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Prefatory Note

Quotations from and references to Pale
Fire are identified in the text as either
page references to Pale Fire «(New York, 1962)
or iine references to the poem "Pale Fire".
All other citations are identified in the
Notes.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCT ION

g

Pale Fire is a novel that is put together in
the resder's mind irom the material supplied by
Nabokov. The reader is presented with four com-
plex blocks of msterisl - two large ones (a 999-
line poem by John Shade, and what proclasims itself
to be a critical commentary on thet poem by
Charles Kinbote), and two lesser ones (& foreword
and an index, both by Kinbote). The four parts
can be fitted together in & number of ways, and
the pattern that emerges will depend on the way

the reader chooses to relete them.

Bvery reader of the boock must atteapt the
game; buv though i1t is easy to recognise defest,
to become frustrated becsuse the pieces will not
fit themselves into a coaerent whole, it is im-
possible to feel confidently triumphant when one
achieves & solution for there is no guarantee that
the pattern that sny reader manages to create is
the one that Vladimir Nebokov had in mind when he
created the book.

Beside the basic questions that crop up - is
John shade a figment of Kinbote's imsgination, or
Kinbote of John Shade's; hss Grsdus any reality
outside Kinbote's mind; does Zembla exist; how
mad is Kinbote; whst is Shade the shade of;
whose finger presses the trigger of the gun (if
the gun exists); if Professor Botkin turned his
face would we see & lunastic, a poet or a pedant -
Pale Fire presents a8 series of word puzzles,
verbal echoes, half-echoes, disturbing puns and
dangling metaphors. The exploration of these hes
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seemed to some critics to yield clues necessary
to assemble the complex material into an author-
itative pattern - and certainly their efforts
have revealed a great many odd facets to the work
and unexpected minor patterns in its conanstruct-

106,

But they have also tended to give support to
those who consider Pale Fire & game, a Jjoke, a
sterile exercise of wit and ingenuity, end a %00-
page pyrotechnic display of Nesbokov's alleged
contempt for his readers. Such & point of view
can claim as evidence statements on his art made
by Nabokov himself. For instance, in the Intro-
duction to Bend 3inister he has this to say:

I have never been interestea in what is
called the literasture of sociesl comment
(in journslistic and commercial parlance:
‘grest books'). I am not 'sincere', I
am not 'seitirical'. I am neither a
didacticist nor an allegorizer.

A similer assertion is made in the famous
note "On & Book Entitled Lolita":

Teachers of Literature are apt to think
up such problems as 'What is the author's
purpose?' or, still worse, 'Waat is the
guy trying to say?' Now, I happen to be
the kind of author who in starting work
on a8 book has no other purpose than to
get rid of that book and who, when asked
to explain its origin sna growth, has to
rely on such ancient terms as Interreact-
ion of Inspiration and Combination -
which, I admit, sounds like a conjurer
explaining one trick by performing
another. 2

Yet the same note yields a passage wnich suggests
that though Nsbokov exiles didacticism as &
dangerous enemy to art, for him, to be & devotee

of art implies an automatic adherence to certain
moral excellences:

For me a work of fiction exists only insofar



as it affords me what I shall bluntly

call sesthetic bliss, that is a8 sense

of being somehow, somewhere, connected

with other states of being where art

(curiosity, tenderness- kiandness,

ecstasy) is the norm. 3

Aristotelean concepts seem to be implied here:
the business of the artist is to penetrate to the
essence of experience, to lay bare the universal
truth nestling in the particulsr instance. If the
"aesthetic bliss" afforded by Pale Fire can be shown
to be of this higher Nabokovian order, that is
superior to the riddling skill a good murder
mystery provides, then there can be no doubt of
its value; but it is exasctly on this point that
critical opinion has always been divided.

Mary McCarthy in her original review makes
high claims for it: "this centaur-work of
Nabokov's, half poem, hslf prose, this merman of
the deep, is a creation of perfect beauty, symmetry,
strangeness, originality, and moral trutan. Pre-
tending to be a curio, it cannov disguise the fact
that it is one of the very great works of art of
this century, the modern novel thet everyone
thoughtdead and that was only playing pos..:;u.m."'LIr
But Page Stegner, one of Nabokov's most enthus-
iastic admirers, is uncoavinced: "Until it can
be demonstrated that Pale Fire does deal in some
way with morsl truth or‘valid experience, I can
admire the poem and the langusge and humor of
Kinbote's commentsary, and be amazed by its com-
plexity, but I must remain skeptical about its
greatness, and, in fact, its durability. The
form of the novel and the dependence of the content
on the form give me the uneasy feeling that a
resurrected Luzhin wrote it, snd that the obsession
of the conscious artist with technique and games-
manship is overwhelming the compassion and humanism



of the man behind the mask."5

The same note 1is sounded .agaein snd again in
the original reviews. "The unhappy mistake of an
enormously gitted craftsman ... @s far removed
from art as 1s the work of a technician who
spends & lifetime engraving the lsgns Cnarta on
the head of a pin", said Williasm Peden in the
Saturday Review, May 26,1962. The New York Times

made its pronouncement the next day: "One more
proof of Nabokov's rare vitality ... unluckily

not much more thsn tbat,"6 Four days lsater the
Christian Science Monitor was more firmly
admonitory: "A prodigsl waste of the author's
gifts ...". By November, 1962, the critical split
was well established. Frank Kermode in the New
Statesman, referred particularly to kiary McCarthy's
final assertion thst it is "one of the very grest
works of art this century". "This thesis hes been
severely blown upon ... One doesn't read novels
primarily in order to find out whose side one's on
but I am clear that lMiss ucCarthy ... is largely
right about detailed interpretation and largely
wrong about the value of the whole work.¥

No one it seems denies that Pale Fire is witty,
ingenious, complex and intriguing. But is it any-
thing more?

I am not competent to explore the word play
of the novel (to appreciate it requires & knowledge
of Russian and probably of several other European
languages). It is obviously an important element
but it seems to me to work mainly &s one theuwatic
unit in the whole, an illustration in miniature of
the kind of intertwining relstionship that the
novel is concerned with. To concentrate attention
exclusively on it is to ignore the important for



the surface sparkle.

I have chosen rather to look at Pzale Fire in
the light of certain texts to which sllusion is
made by the characters or the suthor. If it were
impossible to enjoy the book without a tnorough
knowledge of these texts then the novel would
seem to me to have such serious weaknesses, to be
so incomplete a work of art, that it would oparely
be worth concentrating serious attention upon it.
But to me the novel seems both complete and serious
and the allusions somewhat in the nature of
acknowledgements - nods of recognition - to other
writers who have explored similsr themes. If the
reader is femiliar with the texﬁs mentioned they
will act as a8 reinforcement, a confirmation, of
the ideas he is encountering, and for the critic
they can act as blazes on the involuted trail he
is following, assurances that the psth he is on is
at least not hopelessly astray.

I can best illustrste this by citing a minor
example. The title Pasle Fire is (&s Nsbokov
conscientiously if obliquely points out) taken irom
Timon of Athens:

The sun's a thiei, and with his great attraction

Robs the vast sea; the moon's an arrant thief,

And her pele fire she snatches from the sun;

The sea's 8 thief, whose liquid surge dissolves

The moon into salt tesrs; the esrth's a thief,

That feeds and breeds by a composture stolen

From the general excretement; each thing's a

thier. 8

In the critical note to the lines of Shade's
poem where he names his work, Kinbote shooting off
as usual on to a Zemblan tangent, discusses the
translations of Conmal, uncle to Charles the Beloved.
Conmal, he tells us, worked his way through gll the
works of Shakespesre snd "went on to Milton and
other poets, steadily drilling through the ages

and had just completed Kipling's 'The Rhyme of the



Three Sealers' when he died." (p 285)

The Rhyme of the Three Sealers is a narrative

poem that tells the story of three sealing boats
bent on poaching skins from the rich Russian
breeding grounds:
Now this is the law of the Muscovite, that
he proves with shot and steel,

When you come by his 1sles in the bmoky Sea
you must not take the seal.

The Baltic is the first poacher in action:

her men were up with the -herding seal to
drive and club and skin.
There were fifteen hundred skins abeach,
cool pelt snd proper fur,
When the 'Northern ILight' drove into the 10
bight, and the sea-mist drove witin her.
By posing @s an armed Russian vessel the Northern
Light frightens off the Baltic who
turned snd diveda in the sea-smother as a
rabbit dies in the whins,
And the 'Northera Light' sent up her boats
to steal the stolen skins.11
But in the act of picking up the .booty this ship
too is frightened off by a sloop-of-war looming
out of the mist. Only after he has run for the
open sea does the captain realise that he too has
been hoaxed by yet another posching sealer, the
Stralsund, rigged with paint and spar to imitate
a Russian sloop:
You must set & thief to catch a thief —
and a thief has caught us all, 12
cries the furious captain, and a fight ensues in
which the captains of two of the vessels are
killed.

Echoes of the Timon of Athens quotation -

romantic theft, the preying of one unit upon
another, the passing of rich treasure from hand to
filching hand, interdependence based not on giving



but grabbing - sre obvious, and suggest comparis-
ons with the Shade-Kinbote-Gradus trinity. Thus
the allusion to the Kipling poem, without adding
new elements to the ”paie fire" quotation, contfirms
the themes suggested by it as central to the book.

In this essay then I shall attempt to prove
that Pale Fire.is not a kind of weekend book of
verbal high-jinks, & super-jumbo acrostic, but a
lively and profound consideration of certain
aspects of art (and therefore of living) and that
the presence of certain themes is proved by
allusions Nabokov mskes to other works of art in
which similar ideas are explored. I shall con-
centrate on those texts to which Nabokov most
often makes direct or oblique reference in the

novel - Pope's Essay on llan, Boswell's Liie of

Dr Johnson, and Shskespeasre's Timon of Athens.

Each of these will, I hope, serve as an opener

to a discussion of a particular facet of the novel
and as a conclusion I shall attempt to incorpor-
ate the themes that have emerged from this method
of exploration into a tentative interpretation of
the whole.



CHAPTER II

POET AND PATTERN

That John Shade's poem has certain connect-
ions with and similarities to Pope's Essay on llan

is obvious and has been frequently commented on,
but, as far as I know, those similsrities have not
been explored in sny detail.

In Line %84 of his poem Shade refers to "my
book 6n Pope" and Kinbote in his note on the line
identifies this as "Supremely Blest", a title
teken from the Essay on ian, "Supremely blest,

the poet in his muse". Later on John Shade quotes
a line from the same section of the Essay on :sn,

"See the blind begger dance, the cripple sing", as
an element in his consciousness as he peaceifully
corrects gailey proolis while his daughter drowns
herself. The line, comments Shade "Has un-
mistakably the vulgser ring / Of its preposterous
age", (1l 420-1) and its use here is dramaetically
contrived to illuminste the situation. of the
Shades. For Haszel, crippled by her physical
ugliness, there is no compensation, and Pope's
facile optimism ironically highlights her purgat-
ory; but John Shade with even greater infirmities
is like Pope's poet and Pope himself, supremely
blest in his muse. (There is almost a suggestion
that the poet shares with the chemist not only the
blessedness but the power of imaginative alchemy.)

The paragraph in the Essay on Man to which
attention is twice drawn is: '

Whatever the passion, knowledge, fame, or pelf,
No one will change his neighbour with himself.
The leesrned is happy nature to explore,

The fool is happy that he knows no more,

The rich is happy in the plenty given,

The poor contents himself with care of Heaven.

LI"PARY
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See the blind beggar dance, the cripple sing,

The sot & hero, lunatic a king;

The starving chemist in his golden views

Supremely blest, the poet in his Muse. 1

John Shade in his comment seems to repudiate
any sympathy with its sentiments. Kinbote in his
note on the lines records & variant:

_ Such verses as

"See the blind beggar dance, the cripple sing,

The sot a hero, lunatic a king"

Smack of their heartless age. (pp 202-3)
Yet the variant, despite its more emphatic condem-
nation, serves to strengthen the coaviction that
the Essay on lian is relevant to Pale Fire. Why ,

Kinbote wonders in his note, did John Shade

replace "an admirable passage by the much flabbier
final text. Or was he afraid of offenaing & real
king." Thus Nabokov reminds us that Kinbote the
lunatic is involved in the compensatory process
that Pope is describing, and seems to give token

of his own interest in Pope's line of thought.

And the lunatic king, Kinbote,chooses as name for
his kingdom Zembla, a nsme which is relevant mainly
because it suggests "semblance" but also happeans to
pPop up in the Essay on lan:

Vice .is a monster of so frightful mien

As, to be hated, needs but to be seen.

Yet seen too oft, familiar with her face,

We first endure, then pity, then embrace.

But where the extreme of vice, was ne'er sgreed:

Ask where's the northY At York 'tis on the Tweed;

In Scotland, at the Orcsdes; and there, >

At Greenland, Zembla, or the Lord knows where.
John Shade, shaving, makes his face a map of his
thoughts and locates "Old Zembla's fields where my
grey stubble grows" (1 937) and Kinbote tells us
that a note on the card identifies this as Pope's

country, not his own.

These evidences of Nabokov's interest in the
poem while he was composing Pale Fire seem to me
sufficient to warrant a comparison of the two
works.
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The Essay on Man is a poem of 1304 lines,

written in heroic couplets and divided into four
epistles. Psle Fire is a poem of 999 lines written
in heroic couplets and divided into four cantos.
The Essay on iMan is concerned with surveying the

environment and man within it, with the specific
aim of vindicating the ways of God to man. It is
often criticised as a hotchpotch of 18th Century
truisms and certainly in this less secure century
its argument seems suspiciously simple and optim-
istic, but the conclusions Pope reaches are at
times similar to those Nabokov allows John Shade
to reach in the "Pale Fire" poem.

Epistle 1 of the Essay on lMan stresses the

limited nature of man's vision. The world and life
in it is "A nighty maze! but not without a plan."3
Man has limited vision of the whole creation
however, and sees only what affects him, but tinis
does not prove that that is all that exists:

S0 man, who here seems principal alone,

Perhaps acts second to some sphere unknown,

Touches some wheel, or verges to some goal;

'Tis but & part we see, and not a whole.

Only pride makes man assume that creation
exists for him alone, makes him complain of his own
and the world's imperfections, and question God's
purpose. Man is limited, as the beasts are,
because he, like them, is merely & link in the
chain of being. The conclusion is inevitable.
Partial understanding is to be accepted as our
fate. Faith in the will and plan of God whom we
cannot understand is our duty:

Know thy own point: this kind, this due degree

Of blindness, weakness, Heaven bestows on thee.

Submit. - In this, or any other sphere,

Secure to be as blessed as thou canst bear:

Safe in the hand of one disposing Power,
Or in the natal or the mortal hour.



All nature is but art, unknown to thee;

All chance, direction, which thou canst not see;
All discord, harmony not understood;

All partial evil, universal good:

And, spite of pride, in erring reason's spite,
One truth is clear, WHATEVER IS, IS RIGHT. 5

Shade's poem centres on just this point:

But s8ll st once it dawnes on me thac this

Was the real point, the contrapuntal theme;

Just this: not text but texture; not the dreanm
But topsy-turvical coincidence,

Not flimsy nonsense, but a web of sense.

