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Introduction

Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov published Pale Fire in 1962, and to this day it 

remains among his most explored but least explained novels. For the past 50 years, critics 

have been debating its meaning, and each decade of critical discovery has been 

dominated by its own themes. In the first chapter of this thesis, we will explore the main 

critical themes of the twentieth century by decade:

The 1960s and McCarthy’s levels of plot: Does the novel’s story take place on 

one plane of existence, or do we need multiple levels to understand it? In this novel, we 

find a multitude of narratives that, at first glance, do not combine to form a story. Mary 

McCarthy’s influential interpretation proposes convincingly that there are three levels of 

plot to Pale Fire, and we borrow her conception to inform our theory of the novel.

The 1970s and themes of morality: In many novels, the author has a moral voice. 

He or she almost has an unwritten obligation to denounce evil characters. But in Pale 

Fire, our narrator Kinbote can be seen as the recipient of the author’s judgment, despite 

not being an ostensibly “evil” character. Because of this, many critics have sought 

answers to the moral question in the novel.

The 1980s—Humanism and Puzzle Theory: The debate over how the novel is to 

be read played out during the 1980s. One group, the Puzzle Theorists, believed that the 

novel is a set of puzzles meant to be decoded by the reader. The other group, the
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Humanists, believed that the novel’s meaning lies in its study of human characters, while 

its puzzles are merely an elaborate red herring.

And the 1990s—the question of authorship: Are the Poem and Commentary 

written by two distinct authors, or by just one author pretending to be two? Many critics 

have made useful discoveries, but they were never brought together under one theory. In 

Chapter 3, we will use the results of this debate as a springboard for our own conception, 

arguing that Shade and Kinbote are different characters, and that Kinbote’s deeds are 

punished by an imaginary Gradus that haunts him until his death.

In order to establish this, I will take cues from a theory that garnered little 

influence on Pale Fire's critical history, but might nevertheless be seen as important 

today. In an obscure dissertation on Italian crime fiction (later published in 1984), 

Stefano Tani proposed the interesting new conception that Pale Fire's Charles Kinbote 

might have been involved in the murder of John Shade on a fundamental level. Tani 

repudiated this theory almost immediately because he could not find direct evidence of 

Kinbote’s guilt. Nevertheless, I find this theory interesting because it has the potential to 

illuminate a different side of the novel and answer several critical objections. In addition, 

I find this theory more probable than Tani did. In the second chapter of this thesis, I 

present evidence that supports this theory and develops its potential contribution to our 

understanding of the novel. I then show how this theory fits into the history of existing 

theories of the novel and responds to many critical challenges.
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In the third chapter, we uncover the moral center in the novel, showing a 

fundamentally new conception of the novel that emerges. We interpret Gradus as a 

metaphor for conscience, which leads to Kinbote’s demise. We also respond to an 

objection from Dramatic Utilitarianism and show that this novel can be read as a moral 

murder mystery.

This thesis proposes a new theory of Pale Fire, a theory that unifies the themes of 

each decade of the novel’s criticism considered in the first chapter. We consider the novel 

to be a story told on several levels, each of which reveals part of the mystery of the mind 

of Shade’s killer. We see Kinbote as Shade’s killer, and thus affirm the moral revulsion 

that readers may have against him. Under this reading, the novel becomes a darkly- 

satirical psychological portrait of the mind of a madman.
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Chapter 1: 

Representative Themes in the Twentieth-Century Criticism of Pale Fire

The following chapter has been split into four parts, each dealing with one decade 

of Pale Fire criticism from the twentieth century (1962-1999). In each part, I attempt to 

establish one or two major critical themes, and to show how these themes will inform or 

influence my own theory of the novel in Chapter 2. My goal is to bring together the most 

cited criticism on Pale Fire and to write a comprehensive narrative history of where the 

most important debates in the novel’s critical history have been. Most of the sources 

represented in this chapter have appeared in print. For context, four sources have been 

selected from the twenty-first century, two of which have not been published in print but 

appear only online, on Nabokov-L.

Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov’s Pale Fire was published on April 7, 1962 and 

quickly instigated a “vertigo” of critical response. In large measure, Mary McCarthy’s 

review in June of 1962 sparked the first critical firestorm that lasted well into subsequent 

decades. Indeed, McCarthy set a number of trends that were taken up by subsequent 

literary scholars for the rest of the twentieth century. For this reason, McCarthy’s work is 

quite remarkable, and even more so as it came virtually on the heels of the novel itself. In 

this section, I will introduce the most important themes that McCarthy started as her 

critical influence on the interpretation of the novel began to grow.
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1960s: THE AGE OF BEGINNINGS AND THE NARRATIVE LEVELS OF PALE 

FIRE.

In many ways, “A Bolt from the Blue,” McCarthy’s famed review of the novel, 

set the blueprint for the course of Pale Fire's critical history for the remainder of the 

twentieth century. McCarthy advanced the idea that the novel has three independent 

narratives that complicate our understanding of its plot. McCarthy also introduced several 

ideas that come up frequently throughout the history of Pale Fire criticism: the question 

of the moral center, which is discussed often in the criticism of the 1960s and 70s; human 

interest (love and loss), which reappears in the 1970s and 80s; the idea that Kinbote is 

Botkin, which is later proven by Johnson (1985); and, decoding the idiomatic title of her 

review, the theme of surprise through discovery, later to be picked up by Boyd in the 

1990s. Many critics owe a debt of inspiration to McCarthy.

In her review, McCarthy describes Pale Fire as “a Jack-in-the-box, a Faberge 

gem, a clockwork toy, a chess problem, an infernal machine, a trap to catch reviewers, a 

cat-and-mouse game, a do-it-yourself novel” (124) and, at first glance, the novel must 

surely seem to be a hodgepodge of such disparate elements all assembled together. Pale 

Fire includes a Foreword by one Charles Xavier Kinbote, an exiled king and academic 

who settles in the quiet American college town of New Wye to teach Zemblan; the final 

autobiographical poem by one John Francis Shade, a well-known poet and Kinbote’s late 

friend and neighbor; a seemingly irrelevant critical commentary by Kinbote, which seems
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to echo Shade’s work in unexpectedly meaningful ways; and an idiosyncratic Index that

privileges the work of the Commentary over the Poem. Pale Fire includes a murder

mystery, a commentary on criticism, a pseudo-serious probing of the existence of the

afterlife and the supernatural, and the misadventures of King Charles in Zembla and New

Wye. So what is Pale Fire really about? Maybe it is about all of the above—but how

could such distinct elements be assembled into one whole, an interpretation of the novel?

McCarthy offers a somewhat scholarly-sounding answer:

When the separate parts are assembled, according to the manufacturer’s 
directions, and fitted together with the help of clues and crossreferences, which 
must be hunted down as in a paper-chase, a novel on several levels is revealed, 
and these “levels” are not the customary “levels of meaning” of modernist 
criticism but planes in a Active space [...]. (McCarthy 124)

The Foreword comes with instructions from Kinbote to buy more than one copy of the 

novel, to read the Commentary before undertaking the Poem, and a few other directives, 

none of which help us understand the meaning of the novel, nor are even meant to. 

Instead, as McCarthy argues, we are to seek “clues and crossreferences [in the plot], 

which must be hunted down as in a paper-chase” (124). This is certainly the method that 

McCarthy seems to follow, but after presenting a plethora of persuasive connections, 

interesting similarities and just plain curios, she leaves us with no easy way to tie the 

clues together, no way to interpret the novel.

She does, however, provide us with an interesting method to at least begin to 

parse out the novel’s complicated plot structure. She argues that the novel does not have 

customary “levels of meaning,” (124) but instead is somewhat unique: The plot can be
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arranged on “planes” or shelves, a cutsection of which reveals several plots in a fictive 

space transpiring simultaneously, which the reader can discern by way of clues. This is an 

unusual approach to plot, perhaps a /xMtf-modemist one because it seems to be a playful 

version of, a twist on an established literary device. Furthermore, it does not seem to be 

necessitated by the plot at all, but rather there strictly for its own sake. If this is true, then 

the novel might reasonably be considered postmodernist—but this requires further 

explanation.

What does McCarthy mean by modem criticism’s customary “levels of 

meaning”? Moreover, how does the structure of Pale Fire differ? To the first question, I 

believe that I can hazard an answer. We can look to Northrop Frye’s work in the 1950s 

on the theory of criticism to find that “levels of meaning” are really equivalent to levels 

of metaphor. The “meaning” referred to here is the message that we take away from the 

plot. It is not, however, the meaning at the level of the narrative itself—what transpired 

and how. We are accustomed to thinking of novels in terms of what the author wanted to 

say, of what he or she wanted to teach us. But Pale Fire is different. It concerns plot 

events that are literally stacked one upon another but do not have metaphorical meaning 

in and of themselves; they do not teach us anything and we cannot apply to them any 

particular meaning to attempt to approximate the author’s message or moral. In this 

sense, Pale Fire's plot is a playful, satirical variant on the standard novel’s.

To unravel the plot as McCarthy sees it, we must assume that there are several 

versions of reality happening simultaneously, none of which can be proven authoritative
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or real because our narrator’s true identity and motives cannot, at first, be pinned down. 

As McCarthy argues, the novel’s “Ground Floor” (125) is the basic reality as it appears to 

readers: Charles Kinbote has edited and published the autobiographical poem written by 

his late New Wye neighbor, John Shade, to which Kinbote has appended extensive 

critical commentary where he gradually reveals the story of how Shade was accidentally 

killed. In this commentary, he talks about the plight of one King Charles II, the deposed 

monarch of a nation called Zembla, where a political rival group called the “Shadows” 

has sent an incompetent and mad assassin named Gradus to murder him. At the end of the 

Commentary and Index, Kinbote reveals himself to be King Charles, and Shade’s killer to 

be the bumbling Zemblan assassin named Gradus, who was aiming at Kinbote when he 

missed and accidentally wounded Shade.

According to McCarthy, then, the novel has at least two levels of narrative that we 

can apprehend, the King’s and Kinbote’s. But McCarthy posits that this may not be the 

entire story:

This second story, the piano nobile, is the “real” story as it appears to Kinbote of 
the events leading to the poet’s death. But the real, real story, the story 
underneath, has been transpiring gradually, by degrees, to the reader. Kinbote is 
mad. He is a harmless refugee pedant named Botkin who teaches in the Russian 
department and who fancies himself to be the exiled king of Zembla. (126)

A bolt from the blue, indeed! We now learn that Kinbote may be mad—and a maniacal, 

deviant sociopath to boot—and this additional information complicates the plot. The 

three levels of narrative are so layered one on top of the other that they reveal themselves 

to the reader only upon subsequent re-readings. This seems to be a good way to read the



9

novel, but where does it leave things in terms of our understanding of what the novel is 

actually about? In other words, what were Nabokov’s intentions in writing the novel, and 

what did he mean for it to say?

To begin to answer this question, we have to delve deeper into McCarthy’s 

conception of the levels in the novel. McCarthy identifies V. Botkin—a name that 

appears only twice in the novel, and seemingly incidentally—as the true identity of our 

narrator. But McCarthy is almost entirely silent on Botkin’s role in the plot. Perhaps 

identifying the third level of the narrative may prove to be the key to understanding the 

novel as a whole—and there are certainly clues to investigate. Kinbote (we will refer to 

him as Kinbote rather than Botkin for the time being) is an unreliable narrator while his 

colleagues seem to be the voice of reason. His surrounding academic community seems 

to be aware of his regal fantasy: “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 

insensate woman in the grocery store was expressing the general opinion” (McCarthy 

126). McCarthy here is referring to a scene in which a neighbor, wondering out loud how 

Shade and wife Sybil can tolerate the deluded academic, erupts at him: “What’s more, 

you are insane” (Foreword).

The scene is interesting, because it appears to go against the fantasy that Kinbote 

diligently works to portray—namely, that he is unmistakably respected and beloved in his 

new academic community. Note that McCarthy argues that Botkin is a “harmless” 

academic living out his fantasy. Also note that the voice of reality and reason, if this is
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correct, seems to be represented by his academic rivals, his “enemies” in the university 

who are supposedly vying for the attention and friendship of Shade. They are not given a 

voice consistently, but when they are, their voice seems to be unanimous in its rejection 

of our narrator.

Nevertheless, this approach seems particularly aggressive. Why so shamelessly 

deride a harmless academic living out his fantasy? Why, furthermore, be so rude as to 

call him “insane” to his face? Is the novel hiding something about Kinbote that may 

render him less “harmless” than we might have imagined? I believe that Botkin is neither 

harmless nor delusional, and that the key to this detective mystery lies at its third level of 

narrative. I believe that at this level, Botkin’s deception turns quite sinister and turns the 

whole novel into a real whodunit with the answer, Kinbote, being right under our noses.

As McCarthy alludes to, Pale Fire is different from our conventional, modernist 

novel. While it is typical for modernist literature to have just one authoritative narrative, 

in Pale Fire, we have three. The narratives exist simultaneously, layered one on top of 

the other, and each directly contradicting the others on a key matter. The interesting 

distinction from modernism here is that each of these narratives appears to have 

originated from one character, albeit playing different roles (Botkin, Kinbote and King 

Charles). In a kind of postmodernist way, our narrator’s identities are in a dialogue with 

one another. An example of this from the limits of modernism includes Faulkner’s The 

Sound and the Fury, which combines narratives told by several different characters to 

form one story whose parts sometimes overlap inconsistently. Where ambiguity arises
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over plot, we privilege the interpretation we believe the author wanted us to take away. 

Questions of interpretation are different in Pale Fire. The author here is silent on the plot 

that we should take away. While a conventional novel has one narrative and many 

interpretations, Pale Fire has three narratives and perhaps just one interpretation.

In modernist literature, the author attempts to control what the reader feels and 

thinks when he or she is reading. The interpretive core of the novel is the author’s 

message in the plot—what did the author mean to say; how did he or she wants us to 

react or what message did they intend for us to take away? In postmodernist literature, the 

author gives up control over plot, attempting to give the characters lives and minds of 

their own with which they can bend the standard rules of fiction. In other words, the 

author does not use the characters as his or her puppets, but instead gives them elements 

of free will and self-control, recording their often playful and mischievous attempts at 

breaking the fourth wall.

In other words, this dynamic looks something like this:

Author’s Control Interpretive Core

Modernism: Author controls plot using literary devices. / The author’s message arises
from the plot through 
metaphor (what did the 
author mean to say?).

Postmodernism: Author gives up control over plot. / The plot itself (what actually
happens in the story) is a 
matter for interpretation.

These are the conclusions that we might draw from the conception of the novel 

that McCarthy proposes. McCarthy was the first to suggest three levels of narrative that
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correspond to our narrator’s three identities. Many critics after the 1960s will agree that 

Botkin is the hidden identity of Kinbote. We will argue that his unknown story must be 

reconstructed by the reader, in a very real way allowing the reader to complete the plot.

Besides McCarthy’s famed review, the 1960s also produced two critics who 

wondered whether Nabokov might have meant for Shade and Kinbote to be one single 

author rather than two. Stegner in 1966 and Field in 1967 both argued that Kinbote and 

Shade, as characters, were actually one and the same. Stegner (1966) proposed a 

Kinbotean reading, arguing that Kinbote, being insane, composed both poem and 

commentary while writing from the madhouse. Field (1967) argued for a Shadean 

interpretation, proposing that Shade was acting almost as an artist-scientist when he 

chose to explore death, artistically, by creating a mad character in Kinbote, whose 

identity he would assume in trying to reimagine and make meaning out of accidental 

death. These conceptions will be relevant throughout the history of Pale Fire criticism, 

and we will explore their various manifestations throughout the subsequent decades of 

the novel’s criticism. Moving into the 1970s, we see a resurgence of this idea in Bader’s 

rekindling of Shadean theory. Beyond that, the debate of authorship will take different 

forms until many critics finally agree, by the close of the twentieth century, that both 

Shade and Kinbote are two real and separate authors in the novel’s Active universe. 

Various conceptions of the relationship between these characters will pervade until then.
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1970s: DRAMATIC UTILITARIANISM AND THE SEARCH FOR A MORAL 

CORE.

DRAMATIC UTILITARIANISM:

The idea that characters in Pale Fire are only used by Nabokov for plot 
and dramatic purposes.

After a decade of discovery in the 1960s, which included McCarthy’s (1962) 

methodical review and Stegner (1966) and Field’s (1967) theories of single authorship, 

the volume of conceptions of critical discovery had diminished somewhat by the 1970s. 

The decade produced only two published works that could be considered major in the 

history of Pale Fire criticism. In 1972, Bader rekindled the flame of Single Authorship 

with a new Shadean conception following and developing on the theory of Field (1967), 

but perhaps the only major new conception to come out of this decade is what I will call 

Fowler’s “Dramatic Utilitarianism,” an interesting new theory that sees the characters in 

the novel as nothing more than Nabokov’s dramatic tools. Ten years after the publication 

of Pale Fire, Fowler (1974) argued that Nabokov had inserted himself into his novels, in 

characters Fowler called Nabokov’s “favorites,” those characters who share resemblances 

of philosophy, critical position, literary taste or social dislike with the novelist himself. 

Fowler’s theory opened the possibility for interpreting Pale Fire as Nabokov’s tribute to 

the artist in exile.

The 1970s played with the idea of author’s intrusion, the concept that Nabokov 

reimagined himself and his life in the lives of Shade and Kinbote. Shadean critics fall in
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line with this conception, arguing that Shade reimagines himself and his life through the

eyes of another artist, in Kinbote. According to Fowler, Shade emerges as a Nabokovian

favorite whose dramatic possibilities are considerably lowered by his seeming perfection

of character. Fowler dislikes the novel’s structure and believes that Nabokov had chosen

better from among his options in other novels, like Lolita. Shade is non-ambitious and

talented, lending him a lack of dramatic possibilities for plot. According to Fowler,

Shade’s death is a departure from a novel in which he never adequately existed as a

character to begin with. Two major themes come up within the criticism of the 1970s

often: Bader’s humanism; and Fowler’s Dramatic Utilitarianism, which sees the

characters in Pale Fire merely as dramatic tools in the construction of plot. Also

meaningful is the search for a potentially missing moral core that can bring the novel into

the realm of modernist comprehensibility.

