Its  gentle
rebellion against the status quo appealed to those seeking
alternatives  to  mainstream society.  The  book  became  a
staple  of  college reading lists  and a reference point  for
artists, musicians, and filmmakers. The band The Grateful
Dead, for instance, referenced Brautigan’s imagery in their

song lyrics. The novel has been translated into numerous
languages, and its influence can be seen in the works of
writers like Douglas Coupland, Haruki Murakami, and even
in the visual aesthetics of Studio Ghibli films.

Critically, the novel has been both praised and dismissed.
Some see it as a trivial fantasy, while others regard it as a
profound parable. Over time, In Watermelon Sugar has
maintained  a  cult  status.  It  was  reprinted  by  various
publishers and remains in print today. Brautigan’s suicide
in 1984 added a layer of tragedy to his legacy, but the book
itself continues to offer a sense of peace and reinvention. In
recent years, there has been a resurgence of interest in
Brautigan’s work, partly due to the rise of “hopepunk” and
cozy  fantasy  genres—stories  that  emphasize  kindness,
community,  and  simple  beauty.

Why Read In Watermelon Sugar
Today?

In  a  world increasingly  defined by digital  noise,  climate
anxiety, and political polarization, In Watermelon Sugar
offers a quiet retreat. It invites readers to imagine a life
where  one’s  hands  are  busy  making  things,  where
conversations are earnest  but  not  combative,  and where
loss is acknowledged without being allowed to destroy joy.
The book is short—only about 160 pages—and can be read
in a single sitting.  Yet its  effects can linger for days.  It
reminds us that literature does not need to be plot-heavy to
be meaningful; sometimes, the most revolutionary act is to
create a world of tenderness.

For writers, the novel is a masterclass in how to build a
lyrical  atmosphere  without  relying  on  exposition.  For
readers of all ages, it is a window into a mind that dared to
imagine something beautiful. Brautigan’s In Watermelon
Sugar is not a book about escape; it is a book about how to
live with the sweetness and the sadness of being human.

Conclusion: The Enduring
Sweetness of a Surreal Classic

In Watermelon Sugar by Richard Brautigan  is  more
than a novel; it is a feeling. From the first line, it envelops
the reader in a world bathed in pink light and quiet wonder.
Its themes of community, loss, and the fragility of happiness
remain as relevant today as they were in 1968. Brautigan’s
minimalist  style and his ability to make ordinary objects
magical have influenced countless artists. Whether you are
a seasoned admirer of literary surrealism or a newcomer
seeking a gentle story, this book offers a unique experience.
It is a testament to the power of imagination and the deep
human need for sweetness—even if that sweetness is made
from  watermelon  sugar.  In  a  culture  obsessed  with
complexity and speed, Brautigan’s delicate novel stands as
an invitation to slow down, to savor, and to dream.