Yes! It suificed that I in life could find

some kind of link-and-bobolink, some kind

Of correlated pattern in the game,

Plexed artistry, .... (11 806-829)

To him, &s to Pope, it 1s patterning, arv,
thset can be distinguished in the world and that
gives evidence of someguiding hand at work. DPope's
conviction is firm, John Shade's tentative, but
their conclusions are similar. For Pope, the
artist is & benevolent disposing power; John Shade
is far more cautious in identifying the controlling
hand - to him it is s vague "they", unknowable:

It did not matter who they were. No sound,

No furtive light came from their involute

Abode, but there they were, aloof and mute,

Playing @ geme of worlds, promoting pawns

To ivory unicorns and ebon fauns;

Kindling & long life here, extinguishing

A short one there: killing a Balkan king;

Causing & chunk of ice formed on a high-

Flying airplane to plummet from the sky

And strike a farmer dead; hiding my keys,

Glasses or pipe.  Co-ordinating these

Events and objects with remote events

And vanished objects. Making ornaments

Of accidents and .possibilities. (11 816-829)

Both poems in exploring man's relation to the
universe are based on their authors' deeply
delighted response to the sensual world, to variety,
oddnesses, differences. Pope imagines man with a

sharper sense of smell doomed to "die of & rose in
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aromatic pain"6 (though the phrase is conditional
it reveals his own capacity for sharp respoase).
He talks of "the mole's dim curtain"7 of signt,
of "the spider's touch" that "feels at each
thread, and lives along the line".8 Insects

@

and God the force who "heaves old ocean"qo and

; ‘ 19
who sees "now & bubble burst and now a world",

are "the green myriads in the peopled grass",

and has msde man "as full, as perfect, in a hair

as heart".q2

Nabokov, through the persona of John Shade,
rejoices in "abstract larches in a neutrsl light",
in reflections in a window, the footprints of a
pheasant in the snow, "svelte stilettoes" of ice,
a shagbark tree with "asmple dark Jjade leaves and
a black, spare / Vermiculated truak", "opal
cloudlets", paper weights, bicycle tracks in the
sand, "the nightly wall / Raised by a trillion
crickets in the fall". And so on.

The point that emerges is that both poems are
generated not of despair or the eifort to endure
or explsin an intolersble condition, but of an
appreciation of the actual and an ability to look
and listen and see with discerning joy. IBach poet
seems to imply that this ability is the chief end
of man, his duty snd reward. Pope's introduction
to Epistle 1 carries this suggestion:

Awske, my St. John! leave all meaner things

To low ambition, and the pride of kings.

Let us (since life can little more supply

Than just to look about us and to die)

Expatiate free o'er all this scene of man;

And Shsde expresses the same idea even more
forecibly. It is this ability of the rational man
to look outward with intelligence and delight that
gives him freedom and superiority over those obsess-
ed souls who deal in power-seeking and cruelty:
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But who can teach the thoughts we should
roll-call

When morning finds us marching to the wall

Under the stage direction of some goon

Political, some unitormed baboon?

we'll think of matters only known to us -

Empires of rhyme, Indies oi calculus;

Listen to distant cocks crow, and discern

Upon the rough grey wall a rare wall i1ern;

And while our royal hands are being tied,

Taunt our inferiors, cheerfully deride

The dedicated imbeciles, and spit

Into their eyes just for the fun of it.

(11 597-608)

Both are optimistic poems. LBsch in 1ts own
way begins with a celebration and enas with a

vindication.

The assumptions made sbout God and an after-
life are very different in the beginning. Pope
starts from a standpoint of beliei - "to vindic-
ate the ways of God to man"; John shade from
one of scepticism - "ify God died young. Theolatry
/ I found degrading and 1ts premises unsound"

(11 99-100) - so that the vindication seems to
have grown from similsr evidence not similar
preconceptions. DBoth poets regard death as Ghe
experience that will (or does) supplement the
partial vision of living. To Pope death is "the
great teacher" and in this world "The soul,

uneasy and confined from home / Rests and
expatiates in a life to come"qj, while Shade's
hard-come-by vision of the fountain "dreadfully
distinct" provides an austere retreat and promise:

Often when troubled by the outer glare

Of street and strife, inward I'd turn, and there,

There in the background of my soul it stood

0ld Faithful! And its presence slways would
Console me wonderfully.
(11 741-745)

If Pale Fire can be looked at as a dramatic
acting-out of & statement sbout living and art
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(and I believe thst it can) then it is important
not to give too much stress to Shade's conclusions
in the poem for the commentary, dark and disturbed,
modifies the clesr sanity of the verse. Nabokov
himselt has built in a mechanism to prevent
readers from regarding Shade as the voice of
truth and good sense. At the end of the poen
Shade says:
I feel I understand
Existence, or at least & minute part

Of my existence, oaly through my art,
In terms of combinational delignt,

and continues, speaking of life after death:

I'm reasonsply sure thst we survive

And thst my darling somewnere is salive,
As I sm reasonably sure that I

Shall wake at six tomorrow, on July
The twenth-second, nineteen fifty-nine,
And thaet the day will probably be fine.

(11 977-982)

The fact that the resder knows that Shade does not
wake the next morning, being dead, can be taken as
throwing doubt on sll his tentative conclusions.

I have confined myself in this section to
pointing out similarities between Epistle I of
the Essay on ijan and the Shade poem. Epistle II

is concerned with man in his environment, with
self-love and reason as motivations for action,
and the interdependence of selfishness and socisal
co-operation; Epistle IIIwith the interdependence
of all creation; and Epistle IV with the wsy to
live, with virtue and self-knowledge. All of
these things are relevant to Psle Fire, but to the
total novel, not the poem slone. The theme of
interdependence lies at the heart of Pale Fire bust
it cannot be discussed unbil'some facts of the
relationship of commentuary to poem have been



16.

established. That relationship is the main
concern of this essay snd in Chapter IV I shall
begin an exploration of some of its facets.

However before leaving John Shade's belief
in discernible pattern as evidence of a master
hand at work I should like to break the thread
of my argument to insert a note on Nabokov's
word-play.
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CHAPTER III

A NOTE ON NABOKOV's WORD-PLAY

It is & truism of criticism that Nabokov's
art is concerned with word games,puns, mirrorings,
reversions, multiple meanings, allusions, and
illusions.

Page Stegner has drawn attention to the web of
unstable verpal castwalks tnst connect the Shade-
Kinbote-Gradus trinicy.q Shade, according to
Chambers' dictionary, is smongst other tnings
"partial or relsative darkness, interception of
light, obscurity, (in plurasl) the abode of the
dead, that which cssts a shadow, a variety or
degree of colour, arhue mixea with black, the
dark part of a picture, & very minute ditierence,
the disembodied soul, & ghost".

In the first lines of Shade's poem he refers
to himself as "the shadow of a waexwing slein /
By the false szure of the window pane'". He is,
according to Kinbote, killed by Gradus, a member
of the Zemblan extremist group called the Shadows.
A shadow is, of course, also "a shade, a shade
cast by the interception of light, a ghost, the
dark part of a picture, a spirit" as well as
"an unreal thing, a reflected imsge, a mere
appearance, &8 spy or aetective who follows one,
darkness, gloom, affliction, an imaginary opponent
(from shadow boxing)" and in the combination
"shadow cabinet" & "body of opposition leaders
meeting from time to time and ready to take
office".

Zembla suggests the word semblance. A
semblance is "a likeness, appearance, outward
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show, apparition, image".

Gradus's alias is Degree which is one of the
meanings of shade and his probable "real" name is
Jack Grey - grey being 'White mixed with black"
and a near-synonym for shady or shadowy. All
these words therefore '‘at some periphery of their
meaning blur into each other.

shade, says Kinbote, plays word-goli, & game
in which one letter of & given word can be altered
in each move (provided that a recognised word
results from the change) until an antonym of the
original emerges. Kinbote typically records his
own successes: lass-male in four strokes; live-
dead in five.

The Gradus*grade—dégree—shade~shadow-semblanee
complex has something of the same flavour to it,
both suggesting the qomplexities of a half-under-
stood pattern where transformations occur,unlikely
likenesses leap out, and the negative images, the
shades and shadows, become, by a trick of the eye
or the emphasis, the positives.

John Shade talks of the gods in their
"involute abode" "playing & gsme of worlds",
"making ornaments oi accidents and possibilities".
Frank Kermode in his review condemns Nabokov for
making his art a metaphor for the freaskish processes
Shade describes:

Pale Fire reproduces this divine game and
offers us the pldasures of process as well
as of product. Nabokov's relationship with
the world is very exclusive: his is the
creative logos, we are, at best, angels
privileged to stand by and applaud. As to
those readers whq are enslaved to the com-
munal "reality", they can expect nothing at
8l «.sie For all such resders the author,
engrossed in the sublime images he has made
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of his own delight, feels nothing; or, if
anything, contempt.2

Embedded in the slightly irritable overstatement
of this pasragraph there is, I think, 8 very sensible
statement. "An imsge he hss made of his own delight"
seems to me & good way of expressing what nabokov's
word-play is concerned with.

In his autobiography, Spesk, Memory, Nsbokov
records his enjoyment of the puns and echoings of

nature:

The mysteries of mimicry had a specisl sttract-
ion for me. Its phenomena showed an artistic
perfection usually associasted with man-wrought
things. Consider the imitation of oozing pci-
son by bubblelike macules on & wing (complete
with pseudo-refraction) or by glossy yellow knobs
on 8 chrysalis ('Don't eat me - I have slready
been squashed, sampled and rejected'). Consider
the tricks of an acrobatic caterpillar (ot the
Lobster Loth) which in infancy looks like bird's
dung, but sfter molting develops scrabbly hymen-
opteroid appendages snd bsroque charscteristics,
allowing the extraordinsry fellow to play two
parts at once (like the actor in Uriental shows
who becomes s pair of intertwisted wrestlers):
that of & writhing larvs snd that of a big ant
seemingly hasrrowing it. When s certain moth re-
sembles a certain wasp in shaspe and colour, it
also walks and moves its sntennse in 8 waspish,
unmothlike manner. When a butterfly has to look
like a leaf, not only sre asll details of a leaf
beautifully rendered but markings mimicking grub-
bored holes sre generously thrown in. 'Nstural
selection', in the VDsrwinian sense, could not ex-
plain the miraculous coincidence of imitative
aspect and imitstive behaviour, nor could one
appeal to the theory of 'the struggle for life'
when 8 protective device was carried to & point
of mimetic subtlety, exuberance and luxury far in
excess of a predstor's power oi appreciation. I
discovered in nature the non-utilitarian delights
that I sought in 'asrt. Both were & form of magic,
both were & game of intricate enchantment and
deception. '

It needs no great imsgination to perceive similsar
patterns of "miraculous coincidence of imitative
behaviour" extending throughout crestion.

Mentally and emotionslly, as well as physically,
man is involved in a world of halt-echoes, puns,
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mirror-images, and half-completed patterns. The
child is a distorted echo of the parent, the
deviant assumes by mimicry the protective color-
ation of disguise, reliei and pain produce the
same phenomenon of salty tears whose composition

echoes the sea we crawled from.

The point I am attempting to maske 1s that
Nabokov's word-play, suggesting half-echoes and
deliberate and chance likenesses, confused meanings
and sudden reversals, is a metaphor for the nature
of the world and of experience. "Oh my Lolita,"
cries Humbert Humbert, "I have only words to play
with1”4 and his creator seems to me to share not
only the despair of thsat statement, the knowledge
of how clumsy a medium words are and how nope-
lessly they lack texture, colour ana flavour to
convey the intinite gradations of experience,
but the delight of the wordsmith who, endlessly
playing, experimenting with the oanly tools he has,
may force them to & kind of skilled suotlety
whereby he can recreate some approximation to the
perceived pattern of his private world.

Recognizing and suspicious of the crudity of
direct statement to communicste that which is
neither crude nor direct, the poet resorts to
sound pstterns and imagery in an attempt to convey
shade, perspective, complexity. Nabokov's word-
play seems to me to opersate in the same way. Ii
perception of reality is private and not communal,
and if that perception is subject to alarming
shifts, over-turnings, blurrings and illogical
connections, then it would seem sensible to me to
convey this by making one's medium behave in the
same manner. Without a doubt Nabokov's word-play
is at times concerned with "text" or meaning, but
my contention is that it is equally concerned with



texture. The unstable world best finds expression
through an unstable medium. The technique is
neither new nor rare. It i1s customary to compare
Nabokov to Joyce and to class him as an impress—
ionist. Nabokov's technique seems to me to be as
close to Shakespeare's as to Joyce's. When Dr
Johnson complained of Shakespeare's proliferating
language, ("A quibble was to him the fatal
Cleopatra for which he lost the world and was
content to lose it. “5) he seems to me to be

voicing the same objection that critics like
Kermode &and Peden have made to Nabokov's style.
Shakespeare's language was the medium for conveying
his private vision of:a richly proliferating
luxuriant world. Nabokov's awareness of the
interwoven texture of experience finds expression
in language that reproduces and echoes in itself
the same complexity. John Shade's contention that
"topsy-turvical coincidence" is evidence for
"correlated pattern" and "plexed artistry" in life
links language to what it symbolises. "Life
everlasting - bzsed on a misprint" is a wry but

not a foolish statement. "Accidents and possibilit-
ies" make the ornements, the puzzles, the mysteries
of language as they do of life.

To separate wnat is being sald from how it is
said is always dangerous, for the what can only
exist in the form of its particular now. William
Peden contends that Pale Fire can only be considered
a masterpiece by those "who feel that a container
is more important than the contents within it".6
The form of Pale Fire certainly evokes preconcept-
ions which colour one's reactions to the contents.
It seems best therefore to approach the commentary
by looking at it in terms of its form and ostensible
function. | '
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CHAPTER IV

POET AND PARASITE

Because he denies morsl intent and message in
his fiction Nabokov objects to oeing called a
satirist. OSatire is didactic in intent. Parody is
the Nabokovian trademark. Yet despite the Irequent
disclaimers it is difficult to avoid saying of
Pale Fire that it is primarily a satire on literary
criticism. This aspect of it ensures first that
any critic who attempts to analyse it autbmacically
looks foolish, and secondly that a large amount of
critical attention will be focussed on it: put
immediately on the defensive, critics bristle to
prove that they are not of the Kinbote school.
For Kinbote in the course of nis commentary reveals,
I think, every familiar type of critical vulgarity.

The first note, to lines 1 to & (p 7%) moves
from the officious explication to the obvious -
"The image in these opening lines evidently refers
to a bird knocking itself out in full flight
against the outer surface ol a8 glass pane" - through
the addition of descriptive materisl beyond the
choice the poet has made - "a mirrored sky, with its
slightly darker tint snd slightly slower cloud" -
to a stance of patronage adopted by the critic to
both reader and poet. "We can visualise John Shade
in his early boyhood, a physically unattractive
but otherwise beautifully developed lad", says
Kinbote assuming &an unjustified right to speak for
all readers as though they had no minds of their
own, while in the final phrase the o0ld pederast
peers out from behind the commentator like a knowing
dealer assessing a piece of horseflesh. Yet
arrogant as the comments are,; they do show that
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Kinbote here has entered into the poem, has vic-
ariously experienced 1its material. There is worse
to come.

Egotistically sliding into details of his
personal life - "My knowledge of gsrden Aves had
been limited" etc - the commentstor becomes &
prototype of all seli-centred critics whouse their
distinguished subjects to enfrap the attention of
readers in their own undistinguished lives. The .
penultimate paragraph of this note shows the
critic supplying irrelevant detail (probably
imaginary) under cover of that threasdbare ploy,
"incidentally, it is curious to note ... "

The next note, (p 74), records a corruption
of the critic's role so blstant (the wishful and
wistful misinterpretation of "the half-obliterated
draft") thast the parody is swallowed by the pathos
and monstrosity of Kinbote's personal character
and obsessions. The third note illustrates s
ludicrous wrenching of the text to supply corrob-
orative evidence for a'private theory. The fact
that "gradual" in line 17 is followed by "gray"

12 lines later is hailed as "an extraordinary
coincidence" whereby Shsde shows 8 weird fore-
knowledge of his murderer, Gradus or Jack Grey

(p 77). The note to line 27 provides an example
of the irritatingly obvious (the identiiication

of Sherlock Holmes) and the following one, to lines
34-35, an egomaniacal equivocation: "One is too
modest to suppose that;the tact that the poet and
his future commentatori first met on a winter day
somehow impinges here on the actusl season,"”

(p 79). But this is coupled with a sudden gleam of
such genuinely illuminating comment ("We should
also note the cloak-and-dagger hint-glint in the
'svelte stilettos'") that Nabokov himself seems
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of Kinbote. )

The note to lines 39-40 serves the utilitsr-
ian purpose of directing the resder obliquely to
the source of the pale fire quotstion and provides
a parody of malpractices in translation, & subject
on which Nabokov with his passionste insistence
on literal translation feels strongly. The passage,
supposedly retranslsted into English from a Zemblan- .
translation of the originasl, does not pervexrt the
most basic meaning of the passage, but by robbing
it of the richness of imagery and therefore of
both passion and size it reduces it to 8 semi-
banal statement and one in which the anguished
voice of Timon can no longer be heard, making it
as different in impsct &s a black-and-white re-
production is from an o0il pasinting. I can best
illustrate the perversion thsat has occurred by an
example. Shakespesre writes, "The sea's a thief,
whose liquid surge resolves the moon into salt
tears". In the retranslation this becomes, "The
sea is a thief; it dissolves the moon" (p 80).
Chambers's Dictionary detines surge as "an uprush,
boiling or tumultuous movement of liquid". With
the loss of this word, the power, irresistibility
and rush of the process is lost. A static, quiet
process, such as is described in the retranslation,
is not the same as a violent fierce and rhythmic
one, however similar the end product. The loss of
the word "liquid" not only removes the actual
presence of water, undeniably there in Shakespesare's
verse, a mere assumption. in the retranslation, but
since its sound (pure light i's, lingering 1)
suggests unearthly light, it removes the reality
of the moonlight too. . To pervert "resolvés into
salt tears" to "dissolves" is criminal since it
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ancient order and the concept of the sea itself ss

an image of all sorrow.