Field’s (1967) Shadean theory of the novel followed Stegner’s (1966) in

promoting a single author conception in the novel. While Stegner proposed a Kinbotean

reading, Field promoted Shade as the sole author in the novel and the creator of Kinbote.

Field’s argument started a string of critical interest in the possibility that the novel could

have been written by just one author who created or imagined the other as a kind of

artistic experiment. According to Field,

The primary pattern—that is, the form as opposed to the theme—of Pale Fire is a 
complete and precise portrayal of the artist and his creation. We have the artist, 
Shade, and we have his creation, another artist who happens to be mad and whose 
work orbits about Shade in a complete circle, Foreword to Index. (316)
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This is an argument about the writerly process. Under this theory, the characters become 

metaphors in a parody about how writers create and kill characters in works of art that are 

sometimes killed by those characters. According to this theory, Shade is an author who 

conjures up a character, Kinbote, who is a man of roughly no imaginative restraint, and 

through whom Shade begins to interpret his own work. Thinking as the character of 

Kinbote, Shade imagines his own death (a senseless one), which comes at the hands of a 

random attacker, Jack Grey, whom Kinbote would reimagine as “Gradus.” This is the 

starting point for the conventional understanding of Pale Fire from the point of view of 

Shadean theory, the idea that Shade created Kinbote and is the sole author in the novel.

Such a theory is interesting, but simply does not explain the novel completely. 

Why do Shade and Kinbote appear in Kinbote’s commentary at the same time, with 

separate lives and identities? This theory would have been more persuasive if Kinbote’s 

character had appeared after Shade’s death, signaling Shade’s transition into Kinbote. 

Instead, both characters appear simultaneously in the commentary and even debate and 

interact with one another. To complicate things further, Kinbote is present when Shade is 

killed, and Shade is even described as having pulled Kinbote out of the killer’s line of 

fire. For this reason and many others, it does not seem to me that Nabokov meant for both 

characters to be seen as one. It is possible that Shade and Kinbote represent two personae 

in one deranged mind vying for control, but such an interpretation necessitates the idea 

that everything in the novel is a metaphor and that nothing can be taken literally.
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This means that Kinbote is not just a slightly unreliable narrator, but that he can’t 

be trusted to tell us anything at all about what happened. In this case, we quite literally 

have no access to the novel’s universe and no place from which to begin the process of 

interpretation. To me, this is a logical cul-de-sac and we must backtrack. Some critics, 

like Field (1967) and Boyd (1999), have argued that the novel mimics the seeming 

unknowability of reality despite the scientific quest for its attainment.1 And this is a good 

start, because the criticism on Pale Fire has always appeared to seek a kind of holy grail, 

an answer to a dense and complicated riddle, long before a question had been posed.

The 1970s saw the emergence of a humanism that would be popularized in the 

subsequent decade. Bader (1972) continued Field’s line of argumentation by adding a 

kind of pathos to Shadean theory, a kind of humanism. She implicitly saw the characters 

not as puzzles or riddles; not as pieces on a chess board, but as real, flesh-and-blood 

human characters. Bader sees a kind of pathos in Nabokov’s treatment of the human 

wretch that is Kinbote. She argues that “Kinbote’s dream passion represents the hopeless, 

helpless agonizing underside of Shade’s more joyous and contented love. Kinbote’s is the 

agony which lies beneath all love relationships” (Bader 37). This is not entirely a 

dramatic utilitarian conception of the novel, but rather one that argues quite the 

opposite—that Kinbote is almost a human character rather than a catalyst for plot. Under 

this idea, Kinbote is both jealous and agonized, a character whose unlucky existence is 

the very essence of the novel.
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The humanist line of single author theory eventually led to the idea of author’s

intrusion, where Nabokov imbues his main characters with elements of himself and his

own autobiography. For example, Boyd (1991), in later decades, argues that elements

from Nabokov’s life are reflected (or refracted) in Shade and Kinbote:

Kinbote’s Zembla is the mad Botkin’s attempt to cope with the misery of his 
isolation and exile. Shade’s art is an attempt to cope with the apparent waste of 
his daughter’s life—or of any life—in death.

[And] Nabokov himself has to cope with both kinds of grief: the loss of Russia, 
and his father’s pointless murder. Nabokov’s feelings for Russia are plainly— 
albeit enchantedly—reflected in the looking-glass world of Zembla, [and] he has 
constructed Pale Fire in an effort to make sense of a life in which something as 
tragic and absurd as his father’s murder could happen [...]. (Boyd [1991] 455; 
456)

And Boyd (1991) continues, arguing that:

Shade stages his own death so that it will seem as meaningless and undeserved as 
possible[:] [...] he falls victim to the misdirected revenge of a mad assassin 
[Grey]; already almost meaningless, this ridiculous death is then robbed even of 
this much sense by another madman [Kinbote] who appropriates both the murder 
and the still-warm text of “Pale Fire.” (454)

Even later, Boyd (1997) would argue that single author theories are an attempt to

make sense of the “astonishing” relationship between Shade’s poem and Kinbote’s

commentary, the seemingly inexplicable “echoes between part and part” (1):

Those who have argued against Shade as sole author have rarely paid sufficient 
heed to the astonishing pressure of significance that wells up as echoes between 
part and part accumulate, to the way, in Alvin Keman’s words, that “everything in 
the ‘plexed artistry’ of the novel seems to lead on to everything else and to tease 
us with the possibility of a completely articulated structure which if understood
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will allow us to fly through the barrier of the text into a meaning beyond.” (Boyd 
[1997] 1)

Both Kerman (1987) and Boyd (1997) would optimistically seek a theory of everything 

in the hopes that solving all of the problems and puzzles that the novel has to offer might 

unlock an ultimate truth, a hidden meaning previously unseen. Boyd’s 1997 and, later, 

1999 revisions seem particularly consistent with this spirit, using the scientific method in 

the quest for ultimate artistic discovery, uncovering hidden links between Nabokov and 

his characters.

But Fowler was the.first to suggest that Pale Fire can have elements of the

author’s life. According to Fowler, the Nabokov favorite or alter ego is doomed to be an

undramatic character.

Nabokov will allow his alter egos a very limited range of dramatic possibilities— 
they have no interest in society or in its judgment; their genius assures their 
careers; they are not jealous or ambitious in the ordinary sense. [...] Nabokov’s 
voice and Shade’s, if superimposed, would match almost perfectly [as is the case 
with both their social phobias and pet peeves]. (Fowler 104-105)

As a Nabokovian analogue or favorite, Shade is “not jealous or ambitious” and really has 

no character flaws or cracks to exploit for dramatic purposes. Hence, there is “little plot 

activity and no dramatic tension” (Fowler 105) to Pale Fire. Fowler sees this as 

Nabokov’s failure as a writer to choose from among his options. But while Shade is 

perhaps a dramatically flawless character, Kinbote is a highly flawed, eminently human 

one. Fowler does not necessarily agree that the novel deals with human characters. On the 

other hand, in order for the novel to be meaningful in this way we need to establish its
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humanism (a theme that did not take full flight until the subsequent decade, starting with 

Pifer [1980]).

In part because of his incomplete perspective on the novel, Fowler finds that

“Pale Fire seems strategically less sound than Pnin and Lolita, and this weakness is at

least partially a result of Nabokov’s failure to fuse, somehow, voice with favorite” (120-

121). According to Fowler:

We have seen how difficult it is for Nabokov to achieve full voice and meaningful 
plot in a tale about one of his favorites. His feelings toward his favorites and his 
indifference to the novelistic middle ground, the usual forms of human affairs that 
occupy most of our novelists most of the time, combine to polarize his fiction to 
the extremes of [...] pure voice or melodrama. (120)

Pale Fire, lacking any plot at all according to Fowler, is pure melodrama, a work 

characterized by a lack of plot activity and dramatic structure. Indeed, Shade’s death 

becomes an “artful, painless departure from a novel in which he has never functioned 

adequately as a character to begin with” (121), and it is essentially there because 

Nabokov could not find a better way to end his novel.

In line with this conception, the novel seems to be failed experiment in lack of 

voice. For this reason, Fowler finds that “Pnin and Lolita achieve a better synthesis of 

voice and activity than does Pale Fire” (121). Hence, in Lolita, Fowler finds that “the use 

of the monster Humbert Humbert to tell the story at last allows a fusion of the highest 

possibilities of voice with plot activity that is generated out of the narrator’s own 

personality” (120)—something that is utterly missing in Pale Fire.
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Fowler’s utilitarianism in some ways predicts the problem of a moral center. If the

novel has a limited set of represented events to work with, and no dramatic tension, there

is no way to read into the novel a moral or dramatic structure. The moral center in a novel

is often the result of a battle between the extremes of morality—the positive and the

negative, the moral and the monstrous. A character’s deserved punishment for evil deeds

can often be considered as a catalyst for moral order. The author’s judgment and

punishment of evil characters proves the establishment of a moral center in the novel. In

Pale Fire, we seem to have only the beginnings of a structure of this kind. Surely,

Kinbote seems to be a slightly negative presence that in some ways acts to stifle Shade,

but in no way does this directly paint him as immoral. Many critics saw Kinbote as an

intuitively despicable character, but could not find evidence of a moral order in the novel

that might punish Kinbote for his deeds.

The search for a moral core began with McCarthy (1962), the novel’s very first

major critic, who noted, but did not describe, a “moral truth” within the pages of the

novel in the closing lines of her review. In the same year, Dwight MacDonald (1962)

took McCarthy to task:

I am unable to find either in the book or in Miss McCarthy’s review the referents 
for her sweeping value judgments: “creation of perfect beauty, symmetry, 
strangeness, originality, and moral truth . . .  one of the very great works of this 
century.” (MacDonald 140)

The question of a moral center proved not only interesting, but also significant, as later 

critics would continue to bring it up. Stegner (1966), unsatisfied with the novel, talks 

about the moral core as a necessary component of the novel’s legacy:
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Until it can be demonstrated that Pale Fire does deal in some way with moral 
truth or valid experience, I can admire the poem and the language and humor of 
Kinbote’s commentary and be amazed by its complexity, but I must remain 
skeptical about its greatness and, in fact, its durability. (Stegner 131-132)

The question of the novel’s durability has been settled somewhat, but the question of 

what moral truth Nabokov embedded into the novel still remains unanswered.

In some ways, the search for morality in the novel began with the very earliest 

criticism on the novel and has not yet ceased today. McCarthy established a certain 

morality in the novel—an intuitive “moral truth”—but did not describe where she had 

found it or what it was. The moral center typical of modernist fiction is conspicuously 

absent from Pale Fire, according to the vast majority of criticism from the 1960s and 70s. 

But to understand why this seems so, it is useful to examine the modernist idea of 

morality to see what Pale Fire is almost entirely devoid of by comparison. A modernist 

novel typically includes a monstrous (evil) character who acts to make problems for a 

moral or positive one. The moral center in such a novel is the “deserved” fall of the 

negative character resulting from his or her own actions.

In Pale Fire, we do not have anything approaching this model. Kinbote is not a 

positive character, to be sure, but he does not act ostensibly negatively toward Shade. 

Instead, he might only be seen as causing problems for minor characters like Prof. C. and 

Prof. H., petty crimes, but not ones that would grant him the status of an effective 

evildoer. Furthermore, because Kinbote admires Shade and Shade’s work, he falls short 

of total moral and aesthetic monsterhood, according to Fowler (115). Kinbote becomes an 

ineffectual, limited evildoer and one who does not ably contribute to a moral framework
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in the novel. Furthermore, the same problems abound when we consider Shade, the 

ostensibly moral character. Shade is a Nabokovian favorite. He does not have problems 

that could be considered dramatic, only artistic, and, according to Fowler, artistic 

problems cannot truly be considered to carry dramatic weight (92). The seeming paucity 

of represented event (the lack of actions taken toward the creation or resolution of 

problems) does not allow the characters to attain moral or amoral characteristics, which 

in turn does not allow the author to exact his judgment in a way that would establish a 

moral order.

The moral question was not limited to the 1960s and 1970s, and was also posed in 

various ways throughout the later decades of the novel’s criticism as well. In the 1990s, 

Wood (1995) would describe Kinbote as someone who “speak[s] to us from the heart of 

the deluded moral universe,” the “judge and jury” of vice, a “self-aggrandizing” and 

“self-accusing” hypocrite personified (Wood 188). But hypocrisy is not the same as 

moral vice, so why do some critics find Kinbote to be so reprehensible? In the second 

chapter of this thesis, we will explore a new theory of Nabokov’s novel that will allow us 

to see Kinbote as more monstrous than he has appeared to be until now. We will also 

establish the case for Gradus as an encoded metaphor for Kinbote’s conscience, 

identifying a moral order of the kind that McCarthy had perhaps intuited, but never 

actually described.
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1980s: HUMANISM AND PUZZLE THEORY.

In many ways, the 1980s proved to be the battleground between two not entirely 

contradictory conceptions of how we ought to read the novel, that would happily coexist 

before the decade’s end. What I have termed “Puzzle Theory” is the idea that the novel 

has, at its core, a series of puzzles that the reader must decode in order to unlock the 

novel’s ultimate meaning. Counter to this conception stands Humanist Theory, my 

description of a school of thought that argues the novel can be read in part as a character 

study: At the center of the novel lies not a puzzle but a human story—a study of artists in 

exile, a look at the artist who deals with tragedy, a portrait of the human being dealing 

with love and loss. Proponents of Humanist Theory argued that instead of games, the 

novel’s meaning must come out of the study of its characters as flesh and blood human 

beings who can be interpreted and studied psychologically, rather than as mere functions 

of plot.

The interpretation that Pale Fire is closer to a puzzle than to a novel of characters, 

was probably standard among most readers and critics before the 1980s. But Pifer (1980) 

latched on to an interesting new idea, the possibility that the novel can be read as a kind 

of character study, where Kinbote is not merely a joke, a parody on the excesses of 

academia, but a flesh and blood human character whose actions, desires and motivations 

can be interpreted from a psychological rather than a merely literary, a merely Dramatic 

Utilitarian, perspective. Furthermore, by reading Kinbote in this way, we unlock a hidden
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subtext in the novel that is not entirely visible until we manage to put aside the puzzles of

the novel long enough to attempt to take its plot more seriously, as Pifer does.

Initially, Pifer (1980) might appear to be a kind of anti-humanist because she

exposes the idea that realistic human relationships among the novel’s central characters

are almost non-existent:

In Pale Fire, Charles Kinbote’s alleged intimacy with John Shade is, after all, 
only an illusion. Although he is fascinated by the poet, and even more so by 
Shade’s poem, Kinbote is basically indifferent to Shade as an individual. And 
even though Kinbote does not do violence to Shade physically, his delusions are 
frequently as destructive in nature as those of Hermann [in Despair]. (Pifer 111)

Pifer was the first to latch on to the destructive power that Kinbote has on Shade. But

Pifer is also perhaps the first critic to connect the concept of doubling in the novel to

Kinbote’s narcissistic self-obsession, which paints him as a realistically disturbed and

even dangerous character:

The man who narcissistically perceives others as reflections of himself is bound to 
prove indifferent to their fate as unique beings. Thus we find Kinbote, one lonely 
spring wishing that Shade would have a heart attack just to break the monotony of 
Kinbote’s solitude [...]. (Pifer 111)

Pifer finds Kinbote to be a callous but realistic narcissist, a human being whose behavior 

can be interpreted psychologically rather than merely critically.

Green (1988) would add to this conception by suggesting that Kinbote’s 

narcissism is the result of a suppressed (and in fact reimagined) traumatic past. Green 

argues for a humanist approach to the novel by proposing the Freudian conception that 

Kinbote’s traumatic past is responsible for some of the narcissistic ways in which he
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deals with people and uses people. The idea that Kinbote is a realistic portrayal of a

highly damaged individual held sway throughout the 1980s. The change from a Dramatic

Utilitarian to a Humanist conception of the characters in the novel would prove to be one

of the most important cornerstones in the novel’s critical history, setting the precedent for

humanistic theories of the entire novel in the 1990s—focusing, as Boyd does, on the

similarities between Nabokov and his characters.

Pifer and Green’s argument set the debate of authorship in a new direction from

Stegner and Field’s, making it about a kind of Darwinian struggle for survival. Under

their theories, one author always exists as a simulacra, a copy of the other, necessarily

subjugating the other while giving priority to himself. Pifer argues that the “created”

author loses authenticity by becoming the “creator’s” reflected or projected image:

When three-dimensional reality is claimed for either Shade or Kinbote, the other 
is demoted to the status of the “real” character’s double, or projected self. Thus 
Kinbote is assigned the role of John Shade’s dark alter ego, or else Shade is seen 
as a pale reflection of the more brilliant Kinbote. Some critics seek authenticity in 
the artifice by treating the characters as Nabokov’s own doubles or “equivalents.” 
(Pifer 110-111)

Green, in posing the question of “dominance” between Poem and Commentary (Green 

91), might well be posing the question of authenticity as well—who is authentic and who 

is the simulacra? Green’s theme implicitly suggests a struggle for reality or authority 

between the two authors in the critic’s mind.

The idea that Shade is in most ways a superior author to Kinbote was repudiated 

by a group of critics who believed that Shade is a lesser and less creative mind than
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Kinbote. Kerman (1987) notes in Shade’s voice a poetic mixture of Pope, Wordsworth, 

Goethe, Poe, Browning, Yeats, Eliot and Stevens, arguing that “Shade is almost a parody 

version of what Harold Bloom has called the ‘weak’ poet, the belated writer who has no 

authentic voice of his own but merely echoes earlier, stronger writers” (Kerman 103). I 

do not agree that Shade is a weak poet, per se, but I do believe that he was probably 

meant to be a parody on the national poet rather than as a working example of one. This 

is certainly not to say that Shade (or Nabokov) is anything but a brilliant poet. In recent 

years, critics have begun to see Shade’s poem as a standalone source for critical 

inspiration. In fact, Boyd (2011) has written about some of the intricacy and beauty that 

Nabokov imbeds into the Shadean poem itself, without reference to Kinbote.

