
Notes to Chapter 6 
 
1. I realize that the distinction between literature and other forms/modes/kinds of writing 

is in very bad odor these days, particularly among the faction of New Historians who 
profess to be unable to make the distinction (a claim I am inclined to believe), but the 
distinction remains a valid one for distinguishing at least three different kinds of writing, 
perhaps four: works written without any conscious artistic intention (anything from 
office memos to diaries to real police reports, for instance); works written with artistic 
intent, of whatever level of simplicity or sophistication, that ape those 
forms/modes/kinds for the purpose of establishing (naive, I would call it) verisimilitude; 
works written with highly conscious artistic intent that exploit those forms/modes/kinds 
for purposes that may include but do not end with verisimilitude; and allegories, which 
certainly exploit the forms for purposes beyond verisimilitude but also beyond what we 
normally think of as the function or range of formal distinctions. It is the last two sorts of 
writing that I wish especially to designate here as literature.  

 
2. The works to which I am most indebted for guidance in thinking about Pale Fire are the 

following: Robert Alter, Partial Magic (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975); 
Julia Bader, Crystal Land: Artifice in Nabokov’s English Novels (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1972); Carl Eichelberger, “Gaming in the Lexical Playfields of Nabokov’s 
Pale Fire,” in Critical Essays on Vladimir Nabokov, ed. Phyllis A. Roth (Boston: G. K. Hall, 
1984), 176 - 85; Lucy Maddox, Nabokov’s Novels in English (Athens, University of 
Georgia Press, 1983); David Walden, “The Viewer and the View: Chance and Choice in 
Pale Fire,” Studies in American Fiction 4 (1976), 203 - 221. The text of Pale Fire that will 
be quoted throughout is the Vintage International Edition (Random House: New York, 
NY, I989). 

 
3. It also begins an important process of sensitizing readers to grammatical person and 

number, which will in turn provide a kind of commedia d’arte as we watch the multiple 
slips of the tongue by which Kinbote’s mask slips and the Charles the Beloved identity or 
delusion emerges: see, for example, the significant “my father,” referring to King Alfin 
(102; my italics). 

 
4. In this respect, of course, Kinbote locates himself firmly in a straight line of descent from 

Swift’s demented Grub Street Hack and identifies himself a latter-day avatar of the 
classic mock-epic hero. On both these points, see my Epic to Novel. 

 
5. Since academics notoriously lack all sense of humor, let me make clear here that while 

my language is facetious my point is real: Harold Bloom’s tour-de-force in The Book of J 
is a thoroughly Kinbotean performance in taking J’s text (and David Rosenberg’s 
translation thereof) and creating out of them a Romance of J, wise female survivor of the 
court of Solomon, wry observer of Rehoboam’s deficiencies, friend and rival of the 
unknown author of II Samuel (a court historian of Solomon’s), a writer who shares to a 
remarkable degree Bloom’s own taste for ironies, ambiguities, and verbal play, and 
inventor of a Jahweh Bloom can get along with even if orthodox Judaism can’t. My point 
is not to debunk Harold Bloom – personally, I found The Book of J thoroughly delightful 
reading – but to stress yet again how persistently the basic western paradigm of 



interpretation works, how strongly the will to find what one seeks dominates all reading 
of all texts. In Bloom’s case, of course, we encounter a rare – therefore very welcome – 
instance of this process rising to consciousness. As the leading exponent of what I 
cannot help but think of as the Macho School of Criticism, Bloom deliberately counters 
what he considers weak misreadings of J with his own “strong” reading or misreading. 
Right or wrong doesn’t matter as long as it’s strong: the honesty is refreshing, but the 
will to dominate is still misplaced. 

 
6. The relevant – and famous – passage from Hobbes that Nabokov here draws on goes as 

follows: “Nature (the art whereby God hath made and governs the world) is by the art of 
man, as in many other things, so in this also imitated, that it can make an artificial 
animal. For seeing life is but a motion of limbs, the beginning whereof is in some 
principal part within, why may we not say that all automata (engines that move 
themselves by springs and wheels as doth a watch) have an artificial life? For what is the 
heart, but a spring; and the nerves, but so many strings; and the joints, but so many 
wheels, giving motion to the whole body, such as was intended by the Artificer? Art goes 
yet further, imitating that rational and most excellent work of Nature, man. For by art is 
created that great Leviathan called a Commonwealth, or State (in Latin, Civitas), which is 
but an artificial man.” (Leviathan, ed. Michael Oakshott (Oxford, nd), 5.) 

 
7. See “The Conclusion” of A Tale of a Tub, 132-35 passim. For instance: “But now, since by 

the Liberty and Encouragement of the Press, I am grown absolute Master of the 
Occasions and Opportunities, to expose the Talents I have acquired; I already discover, 
that the Issues of my Observanda begin to grow too large for the Receipts. Therefore, I 
shall here pause awhile, till I find, by feeling the World’s Pulse, and my own, that it will 
be of absolute Necessity for us both, to resume my Pen” (135). 

 
8. On this point, see Julia Bader, Crystal Land: Artifice in Nabokov’s English Novels 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972, p. 34 and 31-56, passim. 
 
9. Kinbote himself quotes the phrase directly, but from a statement of “Professor Hurley” 

and not from St. Paul, on p. 14 of the “Foreword”: “it is not improbable that what 
[Shade] left represents only a small fraction of the composition he saw in a glass, 
darkly.” 

 
10. Nabokov plays quite comically with this aspect of Shade’s life: as in The Aeneid, Sybil 

controls access to the Shades, and she is not very friendly to Kinbote’s approaches. He 
lacks the necessary talisman, the golden bough: his Zemblan translation of Timon of 
Athens hardly does the trick. Aeneas and Sybil bring sops for Cerberus, to quiet the 
watchdog of Hell; Kinbote manages access to Shade with bribes of booze for the poet, 
otherwise strictly rationed by Sybil. Aeneas hunts for the Golden Bough in a forest and 
enters the Underworld with Sybil through a Grove of Death: Shade and Kinbote walk in a 
haunted wood (186) and pass a natural grotto (135) where an earlier companion of the 
poet’s customarily paused to ease his bladder. Is it going too far to see in Shade’s verse-
covered index cards the loose leaves on which Virgil’s Sybil records her prophecies? I 
don’t think so, especially when – after Shade finally has become a shade – Kinbote seizes 
upon them as the treasure he has sought, the talisman that will protect him: “Thus with 



cautious steps, among deceived enemies, I circulated, plated with poetry, armored with 
rhymes, stout with another man’s song, stiff with cardboard, bullet-proof at last” (300). 
This last image is interesting from another point of view also: as he describes himself 
here, Kinbote is all but indistinguishable from Pale Fire, whether you think of Pale Fire as 
an intellectual substance or as a physical book. 

 
 