To get too solemn about the comparison is
foolish - it's a funny free-bonus comment on tGhe
habit of careless translators - but serious points
are, I think, being made: that a rough approxim-
ation is not an equivalent to the genuine, that
words carry a charge of power that is individual
to each of them and csnnot be separated from
meaning, and that Kinbote who hopes this version
"sufficiently approximates the text, or at least
is faithful to its spirit" is an incorrigible
dealer in the second-rate.

Kinbote pursues his burlesque progress. Words-
worth becomes "a master of the heroic couplet".
The critic spies with the aid of binoculars, mirrors
and uncurtained windows on the private life of the
poet while he ignores or distorts the matter of the
poem. The obscure and irrelevant is blown up
monstrously to support his uneasy conceit:
humiliated at being forced to turn to the obituary
of Shade, written by his colleague Professor
Hurley, for "a few mesger details" concerning the
poet's parents, Kinbote tries hnysterically to
restore his own sense of superiority - "The poet's
mother, nee Caroline Lukin, assisted him in his
work .... what the obituarist does not know is that
Lukin comes from Luke as also do Locock and Luxon
and Lukashevich" (p 100).

Pretentious gobbtets of information in the
notes shatter the mood of the poem. Shade writes:

Here was my bedroom, now reserved for guests.

Here, tucked sway by the Cgnadian maid,

I listened to the buzz downstairs and prayed

For everybody to be always well,

Uncles and sunts, the maid, her niece Adele

Who'd seen the Pope, people in books and God".
(11 80-5),
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creating a gently ironic mood of nostalgis Lo be
punctured hilariously by the note, "who'd seen the
" Pope - Pius X, Giuseppe Melchiorre Sarto, 18%5-
1914: Pope 1903-1914" (p 85).

The poet is patronised. "No free man needs a
God" (1 101), writes Shade to be pompously reproved
by fatuous Kinbote: "One is bound to question the
wisdom of this easy aphorism". The note on Shade's
syllogism - "Other men die; but I / Am not
another; therefore I'll not die" (1l 213-4) -
misses the point entifely to stress the obvious,
"This may please a boy. Later in life we leara
that we are those 'others'".

The note on line 316, "The Toothwort White
haunted our woods in May", misses the obvious :
"Frankly, I sm not certain what this nmeans".
Necessary information is withheld (Kinbote can
find no meaning for "lemniscate"). The comuentary
slips into pathos and idiocy in the note on lines
120-121: Kinbote is unable to calculate how
Shade arrives at his conclusion, "A thousand years
ago five minutes were / Equal to forty ounces of
fine sand", from the statement, "In the iiddle
Ages an hour was equal to 480 ounces of fine sand";
but adds disturbingly, "perhaps I am only tired",
(p 1M7). And it slides into utter confusion in
the "two tongues" note (p 2%5).

The effect of all this is, of course, to
discredit Kinbote from the beginning. He is
obviously med, pathetic and infuriating, but more
important, perhaps, he is out of control; he is
completely egotistic and what does not look as if
it will immediately yield the food his hungry
conceit demands is rarely worth investigating.



The work in itself is not his concern: "let me
state that without my notes Shade's text simply
has no human reality at &ll" (p 28) he declares
firmly in the foreword. Whatever Shade's merits
as a poet, Kinbote is invalidated as a critic fron
the beginning. |

However the further one advances into the
commentary the less important become the parodic
elements (i.e. the ridiculing of the practices of
literary criticism) snd the more absorbing the
narrative that emerges. At first the intrusion of
subjective matter seems evidence of Kinbote's in-
sanity; as the book progresses it is the
spasmodic dives he makes in the direction of his
crumbling mask of commentator that strike one as
evidence of his lunacy. The accounts of his
relationship with Shade are more interesting and
more illuminating, and the Zemblan narrative,
like an underground cave that can never be
thoroughly mapped, opens endless possibilities.

At this point I want to ignore these possibilities
and content myself with looking at the Kinbote-
Shade relationsnip.

Sybil Shade, Kinbote tells us, used to call
him "an elephantine tick; a king-sized bot-fly;
a2 macaco worm; Ghe monstrous parasite of a
genius" (pp 171-2). As the critic's relationship
to art is a parasitic one, so does Kinbote depend
on his famous neighbour to endow him with import-
ance and fame. This immedistely suggests a
parallel with Boswell and Johnson, and it seems tTo
me not at all surprising that the one statement
made in Psle Fire that can be attributed to neither
Shade nor Kinbote is the quotation from Boswell's

Life of Dr Johnson that prefaces the book:
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This reminds me of the ludicrous account

he gave Mr Langton of the despicable state
of a young gentleman oi good family. "Sir,
when I hesard of nim last, he was running
about town shooting cats." And then in a
sort of kindly reverie, he bethought himself
of his own favourite cat, and said, "But
Hodge shan't be shot: no, no, Hodge shall
not be shot.

Two other references to Dr Johnson occur in
the work. Kinbote, in nis motel room, says, "In
a black pocket book that I fortunately have with
me I find, Jjotted down, here and there, among
various extracts that happened to please ue
(a footnote from Boswell's Life of Dr Johnson,

the inscription on the trees in Wordsworth's
famous avenue, a quotation from St Augustine, and
- 30 on), a few samples of John Shade's conversat-
ion which I had collected in order to refer to
them in the presence of people whom my ifriend-
ship with the poet might ianterest or snnoy. His
and my reader will, I trust, excuse me for break-
ing the orderly course of these comments and letting
my illustrious friend speak for himself." (p 154)
The evocation of the poswell-Johnson relationship
is obvious a8nd in the last sentence Nabokov seems
to be parodying Boswell's style. The exampleé
that follow are even more clearly designed to
nudge the reader into¢ noticing the parallel of
Kinbote and boswell.' 'Shade is similarly linked
to Johnson. Heé tells us, "I have been said to
resemble at least four people: Samuel Johnson;
the lovingly reconstructed ancestor of man in the
Exton luseum; &nd two local characters, one being
the slapdash hag who ladles out mssh in the Levin
Hall cafeteria," (p 267).

It is easy to find & number of similarities
between the characters of Johnson and Shade and
between Boswell and Kinbote. Johnson suftered
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from similar disabilities to those jjabokov confers

on Shade. Speaking of his boyhood Shade says:

Then &s now
I walked at my own risk: whipped by the bough,
Tripped by the stump. Asthmatic, lame and fat,
I never bounced a ball or swung a bat. (11 127-30)

In sleeping dresms I played witn other chaps

But really envied nothing. (11 135-6)

Boswell records of Johnson: '"He never Jjoined
with other boys in their ordinary diversions: his
only amusement was in winter, when he took a
pleasure in being drswn upon the ice .... His
defective sight, indeed, prevented him from
enjoying the common sports; and he once pleasantly
remarked to me, 'how wonderfully well he had con-
trived to be idle without t.hem’"./i Later Boswell
speaks of Johnson's infirmity manitesting itself

by "halting or unsteadiness of one of the legs."2

Nebokov has given Shaede a mind chsracterised
like Johnson's by energy, independence and a kind
of wide-ranging commonsense. Spesking, presumably,
of Kinbote's madness Shade is overhead to say,
"That is the wrong word ... One should not apply
it to a person who deliberately peels off a drab
and unhappy past and replaces it with a brilliant
invention. That 1s merely turning a new leaf with
the left hand" (p 2358). Johnson's comment on
Smart's madness shows the ssme kind of brusque
tolerance. "I did not think he ought to be shut
up. His infirmities were not noxious to society.
He insisted on people praying with him; &and I'd
as lief pray with Kit ‘Smart as anyone else.
Another charge was, that he did not love clean

3

linen; and I have no 'passion for it."

John Shade's poem is usually characterised by
critics as being "about desth". I think that
statement needs qualification but it is certainly
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true that an awarenes$ of death pervades the poen.
The statement in Canto 2 is the most direct:

There was the day when I began to doubt
Man's sanity: how could he live without
Knowing for sure what dswn, whet death, what doom

Awaited consciousness beyond the tomb?

And finally there wes the sleepless night
When I decided to explore and fight
The foul, the insdmissable abyss,
Devoting &8ll my twisted life to this
One task.
(11 173-80)

The same note of fear tahrobs continuously
throughout the Life of Johnson:

When we were alone, I introduced the subject
of desath, and endeavoured to msintsin thst
the tear of it might be got over. I told him
that David Hume said to me, he was no more
uneasy to think 'he should not be sfter this
life, than that he had not been before he
began to exist. JOHNSON. 'Gir, if he
really thinks so, his perceptions sre dis-
turbed; he is mad: if he deces not think
so, he lies. He may tell you, he holds his
finger in the flazme of & candle, without
feeling pein; would you believe him? W‘nen_,+
he dies, he gt least gives up all he has.'

The paragraph continues with other examples of
Johnson's resctions to conversastions on death:

although when in a celestial fresme, in
his Vanity of Humsn Wishes he hus supposed
death to be 'kind Nature's signal for
retreat,' from this stete of being to 'a
happier seat', his thoughts upon this awful
change were in general full of dismal
apprehensions. His mind resembled the vast
ampithestre, the Colisseum at Rome. In
the centre stood his judgement, which like
a mighty gladistor, combated those apprehens-
ions that, like the wild bessts of the Arens,
were all around in_the cells, ready to be
let out upon him.

. Later & further conversation on Hume is
recorded in which Johnson says, "'It is more
probable that he should assume an appearance of
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ease, than that so very improbsble a thing should
be, as a man not afraia of going (as, in spite of
his delusive theory, he cannot be sure but he may
go) into an unknown state, and not being uneasy at
leaving all he knew'”.6 And the statement is
reiterated laster apropos oi aanother question:
"JOHNSON. (standing upon the hearth rolling
about, with a serious, solemn and somewhat gloomy
air,) 'No rationsl man can die without uneasy

f?

apprehension.'"

Nabokov has based ohade's apprehension of
death, like Johnson's, on the fear of loss. It is
because life is rich and valuable that death is a
monster. "I'm ready to become a floweret / Or a
fat fly, but never to forget", cries Shade.
Johnson has the same resction:

BOSWELL. "There is & strange uawillingness

to part with life, independent of serious

fears as to futurity. A reverent friend of

QUrs .... tells me, that he feels an un-

easiness at the thoughts of leaving his

house, his study, his books." JOHNSON.

This is foolish in .... A man need not be

uneasy on these grounds; for as ne will

retain his consciousness, he may say with

the philosopher, omnia mea mecum porto."

(A1l that is mine I carry with me)8

In a frivelous discussion on an educated pig
Boswell records tnis remark of Johnson's; "'Then,
(said he,) the pig has no cause to complain; he
would have been killed the first year if he had not
been educated, and protracted existence is a good
recompense for very considerable degrees of

torture.'”9

]

Most touching and revealing of all is the
remark of Johnson who so loved company and
correspondence, when he knew himself to be dying.
"As he opened a note which his servant brought to
him, he said, 'An oddfthought strikes me: we
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shall receive no letters in the grave.'"qo

Kinbote, like Boswell with his poet, is made
to express his reaction at being brought into
contact with the great man in terms of reverence
and joy that suggest a psrasite identifying his
predestined host. "The calendar says I had known
him only a few months but there exist friendships
which develop their own inner duration, their own
eons of trans?arent time .... Never shall I forget
" how elated I was upon learning ... Gthat the sub-
urban house ... into which I moved on February 5,
1959, stood next to that of the celebrsted American
poet whose verses I had tried to put into Zemblan
two decades earlier.”" (p 19). The tone is very
similar to Boswell's.

This is to me & memorable year; for in it I

had the happiness to obtain the acquaintance

of that extraordinary nsn whose memoirs I am
now writing; an acquaintance which I shsall
ever esteem ss one of the most fortunate cir-
cumstances in my life. Though then but two-
and-twenty, I hed for several years read his
works with delight and instruction, and had
the highest reverence for their author, which
had grown up in my fancy into & kind of
mysterious veneration, by figuring to myself

& state of solemn elevated abstraction, in

which I supposed him to live in the immense

metropolis of London.

Kinbote is a more insensitive parasite than
Boswell, and & more demanding one, but the habit
Nabokov has given him ot hsppily recording his own
inanities in conversstion with his great man appears
to be modelled on Boswell's performances with
Johnson.

JOHNSON. "I think we have had enough of

Gray. I see they have published & splendid

edition of Akenside's works. One otad oae

may be sufifered; but a number of them

together mskes one sick." BOSWELL.
"Akenside's distinguished poem in his



Pleasures of Imagination: but, for my
part, I could never admire it so much as
most people do." JOHNSON. "Gir, I

could not read it through." BOSWELL. "I
have read it through; gpt I did not find
any great power in it." 2

And in Pale Fire Shade says,

"When I nesr a critic speaking oi an
author's sincerity I know that either the
critic or the suthor is a fool." Kinbote:
"But I em told this manner of thinking is
taught in high school?" "That's where the '
broom should begin to sweep. A child should
have thirty specialists to teach him thirty
subjects, and not one harassed schoolmarm
to show him & picture of a rice field and
tell him this is China becsuse she kaows
nothing ebout Chins, or anything else, snd
cannot tell the difference between longitude
and latitude." Kinbote: "Yes, I agree."

(p 156)

Johnson and Shade share a tough, concrete
and originasl way of thinking and expressing them-
selves, Kinbote and Boswell a pathetic desire to
agree, to echo. They are both, as it were,
egotistically shouting, "Look at me! I think

Just like he does.,"

Boswell is obviously Jjealous of Joannson's
other friendships and frequently finds opportunity
to remind the reader that he is more perceptive
and generous.. in his estimation of Johnson's
character than is Mrs. Thrale. Kinbote's jealousy
of Sybil Shade laces his narrative with a suppress-
ed fury that lesaps out in such phrases as "my
capricious and henpecked friend" (p 170) "From the
very first I tried to behave with the utmost
courtesy toward my friend's wife, and from the
very first she disliked and distrusted me." (p 171)
"Serenely he played the part of exemplary husband
assigned to him by his small town admirers and was,
besides, mortally atraid of his wife." (p 228)
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In view of this correspondence between Johnson
and Shade and Boswell snd Kinbote, the existence
of the quotation from the Life of Dr Johnson theat

prefeces Pale Fire becomes slightly less puzzling.
The particular psssage Napokov has chosen embodies
at least three of Johnson's characteristics - I
have found few others from the Lite of Johanson that

do this so effectively - and they are all character-
istics that Nsbokov has bestowed on Shade: an
energetic, direct and humorous style: an enthus-
iasm for life and its odd manifestations which can
include a8 young gentleman of good family running
about town shooting csts, and can express itself

in kindly affection for his own Hodge; and a
consciousness of the monster death that will

gobble up 8ll human delights - so acute & con-
sciousness that as soon as cats and shooting sre
mentioned Johnson sees deatn grabbing &t his favour-
ite. Shade describes himself as a preterist: one
who collects cold nests. It is delignt in the
world, the sense of threat and the urge to preserve
what has delighted him that is the motivacion for
his art.