The Shadean poem has garnered Nabokov considerable praise for his poetic 

abilities, despite the fact that Kerman’s criticism of its deference to and even parody of 

the style of previous writers might be valid. Kinbote stands outside of this conception, but 

becomes, in Kerman’s words, a satire on “the radical failure of the university to enable 

poetry to communicate” through “academic vanity which imposes its own readings on 

texts” (Kerman 102). But because Kinbote is a creative misreader, he is also a strong poet 

and someone who shows more fully than Shade, Nabokov’s strength of originality on 

display. The novel continues to be discussed primarily because the Kinbotean sections 

yield so many marvelous misreadings, so many poetic discoveries, such captivating 

reflections—perhaps in their relation to the Shadean section, but not because of it per se.
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Though Nabokov was in some ways culturally conservative, he was a literary 

progressive who rejected eighteenth-century classicism as “inartistic” and generally 

disdained a number of canonical works. The standard interpretation of the novel’s title 

(the Shakespearean metaphor for cosmic thievery) is to say that Kinbote, the thief, has 

stolen Shade’s ordered and artistic work “of perfect beauty” and has created a work of art 

that palely reflects the phosphorescent beauty of Shade’s genius. According to this 

theory, Kinbote is a considerably lesser artist than Shade and we must endure his 

commentary with pinched noses and gritted teeth. Samuel Johnson once argued that 

“Modem poets are the moons of literature; they shine with reflected light, with light 

borrowed from the ancients” (Qt. in Maddox 32). Shade might share this point of view, 

but would the author? Nabokov, willingly or otherwise, has come to represent the modem 

novelist, and Pale Fire the modem novel that “everybody thought was dead but was only 

playing possum” (McCarthy 136).

Pale Fire is not a postmodern novel, though it contains one in the sections that 

critics have been most fascinated, troubled and perplexed by, the ones ostensibly written 

by Kinbote. Kinbote’s poetic disparity from Shade is one of the very points of the novel. 

Nabokov has disproven Johnson’s thesis by showing that a modem writer need not just 

borrow from the greats, but can create something wholly original themselves. And so 

Kinbote, the modem writer, has been able to write something prototypically original. He 

is not a moon reflecting pale light from the blazing sun, but a brave new sun in his own
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right next to whom Shade’s poem looks positively ordinary. We should remember, after 

all, that Shade’s poem is titled “Pale Fire,” not Kinbote’s commentary.

Despite a strong Humanist showing in the early and late 1980s, the middle of the 

decade was dominated by Puzzle Theory, championed by D. Barton Johnson (1985). By 

the middle of the decade, it must have seemed almost unthinkable that the novel could be 

read entirely in the humanist way, for so much of the novel seemed so impenetrable, so 

variously interpretable and so lacking in human insight, that it must have seemed almost 

fruitless to do humanist interpretation. The idea that Nabokov had embedded puzzles or 

games into his novel had become almost universally recognized. However, it was less 

certain whether these puzzles were the keys to the novel’s meaning or intentionally 

deceptive red herrings designed by Nabokov to lead readers on an endless and 

meaningless search.

Attempts to read meaning into the novel’s puzzles began with McCarthy, the 

novel’s very first major critic, who sensed not only the enticing conspicuousness but also 

the potential irresolvability of many of the novel’s “problems” or puzzles. Why, for 

example, does the name Botkin appear so prominently, yet so elusively in a Commentary 

and an Index that seemingly revolve around Kinbote? McCarthy was the first to suggest 

that Kinbote is Botkin, and then to reconstruct Botkin’s missing identity by reading him 

as an unhappy Russian exile living in America. Surely, his unhappiness is evident in his 

vain search for love that turns into a fantasy of kingly adoration.
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McCarthy’s ultimate argument about the novel is humanistic: “Love is the burden 

of Pale Fire, love and loss.” In fact, in the words of Couturier (1998), “[McCarthy] does 

not interpret the novel, strictly speaking, but seeks to establish its ‘human interest’” (1), 

in a way privileging the human aspects of the novel’s characters to Nabokov’s multi

faceted, and seemingly irresolvable, literary game. Couturier claims that “McCarthy 

seemed to fear that the game might be deemed gratuitous unless it served a humanist 

purpose of some kind” (1). And if McCarthy did believe this, she would have agreed with 

the major interpreters of the novel—Stegner, Field and Boyd—all of whom have 

interpreted the novel as being about the human aspects of its characters.

Critics in the middle of the 1980s seemed to be more interested in mimicking 

McCarthy’s method, exploring the puzzles of the text, than in doing humanistic readings. 

Still, another group of critics argued that readers themselves can become a kind of author 

in the novel. An obscure critic, Tani (1984) sensed the unfinished nature of Nabokov’s 

work, the allowance for play inherent in the novel that allows the reader to creatively fill 

in the gaps that Nabokov left unfilled. The gaps have to do primarily with the unfinished 

details of the narrative: two narratives are represented in the novel—the Gradus fantasy 

and the Jack Grey reality—two explanations for Shade’s demise. Kinbote’s “fantasy” is 

rendered the more explicitly, the more supposedly real, ostensibly mocking and even 

erasing the realistic scenario which, in Tani’s words, must be reconstructed by the reader 

(Tani 137). Thus, Pale Fire follows the detective genre: “the murder (John Shade’s 

death) ‘starts’ the reader’s detection” (Tani 137) and readers race the novel’s detective
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(Kinbote) to the solution. Kinbote, who happily assumes the detective’s role, distorts the

text, covering up clues as he goes along—he becomes an “anti-detective,” while the

reader is forced to take on the detective’s role and reconstruct the narrative that he

obscures (Tani 139). At this point we have a “‘double solution’ (Kinbote’s version and

the reader’s version)” but Tani goes a step further, positing a third layer of narrative,

which I will pick up in the second chapter of this thesis.

Thus, we get the sense that the novel’s payoff comes not just in studying

characters, and not simply in solving puzzles, either. Eichelberger (1984) argues that

“Nabokov subverts both conventional notions of language and realistic notions of

character to reveal new fictional possibilities, and engages the reader in the aesthetic

problems fiction writing presents to the author” (176). In this sense, Eichelberger applies

to Pale Fire a kind of Reader Response approach in which every reader becomes an

author of meaning. This is important because there is so much to Pale Fire that seems

missing, so much that seemingly needs to be reconstructed by the reader if we are to

make sense of the plot at all.

Since each level becomes an intermediary step in the understanding of Pale Fire, 
and the final level can never be reached due to these disruptions and the novel’s 
insistent reflexivism, Nabokov’s Pale Fire is consistent with his definition of 
reality, however different Nabokov’s “realism” is from the realism associated 
with Balzac, Turgenev, or James. (Eichelberger 183)

In other words, in Nabokov’s reality “The levels of text which the reader must apprehend 

and process from are persistently subverted through structural and linguistic disruption”
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(183). Each reader is invited to construct a subjective version of the plot, and no version

can be seen as authoritative or final.

I agree with Eichelberger’s method to an extent. But one of the major arguments

against the lexical games critics might be their propensity for impractical interpretations.

For example, Eichelberger goes slightly afield when he alleges, “netochka may be a

feminization of the phrase net ochko, meaning ‘no point’ [i.e., ‘no score’; ‘zero sum

game’] in reference to a game or sport” (178). A critic who reads “Netochka” in this way

is playing a linguistic game with the text, inserting into it peculiar coincidences of

language that the author likely never intended to have meaning. It follows Rampton’s

(1984) argument that

the creative critic is bound by the same rules that govern the novelist, and that he 
ignores tact and common sense at his peril. Nabokov may have wanted a lot of 
‘little Nabokov’s’, but he got a few little Kinbotes too. In this sense Pale Fire is a 
sort of anticipatory parody, since it vindicates its claim as a credible parody of the 
scholar-critic by some of the responses it generated. (Rampton [1984] 163)

Because so much of Pale Fire has to be reconstructed, the novel presents us with 

a unique interpretive challenge. All of us, as readers, are required to become authors of 

some portion of the text, and in this process we run the dire risk of becoming self- 

satisfying readers, “little Kinbotes” who find themselves in the text without explaining 

the text’s objective meaning. In effect, the reader must become an author of meaning in 

his or her own right, and must contend with both the human reality of the novel’s 

characters and the puzzles that Nabokov had embedded into his novel.
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The battle of authorial priority is a persistent theme that runs throughout the 

history of Pale Fire criticism. From Stegner and Field in the 1960s, to Couturier (1998), 

who titled his article, “Which is to be Master,” the consistent critical tendency is to 

privilege one author over the other, to give one author priority in either creation or 

influence over the other author. Single author theory is only the most overt formulation of 

this philosophy, but it is not the only one. In the 1980s we saw a skewed version of this 

idea in critics who consider one author to be a simulacra of the other. In the 1990s we 

will see a resurgence of this idea in single author theory, which will ultimately lead to its 

critical disrepute. For the most part, the 1980s had little discussion about single author 

theories, but the very question of dominance would anticipate the impending debate of 

authorship—Is there one author, or two?—that would play out in the next decade.
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1990s: THE QUESTION OF AUTHORSHIP.

The 1990s were the fateful battleground between Boyd’s (1991) theory of Single 

Authorship (Shadean theory) and the Practicalist (Dual Authorship) conception 

championed by Tammi (1995), Wood (1995) and Lodge (1995). By the end of the 1990s, 

Boyd would reject single authorship theory and propose two new conceptions (one in 

1997 and another in 1999) that would restore Kinbote’s autonomy as a separate author in 

the novel. Single author theories drastically lost traction in published works following 

Boyd’s disavowal and the history of Pale Fire's criticism moved into internet discussion 

in the twenty-first century, with fewer instances of published works on Pale Fire than in 

any of the previous decades. Boyd’s 1999 theory marks the culmination of several critical 

mainstreams that have predominated throughout the history of Pale Fire criticism and 

paves the way for future theories, of which one potential example will be introduced in 

the second chapter of this thesis.

As evidence for the “Shade as sole author” hypothesis, Boyd (1991) cites an

unpublished early draft of Speak, Memory where an enigmatic couplet allegedly links

John Shade with the Index of Pale Fire:

As John Shade says somewhere:

Nobody will heed my index,
I suppose,

But through it a gentle wind ex 
Ponto blows.

(Qt. in Boyd [1991] 445)
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In order for the Index to be Shade’s, he would have to be alive, and likely the author of

the Commentary. But critics subsequently rejected this as possible evidence. The

lineation in this couplet is not consistent with the structure of the “Pale Fire” poem as it

appears in any published version, and there is little evidence to suggest that Nabokov

meant for this unpublished early draft of Speak, Memory to carry this meaning.

Nevertheless, Boyd seems to argue that it is specifically about “Pale Fire.” Lodge argues

that this perception was not meant to be taken seriously. It could either be a couplet from

another fictitious work by Shade, or a plot line that Nabokov ultimately rejected

altogether. Couturier (1998) suggests that Nabokov might have been “playing another of

his little mask games, as he did in peppering his books with anagrammatic doubles”

(Couturier 1), making this clue a gratuitous red herring meant to lead readers astray.

Lodge comes from the point of view of a writer, not a critic, but his arguments are

persuasive. Perhaps Lodge’s most convincing argument, and perhaps the one that Boyd

most responded to, is about Shade’s contradictory interests in creating Kinbote as an

artistic experiment, privileging art over family:

I can best express this by saying that, as a practicing writer, I cannot conceive of 
myself doing what Shade, according to [Boyd’s] interpretation, is supposed to 
have done: that is, written a transparent autobiographical poem about coming to 
terms with one of the most painful and tragic events that can happen to a man, the 
suicide of his own child, and then attached to it a comic, ironic and satirical 
fiction[....] Surely Shade himself would have to be deranged to use his own 
daughter’s suicide in this way, as a means of showing up the vanity and self- 
deception of a fictitious lunatic? (Lodge 163)
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To this persuasive rebuttal, Boyd responded in a 1997 essay, admitting that his 1991 

reading “lapses into muddle” (8). The 1990s proved to be the end of Pale Fire's critical 

history in part, the conclusion of a major strand of theories that culminated in Boyd’s 

fervent promotion and then rejection of Shadean theory in favor of a more practical, dual 

author solution. Moving into the twenty-first century, single authorship theories all but 

disappeared from publication as a new wave of internet discussion subsumed Pale Fire 

criticism. The numerous ideas of internet discussion are beyond the scope of this thesis, 

though categorizing them might be an interesting and worthwhile endeavor for the future.

The history of Single Author theory runs parallel to Pale Fire's history of 

criticism. When it has been mentioned in recent scholarship (i.e., in Glynn [2007]), the 

history of Single Author theory has appeared as a kind of stand-in for the entire history of 

Pale Fire, though, as I hope to have shown in this chapter of my thesis, such conceptions 

are not entirely fair to the numerous critics who have both contributed to and worked 

outside of single author theories. The history of Pale Fire criticism has included rich and 

diverse debate, but the history of Single Authorship—its relevance from roughly 1966 

through 1999, almost the entire twentieth century of Pale Fire criticism—continues to be 

the most consistently-cited among contemporary critics.

The story of this branch of criticism began with Stegner (1966), who proposed the 

idea that Kinbote, in his madness, had created Shade. This theory came to be known as 

Kinbotean theory, which Boyd has argued is now supported mostly by new readers (Boyd 

[1997] 1). Field (1967), the very next year, rejected the details but not the method of this
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idea, arguing for Shade as sole author-creator in the novel. Bader (1972) continued 

Field’s argument, finding humanism in Shadean theory. Boyd (1991) posited the idea that 

Kinbote and Shade are both a metaphor for two tragedies in Nabokov’s life—the sudden 

loss of his country and the accidental murder of his father. (A similar theory was first 

suggested by Meyer [1988] in a fascinating book-length study that suggested a link 

between Nabokov’s personal tragedies and the events of Pale Fire, but without relying on 

single authorship theories).

In 1991, Boyd argued that Shade created Kinbote as a kind of artistic experiment 

and was the sole author in the novel. Tammi (1995) and Lodge (1995) came out against 

Boyd’s Shadean theory. Lodge (1995) argued particularly convincingly that Shade would 

never use his daughter’s suicide for a poetic metaphor. In response to this and other 

arguments, Boyd ultimately rejected his single author theory in a 1997 essay, in which he 

promoted a new dual author conception which restored the reality of both authors but 

suggested Shade’s almost muse-like influence upon Kinbote from beyond the grave. In 

1999, Boyd expanded and revised his new argument into a book-length format (only the 

second book-length treatment of Pale Fire, after Meyer’s), where he argues that both 

Shade and Kinbote are coevally influenced by the spirit of Shade’s dead daughter Hazel.

Between his three conceptions, Boyd has argued consistently for metaphysical 

explanations of Pale Fire. In 1991, he claimed that “Shade kills himself off to enter the 

soul of Kinbote, as if to suggest the liberation of personality that may be possible beyond 

death” (447). With his 1997 conception, Boyd hopes to “appeal to all sides” (1) but he
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still troubles the realist. In this theory, Boyd argues that “Shade’s spirit plays a role in 

forming the story of Gradus in Kinbote’s mind, and in shaping [Gradus’] advance 

through the Commentary in time with the composition of the poem” (8). Shade acts as the 

force of artistry and order in Kinbote’s Commentary: he helps Kinbote become the best 

artist he can be by “imparting to the Commentary a control, a rhythm and a direction that 

it would otherwise have lacked” (Boyd [1997] 8). In 1999, Boyd would reestablish the 

reality of both narrators but argue that they are both influenced by those from beyond the 

grave.

But both of Boyd’s revised conceptions have a supernatural dimension. Boyd

essentially projects Shade’s character type into the heavens, making him a kind of

Christian God or Christ figure. And as a Christian God, Shade cannot change Kinbote’s

character, but can only show him “the way”:

In influencing Kinbote, Shade forces nothing in Kinbote’s soul—or to put it 
another way, he can work only with the materials available: Kinbote’s obsessive 
desire for attention and admiration that deep down he knows he does not deserve, 
and his flair for prose despite his incompetence as a poet. (Boyd [1997] 8)

Boyd’s reader Michael Wood took issue with the “determinateness” of Boyd’s 

resolution. But Boyd responded by promoting a scientific method to his discoveries.

Boyd seems to be trying to do this with his new theories, attempting to situate his theories 

as scientific, suggesting not only that literary discovery can be a kind of a scientific 

method, but also that criticism can be a kind of scientific pursuit. But Boyd seems to be 

having it both ways: while his method is ostensibly scientific with all the caution and 

humility of scientific discovery, he simultaneously requires the use of magic and the
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otherworldly to articulate his theory fully. In other words, to explain the way in which

influence occurs in the novel, we must use the otherworldly, posit an inexplicable process

that both explains away everything and simultaneously explains nothing.

How, for example, do we understand the way in which Shade influences Kinbote

from beyond the grave? Shade’s search for answers to the question of a metaphysical

reality seems to be a pivotal though secondary part of his quest. The search for contact

with his daughter is much more important to him than any contact he might reestablish

with Kinbote. Why, furthermore, should Shade guide Kinbote’s commentary in any way

whatever, without leaving any clues of doing so? Would not a payoff like this be rather

meaningless and inconsequential at the level of plot? By raising Shade’s perfection of

character into the heavens, we still don’t come any nearer to a typical plot with problems

and a resolution; instead, we are still stuck with Fowler’s criticism of Pale Fire's

seeming lack of plot.

I should note that while early Shadeans and Kinboteans—Field (1967), Bader

(1972) and Stegner (1966)—did not ground their theories in metaphysics, they also did

not provide as much explanatory value as Boyd. But it still troubles me that we have to

use the unexplainable to explain away the work of an avowed atheist in Nabokov. Boyd

(1999) apologizes that

When the first books on Nabokov appeared, [Nabokov] had not yet published 
Transparent Things, his one explicitly ghostly novel; the more elusive but still 
emphatic otherworldly patterns had not been detected in his other works; and his 
metaphysics had barely been noticed, let alone understood. (Boyd [1999] 251)
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But despite Boyd’s explanation, I doubt many critics would agree that Transparent 

Things could be used as evidence that Nabokov was a serious believer. As a life-long 

skeptic, Nabokov would probably reject this reading as well. Boyd’s theories are 

decidedly metaphysical, and for this reason they leave room for other interpretations in 

Pale Fire criticism that do not venture down this path. A Practicalist, dual author theory 

with as much explanatory power as Boyd’s, which does not lapse into the inexplicable, 

the metaphysical and the magical, is perhaps the next logical step in the history of Pale 

Fire criticism.

