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Brain Canyon

For this woman,” Arkadian Prophyrich continues, seeing how intently you are drinking in his words, “reading means stripping herself of every purpose, every foregone conclusion, to be ready to catch a voice that makes itself heard when you least expect it, a voice that comes from an unknown source, from somewhere beyond the book, beyond the author, beyond the conventions of writing:  from the unsaid, from what the world has not yet said of itself and does not yet have the words to say.  As for him, he wanted, on the contrary, to show her that behind the written page is the void:  the world exists only as artifice, pretense, misunderstanding, falsehood. 

—Italo Calvino, If on a  winter’s night a traveler, 239

When I began this project, I was infatuated with the idea of creating order from chaos.  I have worried at this idea for so long that I worked around to changing my mind and became open to additional possibilities.  I believe that Umberto Eco said it beautifully, when he wrote:  “I have come to believe that the whole world is an enigma, a harmless enigma that is made terrible by our own mad attempt to interpret it as though it had an underlying truth” (Foucault’s Pendulum, 209).  After working on this project, I question the validity of a single interpretation of any perceived underlying truth.  I do believe that some writers, like Vladimir Nabokov, present lovely, precise, and delicate literary puzzles that have a hidden solution.  These literary puzzles are a metaphor for his concept of the human condition.  He sees humanity as struggling with the puzzle of our own existence and ultimately finding a solution to it.  Other writers, like Pynchon, present us with selected pieces of an unsolvable human experience.  He does not give the reader the solution; instead he allows the reader to make up her own mind.  Umberto Eco has a similar attitude towards order in the universe.

The order that our mind imagines is like a net, or like a ladder, built to attain something.  But afterward you must throw the ladder away, because you discover that, even if it was useful, it was meaningless. . . . It’s hard to accept the idea that there cannot be an order in the universe because it would offend the free will of God and His omnipotence.  So the freedom of God is our condemnation, or at least the condemnation of our pride. (The Name of the Rose, 492-493)

The attempt to find meaning is futile, since no one can comprehend the order that underlies the universe.  However, modern literature presents the reader with countless examples of  systems of meaning, such as Stuart Moulthrop’s ironic comment on the American way of life:

The articles of our faith are comprised in the Perpetuating Contract, the document negotiated between Jehovah Lord of Hosts and Andrew Carnegie of Hellshaft, Pennsylvania at the dawn of time, or was it the American Century, comes to the same thing.

The Contract specifies a monetary standard for all acts of signification.

The Contract assures that the Ball shall continue Bouncing.

The Contract stipulates that bigger is necessarily better.

The Contract establishes Unrestricted Growth as a natural right of all enterprises.

The Contract decrees that the rich are not like you and him.

The Contract redefines the wages of sin.

The Contract promises every sucker an even break.

The Contract guarantees liberal injustice for all.  

The Contract says not to worry, we’ll think of something.

(Victory Garden)

When working with the texts I chose for this project, I was astounded by the many similarities I found.  Umberto Eco describes the interreferentiality that I now see in most of the literature I have read.

Until then I had thought each book spoke of the things, human or divine, that lie outside books.  Now I realized that not infrequently books speak of books:  it is as if they spoke among themselves.  In the light of this reflection, the library seemed all the more disturbing to me.  It was then the place of a long, centuries-old murmuring, an imperceptible dialogue between one parchment and another, a living thing, a receptacle of powers not to be ruled by a human mind, a treasure of secrets emanated by many minds, surviving the death of those who had produced them or had been their conveyors.  (The Name of the Rose, 286)

The works of literature I have experienced during my studies have become so much more than the authors intended.  The creation of a dialog between them in each reader’s mind creates a rich tapestry of meaning that presents different and beautiful significations from every angle.  The study of literature can become an infinite pursuit of these curious connections, as described by Borges’ Albert:

I lingered, naturally, on the sentence:  I leave to the various futures (not to all) my garden of forking paths.  Almost instantly, I understood:  “the garden of forking paths” was the chaotic novel; the phrase “the various futures (not to all)” suggested to me the forking in time, not in space.  A broad rereading of the work confirmed the theory.  In all fictional works, each time a man is confronted with several alternatives, he chooses one and eliminates the others; in the fiction of Ts’ui Pên, he chooses—simultaneously—all of them.  He creates, in this way, diverse futures, diverse times which themselves also proliferate and fork. (“The Garden of Forking Paths,” 283, emphasis in original)

This infinity of connections appeals to the modern reader, because it allows the opportunity to create meaning applicable to any experience.   That is often what the reader looks for in a story:  She looks for her own story or a reflection of her own experience.  Calvino comments on this aspect of the human condition:

The square is now entirely covered with cards and with stories.  My story is also contained in it, though I can no longer say which it is, since their simultaneous interweaving has been so close.  In fact, the task of deciphering the stories one by one has made me neglect until now the most salient peculiarity of our way of narrating, which is that each story runs into another story, and as one guest is advancing his strip, another, from the other end, advances in the opposite direction, because the stories told from left to right or from bottom to top can also be read from right to left or from top to bottom, and vice versa, bearing in mind that the same cards, presented in a different order, often change their meaning, and the same tarot is used at the same time by narrators who set forth from the four cardinal points. (The Castle of Crossed Destinies, 41)

This overlapping of stories is similar to the way in which the reader’s own experience colors her understanding of what she perceives in the world around her or the story she is reading.

