PALE FIRE

Vladimir Nabokov

*****

A critical paper by

Leigh Fabens

*****

May 1, 2001

How did you read Pale Fire?  If, like Brian Boyd and other devoted, patient readers with 20 fingers and a stack of sticky notes, you tracked the clues and followed every prompt to “see note to line 649,” you were rewarded.  Pale Fire’s intricacies and Nabokov’s brilliance amazed and delighted you.  You may have deferred your pleasure, however, and read the novel straight, saving some discoveries for a later reading.  That’s how I approached it, or intended to approach it, until I found myself flipping back and forth to check Kinbote’s references.

Is any other novel written this way?  The structure and raison d’etre it announces for itself – a 999-line poem by John Shade with a foreword and extensive commentary by Charles Kinbote – is quickly undermined by our realization that Kinbote’s commentary has a lot to say about Kinbote and precious little about the poem entitled Pale Fire.  Furthermore, we detect Kinbote’s madness, revealed in his egomaniacal insistence that the poem is all about him (when it didn’t read that way at all, at least the first time through) and his jealous, obsessive fascination with the private lives of John and Sybil Shade. 

That discovery – Kinbote’s madness – is the easiest to make, and we read on, shaking our heads and chuckling at his digressions. But wait – there’s more.  The commentary, after all, constitutes the biggest chunk of this novel.  Why is it there, and what is Nabokov doing with us?  Is he offering a parody of criticism?  The novel can work that way.  A demonstration of a reader’s capacity for projecting unintended and irrelevant meanings into a text?  It works that way, too.  Who is the author – is it Shade, Kinbote, or Nabokov?  Are Shade and Kinbote two aspects of Nabokov?  Readers have puzzled over these questions as well. 

Because I personally find structure interesting but not endlessly fascinating, I will spend only a minimum of time in this paper on the intricacies of design.  I was a little put off by Brian Boyd’s enthusiasm for negotiating the maze of cross-references – I only have ten fingers, and since Boyd has already done the work I’ll leave that to him.  Robert Alter’s assertion that what really matters is the purpose served by the “elaborate tracery of its design” appeals to me.  I will not attempt a thorough explication – the book is far too rich and our time too short for that.  But I should warn you: just as I found it impossible to read Pale Fire in a straight line, I couldn’t write about it in a linear, organized, outlined manner. Be prepared to jump around.

Charles Kinbote reveals his quirks in the first pages of his Foreword, which opens with a dry, precise description of the size and shape of the poem Pale Fire but begins to unravel as early as the second paragraph, where he inserts a directly personal reference to “Canto Two, your favorite.” Who is the “you?” The address is not a typically indirect reference to the abstract reader, like the lines on the following page, where he writes “when you once make the plunge and compel yourself to open your eyes…”  This is your favorite, specific reader, and how do you know what your favorite canto will be?   You haven’t read the poem yet, have you? The shift to the personal address, Kinbote to reader, is further signaled when Kinbote interjects “There is a very loud amusement park right in front of my present lodgings,” perhaps to excuse his editorial lapses in advance.  It’s as if we’re speaking to him on the phone – I can’t hear you, with all that damned noise! We are drawn into his circle, no longer the unknown abstract reader but a confidante who will be privy to Charles Kinbote’s secrets and particular obsessions.  The dividing line between narrator and audience has been broken.

This commentator is self-conscious, defensive in response to perceived aspersions cast on his honesty and competence, and careful to buttress his legitimacy with anecdotes illustrating his close relationship with the dead Shade.  Readers familiar with Nabokov’s biography will recognize tantalizing parallels: Shade’s method of composing on index cards; the burning of a draft in a backyard incinerator – Nabokov almost destroyed an early draft of Lolita in a backyard fire but Lo was rescued by Vera; the symbolic symmetry of butterflies; the ubiquitous poet’s wife who protects her artist husband from annoying admirers like Kinbote.  Nabokov enthusiasts will also find favorite devices in the plethora of anagrams, puns and multilingual word games.  Pale Fire is loaded with allusions to literary work, including some of Nabokov’s own: “Hurricane Lolita,” Vera and Vladimir’s name for the book that changed their lives, appears in the poem, and is noted by a typically puzzled and off-the-beam Kinbote. The self-conscious Kinbote’s inventor is the self-conscious novelist who writes with a profound understanding of Western canonical literature.