Throughout the history of Pale Fire criticism we have seen the trend away from 

Puzzle Theory and toward Humanism, away from Single Author theories and toward 

Dual Authorship conceptions. The culmination of this history so far has been Boyd’s 

revised theory of the novel, which argues compellingly for a metaphysical explanation of 

the peculiar similarities between Shade and Kinbote’s sections. However, this 

interpretation might seem quite inadequate to the realist, and there is ample reason why 

one might be a realist with respect to this novel. Not only is there little evidence that 

Nabokov changed his skeptical views after Transparent Things, but it also seems too easy 

to argue that the novel is both about scientific discovery and about the otherworldly. 

Though Boyd’s argument is well-supported and convincingly argued, it leaves room for 

other conceptions that do not lapse into metaphysics. For this reason, the history of Pale 

Fire criticism may not have yet come to its logical conclusion. There are still questions 

that have not yet been answered and parts of the novel that have not yet been explained
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by existing theories. We are still stuck with the problem of the moral core, which Boyd’s 

theory does not resolve. We have yet to correct the problem of the lack of actual crimes 

and misdemeanors that our narrator must atone for, about the possibility of interpreting 

Kinbote’s actions from a human perspective. But most importantly, a successful new 

theory should explain the novel without the use of magic.

In the remainder of this thesis, I will attempt to remedy these concerns with a new 

interpretation of the novel that does not lapse into magic, but does have strong 

explanatory value. Like Single Author conceptions, my interpretation requires the 

introduction of a story into the novel that is not entirely there—but there is an explanation 

for this. I have been careful not to over-imagine, not to become a “little Kinbote” as 

Rampton has warned. I have also attempted to establish the precedent for revisionist 

readings throughout this chapter of the thesis. By making Kinbote a pivotal and 

unfortunate part of Shade’s demise (and then making him an anti-detective who willfully 

assumes the detective’s role), we impart the need for moral retribution into the story, 

answering Fowler and Stegner’s call. We will see how Kinbote/Botkin’s punishment 

suddenly becomes not undeserved at the end of the novel (answering an objection by 

Wood to Nabokov’s method); and we will create a crucial corollary to the confessional 

style and structure of Lolita, to answer the major objection from Dramatic Utilitarianism, 

turning Nabokov’s puzzling Pale Fire from a parody on criticism into a dramatic 

character study both playful and meaningful at each of its levels, the likes of which is 

perhaps unprecedented in the history of creative literature.
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Chapter 2: 

Towards a Revised Solution

Before presenting my own theory of Pale Fire, it was useful to explain how such 

a theory could fit within the pantheon of existing criticism on the novel. To do so, I 

attempted to synthesize the long and sometimes digressive history of Pale Fire criticism 

into a simple and approachable format. I generally categorized by decade, noting the 

most important discoveries first and then adding notes on less prominent theories in their 

time that went on to hold greater sway later. The most popular theories included 

Kinbotean and Shadean readings, which presumed that the Commentary and Poem were 

written by just one narrator who invented the other. By the late 1990’s, such theories 

began to lose traction to more practical conceptions that presumed the autonomy of both 

characters. Many of the more popular theories we discussed, including Stegner, Field and 

Boyd’s, have included narrative elements that are not entirely present in the text of Pale 

Fire. For example, Stegner argues that Kinbote is writing from the madhouse. Non

revisionist conceptions have asserted that the novel is a parody on criticism, an endearing 

look at the suffering artist, or Nabokov’s exploration of the loss of father and country.

Throughout the history of Pale Fire criticism, we have seen a number of creative 

interpretations that have attempted to explain away the mysteries that the novel has 

posed. Many of these have attempted to create links between Shade and Kinbote to 

account for what Boyd has called the “covert correspondences” between Commentary 

and Poem, “part and part” (Boyd [1997] 1). Most influential of these was perhaps
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Shadean theory, which focused primarily on Shade’s goals in creating Kinbote for the 

purpose of artistic experimentation, exploring the creative mind or the mind troubled by 

exile or family tragedy. Consequently, many of these theories have argued that Nabokov, 

the artist-mind behind the whole fictional universe of Pale Fire, was in fact exploring 

himself, his own exile and the senseless murder of his father. But single author 

conceptions died out by the late 1990s, and their ostensible replacement, Boyd’s 1999 

dual authorship theory, has not come to represent the happy culmination of Pale Fire’s 

history as we know it. Indeed, there are still challenges that it cannot meet, if only from 

specialized sources. But Pale Fire criticism in the twenty-first centuryJ has been slow to 

come up with a successor, probably, as I will argue, because the problems we have yet to 

solve have, until now, not been clearly conceived of or articulated. Our first goal in this 

section will then be to set forth the problems that we have yet to solve.

There are a number of issues that we can endeavor to solve with a new theory of 

Pale Fire, one based on Stefano Tani’s conception from the 1980s. In an obscure 1984 

study, Tani proposed the idea that Kinbote is involved in Shade’s murder in an intimate 

and direct way. Unfortunately, Tani did not probe his own idea sufficiently deeply to 

uncover its evidence and full explanatory power. I believe that this theory should be 

investigated more deeply than it has been in the past, because it has the potential to 

become a major new discovery in the history of Pale Fire criticism. This theory 

continues the most recent trends in Pale Fire criticism, many of which were less readily 

apparent when Tani was writing in the mid-1980s.
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Having been legitimized by the victory of dual-authorship, Tani’s theory allows 

autonomy to both Shade and Kinbote as two separate characters and authors in the novel. 

It also allows for a psychological reading of Kinbote, echoing sustained enthusiasm for 

humanistic readings since the 1980s. And it sets up the possibility of reading a moral core 

into the novel, which Fowler argued for convincingly in his 1974 study. I hope to show 

that this forgotten theory has the potential to be considered alongside major 

interpretations of the novel, and to become a canonical reading in its own right, 

representing a new stage in the history of Pale Fire criticism in the twenty-first century. 

TOWARDS A NEW THEORY OF PALE FIRE

If serious discussion is to be had about Pale Fire today, we must first heed the 

lessons of the twentieth-century criticism on the novel. We have identified four major 

issues within the history of Pale Fire criticism. Firstly, we have discovered that 

McCarthy’s levels uncover a hidden plot to Pale Fire, one involving Botkin, that we must 

reconstruct before making sense of the novel as a whole. We have also seen Dramatic 

Utilitarianism uncover a lack of plot in the novel that must be fixed in order to make way 

for a burgeoning moral order. We have found that answers might be profitably sought 

within the study of Kinbote as a psychological entity. And finally, we must do all this 

without the use of magic or the supernatural.

Tani’s argument casts the novel in a different light, and puts us on the track of 

solving some of these problems from the get-go. Tani argues that Pale Fire is an “anti

detective” novel in the sense that it inverts the structure of the typical detective novel:
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As in any detective novel, the murder (John Shade’s death) “starts” the reader’s 
detection but, since the murder is described at the end of Kinbote’s 
pseudocommentary, the reader very likely has to reread it to discover clues related 
to the fact that the assassin is not Jakob Gradus sent by the Shadows but only 
crazy Jack Grey escaped from the asylum for the criminally insane. (Tani 137)

The murder in Pale Fire occurs at the end, causing readers to reread the novel in order to

begin the process of detection. But there is a complication: “Kinbote is an anti-detective,

a distorter of the text and not a ‘maker of meaning’” (Tani 139). He does not so much

attempt to solve the murder mystery as to complicate it by offering fantastical, misleading

interpretations rather than objective truth. This is where the novel ventures into a kind of

parody on deconstruction, becoming a postmodern whodunit where the novel’s detective

is so deluded that he shirks objective truth in favor of a fantasy solution. For this reason,

the novel fits neatly into the anti-detective genre, where the only detective on the case is

the murderer himself.

According to this theory, the point of Pale Fire is to present readers with a kind of

puzzle or riddle where the odds are stacked greatly against them. The detective is actively

complicating the task of the reader’s detection, but to make the reader’s task less than

impossible, the detective makes mistakes, leaves clues that can be used to reconstruct the

narrative and begin the process of determining what actually transpired. “Thus in Pale

Fire there is no detective but the reader, who has to be continuously alert to pick up the

clues that Kinbote, unawares, scatters around” (Tani 138-139).

But if Pale Fire is an anti-detective novel, does it also shirk the idea of a single

solution, which is generally considered to be the point of a detective novel? Perhaps. And
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if it does, then the very terms of our debate have changed. We are no longer looking for

one right answer, but for a multitude of solutions, the interest in which becomes our very

process of interpretation itself, the relationship between the text and its many interpreters.

Here, one might heed Edelstein (1982), who argues that:

If one adheres to a single version of reality, one runs the risk of being gravely 
misled. Nabokov demonstrates how different patterns are produced by different 
minds—Kinbote’s, Shade’s, Gradus’, Nabokov’s, each reader’s—even when 
viewing the same events. This interplay of patterns, of processes of creation, of 
“webs of sense,” shows that there is no one overriding pattern to be discerned [in 
the novel]; we must each create our own pattern, using our own imaginative 
consciousness. (Edelstein 220)

Tani ultimately proposes a similar idea when he finds that “The focus of the novel 

is no longer the relation among the characters, as it is in conventional novels, but rather 

the one among the writer, reader, and the text” (Tani 146). This conception explains why 

there have been so many interpretations of the novel and why they have so often been 

contradictory, even about how we ought to approach the process of reading the novel. 

This disagreement is in fact encouraged by the novel, supported by its structure. Critics 

have been almost unanimous that there are at least two levels to the novel (the fairy tale 

and the reality) and that at these first two levels the novel is comprehensible. But at the 

third level, we begin to have disagreements; we reach a critical impasse. Kinbote’s 

fantasy about a Gradus who is out to get him is part of his maniacal narcissistic complex. 

It obscures a more believable story about a committed felon (possibly a murderer) named 

Jack Grey, who mistakes Shade for the very judge who institutionalized him. This much 

is well established and is believed by the majority of critics. But what we are to make
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beyond this level is a matter for debate. Tani believes that Kinbote himself has had a 

hand in the murder, an interpretation that explains away Kinbote’s puzzling behavior and 

allows him to have an active role in fulfilling what he desperately desires, to claim 

Shade’s manuscript as his own. This new solution to the murder has considerable 

explanatory value, but Tani almost immediately repudiated it, arguing that “there is not 

enough evidence for it or against it” (143). This is true, but Pale Fire is deliberately set 

up to deny readers the direct evidence they seek. Tani is not wrong in his assumption that 

we ordinarily need explicit evidence to support a theory, but then again we not dealing 

with an ordinary novel. Indeed, we can almost say that Kinbote has planned everything 

we read to deny us the evidence we need.

Tani’s argument places Kinbote as the mastermind behind Shade’s death. Kinbote 

is the one who selects Grey from Goldsworth’s scrapbook of killers. Kinbote is the one 

who meets with Grey, perhaps not after the murder but before, arranging for Grey’s 

escape from confinement. Kinbote is the one who brings Shade to the scene of the 

murder, where a hired hitman, not a mad assassin, lies in wait. Under such a reading 

“[Kinbote is] not a detective but an anti-detective who complicates the mystery” (146) in 

order to get away with murder. To look at Kinbote as an inverted detective is interesting. 

While a conventional detective unearths clues and compiles them into a narrative of what 

transpired, Kinbote deliberately hides clues and must hope that they are never discovered.

In this sense, Kinbote is closer to a criminal than to a detective. Attentive readers 

are then thrust into the role of a detective right from their first reading of the novel.
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Kinbote’s strange behavior throughout, his cryptic clues where no clues are appropriate

and his awkward obsession with sounding normal all have the potential to form an

unsettling feeling in the reader. Perhaps as Kinbote would have wanted, some readers

shrug this off and continue reading, ignoring it as though it doesn’t exist—or altogether

give up on the Commentary to focus on the Poem, as critics like Boyd have done in

recent years.4 However, for those troubled by the sense that these are clues to something

meaningful, a detective mystery unlike any other can potentially unfold.

In effect, we paint a picture of a novel where the reader completes the narrative—

half connecting the dots, half guessing—which Nabokov has turned into an elaborate

puzzle through his unreliable narrator. In effect, Nabokov has turned over a large portion

of creative control to the reader. As Rampton notes,

The whole notion of turning over to the reader an important part of the creative 
act is one that Pale Fire takes perfectly seriously. At the same time the author 
maintains a kind of general control over the meaning of the events depicted. For 
example, he wants readers to know that Kinbote is crazy, that he is not Charles II 
of Zembla but V. Botkin, a member of the Russian Department at the university. 
(Rampton [1993] 110)

Not all critics agree that Kinbote is crazy, though most agree that Zembla is an invention. 

Indeed, almost all believe that Botkin is in fact the real identity of Kinbote and that 

Kinbote has covered up a traumatic past with his Zemblan narrative. Under this argument 

the reader essentially takes control over the narrative from the author, acquiring the 

ability to believe or disbelieve this or that fact of the story.
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This is an ostensibly postmodern idea, the concept that we must bring a mirror up

to ourselves and study the very processes by which we do things, for this is the only

justifiably meaningful endeavor that we can undertake in postmodemity. But this leads us

to a world of muddle in which we find that our endeavor may be meaningless—what are

we really looking for? While some critics have argued that the novel is not controlled

enough, inviting creative participation from the reader, Stegner takes the opposite

approach, arguing that the novel is overly controlled by the author:

I must confess an inability to make any substantial decision about the ultimate 
value of this novel. Original and complex and full of wonderful language it 
certainly is, though I think it [is] perhaps overcomposed and overcontrolled— 
Nabokov’s Finnigans Wake. (Stegner 131)

As Stegner argues,

[Reading Pale Fire is] like playing a long tiresome game of Scrabble and losingf.
...] The reader of Kinbote’s commentary and notes is not being involved in an 
intellectual game that can be played with only the book in hand—he is involved in 
a research problem that sends him scurrying to the library to look up obscure 
references, foreign words, passages in Shakespeare, chess moves, and so on. [...] 
[But] if it leads us only in ever-widening circles in search of a joke, or a pun, or a 
multilanguage anagram, then we may legitimately question the value of our 
labors. (Stegner 131)

But this suggests that the author can have complete control over his creation, that 

he can construct a complex puzzle with only one meaning, and that the solution or 

meaning he encodes into the novel did not ultimately justify the means of getting there (at 

least not to Stegner’s satisfaction). Is it not more plausible to suggest that the author was
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unable to encode a specific meaning into the work and rather let that job be done by the 

reader, who is tasked with constructing the puzzle but not planning the ultimate payoff?

Stegner’s scathing review ultimately suggests the near-impossibility of reading 

the novel exclusively as the Puzzle Theorists have. He proposes that the novel includes a 

laborious game that may not be worth winning at all. Indeed, we have to question the 

value of our labors if the best that we can do with Pale Fire is to solve an anagram or 

riddle to no meaningful effect. But it does not seem likely to me that the Puzzle Theorists 

are correct in searching for a “total” solution to the novel by attempting to solve all of its 

mysteries. From a practical point of view, it is hard to believe that Nabokov could have 

created a puzzle so complex that it could not be solved (or even conclusively established) 

after more than 50 years of critical inquiry. The alternative view, that many of the puzzles 

in the novel are a mere ploy, a red herring, seems to be more realistic.

The majority of the theories we have examined have had little direct grounding in 

the word level of the novel, privileging instead more subjective and creative 

interpretations at the level of plot. We have seen throughout the history of Pale Fire that 

Puzzle Theory, the idea that decoding all of the novel’s mysteries will uncover an all- 

explaining hidden meaning, has not yet yield the promised results. It has become clear 

that expecting complete control from the author is unwise—an author cannot encode a 

single-solution puzzle so elaborate that it will take readers decades to decide on what it is. 

Instead, one of two things is far more plausible—either that readers have created these
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puzzles out of the text themselves, or that the author has created them merely as a joke or 

a diversion, without meaning for them to have real value.

Tani has argued that the novel is written as an “anti-detective” story in which 

Kinbote acts to bamboozle the reader. As we will now argue, the novel’s central mystery 

lies at this level of plot—Who murdered Shade and why? Was it the incompetent Gradus, 

hired by the Shadows to kill Kinbote; psychotic Jack Grey, who escaped a mental 

institution to seek revenge against Shade’s lookalike, Judge Goldsworth; or was it 

Kinbote himself, who masterminded the murder, as Tani has proposed? In the next 

section, I will argue that Kinbote as mastermind is the likeliest and most aesthetically- 

satisfying solution.

A NEW THEORY OF PALE FIRE

Upon rereading Pale Fire for the first time, I was bothered by the question of 

what would happen if the killing of Shade was actually perpetrated not by Gradus, but by 

Kinbote. A whole host of rich interpretations would be possible if our narrator, far from 

being a passive observer in the events of Shade’s death, had actually been a main 

conspirator. Not only would this be a novel reading (i.e., a new interpretation) but it 

would also be a “Novel” reading, giving the work a novelistic core and rescuing it from 

the abyss of infinite regress proposed by the “false bottoms” hypothesis introduced by 

McCarthy. The major twentieth-century criticism on Pale Fire has depended on this 

hypothesis and has spawned some of the most imaginative—yet least explanatory—
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interpretations, perhaps of any novel to date. So, Pale Fire remains in the twenty-first 

century, a hotly debated, but still largely-unexplained, novel.

The argument in this section flies in the face of two deeply held beliefs in Pale 

Fire criticism. The first is that the novel’s story is unexplainable. The second is that there 

is no objective reality within the novel, which we could call its narrative. Both of these 

proposed course corrections are made possible by my new reading of Pale Fire that 

considers the novel, at its core, to not just be a Pandora’s Box of infinite discovery with 

no ostensible plot, but a meticulously crafted Nabokovian detective novel whose complex 

narrative gives clues of a discernible and objective reality that sits, cleverly disguised, 

right under the surface.