The quotation characterises Jonnson but it
comes to us by the agency of Boswell. The passage
from Timon of Athens from which the novel gets its

name traces a cycle of mutusl robbery:

.+sssee Lhe moon's an arrant thief,

And her pale fire she snstches from the sun.
The analogy of the moon, a cold surface reflecting
to the earth the light: of the sun, gleaeming with a.
borrowed radiance, is & fairly obvious one to use
for Boswell in his relationsnip to Johnson.
Johnson was a brilliant thinker, an excellent
writer and a lasrger-than-life personality, Boswell
a much lesser man on all counts who lacked fire;
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opinions and strength of personality. Yet he was
the perfect reflective surface and without him
Johnson for us would be & much less interesting
character than he is. In its own way Boswell's
Life of Dr Johnson is as impressive art as the

Lives of the Poets or the Preface o Shakespeare.

Kinbote is not, like Boswell, a good
reflective surface. He is a dirty mirror whose
flaws aml:stains obscure the image. Nor has Shade,
as Kinbote hoped, reflected in his poem Gthe
matter of Zembla that was poured into his ears.
Yet it is as difficult. to escape the impression
that the poem and commentary have nourished esch
other as it is to define the relstionship. Kinbote
himself says:

Although I realise only tooc clearly, alas,

that the result, in its pale and disphanous

final phase, cannot be regsrded as a direct
echo of my narrstive .... one can hardly
doubt thst the sunset glow of the story
acted as a catalytic agent upon the very
process of the sustained creative effer-

vescence that enabled Shade to produce a

1000-1ine poem in three weeks. There 1is,

moreover, a8 symptomatic family resemblance
in the coloration.of both poem and story.

I have reread, not without pleasure, my

comments to his lines, &nd in many cases

have caught myself borrowing s kind of
opalescent light from my poet's fiery orb,
and unconsciously aping the prose style of

his own critical essays. (p 81)

Like all of Kinbote's utterances this one is
suspect (and of course it could be seen as giving
Nabokov an easy out when the style of his two
creations shows a disturbing likeness) but the
impression that both Kinbote and Shade have played

Boswell to the other's Johnson remains.

The type of nourishment that each has drawn
from the other can perhapa only be defined, as
light and darkness define each other, by the degree
of their difference.
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CHAPTER V

SHADE AND KINBOTE

John Shade is 61 years old at the time of
his death. "His whole being constituted a mask,"
says Kinbote. "John Shade's physical sppearance
was so little in keeping with the harmonies living
in the man, that one felt inclined to dismiss it
as a coarse disgulise or psessing fashion .... My
sublime neighbour's face hud something sbout it
that might have appealed to the eye, had it been
only leonine or only Iroquoian; but unfortunastely,
by combining the two it merely reminded one of a
fleshy Hogarthian tippler of indeterminate sex.
His misshapen body, that grey mop oif abundant
hair, the yellow nails of his pudgy fingers, the
bags under his lusterless eyes, were only intelligible
if regarded as the wsste products eliminated from
his intrinsic self by the same forces of periection
which purified end chiselled his verse. He was
his own cancellation.” (p 25) Elsewhere he is
described as looking like Judge Goldsworth who
looks like " 8 Medusa-locked hag".

Kinbote is 44 yesars old; tall, bearded and
athletic. "All brown-besrded, apple-cheeked,
blue-eyed, Zemblans look alike, and I who have
not shaved now for a year, resemble my disguised
King," says Kinbote cryptically. (p 76) Later the
"resemblance" is discussed in the college staff ‘
room less flatteringly. Gerald Emerald unearths a
photograph of the King.

'Well,' said he, 'here he is, that king.

But look, he is young and handsome' (Oh,

that won't do,' wailed the German visitor.)
'"Young, handsome, and wearing a fancy



57

uniform, ' continued Emerald. 'Quite the

tancy pansy, in fact.' (p 268)

Describing one of his wslks with Sheade,
Kinbote tells us that he "kept trying in vain to
sdapt the swing of a long-limbed gait to the dis-
hevelled old poet's jerky shuffle." (p 14)

In his note on Shade's line, "I hever bounced
a ball or swung a bat," Kinbote manages to list nis
own physical accomplishments: "Frankly I too never
excelled in soccer and cricket; I sm 8 passable
horseman, & vigorous though unortnodox skier, a
good sketer, a tricky wrestler, and an enthusia-
stic rock-climber." (p 117)

The circumstances of their lives provide as
abrupt a contrast. John cShade lives in the house
he was boran in, smong the concrete evidences of
his past.

I cannot understand why ifrom the lake

I could mske out our front porch when I'd tske

Lske Road to school, whilst now, although no tree

Has intervened, I look but fail to see

Even the roof., €IT 49<5)

The young shagbark he loved in childhood "is
now stout and rough; it has done well" and from
its branches he sees the phantom of Hazel's child-
hood swing. Continuity is the keynote of his life.
Nothing from the past is rejected. "Dear bizarre
Aunt Msud" who links three generations of Shades
lives on in the house after her death.

her room
We've kept intact. Its trivia create
A still life in her style. (11 90-2)

Kinbote's life, on the other hand, even his
own version of it, has been violently dislocated
first by the Zemblan revolution and secondly by
his emigration to America. He arrived by psarachute
without possessions; .no one must know him in his
new world; even his nsme is transformed. His past
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is out for his blood, the man with the gun or the
knife, the assassin he always fears. When one
penetrates behind this version and realises that
king and palace, courtiers, revolutionsries and

all sre figments of his imagination, an even more
cataclysmic amputation is appsrent. For Kinbote
has rejected his past, chopped it out even from

his own mind. GShade treasures agll, Kinbote nothing.

Their relationships with people show the same
pattern. Shade hes had an almost lifelong love
affair with his wife:

WWe have been married Ilorty years. At least

Four thousand times your pillow has been

creased
By our two heads. (11 275=7)

Kinbote's relstionships have been short-lived homo-
sexual affairs where strection and lust turn in s
moment to contempt end despair. In the foreword
he speaks of a "young roomer of mine" who s week
later '"was to betray my trust by teking sordid
advantage of my sbsence on & trip to Washington
whence I returned to find he had been entertsining
a fiery-haired whore from Exeter who had left her
combings and reek in all three bathrooms. Natur-
&lly we . .separsted at once, and through & chink in
the window curtains I ssw bad Bob standing rather
pathetically with his crewcut, and shabby valise,
and the skis I hsd given him, all forlorn on the
roadsride, waiting for a fellow studeant to drive
him away forever. I can forgive everything save
treason." (p 26-27)

Other lovers pop up momentsrily in the text -
"dear Gordon? Oleg, Curdy Buff's circus, as well
as“a whole mountain of gift.boys from Troth, and
Tuscany, and Albanolend." Tne thread of Kinbote's
casual and sutomatic response to lust ruans sadly
through the narrative. The constant forgiving
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love of visa, that pale ghost, he rejects.

Kinbote's love is meinly for beautiful boys;
it is their besuty that provokes it. Though in
his own way he loves vohn ohade, it is as the
agent who will transfix his semblan tantassies
into permanent art. when the poet is shot Kinbote
hurries awsy to hide the poem before summoning
help for a Shade who may possibly still be slive.
But Shade is caspable of loving his unattractive
daughter with a desperate pity:

she was my darling; difiicult, morose »
out still my darling. _
(11 357-8)

Kinbote's pity is strictly reserved for himseli.
("'And you, what will you be doing with yourself,
poor King, poor ninbote?' & gentle young voice may
inquire", 5o Kinbote fades from the book, to bthe
end resolutely supplying in his imaginstion the
reactions he will never provoke in life.) Oaly
in the alienation of sleep can feeling for others
erupt. Disa, in his dreams, provokes a love that
"was like an endless wringing o1 hands, like a
blundering of the soul through an intinite maze
of hopelessness and rémorse.“ {p 210)

Shade's home is happy despite the tragedy of
Hazel's death. The lighted windows are its symbol
and through them Kinbote the eternsal exile peers
at peace, warmth and harmony. What he sees is
usually Shade and Sybil together - the poet's
slippered foot gently Tocking in the living room
and his wife occasionaglly shooting through the
field of vision to answer the telephone; Shade
reading his pcem aloud to Sybil ("with so rapt a
look on her fasce that one might have thought she
had just thought up a new recipe," comments
Kinbote defending himself clumsily from & thrust
of jealouéy); the two in a shared agony of grief:
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"Sybil was alternstively huddle-shaking and blowing
her nose; John's face was all blotchy and wet".

Kinbote in his rented house, furnished with
the trasppings of the hanging judge whose suthorit-
arian hand has shown itself in the "recommendatioas,
explanations, injunctjions” that litter the house,
is trapped in & hell of loneliness and fear. In a
note on shade's loving description of his home
comes Kinbote's cry of desperation

Often, almost nightly, throughout the spring
of 1959, 1 had fearea for my life. Golitude
is the playfield of Satan. I cannot describe
the depths of my loneliness and distress ....
et 1 wish to stress that cold hard core of
loneliness which is not good for the displaced
soul. Everybody'knows how given to regicide
Zemblans are: two Queens, three Kings and
fourteen rretenders died violeant deaths,
strangled, stabbed, poisoned and drowned ....
1The woldsworth castle became particulsrly
solitary after that turning point at dusk
which resembles so much the nightfall of the
mind. ©Stealtny rustles, the footsteps of
yesteryesr leaves, an idle breeze, a dog
touring geropoage cans - everything sounded to
me like a blood thirsty prowler .... I
suppose it was then, on those masquersding
spring nights with the sounds of new life in
the trees cruelly mimicking the cracklings
of old death in my brain, I suppose it was
then, on those dreadful nights, that I got
used to consulting the windows of my neigh-
bour's house in the hope for a gleam of
comfort. WP 95-96)

Though Shade's house has actuslly been
invested with a poltergeist he is undisturbed by
phenomena inexplicable in rational terms - he
finds the so-cslled supernaturasl no more or less
fascinsting &end improbable than so-cslled reality.
His shoe on the dsmp turf in early morning, con-
firming in defisnce of time and space the journey
of his dreaming spirit apparently materislly shod,
is gfeeted with delighted acceptance.



41,

My secret stasmp,
"The Shade impress, the mystery inoora.
Mirages, miracles, .midsummer morn.
(11 885-7)

It is part of a total phantasmagoria.

Yet, if prior to life we had

Been able to imagine life, what mad,

Impossible, unutterably weird,

. Wonderful nonsense it might have appesred!
(11 217-20)

Kinbote, on the other hand, is haunted by a
hostile evil other-world that threatens him. In
his zemblan fantasy he -tells us that the remorse he
felt at his mother's death expressed itself in
"a sickly physical 1ear of her phantom". A
phenomenon similar to Shade'‘s experience with the
shoe provokes in him a completely different
reaction. One night, locked in his house alone
with his black cat, he sees the animal suddenly
appesr '"on the tanreshold of the music room in the
middle of my insomnia and a Wagner record, arching
. its back and sporting a neck bow of white silk
which it could certainly never have put on all oy
itself." Terrified, Kinbote dials 11111. "It
is so easy," he comments, *for a cruel person to
make the victim of his ingenuity believe that he
has persecution mania, or is really being stalked
by & killer, or is suffering from hallucinsations."
(p 97-8)

Shade, accepting lite enthusiastically, fears
death as annihilation of the consciousness and the
richly stored memory but frightened Kinbote seeks
death as an escape from his private hell. "On
such sunny, sad mornings L always feel in my bones
that there is a chance yet of my not being excluded
from Heaven, and that salvation may be granted to
me despite the frozen mud and horror in my heart.¥
(p 258) His note on suicide begins with an outline
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of the temptation: "The more lucid and over-
whelming one's belief in Providence the greater

the temptation to get it over with, this wvusiness
of life, but the greater too one's fear of the
terrible sin implicit in self-descruction“. (p 219,
And it ends with a passionate Jjustification of tne
act: "So what can stop one from eflecting the
transition? What can help us to resist the in-
toleravle temptstionr Wnat can prevent us from
yielding to tne burning desire ror merging in GodY
We who burrow in filth every day may pbe forgiven
perhaps the one sin that ends all sin." (p 222)

Hsunted by sn army of horrible fears - of
loneliness, of violence, of rejection, sin and
damnation - he lives in a quite explicit nell,
finding life ss intolerable as it is fascinating
for shade. Shade fears deasth because it will rob
him of the life he loves; Kinbote fears violence
- death in itself would be & reliet if one coula Dpe
sure that it led to a loving uod and not a vicious
hell bent on inrlicting more punishment.

Both Shade and Kinbote accept the possibility
of an afterlife, Shade tentstively and Kinbote
absolutely. wach sees it in terms of his own
temperament and obsessions. Shade the artist
sees an artist's hand in creation and is prepared
to accept his role as & piece of matter, a particle
of clay in the pattern "they" are msking. "They"
are "“aloof and mute", concerned only with design,
with arrangements, combinations and playful manip-
ulation of materisals,

Kinbote makes his god of his own fears and
needs. God is both the punisher snd the retreat
and solace he so desperately needs.

If I were a poet I would certainly make

an ode to the sweet urge to close one's eyes
and surrender utterly unto the perfect
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safety of wooed death. Ecstatically one

forefeels the vastness of the bLivine embrace

enfolding one's liberated spirit, the warm

bath of physical dissolution, the universsl

unknown engulting the miniscule unknown that

had been the only real part of one's tempor-

ary personality. (p 221)

On the issues of morality they are as sharply
divided. "Yhe sins shade recognises are those that
harm other people - murder and the deliberate in-
fliction of pain. But Kinbote believes in original
sin based on an suthoritsrian conception: "...
disobeying the bLivine Will is & fundamentsl definit-
ion of sin". (p 225) The password, says Shade,
is pity; Kinbote looks to an authority beyond
this. "But who instilled it in us, John? Who
is the Judge of life, and the Designer oif death?"
(p 225)

To sum up: Shade emerges as sn inguirer,
observer and appreciator, enjoying the present and
lovingly hoarding the pést. He gives to others
love, friendship and tenderness; his lack of
egotism enables him to accept himself as a minute
perticle in a vast pettern, and he finds detach-
ment and enjoyment in the furniture of a rich mind.
"Supremely blest" in his muse, he creates in art a
kind of ministure world patterned on the eternally
fascinating creation around him.

Kinbote is slways frightened, lonely, ego-
tistical, Jjealous and destructive. - He has few
relationships with others and such as he has are
impermasnent. He finds the world inimical, is
bored with its phenomena and retreats from its
horrors into fantasy snd a religion that both
provides compensation for the pains of this life
and at the same time manages to reproduce them.

Behind the shimmering surface of the novel,
the deceptive blurrings of word-play, stand solidly
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these two figures, facing each other in oddly
formal stances of opposition; carefully balanced
book-ends of vice and virtue, holding in place
poem and comamentary.
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CHAPTER VI

AN ANATOMY OF MAN .

That Timon of Athens was persistently in

Nabokov's mind when he wrote Psle Fire is, I think,
irrefutable. The most important piece of evidence
is, of course, the name, taken from Timon's speech
to the bandits where he Jjustifies thievery on the
grounds that all the universe - the sun, the moon,
the sea, the earth itself - exists because "each
thing's 8 thief". If the title were the only
reference to Timon in the text, this speech alone
would be significent. But there is abundant other
evidence of Timon's ghostly presence behind the
novel. As early as the note to lines 3%9-40 (p 79)
Kinbote tells of s variant resding that suggests to
him a parallel with Timon. In the original passage
Shade is singing his song of praise to the world:

All colors made me happy: even grey.

