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Love, Language and Life Affirmation

Question: The affirmation of life in Nabokov’s novel, Pale Fire, is understood through the fear of death. How do the main characters, Charles Kinbote and John Shade, come to understand both life and love in their attempt to conquer their fear of death? When read in the light of Richard Rorty, how does language as an individualized final vocabulary clarify Shade’s “faint hope” and Kinbote’s love for Shade? What would Judith Shklar have to say about Nabokov’s political teaching, especially concerning love? 
Life to some is merely the means to an end—an end that continues into eternity, either by reincarnation, a Kingdom of Heaven, or a spiritual world disconnected from the physical space we once knew. Two novels, Pale Fire and Bend Sinister, written by Vladimir Nabokov, alternatively describe death as instant, unexpected, tragic, and life affirming. For one of his characters, John Shade of Pale Fire, death takes on the form not only of physical inexistence but most importantly the death or loss of memory. He writes: “For we die every day; oblivion thrives| Not on dry thighbones but on blood-ripe lives,| And our best yesterdays are now foul piles| Of crumpled names, phone numbers and foxed files” (PF, L519, p29). It is the very fact that the memories we cherish will someday be forgotten just as the events and people that created them will cease to exist. 

In the poem Pale Fire, John Shade tells an ordinary tale of his childhood, wife, and daughter, intertwined with the tragedy and hardship he had faced up until the age of sixty-one. In the beginning he speaks of his father and mother who die from heart troubles and pancreas cancer respectively (PF, L77, p17). He recalls praying for everyone’s health (PF, L82, p17), but as he continued to mature, those prayers were left unanswered. He was raised by his Aunt Maud who also died when he was young, but her death was far more tragic. As he recalls: “Her mind kept fading in the growing mist.| She still could speak. She paused, and groped, and found| What seemed at first a serviceable sound,| But from adjacent cells impostors took| The place of words she needed, and her look| Spelt imploration as she sought in vain| To reason with the monsters in her brain” (PF, L202, p20). Insanity, the loss of one’s mind, one’s memory, and one’s individual personality, is a sign of death “not on dry thighbones, but in blood-ripe lives” (PF, L520, p29). John Shade also describes his Aunt as a woman with a taste for tragedy and art, and through her death I believe Shade came to understand the limits of our short lived lives
. 
He too experienced death on a more individual level, through a series of “spells.” He understood these “momentary swoons” to be experiences of death even though his doctor called them growing pains (PF, L160, p19). Again at a much later age Shade experienced a similar heart failure, and when he awoke he told the tale of what he saw. In reference to the doctor, Shade wrote: “He doubted very much that in the state| He found me in ‘one would hallucinate| Or dream in any sense. Later, perhaps,| But not during the actual collapse” (PF, L723, p34). However if Shade was unconscious the entire time, yet not literally dead, how could he tell if the images came to him during his collapse or afterwards? They could have been dreams, and I believe he came to realize this after his quest for the truth of death. 

When investigating the near death story of Mrs. Z, Shade returns home with an epiphany.  He claimed: “But all at once it dawned on me that this| Was the real point, the contrapuntal theme;| Just this: not text, but texture, not the dream| But a topsy-turvical coincidence” (PF, L806, p36). Belief in the common experiences of life and death that we all face brought to Shade a “faint hope” there was a higher power “playing the game of worlds” (PF, L819, p37) “kindling a long life here, extinguishing a short one there” (PF, L821, p37) and “Coordinating these| events and objects with remote events| and vanished objects. Making ornaments| of accidents and possibilities” (PF, L826, p37). This higher power, in my interpretation, could just as easily be the individual and one’s personal interpretation of life—in relation to Nietzsche this is the act of turning in upon oneself and creating oneself. That is, creating both the means and ends to one’s existence.
To understand this concept of self creation through common experiences, one must look into the teaching or Richard Rorty and the role of language. John Shade states: “I feel I understand| Existence, or at least a minute part| Of my existence, only through my art” (PF, L971, p41). In congruence, Rorty writes, “poetic, artistic, philosophical, scientific, or political progress results from the accidental coincidence of a private obsession with a public need” (CIS 37). Shade’s art is poetry; it progresses through obsession; and therefore he understands his own lonely through that obsession. In Pale Fire the public need is a better understanding of death. In the case of John Shade, he felt that everyone understood the truth of death except for himself (PF, L168, p19) and as a result he became obsessed with finding that truth. The accidental coincidence was found in an article about Mrs. Z, but John eventually realized that his “truth” was the result of a misprint—a glitch in language and an interpretation of an event based upon his own personal experience (the vision of a white fountain). As Nietzsche would interject, truth is not discovered, it is created, and in this case Shade temporarily created a truth about death to subdue his inward suffering. 