Sometimes the connections that are established become more important than the truth of the story or the original intent of the author.  As Neil Gaiman wrote:  “Is the story less true because it is a lie?  We impose patterns on what we experience.  And we die, because things that matter end.  But sometimes the patterns we created carry on” (Signal to Noise).  The patterns that the reader creates possess a meaning that resonates with her and endures beyond the intention of the author.  However, this order is upset very easily, as Jeanette Winterson describes, 
How is it that one day life is orderly and you are content, a little cynical perhaps but on the whole just so, and then without warning you find the solid floor is a trapdoor and you are now in another place whose geography is uncertain and whose customs are strange?  Travelers at least have a choice.  Those who set sail know that things will not be the same as at home.  Explorers are prepared.  But for us, who travel along the blood vessels, who come to the cities of the interior by chance, there is no preparation.  We who were fluent find life is a foreign language.  Somewhere between the swamp and the mountains.  Somewhere between fear and sex.  Somewhere between God and the Devil passion is and the way there is sudden and the way back is worse. (The Passion, 68)

Readers travel through fiction and discover things about themselves and our world that could not otherwise be encountered.  I may be unable to determine an ultimate order, but I can be satisfied with the order that I have created for myself.  “Thus I have set everything to rights.  On the page, at least.  Inside me, all remains as before” (Italo Calvino, The Castle of Crossed Destines, 111).
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Chapter 1:  Labyrinth and Literature
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Classical Labyrinth

Man’s journey through life is like a path that strays.

A child goes astray out of simplicity, a wise man through desire, 

Age’s false path is falsely propped delusion,

The glittering ore of miserliness, the strange ornament of lust.

Every vice misses and deviates from the middle,

Seeks a side path to ruination.

Yea, not one in a hundred knows his way to the grave.

The need to die he knows but not the way.

Yet he who strays through this edifice with reason

Will find his path to salvation, the guiding thread of truth. . . .

—Daniel Casper von Lohenstein, “Inscription for a Labyrinth”

The labyrinth has been a symbol of human innovation and struggle at least since the time of the ancient Greeks and, during that time, has inspired countless works of fiction.  I intend to discuss the ways in which the powerful metaphor of the labyrinth is present in modern non-linear narrative.  I believe that in these texts the author uses the labyrinth motif consciously to imply to the reader an underlying (deeper) meaning that is not readily apparent on the surface.  I see non-linear fiction as the postmodernist’s attempt to make order out of chaos by creating a labyrinth of isolated texts.  “The guiding thread of truth” connects these isolated texts into a somewhat coherent (albeit confusing) whole.  The labyrinth is a metaphor we can use as a way to understand these disjointed texts.


The labyrinth has also traditionally been used as a larger metaphor of the human condition.  Hawthorne compares the Cretan labyrinth’s intricacies to the complexity of the human brain (Lockridge, 23).  In Tanglewood Tales, he writes:  “There can be nothing else so intricate, unless it were the brain of a man like Daedalus, who planned it, or the heart of any ordinary man; which last, to be sure, is ten times as great a mystery as the labyrinth of Crete” (Hawthorne, quoted in Lockridge, 27).  The Cretan labyrinth is conceived by a man, Daedalus, and mimics the complexity of his own mind.  Only the complex mind of an artist is great enough to conceive this type of puzzle and yet the mind itself remains the greater mystery.  Seen in this way, the exploration of the labyrinth is an attempt to understand the human brain or the human condition.  This idea could be applied to the exploration of any mystery created by humanity.  When we learn more about this mystery, we gain a greater understanding of the human condition.

Like any work of art, the text has a life and meaning beyond what the artist originally intended.  It becomes greater than the original intent that created it.  Wendy Faris supports this view by saying, “the Labyrinth pattern suggests play and terror; it expresses both our control over our environment and our bewilderment within it; it represents orderly disorder, the systematic creation of a mystery more powerful than the creator, who may subsequently become lost in it” (Faris, 1).  The author may write a story that he intends to have a certain meaning.  However, after it has left his hands, it could take on an entirely new meaning when someone is reading it.

In literature, the labyrinth becomes very useful as a metaphor for this creative aspect of humanity.  The reader tries to make sense out of the text, and the sense she makes of it may be entirely contrary to the author’s intention.  She may also discover aspects of the text that reveal truths about the human condition that were not placed there intentionally by the author, but are undeniable once exposed.

The modern reader has to make decisions about what the text means as well as facing the daunting task of choosing which texts she will consume.  Sven Birkerts believes the very way in which we read has been changed by this plethora of material.  “In our culture, access is not a problem, but proliferation is.  Moreover, the reading act is necessarily different than it was in its earliest days.  Awed and intimidated by the availability of texts, faced with the all but impossible task of discriminating among them, the reader tends to move across surfaces, skimming, hastening from one site to the next without allowing the words to resonate inwardly” (72).  In our culture, the use of repetition and revisitation of narrative events has become an author’s ploy to get readers to reconsider the meaning of a passage or event multiple times.  The use of this device gives a narrative a labyrinthine structure in which the reader does not encounter events in chronological order.  Instead, the reader experiences the narrative events in an order constructed by the author to make certain bits more prominent through repetition or a jarring juxtaposition of dissimilar pieces of text.