My eyes were such that literally they

Took photographs. Whenever I1'd permit,

Or, with & silent shiver, order it,

Whatever in my field of vision dwelt -

An indoor scene, hickory leaves, the svelte

stilettos of & frozen stillicide

Wes printed on my eyelids' nether side

Where it would tarry for an hour or two,

And while this lasted sll I hed to do

Was close my eyes to reproduce the leaves,

Or indoor scene, or trophies of the eaves.
(11 29-40)

Kinbote's note includes the variant:

29 sssssa and homeward haste my thieves,
40 The sun with stolen ice, the moon with leaves.

One cannot help recalling & passage in Timon
of Athens (Act &, scene 3) where the misan-
thrope talks to the three marsuders. Having
no library in the desolate log cabin where I
live like Timon in his cave, I am compelled
for the purpose of quick citation to re-
translate ‘this passage into English prose
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from a Zemblan poetical version of Timon

which, I hope, sufficiently spproximates the

text, or is at least faithiul to its spirit.
(p 79-80)

This note, in connection with the actual lines
of the poem, seems to me to provide & periectly
clesr statement of the significance of the name
"Pale Fire" to Shade's poem. The thieves, the
artist's senses, steal from the world and bring
its riches to the mind and memory to be transmuted
into art. The image is common enough. Coleridge
speaks of the secondary imagination, the poet's
tool, in the same terms: "It dissolves, diffuses,

dissipates in order to recreate." L

In the foreword Kinbote himself expresses
the same idea:

Here he is, I would say to myself, thsat is
his head, containing & brein of a difierent
brand than that of the synthetic Jjellies
preserved in the skulls around him. He is
looking from the terrace ... at the distant
lake. I am looking st him. I am witnessing
a unique physiological phenomenon: John
Shade perceiving and transforming the world.
taking it in and tezking it apart, re-combining
its elements in the very process of storing
them up so as to produce a8t some unspecified
date an organic miracle, a fusion of image
and music, a line of verse. (p 27)

But the same note (to lines 39-40) makes it
obvious that the connections with Timon of Athens

extend beyond the poet'é creative process, for
already an analogy is drawn between Kinbote &nd
the later Timon: "where I live like Timon in his
cave."

Reminders of the connection continue. When
Charles first enters the closet that leads to the
secret passage, he finds "all three shelves and the
space beneath ... stuffed with disparate objects:

a palette with the dregs of msany sunsets; & cup-
ful of counters; an ivory backscratcher; a
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thirty-twomo edition of Timon of Athens trans-

lated into Zemblan by his uncle Conmal, the Queen's
brother; a seaside situla" etc. (p 125)

When as the dethroned King he re-enters the
closet it is to find: "It was empty now, save
for the tiny volume of Timon Afinsken still lying
in one corner". (p 128) The passage itself, we
are told, "went under 8 series of terraces, under
the avenue of birches in the roysgl part, and then
under the three transverse streets Acadeny
Boulevard, Coriolanus Lane and Timon Alley."
(p 126) And Charles enters it to make his escape
from Zembla clutching the single volume; "As he
was removing the second shelf, an object fell with
a miniature thud; he guessed what it wses and took
it with him as & talisman". (p 132)

The talisman is still with him in his log
cabin, and we are reminded of this in the note to
line 962 ("Help me, Will! Pasle Fire"): "All I
have with me is a tiny vest-pocket edition of
Timon of Athens - in Zemblan!"

Again, when Kinbote speaks of the love for
betrayed Disa that permeates his dreams, & passing
reference calls the Timon situation again into the
reader's mind: "What carnal aura there was in them
came not from her but from those with whom he
betrayed her - prickly chinned Parynia, pretty
Timandra with that boom under her apron - and even
so the sexual scum remained somewhere far above the
sunken treasure and was quite unimportant.” (p 210)
Phrynia and Timandra sre the harlots who accompany
Alcibiades when he visits demented Timon in his
cave. Timon curses them:

Be a whore still. They love thee not that

' use thee.

Give them diseases, leaving witbathee their
lust.
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He flings them gold a8s a curse to damn mankind:

Hold up, you sluts,
Your aprons mountant .....a.s
Be whores still;
And he whose pious breath seeks to convert you,
Be strong in whore, sllure him, buran him up.
Even Timandra's apron has found its way into Pale

Fire.

These references, and in particular the title
of the novel, seem deliberate pointers to the
significance of Timon of Athens for the novel.

Timon of Athens is a play that is concerned

with contrasts and counterpoint. '"Shskespeare,"
says H.J. Oliver, "hss set off against each other
the reactions of one man to difierent situations,
and the reactions of different men to the same
situation. Timon's response to prosperity in one
half of the play is counterpointed sgasinst his
response to adversity in the other."2 The motif of
counterpointing is not & strand in the play but
its point and essence. "We sre given no chance
to sentimentalize Timon's hate. Its nobility
~derives from its utter reversal of love."

Timon is not & human personality, ss Lear,
Macbeth, or Hemlet is. He is a dichotomy:
philanthropist and misanthrope; msn as angel and
man a8s beast; man in his summer of Iruitfulness,
man in his sterile winter. The drams is not one
of humean contlict but "a medieval morality play
only so much altered as to bring it very near to
perfection." (4

The main difficulﬁy in interpretsetion of the
play lies in the question of how one is to take
the Timon of the first two Acts - the giver of
gifts, of gold, food,'hospitality, flattered and
courted, trusting and open-hearted. Is he then a
figure of reckless prodigality, of stupid innocence,
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of criminally irresponsible excess, or is he an
idesal of bounty, friendship, trust and uaniversal
love; one who gives &8ll because the concept of
possession is to him as alien as it is in nature;
one who reads the interdependence of all things

as God's law, to be embraced joyfully and voluntar-
ily practised in human relationships.

“The middle of humanity thou never knewest,
but the extremity of both ends",a says Apemantus to
Timon living like a beast in his wintry cave,
digging for roots and hating all mankind. But does
he mean merely the extremities of fortune? Or is
one extremity located at the zenith of virtue, the
other at the nadir of vice (where Pope locstes
Zembls)? Or do both extremities represent folly
because they ere extreme, and do good sease,
wisdom and virtue lie in that unexplored middle
zone? Whichever position one takes up, it seems
impossible to deny that Timon's life st the begin-
ning embodies some ideal of civilisstion, however
misguided, and at the end the reversal of all
such values.

"What wouldst thou do with the world, Apemantus,
if it lay in thy power?" asks Timon in his despair.

"Give it to the beasts, to be rid of the men",
is the reply and the ensuing dialogue mekes clear
that to secede from humanity does not clear one of
the terrible interdependence of creature on
creature.

Timon: Wouldst thou have thyself fall in the

contfusion of men, and remain 8 beast
with the beasts?

Apemantus: Ay, Timon.

Timon: A beastly ambition, which the gods
grant thee to attain to. If thou
wert the lion, the fox would beguile
thee; if thou wert the lamb, the
fox would eat thee; if thou wert
the fox, the lion would suspect thee,
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when peradventure thou wert accused

by the ass; if thou wert the &ss,

thy dulness would torment thee and
still thou livedst but as breakfast

&0 BhE WolL s s cwwwveveamn i e v e seEe

v ommeeeeimenns s s s s WASE bedst couldst
thou be that were not subject to a
beast? And what & peast srt thoou
already, that seest not thy loss in
transformation."

The sycophants and flstterers who preyed on
Timon, Lord of Athens,with sweet words and csalcul-
ated gifts, prey on him slso in his cave. The
difference lies in Timon. Hostility and abuse
are substituted for hospitality and praise; gold
in his heyday was & symbol of love and bounty;
in Timon's misery he hurls it at his enemies with
curses, certain of its power to corrupt because
it will enable them to be more themselves. An
ordered vision of civilisstion, of mutusl duties
and mutual services, has dissolved into a chaos

of jungle law.

The difference between the gracious &snd the
beastly Timon seems to be one of art. The Timon
of the first two acts hss turned the dependence
of man on men into gracious forms, has clothed
it with design and besuty; the Timon ol acts
IV and V has dispensed with art and form so that
he lives in a state of chaotic hostility toward
his world.(A generalised statement such as this
involves, of course, & gross simplification of
the structure of Timon of Athens. iy point is

merely that the play can be reduced to such terms
without misrepresentation.)

Sc far, an analogy with Pale Fire is easily
discerned. It also is a work concerned with
counterpoint. Charles the King and Kinbote the
exlile sre ranged agsinst each other; Shade the
poet and Kinbote the critic exist together like
light and dark.
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The most obvious anslogy to the Timon situat-
ion seems the King-and-exile pairing. Charles,
like Timon, lives in wealth and power,surrounded by
sycophants, flattered with preseats, and (so he
tells us) respected and admired. Kinbote, nunted
by an assassin, friendless and filled with hate,
lives a solitary life and retires in the end,
increasingly mad, to a desolate cabin like Timon's
cave; but the snalogy breaks down once the change
in physical and socisal circumstances has been
examined. Timon's voluntary exile arises as much
from his passionate disillusionment, resulting in a
fundamental reversal of his nasture, as from outward
circumstances - his loss of money and friends. He
is whirled by Fortune's wheel in fine medieval
fashion, but more importent, his inner health is
corroded. It is this that{ is stressed in the play.
Timon stays in the mind not a&s & maan demoastrating
in Boethian fashion that there is no stapility or
gusrantee attached to Fortune's gifts, but as one
who has exchanged philanthropy for misaathropy,
whose vision of the world has been blighted and
distorted.

This is not true of Kinbote. Even if one
accepts Charles the Beloved &s something more than
a figment of Kinbote's imagination, it is obvious
that his moral attitudes do not change during the
story: his egotism pervades and perverts sll
responses &t the beginning &s at the end. The self-
pitying poseur who addresses himself at the end as
"poor King, poor Kinbote" has suffered no profound
moral transfiguration from the one who, in the
face of all evidence to the contrary, describes
himself as "a haughty and morose captive." (p 119)

The contrast between Charles the Beloved and
Kinbote is, then, merely & contrast of fartune,
outer circumstances. But & moral contrast operates
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between Shade and Kinbote; these two can be
regarded as reversals of each other both inwardly
and outwardly. If an analogy to the Timon
dichotomy is to be found in Pale Fire - and there
is plenty of evidence that it would be profitable
to look for one - this would seem to be the area
on which to coacentrate attention.

M.C. Bradbrook describes tne play as a
drematic showing of Timon's progress through four
seasons. "The piece describes an arc - 8 double

rainbow or solar year." ©

The play abounds in evidence that Timon can
be identified with the sun and that what is traced
is his gradual descent from high summer, through
sutumn to deepest winter, till he finally sinks
out of sight into the sea. To quote evidence is
slmost unnecessary; the structure and movement
of the play thrust the metaphor st one. But
scaps of dislogue, like this between two servants
as Timon has passed into his déclining stage,
confirm the theory.

PAILOTUS: Is not my lord seen yet?
LUCIUS'S SERVANT: Not yet.

PHILOTUS: I wonder on it; he was wont to
shine &t seven.
LUCIUS'S SERVANT: Ay, but the days asre waxed
shorter with him:
You must consider that a prodigal course
Is like the sun's,
But not, like his, recovereble. I fear
'Tis deepest winter in Lord Timon's
purse. 11

And the final line he utters in the play as he
goes unobserved and silently to his death marks the
connection with a heavy note:

sun, hide thy beams, Timon hath done his
reign.

The same identification of & humsn dichotomy with
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@ natural cne runs through Pale Fire. Kinbote
seems to be linked with both winter &snd night -
Shade (despite his name) with summer and day.
The first meeting of the two has hints in it of
a seasonal anslogy:

... 1 noticed that Mr end Mrs Saade,
neither of whom I had yet met socially
... Were having trouble with their old
Packard in the slippery driveway where it
emitted whines of agony but could not
extricate one torturea rear wheel out of
a concave inferno of ice. John Shade
busied himself c¢lumsily with a8 bucket from
which, with the gestures of a sower, he
distributed handiuls of brown sand over
the blue glsze. He wore snow-boots, his
vicuna collar was up, his abundant gray
hair looked berimed in the sun. I knew
he had been ill @ few months before, and
thinking to ofier my neighbours s ride to
the campus in my poweriul mschine, I
hurried out toward them. 4 lsne curving
around & slight eminence on which ny
rented castle stood separated it from ny
neighbours' driveway, and I wss about to
cross that lene when I lost my footing
and sat down on the surprisingly herd
snow. My fsll acted as a chemicsl re-
agent on the Shades' sedsan, which Iorthwith
budged and &lmost ran over me as it swung
into the lane with John at the wheel
strenuously grimacing and Sybil fiercely
talking to him. I am not sure either saw
me. %p 20)

Shade (summer, the returning cycle of fruit-
fulness) who had been ill - nearly dead in fact -
a few months before, is in the snow of late winter
(or very early spring) making the symbolic gesture
of sowing seed. The fall of Kinbote (winter)
motivates the vehicle of Shade. Previously in
October (autumn) the arrival of Kinbote in America
by parachute (the Fall?) has "almost coincided"
with John Shade's hesrt attack, his temporary
death. "My best time is the morning; my preferred
/ Season midsummer" (11 873-4), says Shade.
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Kinbote 1is associasted with cold. He has
"frozen mud and horror" in his heart (p 258)
even in July. His first comment on nhis rented
house is that its "heating system was a farce,
depending as it did on registers in the tloor
where from the tepid exhalations of a throbbing
and groaning basement furnace were transmitted to
the rooms with the faintness ol a moribund's last
breath." (p 19)

Kinbote's days are largely hidden from us but
we know a great deal about his lonely nights when
he perambulates slone and tries to borrow reflected
warmth from Shade's windows. Shade and Kinbote
meet to walk at sunset - the meeting time of night
and day.

Gold is bounty and the pleasures of art and
of friendship to the Lord of Atheans; to the mis-
anthrope it is & curse and & means to curse - the
glittering hoard he uncbvers is no substitute fer
the roots he wants. "Solar men ian his suspicious
rising and in nis eclipsing cave pears a natural
affinity with the metal Sol, or gold," 12 says
Bradbrook. "You ere an alchemist, make gold of
that!"qq'says Timon flinging stones at the painter.
Obviously there is a close connection between the
sun, gold and art in Timon's world. In the Shade/
Kinbote world, the intermediary symbol, gold, is
left out but imaginstion, or ert is used in much
the same way. It is & burden to Kinbote in his

sterile winter - a boon to Shade.

Finglly Timon in his debilitation as he slides
to the end offers universal suicide as a panaces
for the corrupt Athenians:

Tell Athens, in the sequence of degree,

From high to low throughout, that whoso please
To stop aitfliction, let him take his hsaste,
Come hither, ere my tree hath felt the axe
And hang himself.
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It's a good winter remedy, smacking of hibernat.ion,
the fallen sap, the frost-bitten plants. Kinbote's
pesnegyrics of suicide suggest & similar theme.