Truth itself is created from the most intimate understanding of our individual perception of life. The metaphysician, Rorty claims, expects to look at mankind with a bird’s eye view and find “an unexpected unity” as “a sign that something real” was witnessed (CIS 96). Contrarily, the ironist theorist understands that there is no single bird’s eye view; there is no human being that can displace his or her personal life experiences and, with a veil of ignorance
, see the common experience of all people. Instead everyone perceives life “along a horizontal axis” in which what we see is only that which is most personal and therefore directly in front of them. The progression of mankind is to find a “final vocabulary” that unites their personal life incidents with a more general view of history (CIS 96). This final vocabulary is the result of mankind recognizing the contingency of both our language and our consciousness. Once both contingencies are recognized man will make real “intellectual and moral progress as a history of increasingly useful metaphors rather than of increasing understanding of how things really are” (CIS 9). Because Shade is still caught up in the “truth” of how death and the-life-thereafter really are, he is unable to bypass the limits of his own vocabulary. The possibility of a final vocabulary, unfortunately, will never become a reality (despite the arguments of Rorty) because much like the metaphysicians believe, it will require a submission of each person’s uniquely individualized understanding of language; which in turn will require a submission of each person’s uniquely individualized history.
Another character caught up in his own unique vocabulary is Charles Kinbote, a neighbor, admirer, and literary commentator of John Shade’s poem. Kinbote becomes the commentator because after Shade’s own death Kinbote managed to get Sybil Shade to sign documents placing the poem in his custody. Early in the novel we find that Kinbote is not qualified as commentator and cannot displace his personal life from the story told by Shade. In fact, Kinbote feels so strongly that his personal story is the backbone of the poem that he write, “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 is 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” (PF, F, 12). Two messages are presented in this line. First, Kinbote believes that a work of poetry or literature holds no value unless the readers understand the biography of author leading up to that work. Second, the poem is so extremely personal to the life of John Shade that it had no human reality for the rest of us. I believe the story behind this message is that we cannot understand Shade’s poem unless we as individuals can somehow relate to it in our own lives (either by our own fear of death, or our own admiration of the beauty of nature and details). 
Throughout the commentary there is very little reference to the detail of John Shade’s life. What we find instead is a commentary linking the life of exile King Charles Xavier to key words and phrases from within Shade’s poem. These words and phrases are taken completely out of context. This is another great example of how personal vocabulary is utilized by individuals in order to make sense of that which we do not understand. When Kinbote found out that his neighbor would be writing a very long poem he tried vigorously to get Shade to write the poem specifically about him. In comment to line 42  reads as follows, “by mid-June I felt sure at last that he would recreate in a poem the dazzling Zembla burning in my brain. I mesmerized him with it, I saturated him with my vision, I pressed upon him, with a drunkard’s wild generosity, all that I was helpless myself to put into verse” (PF, CL42, 50). Why did Kinbote so desperately need John Shade to write this story in his verses? Richard Rorty praises poetry as the highest form of language because of the rich use of metaphors because metaphors do not in their nature hold a literal definition. They are contingent and they are recognized to be contingent which is the first premise to all progress. 

We also come to realize that Kinbote may have cerebral sclerosis and may soon die (PF, CL691, p168). These fantasies of being a Zemblan exiled king may be a fairly one and because Kinbote is still slightly conscious of the fact that his fantasy is not an actual product of fantasy he wants Shade to write about it, thus making it a reality for those who read it. In response to John’s question about the morality of writing a story about people who may still be alive, Kinbote states “My dear John, do not worry about trifles. Once transmuted by you into poetry, the stuff will be true, and the people will come alive” (PF, CL433-434, p144). Rorty said, “at the moment of death, not in having transcended the animal condition but in being that peculiar sort of dying animal who, by describing himself in his own terms, had created himself. More exactly, he would have created the only part of himself that mattered by constructing his own mind” (CIS 27). Perhaps Kinbote self-created this fantasy life as a defensive mechanism to his certain death, but the possibility that his new life will vanish with his old, without ever becoming a reality for anyone besides himself, is too harsh a reality to fathom. 