The only premise we must take as our starting point is that Kinbote could have 

been in part responsible for Shade’s demise. Once we accept Kinbote as the possible 

architect of Shade’s demise, the events of the novel begin to take on astonishing clarity 

and simplicity and render obsolete any questions about a single author or the possibility 

that the novel is merely a puzzle without a solution.

The main observation that we must use as our starting point is that Kinbote’s 

commentary is laced with jealousy and hatred toward most of his colleagues at 

Wordsmith. Furthermore, by killing Shade, he can secure a kind of metaphorical revenge 

against all of his rivals at once. We can argue that jealousy and hatred are two of the 

primary driving forces that motivate Kinbote to do away with Shade. Throughout this
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section, we will tour Kinbote’s sly contempt for people he ostensibly regards as friends,

ultimately uncovering the first clue of Pale Fire's murder mystery.

The first depiction of Kinbote’s jealousy appears right after his arrival in

America, and begins with a seemingly innocuous remark by his American “sympathizer”

and liaison, Sylvia O’Donnell. Sylvia tells Kinbote of the fact that Shade is New Wye’s

brightest star. Kinbote clearly doesn’t like these words. He is apparently high-minded and

vengeful and believes only himself to be a bright and shining light. In the Index, Kinbote

unequivocally reveals that he is in fact Charles the Beloved, the Zemblan king whose

story of exile is peppered throughout the Commentary. It was during his reign,

apparently, that Zembla saw unprecedented advances in quality of life. He even attributes

an improvement in the weather to himself. Sylvia’s words start Kinbote’s jealousy of

Shade. But, despite that fact that he vigorously hides his dislike for the poet, we can

surely glimpse his true feelings between the lines.

Despite his generally complimentary style, Kinbote seems to show a callous

indifference to the wellbeing of his favorite poet:

I had been looking forward to meeting my favorite American poet who, as I felt 
sure at the moment, would die long before the Spring Term, but the 
disappointment was little more than a mental shrug of accepted regret, and 
discarding the newspaper, I looked around me with enchantment and physical 
wellbeing despite the congestion in my nose. (C. 691)5

A “mental shrug” is a strange way to describe a resignation to the fact that one’s favorite 

poet may have died. To describe it with “enchantment and physical wellbeing” is even 

stranger. And Kinbote’s clues continue:
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Let me state that without my notes Shade’s text simply has no human reality at all 
since the human reality of such a poem as his (being too skittish and reticent for 
an autobiographical work), with the omission of many pithy lines carelessly 
rejected by him, has to depend entirely on the reality of its author and his 
surroundings, attachments and so forth, a reality that only my notes can provide. 
To this statement my dear poet would probably not have subscribed, but, for 
better or worse, it is the commentator who has the last word. (Foreword)

Kinbote, of course, is right about the absence of a human reality (a human reference 

point) in the poem: We have no access to Shade, but through Kinbote’s commentary. 

Kinbote’s characterization is the only description of Shade we have. So what kind of a 

description is it? It is certainly a subjective one. It is an often derogatory, often 

caricaturing one. It is a characterization with an agenda, not to praise but to humanize. 

Kinbote’s description of Shade is telling:

My sublime neighbor’s face had something about it that might have appealed to 
the eye, had it been only leonine or only Iroquoian; but unfortunately, by 
combining the two it merely reminded one of a fleshy Hogarthian tippler of 
indeterminate sex. His misshapen body, that gray mop of abundant hair, the 
yellow nails of his pudgy fingers, the bags under his lusterless eyes, were only 
intelligible if regarded as the waste products eliminated from his intrinsic self by 
the same forces of perfection which purified and chiseled his verse. He was his 
own cancellation. (Foreword)

This marvelous, impassioned description of Shade is pivotal for the hidden clues that 

Kinbote unwittingly reveals. Firstly, (starting from the end) it connects Shade’s 

appearance (his indeterminate sex, his mop of gray hair, his amorphous shape) with that 

of Judge Goldsworth’s, leading us to the ultimate interpretation that Jack Grey 

mistakenly assumed that Shade was the very judge who sentenced him to the madhouse 

and mistakenly exacted upon the innocent poet the revenge he sought against the judge.
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Secondly, it reveals both Kinbote’s aversion toward Shade, and his admiration of Shade’s 

poetic abilities. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, it identifies Shade as the 

metaphorical antithesis of his poem. Shade’s work is his own cancellation: the more 

beautiful his work is, the more repulsive he becomes. The more of his work he filters 

through himself, the more beautiful a product he produces and the more unseemly is his 

remainder. He is the remainder of the sunlight that his work reflects, the shade that his 

creation leaves after being illuminated by the sun. This sets up our first piece of the “pale 

fire” puzzle. Going backwards, we know that there is a shade, and an object which casts 

it; from this we can infer a source of light.

Further evidence of Kinbote’s secret jealousy of Shade appears in the Foreword: 

“A few days later, as I was about to leave Parthenocissus Hall - or Main Hall (or now 

Shade Hall, alas), I saw him waiting outside for Mrs. Shade to fetch him” (Foreword). 

Kinbote’s “alas” here is telling: it reveals a certain antipathy toward Shade that becomes 

a running theme—though admittedly a hidden theme (“Some of my notes may sound 

bitter - but I have done my best not to air any grievances” [C. 1000])—throughout the 

Commentary.

Kinbote’s hidden detestation for Shade is paralleled by that of sly and hidden 

hatred of everyone else who supposedly wrongs him. Sylvia’s complimentary words 

toward Shade set off Kinbote’s secret contempt for her under the surface of his 

compliments:

Good old Sylvia! She had in common with Fleur de Fyler a vagueness of manner,
a languor of demeanor which was partly natural and partly cultivated as a
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convenient alibi for when she was drunk, and in some wonderful way she 
managed to combine that indolence with volubility reminding one of a slow
speaking ventriloquist who is interrupted by his garrulous doll. Changeless 
Sylvia! During three decades I had seen from time to time, from palace to palace, 
that same flat nut-colored bobbed hair, those childish pale-blue eyes, the vacant 
smile, the stylish long legs, the willowy hesitating movements. (C. 691)

Despite being generally complimentary of Sylvia, Kinbote slips in several underhanded 

quips at her person: her “vagueness” of manner, her “childish” eyes, her “vacant smile” 

and apparent secret drunkenness all belie Kinbote’s secret contempt for her. Why 

contempt? Because of a favorable remark she made about Shade, which simultaneously 

acted to subvert Kinbote’s kingly status: “‘You nearly lost the opportunity to meet our 

brightest star,’ said Sylvia who was Wordsmith University’s main trustee (and, in point 

of fact, had been solely responsible for arranging my amusing lectureship there)” (C.

691). Not only is Kinbote’s position at the university an “amusing lectureship,” but he is 

also demoted from his ostensibly kingly position as “our brightest star” by Shade’s 

genius. This must be infuriating for Kinbote. By his very nature he must surely want to 

reclaim his position as a “solis rex” (a shining, shimmering king), not a solus rex (a 

lonely king pinned in a comer), throughout his time in New Wye and replace Shade as 

the “brightest star” at Wordsmith.

Kinbote is a jack of all trades, but he is not a poet. In order to immortalize himself 

and his creation in verse, he needs the help of Shade. Kinbote vigorously impresses his 

Zemblan narrative onto Shade: During the course of their rambles, Kinbote states and 

restates in great detail stories about the Zemblan King Charles, about his life and exile
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from Zembla. And when Shade announces that he is about to start a new poem, Kinbote 

has no doubt that the poem will be about Zembla. Kinbote, from the windows of his 

rented estate, impatiently watches the poet as he writes his new poem.

We have here established the first main pillar of our argument. Kinbote’s interest 

in the poet is utilitarian: There is no human dimension to Kinbote’s affection toward 

Shade. His affection, if it can be called that, lies exclusively at the level of usefulness. 

Being apoetic, Kinbote craves the kind of poetic genius that Shade has. He consistently 

luxuriates in Shade’s mental faculties while disparaging his physical appearance so as to 

humanize him:

And let me add here how much I was honored a fortnight later to meet in 
Washington that limp-looking, absent-minded, shabbily dressed splendid 
American gentleman whose mind was a library and not a debating hall. (C. 691)

The killing of the innocent poet is not a function of tragic happenstance but the result of 

carefully planned actions masterminded by Kinbote. By killing Shade, Kinbote gets his 

revenge on all of his academic enemies at once and secures the coveted manuscript, 

which he considers his own.

Digging deeper, we find additional evidence for Kinbote’s jealousy. On July 5th, 

Kinbote accidentally finds out that he was not invited to Shade’s birthday party, a birth 

date that coincides with his own—though Shade is 15 years his senior. In his commentary 

on this fateful date, we first see mention of Gradus. Who or what is Gradus? As I will 

argue, Gradus is not a Zemblan assassin, but a metaphor. Literally, Gradus is Kinbote’s 

fantasy (a fantastical assassin from an equally phantasmagorical land). Figuratively,
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Gradus represents the escalation of Kinbote’s hatred toward Shade and those around him 

(a metaphor that will have astonishing significance and moral weight later). The more 

Kinbote feels that he is wronged by those around him, the more closely to Shade (and to 

us) Gradus approaches. Kinbote and Gradus are very much two halves of the same 

person. As support for this, we see in the commentary that Kinbote and Gradus have not 

only the same day, but also the same year of birth.

Because of his temperament, Kinbote hates almost everyone he comes into 

contact with. From his description, we get the sense that Kinbote dislikes Sylvia, who 

helped him become situated in New Wye, rented a house for him next to his favorite poet 

and helped him secure a position at a university. Kinbote similarly dislikes Shade’s wife 

Sybil, because he believes that she is the “domestic censor” who removed from the 

poem’s final draft any mention of his Zemblan narrative. He thus considers her an 

avowed anti-Karlist. Also, Kinbote suspects Sybil of the fact that she is against Shade’s 

involvement with Kinbote: She is at fault for the fact that Kinbote was not invited to 

Shade’s birthday party.

Kinbote decides to avenge himself against all of his foes with one strike. As his 

target he chooses an innocent poet who has already played out his part. The poem is 

written; Shade is no longer needed. As a result of the killing, Kinbote is able to procure 

the poem, which, given the Zemblan subtexts he presumes it to have, he considers his 

own. With this murder he avenges himself against Sybil and all the professors who 

respect Shade and think him brilliant. But he decides not to get his hands dirty. As the
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ammunition for the killing, he uses the mad Jack Grey, whom he selects from the judge’s 

scrapbook. This is possible, because Kinbote lives in Judge Goldworth’s estate, and 

Goldsworth keeps photographs of the most vicious criminals he sends to prison. Kinbote 

infers that Grey might want revenge against the judge who sent him away. In a happy 

coincidence, Judge Goldsworth and the poet Shade are similar in appearance. We know 

from Kinbote’s descriptions that both Shade and Judge Goldsworth are similarly 

amorphous, resembling a “hag” with wild, Medusa-like hair.

Looking in detail at Kinbote’s behavior during and after Shade’s fateful murder, 

we find clues of an act, a rehearsed and premeditated play. After Shade’s killing (C. 

1000), Kinbote’s gardener temporarily stuns the killer by hitting him over the head. After 

this, Kinbote’s behavior elicits at the very least bafflement, if not suspicion. Kinbote 

hides the poem in his house and returns to the killer (who is now conscious and nursing 

his wound) with a glass of water. Why is he not afraid of the killer, who can still attack 

him? The killer and the gardener share the glass of water equally, as though it was 

brought out as reward for a job well done, a performance well played.

Following Grey’s arrest, Kinbote establishes two meetings with the accused. 

“Why does he need to see Grey?” we might ask. Ostensibly, to coax Grey into 

committing suicide, which Kinbote says he does (C. 1000). Grey cannot live to see his 

trial, during which he could incriminate Kinbote. How does Kinbote persuade Grey to 

commit suicide? He reveals that Grey killed not the judge who sentenced him to the 

madhouse but a completely different person. We then know that Grey had committed
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suicide by slitting his own throat with a razor that he found in a trash bin (C. 1000). We 

do not know whether or not this razor was left there by Kinbote, but the course of 

discoveries we have made so far would certainly suggest that.

A POSSIBLE SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM OF PLOT

We certainly cannot do away with Kinbote, but the question of how to unite the 

two texts remains. We cannot simply have Kinbote coexist with Shade under the 

umbrella of a novel because their stories are so dismally unrelated. Between them, they 

form no framework, no semblance of a conventional plot: there is no conflict, no rising 

action gracing the story that they together create, and the ostensible resolution—Gradus’ 

murder of Shade, which allows Kinbote to obtain and publish Shade’s poem with his 

commentary—is completely unrelated to the actions of the two main characters except by 

complete cosmic coincidence (e.g., that Kinbote just happened to be living in the house 

of Grey’s intended target, that Kinbote just happened to desire something that Grey’s 

intended target had, and that Kinbote just happened to have called over the intended 

target’s look-alike at just the moment of Grey’s visit). Cosmic coincidences that drive 

major plot points are often an indication that the author has lost control. But what if we 

presuppose that the murder of Shade had been planned and executed by Kinbote? Then, 

all the elements of a conventional plot fall into their respective places and we achieve a 

“novel” reading of the whole story.

The point of my theory is to suggest that Kinbote is responsible for Shade’s 

murder in a very real way. Similar to Stegner and Field, I have applied a storyline onto
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the novel that was not entirely there to begin with (but also one that wasn’t entirely 

absent, either). Like Stegner and Field, I have filled in the gaps in the novel with a story 

that I believe can complete the narrative arc. The point of this interpretation is to fix the 

problems that have plagued the novel from the beginning. Where does this new theory 

leave things? We now have a plot that is developed throughout the course of the story 

with the standard devices of literature that we are accustomed to a plot having: conflict, 

rising action, falling action and resolution.

Our conflict is Kinbote’s rising hatred of those around him and his desire to 

vindicate himself in his own eyes as a worthy artist and critical commentator like Shade. 

The rising action involves Kinbote’s plans to murder Shade, which are not revealed to us 

since Kinbote is the one telling the story. But we have just enough evidence to uncover a 

basic understanding of what transpired. Jack Grey, whom Kinbote refers to as Gradus, is 

a criminal who seeks revenge on the judge who sentenced him to the madhouse. Kinbote, 

living in the judge’s estate, has access to this information and uses it. The resolution is 

the murder itself. Kinbote motivates Grey to seek out and kill the judge near his home, to 

which, in the meantime, Kinbote brings Shade, the judge’s lookalike.

McCarthy begins along this path, but does not go nearly far enough. She hits the 

nail on the head when she identifies Russian Botkin as the true identity of Kinbote, but 

she only scratches the surface of Botkin’s involvement in the narrative, at the third layer 

of plot transpiring simultaneously. McCarthy says that “The clue to Gradus-Grey, 

moreover, was in Botkin’s hands when, early in the narrative, he leafed through a
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sentimental album kept by the judge containing photographs of the killers he had sent to 

prison or condemned to death” (McCarthy 126).

This is great evidence for the credulity of the “real” narrative, yet it escapes 

Kinbote’s censure with such alacrity that he almost takes pains to highlight the clues we 

need to uncover it: Shade and Goldsworth are almost identical. They are amorphous, 

described as being of uncertain gender and are compared by others to Medusa-like hags 

with mops of wild hair; in effect, so similar is their appearance that they can be and (as 

the “apparent” narrative goes) are mistaken for one another. But why does Kinbote draw 

attention to this fact if it goes so absolutely against the Zemblan story that he wants us to 

believe? After all, the only facts that we can know are the ones that he reveals to us. Why 

would our narrator give us clues to the effect that he is in fact irrational and unreliable? Is 

this game-breaking oversight completely unintentional, or does it intentionally divert our 

attention away from an actual narrative, in which Botkin is not a harmless, irrational 

professor but a ruthless and calculated murderer and madman who writes the commentary 

in part to atone for his murderous deeds?

In a typical novel, the plot occurs in one-dimensional time, generally moving only 

forward. By turning the pages of our book back, we can simulate the rewinding of space

time. Thus, as readers, we are generally understood to be in control of one dimension— 

time—when we are participating in the unfolding (or reading) of a narrative. In Pale Fire, 

we are in control of more than just time. The peculiar structure of Pale Fire's narrative 

allows us to control both time and space. We may not only choose the speed at which we
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are reading, but also the universe we wish to explore—King Charles’, Kinbote’s or 

Botkin’s—while we are progressively moving toward our destination, Shade’s demise. 

We can also switch our focus at will almost as fast as we can switch TV channels. Having 

a “TV Guide” of Pale Fire would look something like this:

C .120-121 C. 1000 C. 1000

Narrative 1 Gradus leaves from 
Zembla to New Wye

Gradus aims at King 
Charles, misses

Gradus hits Shade 
and kill him

Narrative 2 Jack Grey escapes 
from the madhouse

Grey mistakes Shade 
for Judge Goldsworth

Grey shoots Shade 
and kills him

Narrative 3 Botkin hires Jack 
Grey to kill Shade

Grey purposely 
shoots Shade

Grey kills Shade

In effect, we have a structure that looks something like this:

The Fantasy Solution: Jakob Gradus comes from Zembla and kills Shade. 

The Apparent Solution: Jack Grey escapes from a madhouse and kills Shade.

The Actual Solution: Botkin arranges for psychopath Jack Grey to kill Shade. 

Because the narratives are stacked one upon the other, the most visible narrative is the 

one on top. As Nina Berberova discovers, “the symbolic level, the fantastic, the poetic, 

lies on the surface and is obvious, while the factual, the realistic is only slightly hinted at, 

and may be approached as a riddle. The realistic level is hidden by the symbolic one 

which has nothing enigmatic in it and is immediately clear to the reader” (147-8). This 

structural surprise is what accounts for Pale Fire's difficulty of interpretation.



63

The structural reason for this is clear metaphorically: the narratives have only 

slight patches of transparency where one can glimpse into the worlds below. The second 

narrative has only a few things in common with the first narrative; the third, involving 

Botkin, is almost entirely obscured and must be reconstructed by the reader. But once we 

have reconstructed all three narratives, we can glimpse the novel afresh, being able to 

choose from among the narrative lines to follow as we progress through the novel. Each 

narrative is its own universe, which is distinct from and incompatible with the other two. 