The relationship of Kinbote and Shade however,
is more than & simple opposition. It has troubled
readers and commentators since the book was published;
a8 series of dangling metaphors, half-coincidences,
semi-echoes thst lie just off-centre of rationsl
explanstion persuade one that the link between
them is more than the ostensible one the story un-
folds. They are neighbours, fellow-academics, &and
the one is commentator and editor of the other's
poem. But they are also born on the same day
(though seventeen yesrs apart), Shade dies in the
presence of Kinbote (and sllegedly in nis stead)
and they appear to be married to different versions
of the same woman, a fact that Nabokov makes wmore
credible by letting Kinbote comment oa it with
surprise;

There was something else, something I was to
realise only when I read Psle Fire, or rather
reread it aiter the first bitter hot mist of
dissppointment had cleared before my eyes. I
am thinking of lines 261-26%7 in which Shade
descrives his wife. At the moment oi his
painting that poetical portrait, the sitter
was twice the age of Queen Disa. I do not
wish to be vulgar in dealing with these
delicate matters but the fact remains that
sixty-year old Shade is lending here a well-
conserved coeval the ethereal ana eternsl
aspect she retsins, or should retain, in his
kind noble heart. Now the curious thing
about it is that Disa st thirty, when last
seen in September 1958, bore a singular
resemblance not, of course, to Mrs Shade &s
she was when I met her, but to the idealized
and stylized picture painted by the poet in
those Lines in Pale Fire. Actually it was
idealized and stylized only in regard to the
older woman; in regard to Jueen Disa, as she
was that aiternoon on that blue terrace, it
represented a plain unretouched likeness. I
trust the reader appreciates the strangeness



of this, because if he does not, there is

no sense in writing poems, or actes to poems,

or anything at all. (206-7)

The last sentence of this paragraph shouts
for attention. So does the odd couplet fluang
suddenly into the already bizarre canto four of
Shade's poen:

Man's life a3 commentary to abstruse

Unfinished poem. Note for further use.
(11 939-40)

And there are of course, the moments, not many
of them but enough, when Nabokov allows Kinbote
to understand the poem and supply exactly the right
felicitious phrase to buttress the verse. I have
already draewn attention to the first sentence of
his commentary where the clause ... "a glsss pane
in which a mirrorea sky, with its slightly darker
tint and slightly slower cloud, presents the
illusion of continued space'", makes more haunting
and more precise John Shade's image of the window
that kills the waxwing.

It is obviously evidence of this kind that has
led a number of readers to @gree with Page sStegner's
suggestion that Shade and Gradus may be &s much
the product of Kinbote's imagination as Zemble asnd
Charles the Beloved. "Although it is difficult,
if this is true, to explain where the poem came
from, it is conceivable that Kinbote could have
written it himself. If he is sble to dream up an
Arabian Nights tale of his royal life in Onhava
and populate that capital city with several dozen
fantastic though imaginary personalities, he is
certainly sble to dream up John and Sybil Shade
and their daughter Hazel, and creste a fictitious

poem as well." =



Yet this faeirly simple explesnation, that there
is only dreaming Kinbote, cresting a present for
himself - a poet, & murder, a manuscript - sll froa
his own head, as he created a fabulous past, is
unsatisfactory. As Andrew Field points out: "A
sane man may invent an insane cngracter, ana we
call him an srtist; an inssne man whno inveants a
perfectly sane character is also an artist, but
ipso facto no longer insane in the way that Kinbote
is ... Positing Kinbote &s prime sauthor (in aaaition
to the fact that it contradicts all the many secret
notes left throughout the novel) is, in a sense,
just as confusing as the appareatly obviocus idesa

AP

Kinbote misunderstands the poem more often, far

that Kinbote and Shade are quite sepsrate."

more often, than he understsnds it; his emotional
blindness makes it difficult to conceive of him
creating the sensitive Shade.

To suggest thnat wnabokov intends us to imegine
shade as the author of both poem and commentary
seems to me to be equally tarfetched. There is s
level in tie book, 8 primery one, at which events
do occur, and at that level shade is killed before
the commentsry is written. Nabokov likes creat-
ing riddles with elegant solutions, but an elegaant
solution must surely take into account the elements
of primary meaning, however parsdoxical they may
seem, and not simply wisn them out of existence.

It seems more profitable to pursue further
the analogy with Timon of Athens. The Poet in the
opening scene of the play explains, somewhat
pompously to the Painter, "I have in this rough
work sheped out & man," 18 gnd continues to outline
the way he has dehumsnized Timon into an allegorical
form.
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I have upon a high and pleasant hill
Feigned Fortune to be throned. The base o'
the mount
Is ranked with a8ll deserts, all kindas of
ndtures
That labour on the bosom of this sphere
To propagate their states. Amongst them all,
Whose eyes sre on this sovereign lady fixed,
One do I personate of Lord Timon's frane,
Whom Fortune with her ivory hand wafts to her.
It seems reasonable to accept this as a some-
what tongue-in-cheek delineation of Shskespeeare's
own technigue. Put the two halves of Timon together
and what emerges is not & person of recognizsble
character with consistent quirks and motivations as
happens when the mad Lesr is used to give deeper
insight into the (comparatively) sane version of
the king we first encouater. The two halves of
Timon make "a man" or "man", rather than s particul-

ar individual who is this way and no other.

I think Pgle Fire works in the same way as &n
anatomy. If Kinbote ancd Shade are so deeply cross-
meshed that they can be regarded as two parts of
a whole, then the whole is out of sight - a being
whom Nabokov will not let us glimpse. II,
parading reversed qualities as they do, they are
merely two versions of possibilities, two extremes
in the line of conceivable behaviour (as Timon the
philanthropist and Timon the misantnropist appear
to be) then they are merely the removable pearts of
a formalized composition that would bear & non-
committal title - "rational and irrational man"
"man - creative end sterile."”

The latter would seem the more appropriate
description. For Psle Fire is basically a work
about a poem. It consists of that poem and all
the materisal of commentary, far-retched or believ-
able, is tied, however irrationally to that poem.



To say that 8ll of Nabokov's writing is coa-
cerned with art, the creative process, has become
a truism since Vladislav Khodasevich, the emigré
poet and critic, first drew attention to the fact
more than thirty years asgo. It is so much of a
truism that a contemporary critic can sigh wearily
at the statement: "Whaet may have been a brilliant
formulation in the nineteen-tnirties seems evideat
enough by now, and not because sO many other
critics have said it of Nabokov, but rather
because it has become & commonplace of recent
criticism to note that a work or art is about
itself (Wordswortn, Proust, Joyce, Yeats, Borges,
Picasso). 'We have heard this so often about
litersry works,' writes Robert lsrtin Adams in
Surface and 3ymbol (1962) 'thet the phrase hss a

somewhat depressing ring'." 20

Yet evidence from Nabokov's esrlier novels
confirms that much more deliberately, much more
consciously, than other writers he is fascinated
with the eifort, the mechanics, the frustrating,
rewsrding struggle of the crestive process. The
Eye explores the creation of fictional roles;
The Gift, the writer's struggle with possible
media; ‘The Real Life of Sebeastian Xnight the
search of "V" to find the dissolving unknowable

"facts" about his desd brother behind the books he
has created - unknowable because one is left
ultimately with the conviction thet "V" and
Sebastian Knight are the same person. Above all
Invitation to a Beheading explores the process of

writing a novel. The. imprisoned, physically
feeble, semi-transparent Cincinnatus struggles witn
two elements - intractsble, slippery unco-operative
words, and himself, the hopelessly clumsy and
ineffectual machine that cannoty be made to do the
work his spirit wills: -



Pale Fire
fictional

I have no desires, save
myself - in defiance of
ness.

fright.
my self.

How frightened I am.
But no one shall teke me awsy iron
I am irightened - sad now I am

©0.

the desire to express
allthe world's mute-
How sick with

losing some thresd,which I held so pslpably

only a moment ago.

slipped out of my grsesp.

Where is it?

It nss
I an trembling

over the peper, chewing the pencil througa to
the lead, hunching over tc conceal myself from

the door through which
me in the nspe, gnd it
the verge of crumpliag
it up.
this prison,
terrible,

8 piercing eye stings
seeus I sm right on
everyctning, and tearing

I am here through an error - not in
specifically - but in this waole
striped world;

& world whicn seems

not a bsd exsmple olr amateur craltsmanship,
but is in reality calamity, horror, msdness,

error Wait !

- s .

There,

I teel once agasin

that I shsll reslly express myself, shall

bring the words to bay.
me this kind of chase,
born art of writing is
forgotten are the days
schooling, but ignited
forest fire - today it

Alas, no one taught
and the ancient in-
long since forgotten -
when it needcded no
and blszed like &
3eems Jjust as in-

credible &s the music thet once used to be
extracted from & moastrous piznoforte, music
that would nimbly ripple or suddenly hack the
world into great, gleaming blocks - I myself
picture all this so clesrly,but you are not
I, and therein lies the irreparable calsmity.

Not knowing how to write,

criminal intuition how
what one must do for s

but sensing with my
words are combiaed,
commonplace word to

come alive and to share its neighbour's

sheen, heat,

shadow, while reflecting itself

in its neighbour end renewing the neighbouring

word in
is live
of this
theless
what is
task of

shouts that it is

the process,
iridescence;

In John Shade's world,

"his muse is close to it:

s0 that the whole line
while I sense the nature
kind of word propinguity,
unable to achieve it, yet that is
indispensable to me for my task, a
not now and not here.

I am never-

of the same line, &

analysis of the creative process.

Sybil, thst wise woman,

is the harmonizing element - something which if not

And that odd muse of mine,
My versipel, is with me everywhere,
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In carrel and in car, and in my chair.
And 8ll the time, and 2ll the time, my love,
You too are there, beneath the word, above
The syllable, to underscore and stress
The vitsl rhythm. One heard a womsn's dress
RHustle in days of yore. I've oiften csught
The sound and sense of your approuching
chought.
(11 Y40=-55)
When they are high school children picnicking
near a catarsct whose "rosr and rainbow dust /
ilade the tame part romantic" (1 253) beautiiul
Sybil turns and ofiers Shade " thimtleful of
bright metallic tea". The phrase has a fateful
sound like the nsgic potion of a tairy story that
enslaves the drinker, 2ad it seems not uanreasonsable
to link Sybil here to Shade's destiny as a poet.

Another Jjuxtaposition of lines in the poem
reintorces this idea.

Lafontaine was wrong:

Dead is the maadible, alive the song.

And so I pare ay nsils, sad muse, and hesr

Your steps upstairs, sand all 1s right, ay dear.

(11 245-6)
The "footsteps upstairs" fall so patly at the
thought of enduring sohg that one suspects & more
than casusal connectioan. "All is right, my dear,"
says Shede and later:
I teel I understand

Existence, or &t least @ minute part

Of my existence, only through my art,

In terms of combinational delight;

And if my private universe scsns right,

So does the verse of galaxies divine

Which I suspect is an iambic Lline.

(11 971-7)

Art is here the catalyst that produces harmony
as Sybil's presence in the earlier lines. Some
sort of identification of the two seems unavoid-

able.

References in the commentary lend themselves
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to similar interpretations. When Kinbote, tumbled
in the snow, first sees the Shade, their sedan
swings past bhim with "John at the wheel stren-
uously grimacing and sSybil fiercely talking to him.
I am not sure either saw me" (p 20) ssys numilisted
Kinbote. If one regards Sybil as some sort of
symbol . of the art of John Shade, and Kinbote as
parasitical emblem of fawning admirers, bores and
bumble-footed critics, then the vignette, &slresdy
vivid, acquires & greater teoleaux quality, &s &
statement of & multiplicity oi themes.

It is when Shade is waiting for Sypil, too-
long delayed, that Kinbote manages to capture him
triumphantly and bear him oif in his powerful car.
Always Sybil acts as the protector, insulsator,
of the poet from the demands of his iantrusive
neighbour - Kinbote complsins thst his messages
were never treasmitted. Obviously this would
be the function of a good wife, out it would slso,
symbolically, be the function oif tne poet's &art
or talent. Sybil tells Kinobote of shade, "He
never shows anything uniinished. Never, never."
(p 86) But a few days later wanen foolish Kinbote
intrudes into their house, ‘the back dcor was
ajar, and as I tepped it open &snd lsunched upon
some gay airy phrase, I realized that ohsae,
sitting st the other end of the tsple, was in the
act of reading to her something that I guessed
to be @ part of his poem.” (p 91) . The two
statements are not irreconcilsble on a tactusl
level. oSybil could well regard "showing" something
as showing it to the outside world but they coula
also be taken to mean that there is a level at
which Shade and 3Sybil are not separaste, but parts
of the same whole.

Most significant though is the fact that it



is when the poem is a8ll but finished and oybil

has abandoned him temporarily, that Shade, lesving
his own home, crosses to Kinoote's to ve killed.
The poem then becomes the possession of the mad and
inépt commentator. The poet has (can have) no
more control of it. It seems to me th&at this
situstion must be read symbolically, and that one
cannot aveid seeing Jyoil as art, taleat, inspir-
ation - the name is unimportant - the ingredient
that marries itself to the human mind (or seems
to) to produce tne phenomeanon of creation. John
Shade, emptied, @ kind or shell Irom which the
vital matter, the poem, is gone, looks to Kinbote
"like an old tipsy witch" snd "forloran" and has

to be helped from his chair. As he crosses to his
neighbour's house & dark Vanessa butterily, eerlier
identified with sybil (“Come and be worshipped,
come &nd be caressed, / iy dserk Vanessa, criamson-
varred, my blest / iy Admirable butterily:"

(11 269-71)" came dizzily whirling srouand us like
a coloured flame .... One's eyes could not follow
the rapid butterily in the sunbeams as it flashed
and vanished, and flashed again, with an almost
frightening imitavion of coﬁscious play which now
culminated in its settling upcn ny delighted
friend's sleeve. It took off, and we saw it next
moment sporting in an ecstacy of frivolous haste
around a laurel sarub, every now snd then perchaing
on a lacquered lesf and sliding down its grooved
middle like a boy down the bsnisters on his birth-
day. Then the tide of the shade reached the
laurels, and the magniticent, velvet-snd-flame
creature dissolved in it." (p 290) The emphasis
on conscious play, for Nabokov an ingredient in
art, and the choice of a laurel bush as its resting
place, seem to me to be beyond doubt the butter-
fly's role as an emblem of art. A sybil w&s the
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instrument, the medium, whereby the words and will
of the gods was conducted to humsn esrs. Art or
"the muse" fulfills the same fuaction.

When the butterfly has finslly gone irom him,
John 3hade i1s killed but between the two incidents
Nabokov maunsges to let Kinpote sidetrack the
reader into hesring a catslogue of trees in
Wordsmith College's famous avenue of trees ment-
ioned in Shskespesre:

Jove's stout oak and two others: the

thunder~cloven from Britain, the knotty-

entrailed from a llediterranean islesnd; 8

weather-fending line (now lime), a phoenix

(now date palm), a pine and cedsr (Cearus),

all insuler; a Venetian sycamore tree

(Acer); two willows, vhe green, likewise

from Venice, the hoar-leaved Irom Denmark;

a midsummer elm, its narky fingers enrianged

with ivy; & midsummer mulberry, its shade

inviting to tarry: &nd & clown's sad

cypress from Illyria. (p 291)

The effect is not only of a quick gellop
through Shakespeare's works but of s pilgrimage
through time and place that ends in aeath. ("Come
away, come away, death, And in sa8d cypress let{ me
be laid," sings Feste in Ursino's Illyris). Thae
effect cannot be accidentsl. Nabokov had no need
to introduce the digression here. ULy poiat is
thsat this emphasizes, gratuitiously, that we are
moving in areas ol symbolism &s the poet approaches
death. The oblique reference to Feste's dirge
acts 83 a reminder, too, that of Sypil Shade's
translations the only two identitfied in the text
are Donne's Holy Sonnet, "Death be not proud,"
and Marvell's gentle "The Nymph on the Death of
her Fawn" where the horror and sting are pulled
graceiully from death (& traditional function of
art and the one perhaps that John 3Shade is most
concerned with).
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Shade has possessed his wise woman four
thousand times, but Kinbote has failed to coansumate
a union with Diss &t all. If Disa is &n alter ego
for 3ybil, and sybil is @& symbol not only ior love
and the harmony it produces, but for the nsrmoniziag
power of art with its order, grece and permanence
("curiosity, teaderness, kindness and ecstasy"22 are
Nabokov's terms)then rejected Disa is & symocol not
only of Kinbote's fatal seperation from love but
of his separetion too Irom art. (The connectioas
are cemented in every direction - a Vanessa pbutter-
fly figures in the escutcheon of the family of
Payn and lione.)