When he dies, the memory of his Zemblan life will die, and there will be no one to remember it for him. Because Kinbote himself is not a poet he needs a poet to tell his story. And yet, “to fail as a poet—and thus, for Nietzsche, to fail as a human being—is to accept somebody else’s description of oneself, to execute a previous prepared program, to write, at most, elegant variations on previously written poems” (CSI 28). Based upon Rorty’s commentary, Kinbote is doomed to fail because he was not able to write his own story. Ironically, however, Kinbote did write his story, and he did so by redefining the very vocabulary used by Shade in his own poem. In the end it may be Shade who failed, not because he failed as a poet, but because his poetry became subject to somebody else’s description.
One possible reason for such a failure was because John Shade spend most of his life as a metaphysician—trying to find a common link between all people and all death in order to understand what is waiting at the end of his own life; the wiser action would have been to embrace his own unique story and the vocabulary associated with it, thus making his own vocabulary his own final vocabulary. By being a metaphysician John Shade had to subject himself to the vocabulary of other people (for example Mrs. Z and the author, Jim Coates). In reality all he finds is the absence of a final vocabulary. What he comes to understand is that knowing the truth of death is not the purpose of life. What matters are the details within life and cherishing that which will cease to exist or someday be forgotten (PF, L524, p29). 
Let Richard Rorty interject here: “To say that we should drop the idea of truth as out there waiting to be discovered is not to say that we have discovered that, out there, there is no truth. It is to say that our purposes would be served best by ceasing to see truth as a deep matter, as a topic of philosophical interest, or “true” as a term which repays “analysis” (CIS 8). Here in lies the “faint hope” John Shade is “convinced he can grope;” Rather than coming to a conclusion of what one experiences after death he concludes that it should not matter to him to the degree that it has throughout his entire life. From this epiphany Shade proclaims: “Now I shall spy on beauty as none has| Spied on it yet. Now I shall cry out as| None has cried out. Now I shall try what none| Has tried. Now I shall do what none has done” (PF, L835, p37). Uncertainty about death exists for the very fact that life and love within life would lack value if the end were known. Death, and more specifically tragic-abrupt death, is what forces people to pay attention to detail and to live in the present or the past rather than the future.
Love too is a product of uncertainty. The threat that what one loves may someday be lost is the driving force behind the passion. In the case of Charles Kinbote and John Shade love is associated with the memory of lost opportunity or the loss of a life. The first example appears with Hazel Shade, the late daughter of John and Sybil Shade. In Canto Two of Pale Fire the description of Hazel is highlighted by shame and eventually regret of that shame. In lines 293 through 356 Shade describes the peculiar physical and social features of his daughter, along with the disappointment those features brought him. For instance, when his daughter was cast as a charwoman in a school play, presumably a lowly part, in response John cried in the men’s bathroom (PF, L313, p23). Rather than teaching Hazel to overcome these unattractive features by embracing her unique individuality, John and Sybil shelter her or ship her off to various camps or school programs (PF, L336, p24). 

On surface it seems that John and Sybil send her away in order to distract her from the misfortunes of her peculiarities, but it may also have been that her parents did not want to witness her hardships. Some could see this as an act of love, but I view it as an attempted act of pity, which is a similar but not identical sensation. For clarity, love is strengthened when attached to the fear of loss, whereas pity is a sensation tied to duty or moral obligation used to correct an injustice. Judith Shklar presents this definition of pity with her discussion of passive injustice. “Rousseau thought,” she says, “that the sense of injustice could endure not only as a reaction to personal injury but could, through social education, become an empathetic response to the injuries of other people as well” (FI 88). Injustice is recognized when inflicted upon oneself, but similarly, through empathy, or pity, people will recognize and react to the injustices of others. Adam Smith, in The Theory of Moral Sentiment, claimed that sympathy occurs because people are the mirror into ourselves, so when we see others in pain, we imagine that pain upon ourselves and recreate a similar feeling. Therefore actions taken to end this pain is foremost an act to relieve the inward sympathy pains one feels; only as an externality do other people benefit from these acts of “kindness” (MS 129). From this understanding, Hazel’s parents may have sent their daughter away in order to end the pain they felt from her failures, just as much as they did so to protect her feelings.
For John, Sybil was always the voice of reason. She emphasized that Hazel did not need to be beautiful or sexual to be successful, yet just like John she was ashamed (PF, L328, p24). It was not until her self inflicted death that John Shade was able to look back on the inner beauty of his daughter, her unique talents, and their special moments together. His love for his wife reflects this new understanding: “And I love you most| When with a pensive nod you greet her ghost| And hold her first toy on your palm, or look| At a postcard from her, found in a book” (PF, L289, p23). His wife is the sole remaining person in his life who shares the same memories, and he cherishes her with deeper passion because she too will die one day and with her death and the death of her memories, a piece of him will die as well
. 