The deeper we go, the more realistic (and conventional) the story becomes, 

metamorphosing from a dark fairy tale about the exiled ruler of a mythical kingdom into 

a detective story where the question of who committed the murder and why points to our 

wily narrator.
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Chapter 3: 

Where This Leaves Things

The question of the significance of Gradus’ name has now become one of the last 

intriguing mysteries that the novel still contains. Why does obscure Jack Grey, psychotic 

killer and prisoner at an institute for the criminally insane, hold such allure for Kinbote? 

Why, furthermore, is he reimagined as a Zemblan assassin? Gradus seems to represent a 

kind of pitiful, absent-minded death. But “bumbling” death seems to get Kinbote in the 

end, for “Nabokov said in an interview that Kinbote ‘certainly’ committed suicide ‘after 

putting the last touches to his edition of the poem’” (Wood 186). And although Wood 

chalks this up to “authorial trespassing” and rejects it as something we don’t need to pay 

attention to, it nevertheless seems to be corroborated by Kinbote’s misery and suicidal 

thoughts after describing Shade’s murder in C. 1000. Thus, we should take this particular 

case of authorial trespassing very seriously indeed and assume that Kinbote actually does 

kill himself after completing his Commentary—we will be well rewarded for it.

But if Kinbote succumbs to Gradus, or death, in the end, what is the moral 

justification for his punishment? Wood tells us that Kinbote is the “judge and jury” of 

vice, the “self-aggrandizing” and “self-accusing” hypocrite personified identified by Pope 

in his passage about Zembla. But truly what is Kinbote’s grand sin?6 Why should we pass 

moral judgment against him and in what ways should we strive not to be like him if we 

are concerned with being good? As easy as this question sounds, it is difficult to answer
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specifically. It is easy to dislike Kinbote because he is such a good example of an 

intentionally unlikable character, but that is not to say that he is morally bad—he is 

certainly shy of “monstrous,” as some critics have described him. Why, then, do some 

critics find him so reprehensible?

Could Kinbote actually be a murderous mastermind and an anti-detective who 

covers up the clues to his involvement in Shade’s murder? In the previous chapter, we 

established the case for just this type of theory. In this chapter, we will explore how this 

new interpretation potentially allows us to see the function of Gradus as a metaphor for 

Kinbote’s conscience, forcing us to reevaluate the power and beauty of Nabokov’s 

artistic strategy in the novel.

THE METAPHOR OF GRADUS: UNCOVERING THE NOVEL’S MORAL 

CORE

Over the many theories that we have outlined in the first chapter, we have seen 

that critics have come up with various interpretations for the Gradus metaphor. Wood has 

described him as a metaphor for “encroaching, intrusive death” (201) and Rampton 

(1993) has called him “an irresistible force, one way time itself, that thing bound up with 

the beginning and the end of any project, any life” (111). Wood tells us that “The 

metaphor acknowledges accident, [...] but lends it a story; it is no longer an empty or 

solitary or unhoused accident” (Wood 201), but one that we can understand. Both of 

these conceptions describe Gradus as a kind of farcical and bumbling death personified, 

but beyond that, they also assign to him the force of fate and irresistible justice. Wood
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assumes a kind of Donnian rebuke of death as “unimaginative, inefficient, [...] at times 

almost pitiable but also brutal” (Wood 201), which fits in with Nabokov’s general 

attitude toward death elsewhere.

Lodge has a slightly different outlook on Gradus. For him, the Zemblan is more of 

an intrusion of reality, something akin to what Green has described as an “assassin” of 

dreams and fantasies. Green posits that “No matter how fervently the alternative reality is 

built up, the worldly assassin will arrive to destroy it, ‘a bigger, more respectable, more 

competent Gradus’” (Green 110). This is a more benign conception of Gradus but it does 

not explain Kinbote’s suicide in the end. Why does Kinbote fear encroaching Gradus? 

What is a “worldly assassin” and how does he weaken Kinbote psychologically? Since 

Gradus’ advance is presumably the reason Kinbote commits suicide, what kind of an 

assassin does this metaphor presuppose that Gradus is? I cannot think of a worldly 

analogue to explain this.

Another conception posits that Gradus is a plot device, merely a way to move the 

plot along toward its logical conclusion. As Death, “[Gradus] is almost a mechanical 

man, endowed with a sense of purpose (as assister of the plot) and little else. He is simply 

[Nabokov’s] fictional tool” (Edelstein 214). Here we almost see a resurgence of Dramatic 

Utilitarianism—Gradus as a mere plot device. But the metaphor of Gradus as Kinbote’s 

conscience seems most apt. David Renaker brings up the significance of Gradus’ name, 

citing McCarthy’s identification of gradus with the Russian word for “degree” and 

bringing up an interesting allusion to Pope, which crystallizes “one of major themes of
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the novel”: “Virtuous and vicious ev’ry man must be, / Few in th’extreme, but all in the 

degree” (22).

Other interesting interpretations have identified “gradus” as a cliche, as in Gradus 

ad Parnassum, a dictionary of terms used in the aid of composing verse. The mechanical 

poetry that this approach facilitated led to the term “gradus epithet” becoming used as 

another word for “cliche,” (and “cliches are instant death to poetry”) (Renaker 23). 

Renaker thus argues that the roots of Gradus’ name stem from the anti-poetical and in 

fact the anti-Shadean. As Renaker argues, Gradus is simply a metaphor for the death of 

Shade—a poet—similar to the way in which cliches are the metaphorical death of poetry.

But would not the death of poetry simply be content with simply killing Shade? 

After all, Kinbote never meets Gradus because the assassin is in his head. Instead, he only 

meets Jack Grey, the real murderer to whom he ascribes the fantasy of Gradus. 

Furthermore, can Gradus and Grey be taken as one person? We know that in reality 

Shade’s killer is Jack Grey, a mental patient who seeks revenge on Goldsworth. And 

almost every critic would agree that Gradus is not in fact a real person, but a Kinbotean 

invention. Under Renaker’s theory, we see a link between Gradus and Shade. However, 

what then is the link between Gradus and Kinbote, to a very large extent his creator?

Gradus is an assassin, and the assassins are in Kinbote’s head. I believe that the 

most commonsense metaphor is that Gradus is actually Kinbote’s conscience, which 

explains away much of the novel’s plot. Given that Kinbote actually commits suicide 

after finishing his Commentary, it becomes almost inevitable that his fantasies about a
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“bigger, more competent and more respectable Gradus” who is on his way to kill him 

play a pivotal role in his ultimate breakdown and demise. Proposed theories of the 

Gradus metaphor have included death itself (Rampton [1993] 111 and Wood 201), as 

well as the death of poetry in particular (Bader 34) and a poetic device used by Kinbote 

in a revision of history (Field 303). But a conception that assumes Gradus to be Kinbote’s 

conscience makes the most explanatory sense. It explains why Gradus haunts Kinbote at 

the end of the Commentary and gives that haunting a peculiar purpose and role to play 

within the novel.

Gradus is Kinbote’s conscience. Kinbote attempts to kill Grey for reasons both

practical and personal, but he does not succeed fully. On the practical side, Grey needs to

expunged so that he cannot expose the murderous plot in court (in this case Kinbote

succeeds); on the personal side, Kinbote believes Gradus to be his alter ego or double and

attempts to purge himself by killing the madman he believes to be a mirror of himself (in

this case he does not). Instead, this does not purge him but finally creates a picture in his

mind of a Gradus who is out to kill him, an evil, ruthless madman that springs from his

own murderous subconscious, who will stop at nothing until Kinbote is dead. Indeed:

What [Nabokov’s] portrait [of Gradus] suggests is not only that we all die, but 
that death can be pictured, needs to be pictured as a particular sort of enemy of 
life: dogged, unimaginative, inefficient, leveling, laughable, infirm, at times 
almost pitiable but also brutal, mindless, and even in error, lethal. (Wood 201)

And so, under our theory, Gradus emerges as a conscience and a moral order—the 

nightmare of impending doom that deservedly tortures the evildoer, our monstrous 

narrator, to the point of his self-inflicted demise.
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The moral center in Pale Fire then concerns the deserved fall of our narrator, 

which is precipitated by his involvement in murder. We have moved on from Rampton’s 

(1984) conception that “Pope’s human history has a teleological shape; Nabokov’s is 

random. Pope’s world makes moral sense; Nabokov’s is a personalized, farcical 

cosmology that is constantly surprising” (158-159). There is a moral order to the world of 

Pale Fire: those who are involved in taking lives are reprimanded. What is of special 

interest is that the novel shirks Judeo-Christian damnation; it is governed by conscience 

and fear, which effectively administers justice without invoking the supernatural. We 

thus see an emerging moral order that punishes the guilty without a cosmic or religious 

morality that Nabokov probably disdained. We also thus avoid the pitfall of invoking a 

cosmic domain, a heavenly realm from which Shade or Hazel control Kinbote.

This new reading puts Pale Fire closer to Lolita in terms of dramatic structure and 

moral tone while establishing the flawless Nabokovian “favorite” as an important part of 

the novel, consequential to the plot because his undeserved death makes the story more 

tragic. The novel’s three levels of narrative work to conceal this structural surprise. Our 

three realities are represented by three different characters that each work to uncover part 

of the mystery of the murder. Gradus is the fantasy identity of Grey; King Charles is the 

fantasy identity of Botkin. Each of the tree levels of narrative work to construct a plot 

where our narrator is at once a sly and contemptible evildoer, and where his zeal for 

murder and revenge ultimately comes back to haunt him until his death. Obscuring this 

reality are three levels of narrative that each give us a portion of the mystery of the novel.
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THE QUESTION OF BOTKIN: ESTABLISHING THE HIDDEN LEVEL OF 

NARRATIVE

But what evidence do we have for the existence of a third level of narrative to 

begin with? If we examine the first two levels of the novel, we find that they both exist to 

reconstruct Shade’s murder in a kind of retrospective way. In the first narrative we have 

an exiled king, a bumbling assassin and an accidental murder. Fleeing monarch Charles 

Xavier II flees Zembla to hide out in a quiet American college town, only to be trailed by 

Gradus, an incompetent assassin sent by Zembla’s shadow forces to kill him. King 

Charles befriends John Shade, his neighbor and beloved national poet. At the moment of 

Gradus’ arrival, Shade and King Charles are walking together toward Charles’ rented 

New Wye estate. At close range, Gradus aims and fires his pistol at the king but misses 

and accidentally wounds the hapless poet instead, killing him. This is layer one, the level 

of fantasy (of King Charles, Gradus, Zembla), clear intent and fantastical incompetence. 

This story is clearly make-believe and there is ample evidence to presume so. Kinbote is 

delusional and this is his fantasy. We know this because the police officer Kinbote quotes 

reveals to us that the killer is not in fact Zemblan “Gradus,” but local madhouse escapee 

and convicted felon Jack Grey. We believe the police because our narrator is consistently 

unreliable while we have no reason to doubt the police officer that he fortuitously quotes. 

Those around Kinbote seem to represent the voice of reason.

From this misstatement, we are led to believe a different story, presumably the 

final one—that vengeful psychopath Jack Grey, bent on securing revenge against Judge
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Goldsworth, accidentally kills Shade, the judge’s lookalike, who happens to be near the 

Judge’s home when Grey arrives. The murder is a case of mistaken identity where our 

hapless Shade is murdered by a vengeful madman who accidentally gets revenge on the 

wrong target. But even this does not convincingly explain the novel if we are to take into 

account the evidence that Kinbote metaphorically loses his voice and identity to Botkin, a 

more fundamental narrator, in the closing lines of the Commentary. The problem 

becomes even more concerning when we consider that Johnson (1985), a Puzzle Theorist, 

has convincingly proven that Botkin is in fact our narrator’s alter ego.

Who is Botkin and what is his function in the novel? Many critics assume that 

Botkin is simply Kinbote’s alias and has no independent role to play within the narrative. 

Sally Bachner (2011), for example, literally switches between referring to our narrator as 

“Kinbote” and as “Botkin” without any explanation whatsoever, as though the two names 

are perfectly interchangeable (e.g., Bachner 34). But if Botkin has no apparent role to 

play within the narrative, it would seem literarily tactless of Nabokov to include him.

Why introduce a name into the story that adds no qualities of character or voice to the 

structure of the narrative? If Botkin has no meaningful role to play, a discovery like this 

would seemingly corroborate Stegner’s concern that having solved perhaps the greatest 

of the novel’s mysteries—the true identity of our narrator—leads us to a truly 

unsatisfying and incommensurate result, the end not justifying the means. After all, 

what’s in a name?
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To answer this question, it is important to keep in mind the evidence that we are 

given against the fantasy solution to begin with. Throughout the novel, we find Kinbote 

to be an amusingly unreliable narrator. In one instance, he describes his fall on the ice as 

the primary force that allows Shade’s car to come unstuck in his driveway; in another, he 

does not discern that one of his colleagues politely suggests to him that he has halitosis, 

instead assuming that the word is “hallucinations.” From instances like these, we sense 

that Kinbote is not always to be believed about the facts that he reveals to us, but that 

oftentimes the truth can be inferred from his misstatements using common sense. When 

Kinbote suggests that the police have actually identified Shade’s killer as local convict 

Jack Grey, we sense that the police is to be believed instead of Kinbote, who continues to 

insist that Gradus is the true identity of the attacker and that Grey is his assumed alter 

ego. We almost get the sense that everyone outside of Kinbote (including the angry 

woman in the supermarket) functions as the novel’s voice of reason, the orienting reality, 

while Kinbote plays a mischievous, though comically-unsuccessful deceiver. Kinbote is 

constantly trying to trick us (whether he succeeds at it or not).

This is exactly what Kinbote attempts to do with his official version of events, to 

reconstruct a version of the murder that explains the cause of Shade’s death incorrectly. 

At the first level, he proposes “Gradus” as the killer, a bumbling mythical assassin that 

hails from an equally phantasmagorical Kingdom whose history is gloriously intertwined 

with Kinbote’s nearly-faultless reign. Self-congratulatory and endearing, this official 

story acts as a sickly-sweet strawman, pointing readers toward the second story, a hidden
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truth lying just under the surface of the first, that our narrator, bafflingly, almost takes 

pains to have us notice: Kinbote is insane, he is a narcissist who lives in a fairy tale world 

of his own creation and attempts to persuade everyone who will listen that he is an exiled 

king. Shade’s killer is actually Jack Grey, a murderous thug who was sentenced by Judge 

Goldsworth to a mental institution. Grey kills Shade, erroneously, because he believes 

that Shade is the very judge who sentenced him away. In fact, Shade is merely the 

judge’s lookalike or double. This unfortunate coincidence absolves everyone but the 

psychopath Jack Grey of any guilt. But why does Kinbote attempt to mask this reality 

with his elaborate and fanciful fiction? Why, in other words, does he undermine himself 

and his own story so heavy-handedly with evidence that directly contradicts his own?

Throughout the novel, we are constantly reminded that Kinbote is delusional, 

mad, disorganized, incapable of making rational connections or any kind of reasoned 

thought. But in a Commentary where he has full control over the information that he 

communicates to us, why are we constantly surprised by evidence to the effect that he is 

insane? Is this simply a case of blind incompetence, where the subject is not aware of 

how he is being perceived? From what we know about Kinbote, this seems almost 

impossible, for he consistently brings up examples of his unfavorable status among his 

colleagues. He knows how his colleagues perceive him and in an attempt to counter them 

he tries to show us his best side exclusively, to be endearing to his audience in defending 

himself against his attackers. To endear himself to his audience almost seems to be the 

primary purpose of his Commentary. But given this, there is also a baffling inconsistency
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in what he chooses to reveal to us about himself through his supposed “slips.” Why, for 

example, does he reveal himself to have hallucinations? Why does he also admit that 

people think he is insane?

As I will argue, there is a very important reason why our narrator would portray 

himself as mad. Assuming as many readers do that Kinbote is disorganized, irrational and 

delusional automatically precludes his involvement in the planning of any crime. He can 

only, as the apparent story goes, be the happy beneficiary of fortuitous events that lead to 

Shade’s demise and the possibility of his acquiring the poet’s manuscript. The version of 

events that assumes accident—which is supported by Kinbote’s first two explanations of 

Shade’s murder—certainly absolves Kinbote of any wrongdoing. But then again, it is also 

meant to. If this is to be the official explanation of Shade’s murder, there are still loose 

ends that have not yet been tied up. Most prominent of these is the mystery of Botkin. 

Who is he and what role does he play within the structure of the novel?

To answer the first question simply, he is our narrator’s true identity, a Soviet 

emigre and probably a Russian language professor at Wordsmith. Botkin is Kinbote’s 

true identity, and there is considerable evidence to corroborate this. Botkin is a Russian 

name, and if our real narrator is Russian, not Zemblan, it would seem to explain the 

number of Russian words that seep into the Commentary unexpectedly. Despite 

appearing only twice in the text, Botkin has his own entry in the Index. His entries are the 

only ones that are numbered backwards, as though suggesting that a clue to his identity 

lies in inversion (e.g., reversing the syllables of “bot-kin” spells “kin-bot,” or “Kinbote”).
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And finally and most importantly of all, his Index entries all point to important events in 

the life of King Charles and Kinbote. It then seems all but inevitable that Botkin has an 

important connection to Kinbote. In fact, it stands to reason that Nabokov probably 

intended for Botkin to be our narrator’s hidden true identity.