The name Disa is @ corruption of Psradisa
but the emphasis, I think, is on corruption. "Dis"
is, according to the Concise Oxford Dicticnary
“a living prefix with a privative force" and among
the meanings listed are ”asaunder,.away, apart or
between" and "deprivation ot , expulsion irom."
"Dis" is also, of course, one of the pseudonyms of
Pluto, ruler ot the underworld. sSuggestions of
darkness and terror hover round his name. Disa,
Duchess of Psyn and ilone, is of course, the figure
of grief, and her grief is specirically genersted
by Charles's rejection of her love ian favour of
the "manly customs" of Zembla. It is fairly
obvious that Kinbote is & poet manqué - his
commentary is disorgenized snd uncoantrolled, but
it is vivid, imaginative and full of fascinating
imeges. (It is important ot course to KkKeep the
seperation of Naebokov and Kinbote firmly in mind.
The chaotic nature of the commentary is an essent-
ial element in the convrollea and ordered pattera-
ing of the novel as a whole).

Shade and Kinbote are similar in their outward
circumstances - but provide a morasl reversal of



each other. Sybil and Disa are difrerent oanly in
the roles they are tforced to play. Neither exists
as a person except within her relationsnip to the
male figure, the poet or the critic. "Curiosity,
tenderness, kindness and ecstacy" pervade Kinoote's
sleeping dreams of Diss but are brutally abseat
from his waking relationships with her. Kinbote's
note to line /68 makes the point clearly:

At this point my reader may Be amused Dy ny
allusion to John sSnace in 8 letter (of waicih
I fortunately preserved a carbon copy) that

I wrote to & correspondent living in southern
France on April 2, 1959:

My dear, you are absurd. I do not
give you, and will aot give you or
anybody, my home address. The sub-
urban houses here have open letter-
boxes out in the street, and saybody
can cram them with sdvertisements or
purloin letters addressed to me (not
out of mere curiosity, mind you, but
from other, more sinister motives).
I send this by eir and urgently re-
peat the address oylvia gave you:
Dr. C. Kinbote, KINBCTE (not
"Charles &. Kinbog, Esg:," as you,
or 3ylvia, wrote; plesse, be more
careful - and more intelligent)....

I am not cross with you but I have
all sorts of worries, and my nerves
are on edge. I believed - believed
deeply and candidly - in the aftect-
iou of 8 person who lived here, under
my roof, but have been hurt and be-
trayed &s never happened in the days
of my forefathers, who could have had
the offender tortured, though of
course I do not wish to have anybody
tortured.

It has been dreadfully cold here, but
thank God now a regulsr northern winter
has turned into & southern spring.

Do not try to explain to me what your
lawyer tells me but have him explain

it to my lawyer, and he will explsin

it to nme.

My work at the university is pleasant,
and I have a most charming neighbour -



E-"lf’ .

now do not sigh and raise your eyebrows,
my dear - he is a very ola gentleman -

the o0ld gentleman in fact who was respons-
ible for that bit apout the ginkgo tree
10 your green SlbUl ...

It night be safer if you did not write

to me often my aear. (p 256)
Waking Kinbote rejects his figure of srt and harmony
as firmly as Shade embraces him.

Viewed from this angle the novel locks sn
anatomy - a kind oif morality play ol vice and
virtue with art ranged on the side oif the angels.
But this one interpretation is obviously not
enough to accommodate the theme of interdependence
that pervades Psle Fire. It is necessary at this
stage, I think, to alter the angle of vision on
the text.



CHAPPER VII

THE CREATIVE COMPOST

In s ¢ ical study of Psle Fire, Andrew

riti
Field postulates sa inlexesting taeory:

Kinbote's Zenble - &psrt Iirow wast ne Lhinks
it is - is slsc a mepplng oi wsa's subcoed-
scious. Nabokxov's whole oeuvr out Pele Flire
soove a8ll, is overwhelming prool GTh&ét Tie &SuUD=-
conscious does not exist only in Ireud's

version of it. Kinbote's Zemols is & hoaoc-
sexuel Iantasy, but especislly strikiag is

the fact thaet this subterrsne kas cbsolutely

no connection with the John Shade we kaow

from the poem. The Freudisn understsncing

of the unconscious reguires "“peruures"

througn walch the coasciocus is suotly prompte

There is, when one thinks of is, & valid
sycho*oolcal connection witn John shade alter

all.

Field does not elétorate the stasteameat. aus

gre seems evidence from Nebokov's cwa wridiag

that Kinbote's comuentery is coaceraed wito, if

ot & subconscious, at least @ seai-coasciocus miza.

Pnin, the novel whose publication immediscely

recedes thet of Pale Fire, though 1ive yes&rs
tes them in time, Nebokov tegins Chspler &

The King, nis fathner, weering s very white
sports shirt open a8t the taroet and & very
black bluzer, sat st a spscious desk whose
nighly polished suriface twinned his upper
hslf in reverse, making of him & kind of
court card. Ancestral portraits darkened
the walls of the vast pasneled room. Other-
wize, it was not uanlike the headmaster's
study &t 3t. Bart's ochcol, on the Atleantic
oveabosrd, some three thoussna miles west of
the imagined Palace. A copious spiring
shower kept lashing &t the french windows,
beyond which young greenery, &ll eyes,
shivered and streamed. Notning but this
sheet of rain seemed to sepsrate end prolect
the Pslsce 1irom the revolution that for
several days had been rocking the city ....
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Actually, Victor's father wss & creanky
refugee doctor, whowm the lad hed never

much liked and ﬂdd not seen adow for almost
two years.

The King, his more plasusible fagther, had
decided not to abdicave. No newspapers wer
coming out. The COrient Dxpress wus stranaed
with all its transient passsengers, at a suo
urbsn staticn, on the -pleviorm of which,
reflected in puddles, picturesqgue peassats
stood and gaped &t the curtasined winaows ol
the loag, mysterious Cors. Tne Palace, and
its terreced gsrdens, and the city below

the paletvial aill, snd the main city sqguare,
where decspitations and LOlA dances hea
slready started, despite the weather - gll
this was at the hesrt ol & cross whose &
terminated in Trieste, Graz, Buuapest, and
Zagreb, 8s designeted in ixand wmecNally's
Ready Kererence Atlas of the worla. Aad s
the hesrt of that heart sst the King, psale
and calm, and on the whole closely resembl
his son as that under-iormer imagined he
would look at iorty nimseli. Pale and calm,
8 cup of coffee in his raad, his back to

the emerslc-and-gray window, bthe King
listening to & masked messeager, & cor
old nobleman iu & wet closk, wno ned =
to make nis way tanrough the recellion sn
rain from the beseiged Council Hsll to the
isolated Palsce.

e

k
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"Abdication! One third of the elphaceg!™
coldly quippea the Xing, with the trace of
an accent. "The snswer 1s no. I prefer
the unknown quaatity of exile.”

saying this, the King, a2 widower, glsanced at
the desk photograpn of a beautiiul dead
woman, at those great blue eyes, that carmine
mouth (it was & coloured photo, not fit ior &
King, but no matter). The lilacs, in sudden
premeture bloom, wildly btest, like snut-out
maskers, at the dripping psnes. The o¢ld
messenger bowed and walked backwerd througin
the wilderness of the study, wondering
secretly whether it would not be wiser for him
to leave history alone and mske a cesh for
Vienns where he hsd some property . . . Of
course, Victor's mother wss not reelly dead;
she hsad leit his everyday father, Dr. Eric
wind (now in South America), and was about to
be married in Buffalo to a man named Church.
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Victor indulged night sfter night in these
mild fancies, trying to induce sleep in his
cold cubicle which wss exposed to every
noise in the restless dorm. Genereslly he
did not reach that crucisl flight episode

when the King alone - solus rex (as chess
problem mekers term royal solitude) - paced

a beach on the Bohemian sea, at Tempest
Point, where Percivel Blake, a8 cheeriul
American adventurer, had promised to meet aim
with & powerful motorpoet. Inceed, the

very act of postponing that thrilling &end

socthing episode, the very protraction of its

lure, coming &s it aid on top of the
repetitive fancy, lormed taoe ma8ln mecnenism
of 1ts soporific effect.

"Solus Rex" is the name which Kinoote suggests
as a title for the poem he believes DShzde to be
writing and its appearance nere in Victor's
fantasy seems st least ags significant for Pele
Fire as the novel of that neme which Nsbokov had
begun and abandoned twenty yesrs esrlier, and
which Field and Nina Berberova have discussed so

competently. 4 @

In Msry ilcCerthy's original review sne pointed
out that the "resl!" story of Kinbote is thst "he
is @ harmless refugee pedsnt named Botkin w
teaches in the Russian departmeat and who faac
himself to be the exiled king of Zembla. This
delusion, which he supposes to be his secret, is
known to the poet, who pities him, and to the
campus at large, which does not .... The killer
is just what he claims to be - Jack Grey, an
escaped criminal lunatic, who has been sent to the
State Asylum for the Insane by, precisely, Judge
Goldsworth, Botkia's landlord.” 4 There is one very
minor mistake in this statement - Kinbote tells us
that fortunately Professor Botkin "was not sub-
ordinsted to that grotesque 'perfectionist' Prof.
Pnin, Head of the bloated Russisn Department”,
but worked in another department. (p 155) )
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Apsrt from this the ststement is one that few
readers would challenge.

Botkin/Kinbote's delusion 1
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in the rich infinitely comforting rantssies of
childhood, the sweet that is sucked luxuriocusly
nignt'after nignt 8s the cunild drirts to sleep
The best fairy-tsles lull us ell witia the ssame
compensations, and to be 8t once hero and victim,
beloved King &nd exile from & fabulcus kingdon

to bask in our own admirstion and our own pity

is the sweetest of imaginsry delights. Kinoocte's
dresm carried over ianto manhood, proliferating into
cities, mountains, a wiole country generously
furnished with sexual delights, is composed of the
same ingredients s Victor's.

-Victor, a cheerful Cinderella, Ifreely
borrows props from his dasy-time liie (the hesd-
master's desk) and adspts them to the stage-
setting of romance. sSterecotyped laagusge snd
imsges are grabbed uncritically, hastily, to
provide the outlines of the picture - the palsce,
the revolution, the king "pale and calm". Vague
and cliched background material ("sacestral
portraits darkened the walls of the vast panelled
room") rubs shoulders with detail precisely
visualized by Victor, the sensitive artist, ("the
highly-polished surface twinned his upper half in
reverse making of him & kind of court csard";
"young greenery, all eyes, shivered and stresmed").
The scenery is always asdjustaple for convenience
("lilacs, in sudden premsture bloom, wildly besat
like shut-out maskers st the dripping penes") and
bizarre, undeveloped imsges ("decapitations and
folk dances had already started despite the
weather") suggest an ironic half-detachmeat in the
mind of the dreamer. Overall the fantasy is



utilitarian; it exists to entertain the drowsy
mind, to comfort the ego gently suckling itself to
sleep, but within tnis soft medium, lazy with
familisrity, the creative mind is still at play,
tossing up a8 bright im&ge here, pressing into
service a valuable picked up esnd stored away when
the mind wes alert and active.

Kinbote's narrative has the same elemeats
combined in it. The king, the revolution, &n
underground passage, loyal followers, and escape
in disguise, the ruthless killer stalking his
royal victim round the world - they are the found-
ation bricks of the child's story of romance, &nd
the name of its hero, "Charles the Beloved'l| gives
a pathetic clue to the reeson iriendless snd ua-
attractive Kinbote/potkin ("I fail to see how
John and Sybil can stand you") needs such an
elaborate retreat into fentasy. His appetite for
flattery, for acknowledgement, for praise finds
appeasement in tne piling up of stereotyped make-
believe of wealth snd importance. "That King's
reign," says dreaming Kinbote of his alter ego,
"will be remembered by at least a few discerning
historians as a peaceful and elegant one ....
Harmony, indeed was the reign's password .... The
¢limate seemed to be improving. Taxstion had
become a thing of beauty" (p 75). He is "the
friendly and eloquent monsarch"., Lush images of
luxury sprout. Charles's room is furnished with
"a huge, oval, luxuriously flounced, swaasdown
pillow the size of 8 triple bed", with "a coverlet
of genuine panda fur that had just been rushed
from Tibet by a group of Asistic well-wishers on
the occasion of his ascension to the throne."

(p 110)

The latent heterosexusl in homosexual Kinbote
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murmurs in mournful hslf-developed images of in-
numerable nymphs. "He awoke to find her standing
with @ comb in her hand pefore his - or rather,

his grandfather's - cheval glass, a8 triptych of
bottomless light, & really fantastic mirror,

signed with a dismond by its maker, Sudarg of
Bokey. ©he turned about before it: a secret
device of reflection gathered an infinite number

of nudes in its depths, gerlands of girls in grace-
ful and sorrowful groups, diminishing in the limpid
distance, or bresking into 1individusl aympns, some
of whom, she murnured, must resemble her asncestors
when they were young - little pessaat garlien
combing their neir in shellow wster as ifar &s the
eye could reach, and then thne wishful mermaid from
en old tale, and then nothing." (p 111)

Fairy-~tales are pressed into service. "The
gnarled fermer and ais plump wife, now, like
personages in an 0ld tedious tale offered the
drenched fugitive s welcome shelter, mistook him
for an eccentric camper who had got detached from
his group. He wss allowed to dry himself in s
warm kitchen where he was given a fairy-tale
meal of bread and cheese, and a bowl of mountain
mead." (p 140)

Campus events come smirking in disguise
through the nerrative. Both lfary McCerthy and
Andrew Field draw attention to the fact that
Gerald Emerald, teacher of freshmesn English at
Wordsmith College, and baiter of Kinbote, is
transformed into Izumrudov the superior officer
of Gradus, in that sinister organization the
Shadows. Disa (considered in her simple non-
symbolic role) may well be 8 mechenism whereby
Kinbote relesses his hatred of Sybil that "rigid
anti~-Karlist", demoting her in fantasy from the
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woman who "from the very first disliked and dis-
trusted" him, to a woman who forever loves him
hopelessly and is forever rejected.

Heaven knows how many wmemories froum the past
force themselves up in rough Zemblan disguise.
Does Alfin the Vague (whom the index describes
as "K's father; & kind, gentle, absent-minded
monarch, mainly interested in automobiles, flying
machines, motorboats and, at one time, sea shells;
killed in an airplane accident") represent hazy
memories of Xinbote's real father, aand is horsy
terrifying Queen Blenda the sctusl mother of his
flesh and obsessions? O0dd sentences in the
conmentary, dangling almost unconnected, have the
authentic ring of memory. <Kinbote talks of his
gardener plaating heliotropes: "This is the
flower whose odor evokes with timeless intensity
the dusk, and the garden bench, and a‘ house of
painted wood in & distant northern land." (p 98)

Kinbote/Botkin is no more logical in his
fantasy than Victor. The props are chaanged &as
oftenyas irrstionslly, as the released mind throws
up new visual images. GCeveral commentators nave
pointed out that "dear Gordon", that prototype of
the beautiful boy ("His lovely bestisl face wore
an expression both sullen and sly" p 200), changes
his stagey costume four times in the course of a
walk across the garden. Wearing nothing "save a
leopard-spotted loiacloth™ he strolls out oif the
room "wreathed about the loins with ivy" reaches
the drinking fountsin in blsck bsathing trunks,
finishes his conversation "clothed in white tennis
shorts", then casts aside his Tarzan brief on the
grass.

OCther adjustments are made &s rapidly and
openly. On p 75 the King describes Chsrles's
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reign as & time when harmony was the password and
"everybody, in a word, was coanteat." OCa the
following page describing the pied-as-terre wnich
Charles makes use ol when ne is tesching, he
says, "How fsr from this limpid simplicity secemed
the pelace and the odious Council Chawmcer with its
unsolvable problems end frightened couacilors:”
(And here, incidentally, the rug on its "virginal-
looking daybed" has diminisned %o "imitsation pesnds
fur", so that one has an odd sense of double-
focus as though the original hsd suddenly been
placed beside a blown-up highly-coloured portrait.)
Charles's boyhood is both "happy &nd nealthy" and
"terrible and tender" - and perhaps it is in the
gap between the two alliterstions thst Zembls is
concocted.