Examinations of modern literature, that use the labyrinth as a critical model have begun to emerge in the last twenty years.  Helmut Jaskolski suggests that interest in the labyrinth motif has increased in recent years.  “As early as 1987 Manfred Schmeling’s work of literary criticism, Der Labyrinthische Diskurs:  Vom Mythos zum Erzählmodell (The Labyrinthine Discourse:  From Myth to Narrative Model), appeared—a penetrating study of the literary formulations of the labyrinth idea, especially in the twentieth century” (Jaskolski, 5).  The mythological basis of the labyrinth motif adds depth and cultural significance to a text that uses this motif as a model.  Jaskolski goes on to describe why the labyrinth continues to be significant for Western culture.  The labyrinth “is very closely associated with the contents of the ancient saga cycle of the Minotaur in the Labyrinth, with Theseus and Ariadne, and with Daedalus and Icarus.  If it hadn’t been for this interwoven set of themes, forming a basis for visual and literary expression, the labyrinth probably would have been lost for Europeans as a symbol with vital significance.  This is why we have to keep recounting the old stories about the Cretan Labyrinth anew and to see how the idea of the labyrinth has repeatedly cropped up in new stories, from the Middle Ages down to our own times” (Jaskolski, 5).  The pervasiveness of the image of the labyrinth and its constantly changing meaning have caused it to remain contemporary while retaining its historical significance.  I believe this is an important aspect of the labyrinth as a literary model, since historical resonance is something that is very difficult to establish within a relatively new literary style such as non-linear narrative and hypertextual narrative.  By using a well-known motif, it is possible to impart these texts with a grounding in history which enables the reader to feel more “comfortable” within the confusion of the non-linear text.

The labyrinth as a motif is rich with meaning and imparts these nuances of meaning to a text that evokes its image.  Gaetano Cipolla discusses the connections between the concept of the labyrinth and the modern novel:  “The labyrinth as a place of initiations, which involves spiritual death, rebirth, and transformation; the novel is a modern quest for the ‘anima’, that is, for the union between man and his soul, a quest for the wholeness that one finds at the center of the labyrinth, for if this universal archetype has been taken as signifying chaos, disorder and bewildering pathways, it also signifies illumination, order and symmetry” (Cipolla, 11).  Reading a modern novel can often be an exercise in determining what the author truly considers important.  The reader must search through the labyrinth of the text to find that order that exists but is not perceptible at the outset.  

Mythological, Medieval, and Modern Labyrinths

Through the centuries, the concept of the labyrinth has changed from a trap with a single path to a maze with many choices and dead ends.  The “classical” labyrinth has one path.  Jaskolski describes the classical labyrinth as follows:  “This [path] leads from the only opening in the exterior wall inexorably and choicelessly, with no intersections, to the center and back out again, moving back and forth in continual switchbacks in the most circuitous possible fashion in such a way as to completely fill up the interior space” (7).  The explorer of this type of labyrinth is able to proceed to the center and back out again without straying from the path while following the most indirect route.  Jaskolski considers the classical concept of labyrinth to be the “true” one.  He says the classical labyrinth “is not a system of false paths, a maze; up until the beginning of modern times and beyond, it was a geometrical figure showing only a single path and thus containing no possibility of going astray” (Jaskolski, 6).  The exercise of the labyrinth is not one of solving a physical puzzle.  The circuitous path forces the explorer to take her time in reaching a hidden goal.  She is unable to walk straight to the center; instead, she must circle around it until the path comes to the center.


The classical labyrinth is a powerful image that may be addressed in many ways.  Jaskolski suggests that the labyrinth is dynamic and must be grappled with to reach synthesis:  “It is a symbol of the path we have to travel, but this can be a path leading either to well-being or misfortune.  It is surely not a symbol that one can receive into oneself in meditation without disquiet.  It is an open mandala in a double sense:  one opening leads both in and out, in modern times even several.  This signifies that there is both an inside and an outside, tension and dynamic.  The labyrinth is also open in the sense that it represents a full range of actual and potential meanings . . .” (13, emphasis in original).  This symbolic ambivalence is a good accompaniment to modern literature, which is more resistant to being pigeonholed into a certain interpretation.  The flexibility of meaning transfers itself from the labyrinth image to the narrative text and adds additional nuances of significance and dissonance for the reader to explore.

This classical concept of the labyrinth has part of its basis in Greek mythology.  The myth of Theseus and the Minotaur of Crete is a story of human ingenuity (Daedalus in creating the labyrinth and Theseus in escaping it), betrayal (Ariadne in betraying her father and her half-brother), and errant love (Ariadne’s love for Theseus and Persiphae’s love for the white bull).  The labyrinth is an intrinsic part of this story.  It presents the solution to one problem (the confinement of the monster) and a problem for the hero, Theseus, to solve in order to ensure his survival.  Jaskolski suggests that these opposing dynamics are intrinsic to the design of the labyrinth.  He writes that the Cretan labyrinth “was made in such a way that the way in was inescapable, and the way out was all but impossible to find.  For the outsider, the whole thing was an extremely baffling and confusing affair. . . .  For the initiate, by contrast, it fulfilled its purpose with the greatest perfection” (17).  It fulfilled its purpose because it allowed human sacrifices in and did not allow the Minotaur to escape.  The labyrinth is critical to the story; however, without a monster there would be no need for the labyrinth.  The Minotaur represents the problem that must be resolved by the artist’s ingenuity.  Jorge Luis Borges imagines the monster is the entire reason behind this puzzle, when he writes, “It is the Minotaur who conclusively justifies the existence of the Labyrinth” (quoted in Nagel, 363).  Daedalus would never have been compelled to invent such a splendid piece of architecture if the Minotaur did not exist.