But we know that Botkin and Kinbote must have different characteristics. Kinbote 

is Zemblan; Botkin is Russian. Kinbote is homosexual; Botkin is presumably 

heterosexual (“a healthy, heterosexual Russian”? ). Kinbote is a king; Botkin is an 

ordinary professor “sans fame, sans fortune” (C. 1000). And from these divisions alone 

we can surely pose the question of Botkin’s unique role in the narrative. Because we 

know so little about him, it stands to reason that at least some part of his story must be 

reconstructed. It is worth noting that rules of economy dictate that all of our narrator’s 

identities (King Charles, Kinbote and Botkin) must be functionally distinct from one 

another and play unique roles in the plot in order to be meaningful additions. Had King 

Charles been identical to Kinbote, he would have been a meaningless and pointless 

addition. Similarly, a Botkin who is exactly identical to Kinbote (save for his name) 

would be redundant, a functionless and meaningless character. Instead, each character 

must have a unique role to play within the plot and formal structure of the narrative in 

order to be meaningful. So what is Botkin’s function in the plot, what is his story? We 

know about the lives of Kinbote and King Charles, but we are in the dark about the life of 

Botkin. One legitimate approach to parsing out the novel is to reconstruct the hidden
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narrative of Botkin, as I have attempted to do within this thesis, to give his story and 

himself a voice, which functions to explain the novel as a whole.

Botkin is only playing the role of delusional Kinbote: when he is confronted by 

his colleagues, he responds as Kinbote would have done, by comically misapprehending 

their jabs and turning them into more neutral comments. Despite only playing the role of 

Kinbote (as Kinbote plays the role of King Charles), Botkin is still tormented by his 

colleagues. In the guise of Kinbote, he is able to more readily justify his unpopularity to 

himself because he acts in the role of an objectively unlikable character deserving of 

critique. Nevertheless, Botkin has in common with Kinbote the fact that he is a narcissist. 

He is psychologically damaged and incapable of valuing other human life as his own. He 

might not be as comically oblivious to the jabs of his colleagues as Kinbote, or as 

incapable of apprehending how the outside world truly perceives him, but this only 

increases his desperation and intensifies his anger.

Killing Shade for Botkin serves two purposes: One, despite the fact that Botkin is 

not Kinbote, he still feels himself to be a victim of the jabs of his fellow professors. 

Botkin thus seeks to get back at his colleagues in the only way he knows how, by doing 

away with the poet that they admire and love. The other is that Botkin seeks immortality 

through being portrayed by Shade in his poem. Botkin is not a poet. Taking possession of 

the manuscript that is meant to hold his creation, he metaphorically immortalizes himself.

In effect, we get three identities for our narrator that correspond with the three 

narrative lines in the novel: One is fantasy—our narrator, the fleeing Zemblan king
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Charles II, assumes the identity of a hairy and aloof academic, in Dr. Charles Kinbote. 

One is the apparent reality—Charles Kinbote is a mad and delusional academic who 

dreams up the mystical land of Zembla, his boyhood adventures as a king and his regal 

status and name. And one is actuality—our narrator is a pathetic Soviet emigre scholar 

named V. Botkin who is imaginative, cunning and rational, and responsible for both the 

deaths of Shade and Grey, and would have preferred to have been absent from the novel 

entirely had his conscience not intervened, causing him to pepper cryptic clues of his 

presence throughout the novel. Paralleling this, we have three identities for Shade’s 

killer: Gradus, the fantasy; Jack Grey, the reality; and a surprise in actuality—a revenge 

plot turned real that ultimately doubles back on its conceiver, the killer’s fantasy coming 

back to torture him until his death.

In my research, I found that a similar theory had been argued by Stefano Tani in a 

dissertation (1981) and book (1984) about the creative use of the detective genre. Tani 

claims that Kinbote can be viewed as the villainous mastermind behind Shade’s murder, 

and that this gives the novel a detectivistic slant. One critic responded that this 

interpretation is “not entirely convincing as it presupposes a degree of rational control 

that does not really characterize most of Kinbote’s actions” (Oakley 484). As we have 

argued, though, the preceding can indeed be seen as a perfect murder if we consider Prof. 

Botkin, not Kinbote, to be the true identity of the mastermind behind Shade’s murder.

Indeed, if Botkin, not Kinbote, is the true identity of our narrator, then our 

narrator can appear, in turn, to be both rational and delusional, both reasoned and insane.
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The way we see our narrator, Kinbote, really depends on the level of narrative that we are 

following, which one of his identities we have chosen to pursue. For this reason, we must 

reconstruct the third layer of narrative—the level of Botkin—in order to fully understand 

our narrator and the structure of the novel that he gives us.

“A PSYCHE IN DISTRESS”: THE CASE FOR HUMANISM AND PUZZLE 
THEORY

A similar structure was used in Alfred Hitchcock’s movie Vertigo (1958). There, 

we have a real detective, Scotty. His old college chum tasks him with solving the mystery 

of his wife’s obsession with the past, the story of her great-grandmother Carlotta, whose 

life she seems to be reenacting. When his wife commits suicide in the same way her 

great-grandmother did, we get a fantasy version of events, a solution that Scotty 

begrudgingly accepts: Carlotta’s ghost had infiltrated the body of Gavin’s wife and had 

driven her to suicide. Perhaps what really unnerves Scotty is the “reality” that he suspects 

but refuses to accept, that Madeleine, whom he had fallen in love with, was mad and that 

she was driven to death by an unsound mind. This is the apparent “reality,” but one that 

does not sit right with our detective. His further probing of the case leads him to the real 

truth, the actual story: Madeleine’s supposed suicide was a plot by Gavin to kill his wife; 

the woman Scotty was tasked to follow was an actress portraying Madeleine as 

believably insane, allowing for the murder to be ruled a suicide. This is the kind of 

structure that we can imagine in Pale Fire: Botkin creates an inarguably insane character 

who cannot possibly have been party to the murder. This in fact takes suspicion away 

from a very deliberately planned murder that he enacts.
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In Vertigo, the fantasy story of Carlotta is Gavin’s creation, and it functions to

give the detective the feeling of having solved the case by rejecting an unlikely solution

in favor of a perfectly reasonable one. Just as with our theory of Pale Fire, we have three

stories happening simultaneously, three versions of the same event—one is fantasy, the

obviously phony explanation meant to give way and create the illusion of having solved

the crime; the next is the apparent reality, the perfectly reasonable solution that

nevertheless leaves us unsatisfied; and the third is the actual reality that finally comes to

the fore and explains the murder to everybody’s satisfaction.

Though Lodge shows tentative connections between Nabokov’s fiction and the

detective novel in general, he is not able to convincingly describe the direct connection

that crime fiction has to Pale Fire, unless we invoke our theory. As Lodge says,

The corpse in the classic whodunit is an effect without an immediately obvious 
cause, or causer. The narrative consists of the process of identifying that causer, 
reconstructing the chain of events that led up to the effect by interpreting and 
fitting together various clues which are synecdoches of the total matrix of events. 
(Lodge 155)

There is certainly a body in Pale Fire—Shade’s—(or two bodies if we count Grey’s) but 

there is no direct invitation for the reader to begin the process of detection because 

Kinbote claims to have been doing that task for us all along, relating to us the story of 

hired gun Gradus and his case of incompetence with a firearm. Our curiosities are only 

piqued if we consider this story to be a fantasy—not until then can we begin the process 

of sorting out truth from falsehood in Kinbote’s official version of events.
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Kinbote has a dual purpose in securing the manuscript for himself: Firstly, he

wishes to exact revenge upon his professorial foes in the only way he knows how.

Secondly, he also attempts to gain a kind of immortality by attaching his voice to a poem

that will be read by countless others. Kinbote can secure a metaphorical immortality by

being inextricably tied to a masterpiece of Shade’s creation. But Kinbote’s immortality

comes from the idea that he can no longer be hurt by the jabs of his colleagues. We learn

that Kinbote does not fully believe in Christian immortality (or at least not in the

possibility that he will attain it). If he really does believe in the Christian God, he may be

less than optimistic about his own moral standing and the possibility of his securing

paradise: “The God who may save him may damn him, and the fear escalates his small

sins into nightmare” (Wood 186). It seems that Kinbote might indeed be trying to secure

earthly immortality as a last resort, knowing that he will likely not be graced with the

spoils of Christian heaven. But even in this dynamic, we see that Kinbote seeks to

improve only his own position entirely. Predictably, Kinbote’s quest is selfish and,

equally predictably, Shade’s quest is selfless. Shade seeks to do it only for his daughter.

But Kinbote has a mean streak in him, a callous obliviousness—or worse yet,

disregard—for those around him when their health is not conducive to his ends.

The man who narcissistically perceives others as reflections of himself is bound to 
prove indifferent to their fate as unique beings. Thus we find Kinbote, one lonely 
spring wishing that Shade would have a heart attack just to break the monotony of 
Kinbote’s solitude. (Pifer 111)

And this psychological analysis allows us to paint Kinbote as a murderer. As Pifer says,
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The experience of duality is shown, in so much of Nabokov’s fiction, to be an 
aberration of consciousness or the symptom of a psyche in distress. There are “no 
‘real’ doubles” in Nabokov’s novels because “seeing double” is only [...] the 
reflection of [...] man’s obsession with resemblance. (Pifer 106)

Similarly, in Pale Fire, the land of “doubles”—all of Zembla itself—represents Kinbote’s

obsession with creating a reality that resembles our own, but is under his control entirely.

This control allows him to alter reality in such a way that he can “once more live in it”

(Green 105), once more live with it.

Green ultimately argues that Kinbote suffers from paranoia as a result of personal

trauma. Freud writes that “The delusion-formation... is in reality an attempt at recovery”

(Qt. in Green 105): It is an attempt to replace old trauma with a new and invented

memory in such a way that the patient “can once more live in it” (105), can once again

live with it. Freud posits that the reinvention of one’s past is “meant to efface the memory

of an event which later on seemed offensive” (Qt. in Green 107) or traumatic to the

patient. We see this in Kinbote. His Zembla is a delusion and we can hypothesize that it

exists only to substitute an “offensive,” traumatic past with a positive memory with

which he can more happily live.

Various theories exist about the cause of this trauma. Boyd argues that “Kinbote’s

Zembla is the mad Botkin’s attempt to cope with the misery of his isolation and exile”

(Boyd [1991] 455). Pitzer (2013) argues compellingly that Kinbote’s fantasies might be

based upon his stint in the Soviet GULAGs written about by Solzhenitsyn. But why is

Kinbote’s past necessarily traumatic? Freud writes that the paranoid fantasy is “an

imaginary and desirable converse [...] of the historical truth” (Qt. in Green 107). In other
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words, the invented fantasy is a nightmarish memory’s inverse. If Zembla is a land of 

prosperity and Kinbote is its king, this fantasy’s potential reality might be the very 

opposite—a prison, not a castle, where Kinbote is a tortured “little man,” not a royal 

subject.

Thus, Pifer finds that in Lolita, “Humbert’s identification with Clare Quilty, 

frequently alleged to be his double or alter ego, is really an expression of his own self- 

loathing. Quilty’s depravity presents an obvious mirror for Humbert’s tormented 

conscience” (Pifer 106-107). Furthermore, just as “Quilty’s depravity presents an obvious 

mirror for Humbert’s tormented conscience,” Kinbote’s invented “Gradus” is a mirror of 

himself. Kinbote is a monstrous murderer; so too is Gradus. The double is an invention of 

a “psyche in distress.” Even more interestingly, Pifer argues that by killing Quilty, 

Humbert “purge[s] himself symbolically” (107).

But if Humbert kills Quilty and purges himself in this way, then Kinbote is 

haunted by his conscience as he imagines it chasing him across the ocean and ultimately 

killing him in the very manner Shade was killed. He attempts to purge himself by killing 

Grey—but Grey is not his alter ego; Gradus is. In the words of Wood, Gradus is a 

“posterior” fate, a belated revision of history created by a guilty conscience.

We know that Kinbote ultimately drives himself to madness and kills himself. I 

choose to believe that this is not Kinbote but Botkin. Botkin is the one who kills himself, 

thereby ending his string of identities by succumbing to his own conscience. In Pale Fire, 

the roles are reversed from Lolita: rather than hunting his own double, the protagonist
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here imagines that his double is out to kill him, and this fear leads not to his purgation but 

to his suicide.

By murdering Quilty, the “semi-animated, subhuman trickster” he despises, 
Humbert perceives, paradoxically, that he has “disregarded all laws of humanity” 
([.Annotated Lolita] 279, 308). If, as Charles Kinbote says, the murderer is always 
inferior to his victim, then what status may poor Humbert claim, having slain the 
“subhuman” monster? (Pifer 109)

More damningly, what status might Kinbote claim for himself, becoming an inferior to 

Grey?

It is true that “Shade is deeply involved with death at a much more meaningful

level than the administrative one that Gradus represents” (Fowler 97). But to this schema

we might also add Kinbote, who deals with death at the equally administrative,

managerial level. The two madmen in the novel, obsessed with revenge, are doomed and

determined to use the gentle, inoffensive and artistic (in other words, Nabokovian

Favorites) toward their own vengeful ends. When both of them end up committing

suicide, a moral voice emerges—we see Nabokov’s judgment on these characters,

replacing God as the arbiter of justice. To say that Nabokov’s world is not moral is to

miss a great deal about the novel’s structure.

Harold Bloom ends Genius, a survey of great writers, with an interesting thought

relevant to the Shadean search for immortality:

Time, which destroys us, reduces what is not genius to rubbish. [...] If there is a 
secular immortality, it belongs to genius. A few figures—Goethe, Tolstoy,
Ibsen—played with the fantasy that nature would make a literal exception for 
those with preternatural gifts of creativity. There is a heroic pathos in such play, 
but the future of genius is always metaphorical. (Bloom 814)
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Because Shade is non-aspirational, as all of Nabokov’s analogues are, he seeks 

immortality not for himself, but for his daughter Hazel. He is the only one with the power 

of artistic rendering (another Nabokovian theme), who can immortalize his daughter’s 

life in a text that will be read by countless others: “As artist, Shade can create something 

immortal out of Hazel’s physical death, and this represents the highest use of human 

consciousness, the use of art to make the universe ‘scan right’” (Fowler, 102). It is 

certainly true that the closest genius can come to immortality is through the continuation 

of one’s work, but as such, immortality is always metaphorical. I believe that Shade 

knows this.

But Kinbote, on the other hand, might not. In any case, he might not accept this 

kind of fate, instead attempting to escape into his fantasy. Indeed, as Stegner says, the 

imagination plays a major role in allowing characters an escape from the barren ugliness 

of their reality:

The lamentation on Hazel’s suicidal drowning [...] is only an illustration of the 
theme that concerns the whole poem, the pain and suffering that accompanies a 
time-limited physical reality. [...] While she is strongly attracted to spiritualism, 
her imaginative world ultimately fails her and she is overwhelmed by the barren 
ugliness of her life. Unlike her poet father, she can not retreat into art and takes 
the only remaining way out. (Stegner 120)8

Stegner’s thesis is very interesting and seemingly true, and in light of it we can argue that 

Kinbote avoids suicide in the novel because of his ability to escape into the imagination. 

However, though he can successfully escape the trauma of his past this way, he cannot 

successfully cover up his involvement in Shade and Grey’s murders. His conscience eats
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at him and ultimately catches up to him in the form of a “bigger, more respectable, more 

competent” Gradus. It haunts him in his nightmares and exacerbates his headaches. As in 

Humbert’s case, Kinbote’s conscience leads him to write an admission of guilt in the 

form of the text that we are reading. But instead, Kinbote continues in his delusion, 

modifying the truth with self-absolving fantasy. This tortures him psychologically to the 

point where his only way out is suicide.

ANSWERING THE OBJECTION FROM DRAMATIC UTILITARIANISM

Fowler is absolutely correct that:

the fate that destroys Shade—whether an assassin from Zembla bent on 
destroying Kinbote or a lunatic killer destroying Judge Goldsworth’s look-alike— 
is simply not a convincing device, and Nabokov’s use of it is gratuitous. The 
problem with Shade’s destruction is that it is an arbitrary act for which we hold 
Nabokov, not Gradus, responsible. Shade is useful to Nabokov as a voice, but as 
an actor he is a liability. (Fowler 97)

But Fowler refuses to give Nabokov the benefit of the doubt: he insists that the novel’s

essence lies at this level of plot where Shade’s death and Kinbote’s madness are

unrelated. But for the very dramatic reasons Fowler notes, this reading sells Nabokov

short through a poverty of the imagination. There is a third level present in Pale Fire and

another opportunity to reevaluate Nabokov’s artistic strategy. This is Nabokov toying

with us, offering up a conundrum, the hidden story that must be reconstructed before we

can pass judgment on the novel as a whole.

It is certainly problematic to assume that we can reevaluate Nabokov’s artistic

strategy using something that is not necessarily part of the novel but must be

reconstructed by the reader. If every reader sees the hidden plot of Pale Fire differently,
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we have a serious problem in evaluating the total artistic value of Pale Fire. Surely, 

Nabokov has given us an interesting new genre, a do-it-yourself novel that allows us the 

power to become co-authors or co-editors of the author’s work, filling in the narrative as 

we see it and then bringing to that narrative our own interpretive faculties in assessing the 

total meaning of the novel for ourselves. This is surely an interesting artistic strategy, and 

one that would allow us to answer Fowler if only we could pick the right plot. But we are 

not given complete autonomy over the plot, it must be said—Nabokov has provided us 

with a base that cannot be ignored, certain ground rules that we must follow.

But the good news for creative readers is that we are allowed to choose what to 

take as reality and what to ignore—and every choice has an interesting consequence. Just 

choosing whether or not to believe in Zembla has a great deal of bearing on the kind of 

character traits that we can assign to our narrator at the third level of plot. And so, the 

type of story that we can reconstruct really has to do with certain key aspects that we 

either believe or disbelieve about the novel. In effect, we are assembling a jigsaw puzzle, 

attempting to make all the parts fit without extra pieces. We are playing a game of chess 

with Nabokov—or rather solving one of his chess problems: he has given us the setup 

and we must find our own way to trap the solus rex and uncover his identity. 

NABOKOV’S “FLAWLESS” FAVORITES

On the other hand, it is true that Nabokov’s favorites are “not jealous or 

ambitious” and really have no character flaws or cracks to exploit for dramatic purposes.
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Hence, there is “little plot activity and no dramatic tension” (p. 105) to Pale Fire, until 

we uncover the hidden plot involving Botkin.