The jokes Nabokov weaves into the text also contain personal allusions.  Look at Kinbote’s account of his dealings with his publisher, “good old Frank,” who asks him to mention in his Preface that he, Kinbote, is solely responsible for any mistakes in his commentary.  The next sentence is “Insert before a professional,” a line which only makes sense if read as a “note to self” that should have been erased once the change was made.  Vera Nabokov was her husband’s chief proofreader, and both of them found misprints infuriating and inexcusable.  But this joke, like so much in Pale Fire, serves a double purpose: as an allusion to the Nabokovs’ strong feelings about error-free printing, and as an inadvertent bit of incriminating self-parody from Kinbote, obsessive and fastidious but careless. 

Kinbote is so enthralled with his own paranoid perception of the world that he is oblivious to the reactions of his colleagues.  His oblivion allows him to reveal evidence that a saner character would be careful to hide; it allows Nabokov to put embarrassing words in Kinbote’s mouth, as when Kinbote writes that he “began seeing more and more of [his] celebrated neighbor,” as if in the usual social sense, but proceeds to describe a round-the-clock spying operation conducted from his own second story window, then from behind a particular bush in his yard.  He is minutely familiar with the Shades’ domestic habits, but in spite of his extensive voyeurism, Kinbote understands very little about the Shades or – it appears - about John Shade’s poem.  

The shape of this novel puts the relationship of text and reader, author and commentator in the foreground. It is a reflective relationship: like the waxwing and its shadow (shade? As in the shades of Dante’s Inferno?), the reader’s version begins where the poem leaves off. We watch Kinbote doing this, to often comic effect. Rather than providing “the only reality,” as he claims, his notes provide another reality – Kinbote’s story. In his madness, there are shafts of wisdom, as when he tells us he watched Shade looking from a terrace toward a distant lake, itself a reflective surface: “I am looking at him.  I am witnessing a unique physiological phenomenon: John Shade perceiving and transforming the world, taking it in and taking it apart, re-combining its elements in the very process of storing them up so as to produce at some unspecified date an organic miracle, a fusion of image and music, a line of verse.”   This from crazy Kinbote.  Other readers have picked up the allusions to both Alexander Pope and to Shakespeare in the conjunction of the madman and the poet.  When I read the passage I just quoted I linked it to prosaic Theseus’ observation that lunatics and poets are “of imagination all compact,” and “the poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling, doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven; And as imagination bodies forth the shapes of things unknown, the poet’s pen Turns them to shapes, and gives to aery nothing A local habitation and a name.”  

Kinbote compares Shade to a conjurer, who puts a pack of index cards into his hat and shakes out a poem, making a meticulously crafted work sound like an act of facile genius.  But Kinbote exhibits his own type of genius, conjuring an entire Zemblan world with its own characters, history, folklore, language and culture.  Both are Nabokov’s creations, giving the novel a “genuinely binocular vision,” in Robert Alter’s words.  One type of imaginative literature inspires a reflection on another more carefully structured type, Kinbote’s freewheeling, tangential commentary reflecting on Shade’s carefully measured poem.  The title Pale Fire, in fact, comes from Timon of Athens, although Kinbote never quite locates it. In that passage, the moon is represented as an arrant thief snatching pale fire from the sun. The reflections are endless, like the reflections in a double set of mirrors; where is the original, where is the reality?

In the poem itself, we find a multitude of reflections, beginning with the waxwing slain by “false azure,” a reflection that seemed real. Shade’s poem develops into a reflective piece on death, as he contemplates his own mortality and vulnerability, beginning with blackouts he remembers from childhood, the heart attack he suffered at a speaking engagement years later, his parents’ death, his Aunt Maud’s death, and most deeply, his daughter’s suicide.  Nabokov’s personal history – the assassination of his father, his brother’s death at the hands of the Nazis, his own exile – is reflected in the poem and in Kinbote’s notes.  We discover that Kinbote’s commentary is obsessed with death in a peculiarly delusional way, as Kinbote imagines that the man who shot John Shade was a political assassin assigned to kill Kinbote, the exiled king of Zembla. His projection of Zemblan history and politics serves to explain Kinbote’s circumstances to him; the madness of his method distinguishes his fantastic story from the ordinary sort of rationalizing that we all do.  Kinbote has been described as a character who exhibits all three main types of paranoia – the grandiose, the persecutory and the erotic, so he requires a great deal of explaining.  Art brings order to chaos: true for John Shade, Charles Kinbote, Vladimir Nabokov. 