Why does Theseus need Ariadne’s thread to escape the labyrinth with a single path?  Jaskolski has found one possible answer to this question and writes, “André Gide, in his story about Theseus, resolves the problem of Ariadne’s thread in his own original fashion.  He presumes that there is only a single path, yet that for the way out special help is necessary because Daedalus has accoutered the Labyrinth with narcotic mists, which cast the visitor into a fascinating dream world.  Caught in the labyrinth of his own fantasies and visions, he could go back out, but he does not want to” (24).  Perhaps an easier explanation would be that the way was concealed from the outsider, but the initiate may find her way through.  This image of the adventurer trapped within the artist’s creation is fascinating; I have often felt this way while immersed in a work of fiction.  The reader will often suspend her disbelief in order to enjoy the literary scenery rather than deconstruct the text immediately.  Eventually, the reader creates her own solution or chooses to remain lost in her own fantasies and visions.

A similar problem with the labyrinth is the entrapment of the designer himself.  Faris—while discussing Ovid—suggests, “This fate of an architect entrapped in his own deceptive enclosure is thus an ironic tribute to the complex and introverted form of his creation, but it is also an implicit warning about the dangers of artistry, and prefigures the metatextual pull of the labyrinth image in later literature” (5).  The author creates a trap for the reader’s mind but then may find himself trapped as well.  Faris also points out that the inhabitants of the labyrinth are both protected and trapped (Faris, 8).  The labyrinth insulates them from the outside world, which may be beneficial.  However, they may not explore the world outside, since they are trapped inside the walls of the labyrinth. 

In the Middle Ages, the Church seized upon the image of the labyrinth as a metaphor for the passage of humanity through the temptations of life to find eventual salvation.  Jaskolski interprets the religious significance of the labyrinth to the Medieval Church:  “The labyrinth appears in the medieval interpretation as an image of the world of sin, from the center of which the devil carries out his mischief, even though he has no prospect of long-term success.  In theological terms, this means that Christ, by entering death, rising again on the third day, and ascending to heaven, liberated this world from the ground up, along the inner axis of its essential nature, from its dependence on evil, and created a basis for the hope of ultimate and final salvation” (52-63).  The Church turned this metaphor into a physical act by creating on the floor of cathedrals a stylized design of a labyrinth.  Walkers followed the pattern in a spirit of meditation as if upon the path of salvation.  Lockridge writes that the church labyrinth also provided a setting for “penitential pilgrimages” (35).  The pilgrims could travel the labyrinth within the cathedral and perform their penance without having to make dangerous journeys to other religious sites.  Jaskolski describes the medieval labyrinth as similar to the classical labyrinth, since they have in common “a single way in and out, without false paths or dead ends.  One follows the passage to the only endpoint via the most circuitous possible yet unequivocally efficacious route” (63).  In the Middle Ages the pilgrimage was considered a supreme act of Christian devotion.  However, it was very difficult both physically and economically for the average parishioner to accomplish the extensive pilgrimages suggested by the clergy.  Any Christian could go on a figurative pilgrimage to personal enlightenment by using the metaphorical labyrinth on the cathedral floor.  

This type of penitent journey fit well with the hierarchy of the Church at that time and the method by which knowledge has been protected by religious and secret societies since the early years.  Cipolla describes the protective nature of the labyrinth:  “The tortuous and narrow paths that lead the seeker close to and away from the center, requiring the longest possible road before admitting him into the crypt of the mystery, are a natural system of defense that weed out the unworthy.  Only those who have the strength to endure the ordeal of the bewildering paths will be allowed into the chamber where the illumination will take place” (28).  I believe this theme of the protected truth hidden and at the same time revealed in tantalizing glimpses is present in modern literature and is especially evident in the texts I am examining.

The labyrinth is more than just a confusing path to keep out the uninitiated.  The exploration of the labyrinth serves as an experience in and of itself.  Jaskolski describes the labyrinth explorer as analogous to someone experiencing life.  He writes, “He who ventures courageously into a labyrinth seeking to find the truth of his life is forced by its circuitous pathways to circumambulate the center of himself, to learn to relate with it and to perceive it from all sides.  He can reach it only by passing through the entire interior space of the labyrinth beforehand, by relating to all of its dimensions, and integrating them all into the wholeness of his personality.  In fact, in a labyrinth all passages lead into each other, making up an interconnected whole.  Uninterrupted and leaving no part out, they form the basis for life’s adventure of individuation”(77).  The explorer benefits from her experience within the labyrinth and reaches the central truth as a different person.  The discoveries within the maze have enriched her.

An example of a physical labyrinth is the meditation garden created by the Rappites in southern Indiana in the Nineteenth Century.  Lockridge writes that the purpose of the New Harmony labyrinth is that  “its pleasing aspects should bring edifying reflections, both of an earthly and heavenly nature in keeping with the idealistic purposes upon which the New Harmony Memorial is based and in harmony with the spiritual conceptions of the founders of Harmonie [sic]” (93).  This labyrinth is meant to create a certain mindset in those who use it.  The experience of walking it fosters a meditative attitude.

The more modern concept of the labyrinth has changed to represent a more overt mental rather than spiritual or transcendental challenge to the adventurer within it.  Jaskolski suggests that this concept of the labyrinth is more aptly termed a “maze, which offers a multitude of paths to choose from, including paths that go in the wrong direction and turn out to be dead ends.  The idea of such a system of false paths is at the root of many of the accounts of labyrinths that have reached us from antiquity.  The metaphorical use of the labyrinth is also connected with this; it suggests a difficult, confusing situation of which no overview is possible” (5, emphasis in original).  The labyrinths of antiquity, which I have described earlier in this chapter, do not include paths going in the wrong direction or to dead ends.  However, there is a system of falsity present in them that somehow prevents the explorer from finding her way out.  The mazes Jaskolski describes encourage complete exploration before a solution is possible.  The explorer must attempt all avenues to escape or a lucky guess at the correct path may lead her out.  I will continue to draw a distinction between the terms labyrinth and maze.  A labyrinth consists of a single path that leads in and out; whereas a maze contains false paths and dead ends.