Charles Kinbote experiences a similar love, but only in the form of dreams, of someone he too has lost. Dreams reoccur in Pale Fire as a symbol of missed opportunity that one regrets, yet these regrets only exist in the metaphysical sense; during consciousness the love subsides. John Shade first speaks of dreams when he refers to his childhood: as a youth he never played sports or engaged in real social activities with his schoolmates, yet he would dream of these events as though he wished he had: “In sleeping dreams I played with other chaps| But really envied nothing—save perhaps [etc]” (PF, L134, p18). Charles Kinbote experiences these types of dreams in regard to a wife he never physically loved. 
Kinbote, alleged Charles the Beloved, cannot separate his own private life from the commentary of Shade’s poem. Consequentially he uses words and phrases from within the poem as a catalyst for his own memories, so that he may discuss his personal affairs. One such memory is that of his wife Disa, who he married as a result of social pressures (PF, CL 275, p115). Because Kinbote was a homosexual he had no physical love for Disa; nevertheless he carries on a dream love for her. The reoccurring vision of her reflects upon the day he first told her that he did no love her. After an elaborate description of the scenery Kinbote writes: “upon hearing him out, she sank down on the lawn in an impossible posture, examining the grass culm and frowning, he had taken his words back at once; but the shock had fatally starred the mirror, and thenceforth in his dreams her image was infected with the memory of that confession as with some disease or the secret aftereffects of a surgical operation too intimate to be mentioned” (PF CL433-434, p140). His confession could never be revoked and therefore the type of love she had for him would never again be reproduced.
In his dreams Kinbote unsuccessfully tries to take back his confession. He describes his dream love as “a blundering of the soul through an infinite maze of hopelessness and remorse… with a longing to sink his head onto her lap and sob away his monstrous past” (PF CL433-434, p141). This sense of loss and regret, much like the loss and regret faced by Shade towards his daughter Hazel, is the deepest form of love—love that cannot be reproduced in the physical world because it came too late. This type of love is found, and defended, in the writings of Richard Rorty. He clarifies that the only things worth dying for are beliefs (or passions) caused by, and recognized as, “contingent historical circumstances” (CIS 198).  In other words, those extremely personal experiences that cannot, and should not be let go of, are the only justifiable beliefs worth sacrificing oneself for, even before thinking of the actual risk at hand. In Nabokov’s writings these beliefs and passions are linked to people, namely family members, and more specifically children. 
Oddly in congruence with a query of Shklar, all of the people lost and loved were women (save for the mention of Shade’s father who died when Shade was an infant). Several times Shklar asks “is it a misfortune or an injustice to be a woman?” (FI 58, 65) The distinction between misfortune and injustice lies within the possibility of correcting or fixing certain hardships. Misfortunes are usually a consequence of nature in which mankind does not have the technology to resolve (FI 64). Contrarily injustice is tied to a sense of betrayal since these hardships can be either prevented or corrected by other members of society. In her words, “That something is the work of nature or of an invisible social hand does not absolve us from the responsibility to repair the damage and to prevent its recurrence as much as possible” (FI 55). Being a woman, throughout history, has been a misfortune due to the natural role they play as child-barer. If this role can be altered or controlled (for example through birth control), being a woman becomes an injustice when that technology or opportunity is denied them (FI 66). Culture may also be the source of the injustice because women do in fact want to change their role in society (FI 67). 
The women in Pale Fire, however, do not fit this description. Each of their cases were unique. For Hazel Shade it was an injustice, not a misfortune that social prejudice by her peers and parents led her to taking her life. As Sybil Shade once said: “But this is prejudice! You should rejoice| That she is innocent. Why overstress| The physical? She wants to look a mess” (PF, L320, p23). It was the unwillingness of people to accept Hazel for who she was that characterized her condition as an injustice. For Aunt Maud and Disa, alternatively, their condition was a misfortune. Aunt Maud had the misfortune of going insane and dying at the age of eighty whereas is was a misfortune for Disa that she fell in love with and married a homosexual man. The situation of Sybil is not clear; She appears happy in her marriage yet shows signs of discontent towards Johns toleration of Kinbote as well as in the shame of her daughter. Nonetheless she seems to experience neither misfortune nor injustice as understood by Shklar. In the former three cases the misfortune or injustice can apply to either sex and when taken in the context of Nabokov’s work the question should be “is it an injustice or a misfortune to be a human being, to love, to die, and to forget?” He would certainly say that it is a misfortune because it is both inevitable and necessary in order to affirm one life.
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