Shade attempts to make order and sense out of his daughter’s life and death, retelling the story of her childhood, retelling what he knows of the circumstances of her death.  In the second Canto, which deals extensively with the daughter’s story, he characterizes her as a dingy cygnet that never became a wood duck; the metaphor is a reversal, a mirror reflection, of the ugly duckling maturing into a lovely swan story.  But why a wood duck?  Like Kinbote, I bring my own associations to the poem without regard to their relevance, thinking of the suicidal leaps young wood ducks are forced to make from their nests in trees.  Here Kinbote writes “a pretty conceit” in his commentary, adding that the wood duck “is incomparably more beautiful than the much-overrated swan, a serpentine goose with a dirty neck of yellowish plush and a frogman’s black rubber flaps.”  What’s his problem with swans?

The poem leaves the suicide indefinite – “some say she took her poor young life. I know. You know.”  In the commentary, Kinbote doesn’t engage the daughter’s story but offers what he claims is “not an apology of suicide,” a cool description of ways to take one’s own life, including the use of a “bare botkin,” not only an allusion to Hamlet but a reversal of the name “Kinbote.” The not-apology is also a discourse on the spiritual motivations for suicide, stemming from a simple but powerful trust in God, a trust so powerful that it generates an absolute despair, an utter dependence and ultimately an “intolerable temptation” to yield to the burning desire to merge in God, to commit the one sin that ends all sins involved in a life of burrowing in filth every day. The not-apology masks Kinbote’s own intolerable temptation to end his life, an urge strong enough to account, perhaps, for his failure to attend to the daughter’s story.

When Shade writes about death, or near-death, he merges the physical and perceptual effects in images like the “tall white fountain” spun from interlinking cells in a blood-black nothingness.  Nabokov the naturalist, speaking through Shade, remarks that “the sense behind the scene was not our [human] sense” but a natural sham like those we recognize in life – the masking, the protective coloration and deceptive forms that a butterfly collector is acutely aware of.  Kinbote, meanwhile, treats the near-death episode as a coded account of the Zemblan assassain’s arrival at the Cote d’Azur airport.  The poem, for him, is an uncannily brilliant and prescient narration of Jacob Gradus’ journey from Zembla to New Wye, where he will accidentally shoot John Shade, missing the exiled king Charles the Beloved, who will live to write the commentary on John Shade’s almost-finished poem.  The supposed reality at the center of these multiple reflections is that Shade’s killer was Jack Grey, an escapee from the Institute for the Criminal Insane, intending to kill the judge who had sentenced him – Goldsworth, Kinbote’s landlord.

Brian Boyd concludes that Nabokov wrote Pale Fire to make sense of the “foul burst of chaos” that resulted in his father’s death in 1922.  V.D. Nabokov’s birthday, he informs us, was July 21, the same day as Shade’s murder. The elder Nabokov’s assassain had intended to kill another man; after his death he was succeeded by S.D. Botkin as the leader of the Russian émigré organizations in Berlin.  Add to that the similarity between Zembla, Kinbote’s lost kingdom, and the Russian “Novaya Zemlya,” part of Russia’s far north.  The zany commentary, Kinbote’s delusional construction of a murder plot, might have more to do with the poem than it once appeared to. False appearances?  Distorted reflections?  We don’t need to know these facts about Nabokov’s life to read the novel, but once known, they make a difference.  It is now more difficult to dismiss Kinbote’s crazy commentary as a parody of criticism, although it does work that way! 

There are many ways to read this novel – I refer to interpretive possibilities as well as to whatever directional strategies the reader decides to employ.  To close this zig-zaggy paper, I’ll offer my current favorite.  Pale Fire shows us that a reflection, however distorted, is potentially as real as the original image, thought, or piece of work it reflects. Kinbote’s claim to know the “only reality” is false, but, reflecting on the book, a reader might adjust that to make it read “one reality” or “another version.”  His art makes sense of his life to him, as Shade’s poem ordered the incomprehensible, chaotic events of his life for his own purposes.  Nabokov gives us both versions, side by side, back and forth, in a medium that makes it impossible to disentangle the two.  Reflecting life, art orders and distorts it, giving the reflection – the aery nothing, the shadow in the window pane – a life of its own.