The advent of the maze concept may be tied to a changing perception of the role of humanity in the universe.  Jaskolski describes the way that mazes begin to change in the Fifteenth Century, 

the first labyrinths in the form of mazes were devised, playful innuendoes of the uncertainty of humanity’s capacity for orientation and at the same time, signals of a new relationship of man to himself and to the world.  In contrast to the medieval labyrinth, which as a figure of orientation and salvation led with certainty into the middle and out again, the new mazes were symbols of a way that was uncertain through and through, on which the traveler constantly had to deal with false paths and confusion, a route that forked without warning and often enough led into dead ends.  For the hesitant, they represented an intimidating undermining of certainty; but for the courageous and quick-witted they were an adventurous challenge, a risky game requiring them to locate the goal—the center or the exit—amid the ongoing suspense of trial and error. (88-89)

These mazes do not require an inner journey.  Instead, they require a physical, outward journey of problem solving and an attempt to best the maze maker.  Jaskolski suggests that another orientation that is lost in the modern maze is a center to the maze.  “Their fixed points are often only entrance and exit—not rarely a number of them—between which the chaos of alternative pathways lies” (89).  The explorer is not looking for anything except for the way in or out, since there is no meaningfulness in the maze.  

Non-Linear Narrative

The idea of the labyrinth as a finite space that must be entirely explored may be applied to the construction of modern literature.  The reader exhausts all avenues of exploration before finding an explanation.  Faris sees the labyrinth as the ultimate expression of intertextuality (Faris, 2).  There are, moreover, significant similarities between the intertextual nature of non-linear fiction and hypertextual fiction.  Non-linear narrative segments read in an author-dictated order produce a similar experience to reading hypertext.  The reasons for the links between the segments (whether chosen by the reader or simply read in printed order) do not always immediately make sense to the reader.  However, the intentional juxtaposition of dissimilar segments can be used by the author to achieve the effect of emphasizing certain aspects of the narrative as a whole.  The reader must constantly make choices about what she sees or perceives in the text of a hypertextual narrative (Joyce, Of Two Minds, 212).  In the same way, the adventurer in a modern maze must make choices about which path to take or determine that the path she has chosen is a dead end.

Some adventurers may find this choice-overload prohibitive to their reading pleasure or understanding.

If it is perceived as an intricate structure of inter-communicating pathways—through which it is difficult but not impossible to find one’s way without a clue, then the metaphor may evince hopes of conquest and encourage the belief that to find one’s way through a maze involves challenges, adventure and excitement.  If, however, the labyrinth is taken to be an obscure and even tortuous arrangement, then the metaphor may suggest that to find one’s way through it is impossible, and can result only in confusion, frustration and ultimate defeat. (Snyder, 37) 

The way in which a reader makes sense of intertextual material or deals with the information overload can also be an indication of how she might make sense of modern life in general.

When writing a non-linear narrative, a writer may construct it in such a way as to capitalize on all manner of possible structures, rather than simply the structure she has in mind.  She can also use repetition of themes to create meaning (parataxis).  The repetition of themes in non-linear narrative portrays the human experience more accurately than traditional narrative (Snyder, 98).  No wonder we have trouble making sense of non-linear narrative, since we cannot make sense of our own lives!  The presence of overwhelming amounts of information will be a constant condition in the modern age; therefore, Snyder assumes that everyone will learn to make meaning out of the information chaos of our culture (108).  This everyday intertextuality is evidenced by the proliferation of the internet and other forms of instantaneous communication where strikingly dissimilar bits of information may easily be joined together by a designer to create an effect to her own eclectic taste.

This is the kind of text that web surfers make sense of every day.  In fact, the metaphor of “surfing” implies that one would let the flow of information take the surfer where it wills, allow the surfer to make what sense of what she will, and accept that the unforeseen information may be the most interesting.  Yellowlees Douglas sees readers as part of a more constructive assemblage, rather than just passive observers of the flow of text.  She writes, “Readers of hypertext fiction, though, perform something a bit more like an act of concretization, by blazing along trails through the dense web of possible hypertextual links, activating conditions with effects that the author may not have even anticipated. . . .  Until a reader assembles it, performing it, the text exists only as a set of potential motions, a sequence of steps and maneuvers that become actualized only at the instant that the reader selects a segment of text or fulfills a condition of movement” (End of Books, 31).  Douglas suggests that the reader “performs” the text.  She interacts with it in a way that cannot be anticipated by the author.  The reader thereby creates her own construction of the narrative that did not exist until she encountered it.

Methods of Making Sense

I am searching for the concepts and tools available for the modern reader to make sense of our highly intertextualized society and literature.  Birkerts asks, “Where do we find the fixed context that allows us to create a narrative of sense about our lives?” (73).  Reader-response interpretation allows that the reader may determine the meaning of the text and, in fact, is an intrinsic part of constructing the text in an absolute sense.  Without the reader, what is the text?  The interpretation of a highly intertextual and non-linear narrative demands a further commitment from the reader.  Birkerts describes the additional work that must be done:  “[T]he reader who would hear more about it [the imaginary world of a book] is forced to open up a subjective space large enough to contain it.  The opening of that space is the crucial move, for it requires the provisional loosening of whatever fixed attitudes and preconceptions we may have.  In that space two versions of reality will be stirred together—the reader’s and the author’s” (92).  The contribution the reader brings to the text is necessary for her own interpretation to emerge.  No reader could ever be truly objective about the narrative she has just experienced, nor can a narrative be complete without a receptive participant to ingest the fiction.