Kinbote curiously highlights the fact that “[Gradus] disliked injustice and 

deception” (C. 171). Is this why Grey committed suicide? Realizing that he was duped by 

Kinbote, could he no longer live with himself? Was this the final cheat that he could 

endure? His quest for revenge was his ultimate undoing; and just like Kinbote’s it is his 

end. Both men are no better for their execution of revenge. In both cases their plans 

backfire. In both cases they ultimately see, perhaps too late, that revenge is not what they 

ultimately needed or wanted; it was a cruel mental trick, a psychological illusion, that 

made them believe that revenge would allow for their happiness. They both ultimately 

learn, perhaps too late, that revenge only destroys the vengeful; the best revenge is living 

well. This is the ultimate moral core of the novel.

AN “ARTFUL, PAINLESS DEPARTURE”?

But Fowler says that Shade’s death is an “artful, painless departure from a novel 

in which he has never functioned adequately as a character. Pnin and Lolita, surer in their 

narrative techniques because Nabokov has chosen more cautiously from among his 

options, achieve a better synthesis of voice and activity than does Pale Fire.” (Fowler 

121). Fowler attributes the apparent lack of plot in Pale Fire to authorial oversight, 

“Nabokov’s failure.” Perhaps this criticism is valid and the hidden plot is merely a 

readerly invention. Or perhaps Nabokov’s plan was to have this third, explosive layer of 

plot woven deliberately into the fabric of Pale Fire. Ultimately, whether authorial
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intention or readerly invention, the plot’s source is not as important as the function that it 

can serve in the future of Pale Fire criticism. It expands the interpretive boundaries of 

Pale Fire into the psychological realm: It crucially creates a corollary to the plot of 

Lolita, in which Fowler finds that “the use of the monster Humbert Humbert to tell the 

story at last allows a fusion of the highest possibilities of voice with plot activity that is 

generated out of the narrator’s own personality” (p. 120). So too in Pale Fire can we now 

talk about a monster-narrator whose own personality, voice and character flaws generate 

the plot of the novel.

On the surface, Fowler is surely right about his criticism of the novel. Truly:

We have seen how difficult it is for Nabokov to achieve full voice and meaningful 
plot in a tale about one of his favorites. His feelings toward his favorites and his 
indifference to the novelistic middle ground, the usual forms of human affairs that 
occupy most of our novelists most of the time, combine to polarize his fiction to 
the extremes of [...] pure voice or melodrama. (Fowler 120)

Fowler says that Nabokov’s characters are sometimes pointless and that from their voice

and personality traits emerge no qualities of plot. But Kinbote is a narcissist. He is

capable of killing his only friend because he does not seem to value human life outside of

his own. He has enemies who would be hurt by Shade’s demise. Kinbote is also

powerless to affect his enemies’ emotions in any other way but through killing their

beloved Shade. From these elements we reconstruct the story that Kinbote may have been

responsible for the murder of Shade. We get the fact that Kinbote is a narcissist from his

voice. We also find that baffling inconsistencies arise when we consider Kinbote’s

behavior after the murder of Shade. These clues come from the narrative voice: where we
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do not expect clues, they are present in abundance. Therefore, voice contributes a great 

deal to the dramatic structure of the plot under our conception of the novel, making our 

narrator’s character traits a pivotal part of the novel.

Fowler ultimately states that “Kinbote is not a great artist, not sane, not sexually 

healthy, not able to love” (Fowler 117). But all of these issues are complex and require 

fuller analysis than this simple declaration. From a modem psychological standpoint, we 

can attribute the root cause of Kinbote’s need to reimagine his past to psychological 

trauma, as Pitzer does. We can also explain his hyperactive defense mechanisms, and 

perhaps his pedophilia, in the same way. And to say that Kinbote is not a great artist is to 

fall squarely into Nabokov’s trap. Kinbote-Botkin is undoubtedly not a poet, but he is a 

mind of creative genius. Whether or not we agree that his duplicity is used to kill, we 

undoubtedly have evidence of a great character and a great artistic work attributed to him, 

about which we are still debating and by which we are still troubled and perplexed. We 

can separate the Poem from the Commentary to good effect, but together their effect is 

great.

If “the paradigm of the crime novel underlies much of [Nabokov’s] fiction” 

(Lodge 154), we have gone a long way in thematically orienting Pale Fire back into the 

Nabokov canon. Elusive as Botkin can be, we now have justification for interpreting him 

as a classic whodunit anti-hero. In creating Botkin, Nabokov inverts or postmodemizes 

the genre, but keeps his debt of inspiration obvious nonetheless. In other words,
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“Nabokov plays with, experiments with, inverts and subverts the novel of crime and

detection” (Lodge 153).

In Nabokov’s obituary in the New York Times, it was said that

readers recognized Mr. Nabokov’s technical brilliance and mastery of form, but 
were frequently baffled by his irrepressible sense of flippancy and his penchant 
for parody. Was he, it was asked, a gifted artificer entranced by fun and games, or 
was he a creative and profound artist?

This is something that every reader must determine for him or herself, but I believe that

with this new theory we can more confidently talk about Nabokov’s seriousness as a

writer. Nabokov’s penchant for parody is clear, but so is the intuitive depth of his

dramatic vision lurking underneath the surface of his writing. The very possibility of this

new reading allows us to more confidently assert that Nabokov was more than just a

parodist: His work, like Kinbote’s, is breathtakingly original, a one-of-a-kind

combination of game-play and serious human analysis. Those who do not see the

seriousness will surely see the humor. But as Stegner suggests, I think that we do well to

dig below the surface with Nabokov, to seek answers to the questions of morality and

author’s message. If nothing else, Nabokov’s fear of death must surely permeate the

pages of Pale Fire.

And I definitely agree with Boyd (1991) that there are covert correspondences 

between Nabokov and his characters. Both Shade and Kinbote represent facets of 

Nabokov’s life that can be explored. My theory does not go into depth on this connection; 

but for that very reason, I emphasize the fact that my theory is only one attempt at 

completing the novel—others are surely possible, and might establish ideas that are far
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more plausible than mine. If nothing else, I hope that my method here was useful. 

Uncovering the third level of narrative should allow readers to investigate the purpose of 

Botkin’s presence in the novel, and at the same time to feel free to complete the novel 

with their own understanding and interpretation of the plot.
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Conclusion

The point of this thesis has been to legitimize Tani’s conception that Kinbote may 

have been the architect of Shade’s demise, by taking into account a survey of the theories 

that came before and after his conception in 1984. These relevant theories were 

synthesized into a rough history of the novel’s reception and categorized by decade in the 

first chapter. My goal was to show how many of the theories we discussed have helped us 

see the legitimate place that Tani’s idea may ultimately hold within the pantheon of Pale 

Fire criticism. Today, Tani’s idea will surely seem less incredible than it did in 1984, as 

several new mainstreams of critical inquiry have contributed to our revised conception of 

Nabokov’s novel. But sufficient distance in time has also allowed us to historicize these 

conceptions more clearly and to see their common threads. These critical mainstreams 

have legitimized certain claims that were necessary to fully articulate Tani’s idea and 

substantiate it using evidence. The purpose of chapters two and three of this thesis has 

then been to develop Tani’s conception into a fully fledged theory that can be accepted or 

refuted, in effect solving a number of problems that Pale Fire criticism still faces to date.

One of the most important discoveries to our conception in this thesis has been 

McCarthy’s work in the 1960s. Her idea that the novel’s plot exists on three independent 

levels of narrative has proven fundamental to our ability to make sense of the novel. 

Reading Pale Fire in this way has paved the way for theories that endeavor to reconstruct 

a “hidden” plot in Pale Fire by filling in the level of Botkin’s involvement in the 

narrative and the potential that he is more deeply involved in Shade’s murder than had
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been previously expected. This hidden level, the third layer of narrative, has been 

reconstructed in this thesis using a plethora of disparate clues in such a way as to solve 

Shade’s murder, and simultaneously—hopefully—explain the novel as a whole. The 

conception in this thesis has represented the first conscious critical attempt at doing so.

In large measure, the 1970s were dominated by Fowler’s criticism of the novel’s 

artistic structure. What I have called “Dramatic Utilitarianism” is Fowler’s conviction 

that the novel is a failed artistic experiment whose characters represent nothing more than 

Nabokov’s dramatic tools in the construction of a muddled and unsatisfying plot. 

According to Fowler, the novel’s voice is poorly planned and overdone, and the ultimate 

mark of a solid dramatic plan, the emergence of plot from the characters’ voices and 

personality traits, is nonexistent in Pale Fire. In our survey, the criticism of the 1970s is 

unique in that its theory does not support our conception directly; rather, it provides us 

with a barometer or guide for what our theory should achieve. Namely, it should answer 

Fowler’s objection to the novel by allowing that our narrator could be read as a realistic 

human being whose character flaws and voice might contribute to an unseen narrative 

thread, a plot line that serves more fully than the apparent plot, to showcase Nabokov’s 

mastery of character, voice and narrative design in the novel. Moreover, it should 

establish the versatility and dramatic depth of the novel’s plot.

To this end, the criticism of the 1980s established a healthy interest in reading the 

novel psychologically. Such criticism allowed us to see our narrator as a flesh and blood 

human being with uniquely-human emotions and desires. If critics writing in previous
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decades read Kinbote almost exclusively as satire, a parody on academia, then the 

theories of the 1980s legitimized the view that we could read our narrator as a complex 

and three-dimensional human character with a fully-realized psyche that can be read 

through the Freudian lens. Theories abounded that Kinbote could have been a tortured 

“little man,” the victim of a traumatic past that might explain his narcissistic behavior, 

hyperactive defense mechanisms and apparent need to reinvent and reimagine. That 

Kinbote has come to be seen as a deceptively flawed, human character has allowed us to 

reimagine him as a murderer. The possibility of reading Pale Fire as a human case study 

has allowed us to look for clues scattered throughout the Commentary, almost as little 

pieces of a giant jigsaw puzzle which, when reconstructed, would allow us to uncover a 

hidden reality and an alternate plot involving Botkin.

To make this doubly apparent, the 1990s finally concretized the victory of dual 

authorship, the concept that both Shade and Kinbote can exist as independent authors 

within the novel’s fictive world and that neither one created the other as an artistic 

experiment. Over the many theories that we have explored, we have seen that single 

author conceptions had predominated early on in the history of Pale Fire criticism, but 

that by the 1980s and 1990s they had begun to lose ground to other theories. While some 

early readers often uncritically presumed that just one author—either Shade or Kinbote— 

was the primary creative force behind both Poem and Commentary, the critics of the mid- 

1990s campaigned successfully for a decisive reevaluation of this conception and an 

ultimate shift away from this idea. Namely, critics like Pekka Tammi (1995) and Lodge
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(1995) argued fervently and convincingly for dual authorship, ultimately causing Boyd to 

abandon his Shadean stance in favor of a dual-author one. The fact that dual authorship is 

now seen as the de facto theory of Pale Fire has allowed us to more confidently view 

Kinbote as an independent actor with his own motives and motivations for potentially 

killing Shade. This in turn has ultimately allowed us to come up with the theory that we 

have proposed in this thesis, which would have been impossible without the idea that 

Shade’s death and Kinbote’s autonomy are real and legitimate aspects of the novel.

In summary, the conception in this thesis borrows from a number of established 

sources, theories of Pale Fire that are both popular and well-accepted. In McCarthy’s 

brilliant deduction that the novel exists on multiple levels; Pifer and Green’s interest in 

the psychology of our narrator; and Tammi, Lodge and Boyd’s dual authorship 

conceptions, we see pillars that prop up and support our theory. All of these elements, 

taken together, allow us a solid critical foundation which supports and develops Tani’s 

idea as we have articulated it, that our narrator might have been the mastermind behind 

the murder of Shade. Our goal in this thesis has been to show how all of these elements 

can function together as a starting point in reconstructing a hidden plot within Pale Fire. 

As a final test, we can pose the question of morality: Can this theory answer Fowler’s 

objection to Nabokov’s artistic strategy? From the voice of Kinbote now emerges an 

unexpected answer: Our narrator’s voice and personality traits, much as is the case in 

Lolita, generates the plot of the novel—a callous narcissist who attempts to cover up his
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involvement in two unconscionable crimes is punished by going mad, his own conscience 

leading him to suicide.

Will this theory continue to hold sway after a broader scrutiny of its constitutive 

claims? Only time will tell. But what is certain is that with this theory I have attempted to 

complete the story, not just by offering an explanation of the novel retrospectively (as 

Kinbote might have done) but by attempting a final account of the novel from which we 

can establish its meaning as a whole. We can never be sure that we are right—for “even 

the most apparently well-confirmed finding [...] can never be settled truth” (Boyd [1999] 

256)—but we have surely been witness to the populist power of Pale Fire to turn every 

“reader into an artist, an active participant in the creation of sense and meaning” 

(Edelstein 222).

Creative responsibility seems to be shared equally among both author and reader 

in this novel. While Nabokov is undoubtedly responsible for the text, he imbues his novel 

with neither its final meaning, nor its final plot. Instead, that responsibility lies solely 

with the reader, very palpably showing that this novel belongs in the domain of 

postmodemity. If in a typical modernist novel there is one plot and multiple layers of 

meaning, then in this novel there is no set plot, requiring creative participation from the 

audience. We must each construct the narrative as we see it, each in turn completing the 

novel in our own way.

If a typical modernist novel revels in ambiguity of meaning, then this 

postmodernist novel involves considerable ambiguity of plot, establishing the reader as a
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major creative collaborator with the author. As we have seen over the vast and vastly

differing interpretations of Pale Fire, the novel seems almost to resist the idea of one

authoritative plot, and this seems to be the case by design:

The whole notion of turning over to the reader an important part of the creative 
act is one that Pale Fire takes perfectly seriously. At the same time the author 
maintains a kind of general control over the meaning of the events depicted. For 
example, he wants readers to know that Kinbote is crazy, that he is not Charles II 
of Zembla but V. Botkin, a member of the Russian Department at the university. 
(Rampton [1993] 110)

The rest is up to the reader. To connect the dots and create meaning out of these disparate 

points of plot is to establish a theory of the novel, which is the job of every reader and 

critic dealing with Pale Fire. I have here attempted to establish one such theory, that 

effectively joins the major plot points together, seemingly without need for further 

elaboration—and I believe that with this novel, this is perhaps the best that we can do.

I hope that now, to assume that Botkin is a murderer has become more cogitable 

than it has been in the past. This is my reading; every reader is responsible for 

determining the plot of Pale Fire for him or herself, for there is truly “no sure method of 

discovery” (Boyd [1999] 249) when dealing with Pale Fire. And this is true, for even 

though I believe that my theory is well-founded and has good explanatory value, it still 

constitutes a “web of guesses” and is still subject to a reduction to absurdity. Even though 

I have done my best to make this theory as refutable as possible, I have often felt the 

novel resisting my attempts at doing so. The major complication in dealing with Pale 

Fire critically, is that while the novel does not provide us with a stable authoritative
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reality from which to begin the process of interpretation, it also resists our attempts at 

teasing one out.

So, in conclusion, I believe that it behooves me to reflect on why the history of 

this novel’s criticism has been so rife with guesswork, and why this theory is as well. It 

seems to me that Pale Fire exists outside the realm of fiction with a fixed plot and 

authoritative author’s message. It consists of multiple narratives that bleed through one 

another like parallel universes. We have complete access to only one of them; the others, 

each more distant and more hazy than the last, show only vague hints of their presence, 

appear as fuzzy outlines that we can only attempt to haphazardly reconstruct. We can 

never be sure that we are right, because this universe’s god is an absentee, laissez-faire 

creator who has stepped back from his creation and has offered us no guidance in our 

search for truth. Nevertheless, there is a certain palpable design, or figment of design, 

lurking in the novel’s complicated shadow world.

Is the author dead? Perhaps he is just playing possum.
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Notes.

1 As Field (1967) says, “Pale Fire is like Nature herself, and though our knowledge about it may increase 
tenfold, the essential mystery will remain intact” (315).
2 It is worth noting that this sentiment is not shared universally, and might be going out of style. Boyd’s 
2010 essay on Pale Fire is limited to discussion of the poem, praising Shade’s (or Nabokov’s) artistic 
devices. Boyd, always a defender of the Shade section, has previously attempted to subjugate the Kinbote 
section by giving artistic and creative priority to Shade. The poem has recently been published in 
standalone form by Ginko press (2011) in an edition that includes some critical discussion.
3 It is beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss the history of 21st century criticism in depth, though to 
categorize it would be a worthy pursuit.
4 Boyd’s only published writing on Pale Fire between 1999 and 2013 is an essay on the “Pale Fire” poem, 
which Boyd prepared for the 2011 Ginko release of “Pale Fire” without Kinbote’s commentary.
5 “C.” denotes Kinbote’s “Commentary” in Pale Fire. E.g., “C. 691” corresponds to Kinbote’s commentary 
to line 691 of Shade’s poem.
6 It is certainly possible to argue that Kinbote is a pedophile, but even this requires some qualifications. 
Though he remarks about his misadventures with “boys” in the university, it is understood contextually that 
these are probably his college-aged students, relationships with whom would not qualify him as a pedophile 
or find him in contempt of statutory rape laws, even though they might find him guilty of professional 
misconduct. The incidents in Zembla are probably made up, as all of Zembla probably is. They might 
reveal him to have pedophilic fantasies, since they are products of his mind, but they again would provide 
no evidence to the effect that he is guilty of statutory rape. Because of this, we cannot equate Kinbote with 
someone like Lolita's Humbert in terms of sexual immorality and misconduct.
7 It is true that some critics believe that this is Nabokov inserting himself, a la Hitchcock, into his own 
work—a joke for attentive readers. This more light-hearted explanation has presumably been the de facto 
theory that has predominated throughout Pale Fire's history. Mine is an alternative reading, one that I hope 
turns this less serious ending into a more integral part of the novel’s narrative structure.
8 It must be noted that this is a theme running throughout the novel. Imagination and poetry provide ways 
of escape for the characters in the novel. If, as Stegner argues, the imagination allows one to escape the 
barren ugliness and nihilism of one’s world, then the power of aestheticism and poetry in particular cannot 
be overstated. Poetry allows a kind of mystic transcendence, an immortality. Kinbote’s quest to write 
himself into poetry is a quest for immortality. He seeks to obtain the poem because he seems to believe that 
it is his only way to obtain immortality of the only kind he can achieve.