Vignettes frouw traditional spy and adventure
stories make briet appesrances; "Through the
geraniums, &8 gloved hand gsve tne King a picture
postcard on which he found scribbled: Proceed to
R.C. Bon Voyage!" (p 145). The wording at times
betrays the trite origin of the situstions, cata-
pulting from c¢liché to cliché down a slope that
ends in complete banality: "He would, he said,
lead them a merry chase, assume sensational dis-
guises and get in touch with the rest of the
gang". (p 139)

Borrowings from the traditional leand at times
an oddly portentous air to the bizarre conglon-
eration that comprises the Zemblan story. Ia one
of the wvarisnts Shade pinpoints the sense of
elusive significence that pervades them.

There &re events, strange happenings, that

strike

The mind as emblematic. They are like

Lost similes adrift without & string,
Attached to nothing. Thus that northern king,
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Whose desperate escape from prison wss
Brought oif successfully only because

vome forty of his followers that night
Impersonated him and aped his flight -

(p 99)

From the fourth line on the verse is so hope-
lessly pedestrian thst one suspects Kinbote of
once again tampering witn the worxs, but it is true
that his king's escape does "strike the mind &as
emblemsatic." In Heary IV Part 1, the rebel army
are confused when a host of apparent kings snield
by their number the identity of the true oaze.
Encountering the genuine article, Douglss cries,
"Another king: They grow like Hydra's heads,"
and the effect is to debase Henry's value - he is
really indistinguishsble from anyone who wesars
his srmour.

Charles tne Beloved hsas proliferated nct into
warriors but fools, red-capped and rea-sweater
"One hundred clowns asre packed in QOhnsvs Jjail a
the ex-king should be among them," cries the
frustrated policeman (p 144) and the sncient
relstionship of King and Fool, alter egos,
complementing twins, seems suddenly expandeca as
everyman becomes momentarily his own iawara king
and his own outward focl.

Kinbote's Zemblan story is more than the ragbag
of an undisciplined (or sleepy) mind playing with
remnants of ersetz silk snd shebby velvet. There
are moments when, like Victor's fasiry-tale, it
springs to splendid life. And this quality of
convincing is not contined to, though it is
mainly apparent in, specific incidents. In the
account of the King's escape over the mountains
where the elderly tiredness of the story is most
apparent, sight asnd sound, smell and texture,
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precisely observed aad poetically expressed
decorate the decayed nsrrstive wita lively colours.

Udon spun the csr around and st the first
opportunity swerved westward into the
mounteins. The narrow and bumpy lane that
engulied them passed by a woodsned, arrived

8t a8 torrent, crossed it with a grest clack-
ing oi boards, and presently degenersted into
a8 stump-cluttered cutting. They were st tiae
edge of lMandevil Forest. Thunder was rumbling
in the terrible sky.

For s few seconds botn men stood looking up-
ward. The night and the trees concealed the
acclivity. trom this point a good cliiber
might reach Bregberg Pass by cawn - if he
mansged to hit & regular trail after pushing
through the black wall of the forest. It was
decided to part, Charlie proceeding toward the
remote tressure in the sea cave, and Odon
remzining behind as & decoy. He would, he
said, lead them & merry chase, assume seis-—
ational disguises, aand get into touch with
the rest of the gsng. His mother wes &n
American, from New iWye in lew Eanglend. She
is said to have been the first women in the
world to shoot wolves, and, I believe, other
animels, from an airplane.

A handshske, a flash of lightening. As the

King waded into the damp, dark brsacken, its

odoxr, its lacy resilience, and the mixture of

soft growth and steep ground reminded him of
the times he had picnicked hereabouts.

(p 139) -

It is the style - the lene assuming a liite of
its own as it crosses the stream "with a great
clacking of bosrds", the thick clumsiness of
"stump-cluttered cutting", the "lacy resilience"
of the bracken - that give the narrative a vitality
that neither its stereotyped origin nor its

peppering of clichés csn quite extinguish.

As the narrative progresses more and more
Kinbote is caught up in the impetus, the inner
logic of his own creation. As Gradus moves closer
he comes more and more cieariy into focus. That
Kinbote is creating him is clear from every note.
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He is obviously a mere plot mechanism, to throw
the requisite clogk of romance round the "poor
exile" figure Kinbote/Botkin is creating for him-
self. To nhave been & king once is not enough.

A heroic glow must illumine his present too.
Gradus must exist so that the msgic lights, pity,
danger, will keep on burning. He is & utilitarisan
and a vague and horrific figure "a cross between
bat and crab" (p 150) .... He is given a past

and the characteristics or & type, not & persoan-
ality. "At the foot of the scarfola, on & raw,
gray morning, it is Gradus who sweeps the nignt's
powder snow off the narrow steps ..." (p 153%)
"Nobody knows better than Gradus how to set a trap
by means of a fake advertisement, but the rich old
widow whom it hooks is courted snd slain by
another." (p 154) But individusl (or semi-
'individual) characteristics begin to creep in. "As
many people of little culture, Gradus was &
voracious reader of newspapers, pamphlets, chaance
leaflets and the multilingual literature that comes
with nose drops and digestive tablets ..." (p 2%2)
Forty pages further on Gradus is endowed witnh some
distinguishing characteristics tnast are his own -
they have been pasted on him from the outside but
they are real eanough to convince the uacriticsl.

As usual he stsesrted his blurry dsily existence
by blowing his nose. Then he took out oif its
nightbox of cardboard snd inserted into his
Comus-mask mouth an exceptionally large &nd
fierce-looking set of teeth: the only bad
flaw reslly in his otherwise harmless
sppearance. Tnis done, he fished out of his
briefcese two petit-beurres he had saved and
an even older but still quite palatable small,
softish, near-ham sandwich, vaguely assoc-
iated with the train Jjourney from Nice to
Paris last GSaturday night: not so much
thriftiness on his part (the Shadows had
advanced him a handsome sum, anyway), but an
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animal attschment to the hspits of his
frugal youth. After breakiasting in bed on
these delicscies, he began preparsations for
the most important day in his liie. (p 273-4%)

By the time he is on the last leg of his journey,
Kinbote is, as he csretfully explsins, shsadiag in
the portrait.

Gredus 1s now much nesrer to us in space and
time tThan he was in the preceding caatos. He
hss short upright black hair. we csn 1ill in
the blesak oblong oI his face with most of 1its
elements such as thick eyebrows ana & wart on
the chin. He has a ruddy but unheelthy
complexion. We see, fairly in focus, tThe
structure of his somewnat mesmeric orgsas of
vision. Ve see his melancholy nose with 1iGs
crooked ridge sand grooved tip. We see the
mineral blue of his jew and the gravelly
pointille of his suppresseda mustache.

We know slready some of hils gescures, we kacw
the chimpsnzee slouch of his ocrosd boay and
short hindlegs. We have hesrd enougn about
his creased suit. Ve can 8t last descrioe
his tie, an BEaster giit from a dressy
butcher, his brother-in-lsw in Cnhavs:
imitation silk, color chocolace brown, barred
with red, the end tucked iato the shirt be-
tween tne second and third buttoas, & Zemblén
fashion of the nineteen-thirties - &0d &
father-waistcoat substitute sccording to TGhe
learned. Kepulsive black heirs coat tne back
of his honest rude hands, tne scrupulously
clean hands oif an ultrs-unionized artisan,
with & perceptible deformstion of both thumos,
typicel ol bobeche-makers. We see, rather
suddenly, his humid flesh. We csn even mske
out (as, head-on but quite sarely, phaantonm-
like, we pass through him, through the
shimmering propeller of his flying machine,
through the delegates waving eaad grinning et
us) his magenta and mulberry insides, and the
strange, not so good sea swell undulating in
his entrails.

But he remsins to the end &n sutomatic plot device,
a clockwork iigure linked because of Kinboﬁe's use
of the word in describing him to the toy thet John
Shade was playing with when he had his first attack,
a figure "... of painted tin with a keyhole ia his
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side and no breadth to speak of, just consisting of
two more or less fused profiles ...." (p 137)

What we have been treated to in the caretul
picture Nebokov has drewn of Kinbote cresting
Gradus, is an snalysis oifi the methods of a second-
rate writer in creating fiction. Kinbote needs a
Gradus in his fantasy so he creates one working
from the outside in, usiang sll the tricks of
apparent reslism to give verisimilitude to @ duamy.
Nabokov allows Kinbote to meke the point for us
when Jack Grey slits his tarosat in prisoan. "In
other words, his life encded not in & feeble
splutter of the clockwork but in a gesture of
humanoid despair. Enough of this. Exit Jack
Grey". It is Jack Grey, who exists at a differeant
level of the novel from Gradus, who makes the
"humanoid" gesture.

To insist that Kinbote's Zemblan narrative is
the fantasy of the lree-rsnging imagination trans-
forming the world into & more sauvisfactory shape is
to invite an interpretstion of the novel in which
Kinbote/Botkin is the primary suthor of all thst
eappears within its covers. To avoid this over-
simplification it is important to separate and hold
apert for a moment the intertwining strands.



81.

CHAPTER VIII

A TENTATIVE INTERPRETATION

It is by looking st Gradus's role in the
book that I can best see - thougn thea oaly dimly -
the multiple layers that exist in Pale Fire. A
poet creates & poem &bout & world inm waich the
physical universe, human lives and the odd co-
incidences, accidents and possibilities thst occur
in them are evidence of tne nhand of a creating
artist at work - an artist to whom all thet exists
(including the poet's conception of reality) is a
conglomeration of scraps of rsw material with waich
he is (possibly) playfully experimenting ia the
creation of designs. Next door i1s another man who
has diffused and recreated what he sees into an
entirely different patteran, which is dicteted by
his own obsessive needs. What intereststhne poet
is not the pattern that the men has created, but
the fact of his creating it. (At lesst, if there
is any sense in Kinbote's assertion that the
Zemblan poem wWas the 'catalytic sgent' then tiais
would seem to be the way in which it has worked).
In other words the poet nas grabbed what he needs
from the msterial his neighbour has plied hinm
with. But snother man (Jack Grey) interpreting
the world to fit his own "ruling passion" (in
Popean terms), & thirst for revenge,sees a differ-
ent reeglity - & man with Judge Goldsworth's face
walking towards Judge Goldsworth's house whom he
naturally assumes to be Judge Golasworth and
prouptly shoots. Kinbote then grabs what he
wants - Shade's msanuscript which is not what he
expected but nhas its own value to him in terms
of his sppetite for recognition. Thus the three
different concepts of réality, meshed into esch



other have produced by split secoad timing a
patterned sequence; eveants nave teen co-ordinated
with "remote events" and Shade becomes the victin
of an exemplum of his own theory.

Behind this is a second patiern manifesting
itself. DPage Stegner has drawn atteation to the
fact thet prefigurstions of Shade's death haunt the
poen he is writing.q His first fit (or semi-death)
occurs when he is playing with Y& tin wheel-barrow
pushed by a tin boy'; his next temporary destn
when a man stands up and points a pipe &t him;
when sll the elements are brought together - the
pushed wheel-bsrrow, the automstic men, the dark
object pointed in aggression,the deafh is finally
accomplished. *“They", playing thelir artistic,
inhumsn games, have carefully correlated three
entirely ditrerent petterns into & single - 'whole -
Kinbote's psranoia, Jack Grey's thirst for revenge,
and Shade's haunting's by death. ("They" is of
course really Nabokov, but in terms of the world
he has created, of the statement he is making
between the covers ofthis particular novel, it is
super artists he has postulsted.)

If one moves further back - into the position
of the “they" - one sees Kinbote ana Shade as s
mere minute reproduction of the basic dichotomy
that patterns existence - hest/cold, light/dark,
fertility/sterility etc. In this pattern, the name
of the murderer becomes an ironic pun, for of
course it must be grey which eliminates day to
leave night in possession.

But because the inside of Kinbote's mind has
been revealed, (gnd it has the same status in
reality becsuse it is conveyed through the same
medium as the rest of the world Nsbokov has



85.

created) other patterans emerge. Gradus whoa
Kinbote has created is the completing unit ot a
trinity of which Kinbote himself is the centrsl
link - ordered imagination embodied in Shade snd
art; disordered and limited imaginstion (Kinbote,
self-nourishing fantasy);and the unimaginative
man who has therefore no coantrol over his destiny
(Gradus, the automaton). The descending scale of
the three has been symbolically pointed by

Nebokov - each has less identity than the oae
below him. Shade is defined by his Jjob, his
talent and his friends; &ad he is sexuslly
potent; Kinbote lives in & dual world but still
holds on to identity with one hand - he has a job,
relationships with his fellows, though most of them
are hostile relationships, 8aad briel homosexual
loves; Gradus sppears like 8 loose atom in the
world, connected not to people but an orgsnizat-
ion (and all his communications with it sre twisted
by an indecipherable code) and he is sexually
impotent, having tried twice to castrate himself.
The "ligquid hell" within Grsdus is surely an
advanced stage of the hslitosis, inner corruption,
that Kinbote suifers from.

But the definition of the three turns out to
be not a scale but a circle. For Gradus is surely
not only fate and death, but the rotcving body
itself. (He has false teeth, snd a glass eye like
& spare part in his suitcase. His thoughts and
feelings are rudimentary but we know & lot about
his physical movements and needs. What he eats
and when, when and how he washes himself - this is
what Nsbokov allows us to see of his clockwork man.
His frequent and despersate dashes to the lavatory
punctuate his progress. His bowels seethe, his
shoes hurt him, he reads of nose-drops and digestive
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tablets.) Gradus, the body, death, physical
decay, kills Shade; &and Kinbote reminds us that
another Gradus is somewnere setting out to sccom-
plish hig destruction.

I am sure thet there are nundreds of other
patterns that can be worked out from the arranging
of the materisl of Pale Fire. The ones I have
drawn attention to sre oifered merely szs & ssmple
to prové thst the view ol tne world that John Shade
(and behind him Pope) postulstes is dramstically
worked out in the Iiction that embodies it.

But it is not the patteraing of the world that
is the main concern of Psle Fire; it is the trasns-
lating of that pattverning into srt. I can most
easily see the way this theme is worked out by
placing the three units of the trinity, not in &
graded line or & circle, but one on top oi the
other, and then peering down as it were through the
three of them. Gredus, the body, all food and gut,
is at the bottom snd he ultimstely kills himselr ss
all bodies must do. Above thst is Kinbote, the
dreaming imesgination recreatling the world in fan-
tasy to nourish the demands of nis (or snyone's)
ego for flattery end sustenance. "Self-love'", says
Pope, "is the spring of motioan", the urging force.
Everyman's Zembla is a form of art, a mental
fashioning of the Utopia he most needs. The
secret passage from the palace of the King of
Zembla leads to the theatre ( which I think makes
clear the connection between private fantasy and the
public playing out of roles). The journey fron
Zembls is difficult snd it is accomplished by a
running through, sn experimentsation with, various
forms of fiction - adventure story, fairy-tale, spy
drama. The self which has been a King in private
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fantasy accomplisnes tne Journey in the tradit-
ional garb of & fool.

Above Kinbote is ohsde, the crestive imagin-
etion, (the secret pszsssge ends in another closet
that is the hiding-plsce of his poem.) The
creative imagination is different snd separste from
self-nourishing fantasy and is concerned with
effort to penetrate, make sense of, time and
death - and it celeorates love and besuty as,
traditionally, art slways has. The three levels
make "a man" or "mzn". And, host and parasite,

each layer supports and preys upon the others.

But in Pasle Fire there 1s never any simple
tidy solution. 7TFor beyond these three is snother
ghostly presence, that of Juage Goldsworth.

Shade besrs his face, xKinbote lives in his house,
Grey sets out to kill aim. Is Golasworth, the
materialist, the ultimate figure of man? Or

merely snother facet? Or is the hanging Judge,

the giver of rules aad ianstructions, the god -
presence felt but unseen - in whose image man is
made? Or are we merely being shown snother pattern
of coincidences and accidental juxtapositions?

Finally Psle Fire is what it has been
criticized for being - & riddle. But it is a
riddle that reproduces in miniature the ultimate
riddle - the nature of man, of god, and of Ghe
universe.
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