This immersion in the text by the reader involves a certain amount of trust.  The reader trusts that the writer intends the text to have some kind of meaning and that the reader may be able to draw some kind of fulfillment out of the work.  Birkerts believes that “reading created in me the awareness that life could be lived and known as a unified whole; that the patterns which make meaning are disclosed gradually” (92).  He goes on to admit that his acceptance that life itself is replete with meaning which can be drawn from events encountered every day is not held by everyone.  In fact, he thinks realistic fiction is outmoded by current societal standards.  He writes, “You have a better chance of connecting with the present if you abjure realism and follow the path taken by writers like Don DeLillo, Thomas Pynchon, Paul Auster, William Gaddis, and a few others.  Which is to say:  make the irreality of the present part of the subject itself; irradiate situations with black humor and surrealistic touches.  All of these writers are writing as they do, I suspect, because they understand that the deeper truth of things can no longer be expressed in sequential realistic narrative” (Birkerts, 207).  An alternative to the “sequential realistic narrative” is non-linear fiction such as I will be writing about.  This type of fiction is closely mimics a post-modern world consisting of multiple points of view and many stories to be told.  The construction of non-linear text may draw the reader into itself as a physical labyrinth inexorably draws the explorer to the center.  The reader may be teased by the potential revelation at the center of the text into exploring all possibilities of the text.  

One method of creating a labyrinthine text is by using aporias.  I recognize an aporia when it is difficult to determine from the text when an event has occurred or which character is touched by the event.  An aporia may also exist when the reader begins to distrust the narrator.  The difficulty might also lie in solving a puzzle or finding a subtle connection between seemingly dissimilar texts.  Espen Aarseth suggests this difficulty is part of the experience of the more challenging narrative:  “In narratives, aporias are usually informal structures, semantic gaps that hinder the interpretation of the work. . . .  localizable ‘roadblocks’ that must be overcome by some unknown combination of actions.  When an aporia is overcome, it is replaced by an epiphany:  a sudden, often unexpected solution to the impasse in the event space.  Compared to the epiphanies of narrative texts, the ergodic epiphanies are not optional, something to enhance the aesthetic experience, but essential to the exploration of the event space.  Without them, the rest of the work cannot be realized” (38).  Ergodic epiphanies are leaps of logic required while reading hypertext.  These semantic gaps are a method of protecting a way of reading the text from the casual reader.  If the reader does not work with the text, then she may neither appreciate the dissonance nor find the epiphany in the resolution of it.


Another concept of a narrative accurately representing our non-linear modern world is that “the text could present itself as a jigsaw puzzle challenging the reader to put back together a coherent narrative picture” (Ryan, 103).  Ryan’s compelling idea fits nicely into the concept of a maze-like narrative structure.  The text becomes an entertaining game to the reader when she understands that it is a puzzle or a maze to solve.  It ceases to be only a frustrating jumble of separated pieces that do not make any sense or a series of confusing corridors and dead ends.  The text becomes a whole piece—perhaps the reader does not yet fully apprehend the meaning behind it all or the full scope of it—and if she has the confidence that it will make sense, then she might peruse that meaning to its conclusion.

Michael Joyce sees pattern as a positive aspect of non-linear narratives that can help clue the reader in to the format of the game and eventually compel her to pursue the underlying meaning.  He suggests, “If we begin with the thesis that coherence can be seen as partially meaningful patterns emerging across a surface criss-crossed with potential meanings, then coherence distinguishes itself against other possible coherences, in meaningfulness not meaninglessness.  Better still, coherence no longer, if it ever did, distinguishes itself against but rather within.  Not against chaos and the random but in recurrence and the flickering” (“New Stories,” 176).  In this recurrence of events (perhaps from different perspectives or presented in different contexts), the reader sees what the author is attempting to emphasize.  From the author’s emphasis, the reader may go on to draw conclusions about the author’s theme in the text as a whole.  However, if the reader just thinks she is reading the same bit of text repeatedly for no reason, then she has missed the point.

A moment of epiphany occurs when the reader begins to sense the game the author is playing.  Joyce terms this sudden clarity ‘coherence’.  He defines this concept:  “Coherence in this vernacular sense is very close to what I understand catastrophe theorists to mean by a singularity or phase change:  a recognizable shift in which something amorphous takes on form defined by its own resistance to becoming anything other than its own new form.  Coherence is the middle voice of consciously making sense for oneself and yet among others” (“New Stories,” 177).   This type of understanding is a very personal thing for the reader, and I think hypertext is an expression of the writer’s reaction to the idea of reader response.  The reader is enabled by the freeform nature of the narrative—by the expansive spaces left in the text by the author—to fill in her own meaning.  This is not to say the author is necessarily precluded from writing toward a particular meaning, but this structure may not always take the reader where the author intended her to go.  Joyce acknowledges that writers are still experimenting with this way of structuring narrative by noting, “What we see as senseless beauty may be the emergence of as yet unrecognizable new ways of making sense” (“New Stories,” 178).  I have seen that many younger students are more comfortable with a less-structured narrative, although some would say it is simply a matter of taste.

Much of our society today denies the attitude that presenting one side of the story is a truthful approach to any type of text whether it is a research paper or a news story.  Once a person is exposed to information taken from multiple sources, it becomes undeniable that the same story could be told from an almost infinite number of perspectives.  Douglas contributes to this discussion by summarizing the thoughts of some philosophers:

Hegel decried the use of geometric diagrams that supposedly displayed relationships between ideas.  He claimed that ideas were connected by interdependencies and mutual constitutions too complex to be represented adequately by illustrations that depicted merely simplified relationships such as inclusion exclusion, and one- or two-way relationships (Kolb 1994a, p. 332).  Wittgenstein believed that forcing his ideas to fit into the unified, linear form of analytic arguments would infinitely reduce their complexity—he preferred to treat philosophical topics as if they were features of a detailed landscape.  To ensure that his landscape would not be merely a matter of lines and planes, Wittgenstein promised . . . to crisscross it in a multitude of directions. (“Reflexive Relativist,” 153)  

Readers today are becoming more accustomed to encountering a multitude of attitudes and avenues to discovery.  The reader can more easily accept that the narrator would not know everything or would misinterpret the events that he witnesses to portray himself in a more positive light.

Merely Links

Another way of finding meaning in non-linear narrative is to focus on the connections between the texts.  These connections can be actual hypertext links in a hypertext narrative that instantly transport the reader from one piece of text to the next selected piece.  Some links are presented in the form of footnotes whereas in other narratives a link consists of the edges of the texts where the disparate texts are laid next to each other.  Burbules suggests that the link is the relevant aspect of the text.  He writes, “My hope is to invert the order of how we normally think about links and information points, nodes or texts: usually we see the points as primary, and the links as mere connectives. Here I suggest that we concentrate more on links—as associative relations that change, redefine, and enhance or restrict access to the information they comprise” (Burbules, 103).  The way the author displays the texts next to each other or connects them is an avenue to understanding what the author intends the reader to take away from the text.  The space between the texts compels the reader to draw connections for herself between the two texts and thereby to engage herself more deeply in the narrative.

Sometimes the link alone will be found in the text.  That is, the referent is not contained within the text.  For example, if another text or quasi-historical event is mentioned, then the reader may research the connection to the referenced text or historical text.  Nicholas Burbules takes this even further, suggesting:  “Every text, or set of texts, can be read hypertextually (what I have been calling ‘hyperreading’); this involves the reader making connections within and across texts, sometimes in ways that are structured by the designer/author (for example, following footnotes or quotations), but often in ways determined by the reader” (Burbules, 105).  I would argue that even the following of footnotes or quotations—especially when it comes to consulting outside sources (for example, to confirm or deny the occurrence of events referenced in the text)—is completely up to the reader.  The reader is not forced to consult every footnote referenced in the text or every other text referenced in the text.  She pursues only those pathways that tantalize her.

Metaphor

Links and juxtapositions of text segments should be part of the consideration of the meaning of the text as a whole.  Burbules illustrates this view when he states, “A thoughtful hyperreader asks why links are made from certain points and not others; where those links lead; and what values are entailed in such decisions. . . . links create significations themselves . . . consider how links are tools of rhetoric” (110, emphasis in original).  I think of the links and junctures between texts as the passageways of the labyrinth, which must be negotiated by the reader.  She will follow these links whether she follows them in thoughtful consideration or blind wandering.

A more familiar way of thinking about links would be to consider them literary metaphors.  Burbules suggests the metaphorical connection when he writes, “In the narrower sense, metaphor is a comparison, an equation, between apparently dissimilar objects, inviting the listener or reader to see points of similarity between them while also inviting a change in the originally related concepts by ‘carrying over’ previously unrelated characteristics from one to the other. . . . links can be read as metaphors when apparently unrelated textual points are associated” (111, emphasis in original).  The placement of two dissimilar segments of text next to each other compels the reader to draw a connection between them.  It would seem that a reader is being led down this particular avenue of interpretation by the author.  Text segments laid side-by-side beg for comparison.

Metonymy

The placement of dissimilar things together to establish a pattern of association is a form of metonymy.  Burbules describes his definition of metonymy in this context:  “A second trope, often paired with metaphor as comprising the two overarching forms of figuration, is metonymy:  an association not by similarity, but by contiguity, relations in practice” (111).  The constant correlation of two character’s story lines could imply an underlying consanguinity between them.  Metonymy in narrative implies meaning and causes viewers or readers to perceive causality and intention (Douglas, End of Books, 64).  If an author always portrays a character in one type of situation, then she is more closely associated to that type of situation.  Metonymy is also established through repetition.  The author may use this repetition to indicate a subtle emphasis without overtly stating it. 

The Labyrinth in Specific Pieces of Literature

The concept of a secret center of the labyrinth that only an initiate can approach may be found in many works of fiction; for example, the works of Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe, Umberto Eco, Italo Calvino, Jorge Luis Borges, and William Gibson.  Jaskolski looks at both Goethe and Eco as presenting stories about initiation and the protection of knowledge from those who are not prepared for it.  “Goethe’s [Faust] depicts a modern version of the initiation process.  Wilhelm Meister treads the convoluted path of initiation into life by relating to the people and events—for the most part unsought and unexpected, but of the profoundest relevance for him—that he encounters” (101).  Jaskolski also found the story in Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose very indicative of an attitude of protection of knowledge so that only the very privileged—the one that is truly ready to understand it—is allowed to see this text.  

This is a medieval view of knowledge and science that seems long outmoded, yet it lies at the root of all fundamentalism, today as then.  In order to assure the welfare of humanity, eternal or temporal, the guardians who with the greatest kindness have taken it upon themselves to watch over them have limited the totality of all that is knowable—an intellectual labyrinth with many possible ways to go astray—to that which is unequivocal and easily digestible.  It is exactly as through an artificial maze were constructed and equipped with sophisticated instruments of defense and intimidation in order to block off the vast realm of knowledge from those supposedly imperiled by it and in order to guarantee the discovery of truth only in accordance with the pattern of the classical labyrinth—providing a single way, free of intersections, not to be tread without effort, yet inevitably leading to the goal. (127)

Eco uses an actual labyrinth as the mechanism the monks use to protect the most dangerous text in the monastery.  However, many fiction writers may use a metaphorical labyrinth within their text to conceal the meaning beneath the surface of the narrative to restrict its access to only those who pursue it.

Cipolla focuses on Italo Calvino as an author that works within a fictional labyrinth.  He suggests that Calvino “stated that the best attitude to adopt in finding a way out of the labyrinth-literature was to attempt to decode it, even though such an exercise might mean nothing more than going from one labyrinth into another” (129).  Calvino may have intentionally encoded his writing with a labyrinthine structure, yet coming to an understanding of his writing does not mean drawing a strict conclusion.  He implies there is an infinite level of complexity that can be explored in a work of fiction.  Cipolla describes The Castle of Crossed Destinies as an attempt “to build a map of the labyrinth-world” (134).  This map may merely lead to another labyrinth, but it can be seen as an interesting exercise in structure and Calvino’s idea of presenting what he saw as reality.  Cipolla explains his theory of the motivation behind Calvino’s writing.  “Calvino’s procedure was an attempt to mine the chaotic order of the universe, and hopefully discover some secret correspondences” (136).  The reader may throw the narrative “cards” in the air and may thereby come to an unexpected conclusion that could not be reached by a more direct approach.

The spaces left between writings (for example, the connections between the chapters of Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler) are a means of introducing interpretive spaces into the narrative.  This ambiguity enables the reader to make leaps of her own understanding of the text.  She must fill in the blanks and work to see what the author is saying with these silences.  Cipolla illustrates the way in which a writer may use these spaces in the text:  “How does a writer produce ambiguity in his works?  By placing next to each other concepts or ideas that are discordant or opposed, or even exclusive of one another” (137).  The more seemingly discordant the idea, the more the reader must stretch and engage with the text to see the connections.

Another text that is often considered when looking for labyrinths in literature is Jorge Luis Borges’ “The Garden of Forking Paths.”  “In ‘The Garden of Forking Paths’, the labyrinth represents an alternative universe where mutually exclusive possibilities exist alongside one another, producing a space in which, as Albert himself notes, Yu and Albert can simultaneously be both friends and mortal enemies” (Douglas, End of Books, 61).  Borges uses imagery associated with the labyrinth to call attention to the complexity and ambiguity of the character’s relationships.  Moulthrop “liberates” the story by hypertextualizing it in his text “Forking Paths.”  Douglas suggests that “a single perspective on any set of circumstances can never do full justice to the complexity and contingency of even a fictional world dreamed up by a single author” (End of Books, 62).  Moulthrop takes Borges one step further by exploding the implication of complexity into the actual manifestation of multiple story lines and separate, but simultaneous existences.

Neuromancer by William Gibson is considered the epitome of the cyberpunk writing style.  Lance Olsen reflects that in William Gibson’s writing “the reader is put in the uncomfortable position of having to make decisions about meaning and moral value based on very little textual evidence.  If trained as a modernist, ready to search for patterns of intelligibility, the reader experiences an analogue of what John Brunner calls ‘overload’ and Ted Mooney ‘information sickness,’ a radical disorientation before a plethora of facts that might or might not connect” (233).  Gibson evokes this information overload to give the reader the experience of a purely information-driven society.  Olsen goes on to comment that Gibson’s stories “almost make sense, but not quite.  The almost-making-sense seems to indicate meaning has only been deferred temporarily.  But that is not the case.  Meaning, it slowly dawns on the reader, is contained in the failure to achieve meaning” (233).  This portrays a pessimistic attitude towards the maze of information that confronts the reader.  Gibson presents no encoding of information and does not allow the reader to think for more than an instant that anything will ever make sense.  This is not my attitude toward the subject.  I think that there is a way for the human mind to overcome the madness that would be the sole alternative if nothing ever made sense.  Should we just try to ignore the informational barbarians at the gate and concentrate on a single voice, thereby avoiding the complexity of reconciling a multiplicity of voices?

The Labyrinth as Metaphor for Modern Society

Gibson’s pessimism toward finding meaning in modern society may be just a taste of the attitude held by many intellectuals at the end of the Twentieth Century.  Cipolla describes a changing attitude toward the labyrinth motif:  “When the last euphoric beliefs of Positivism crumbled, when the last illusions of Rationalism were exposed, when Faith died, twentieth century man found himself impotent, surrounded by mystery, and without God.  The labyrinth became an image of the shiftless wanderings of modern man” (123-124).  The labyrinth has lost its sacred and secret center and has become a maze.  Pynchon’s V. contains this image of the shiftless and wandering modern man.  Nabokov has a contrasting view that is more optimistic in Pale Fire.  These texts contain aspects of both the labyrinth and the maze.

Perhaps the confusion of modern life is not all negative.  Perhaps the maze of information is one of the last unknown territories to be explored and dominated by humanity.  Its inherent mystery must remain to propel humanity forward and continue learning and growing.  Cipolla emphasizes the importance of this motif when he writes “For the mannerist, the labyrinth represents both the desire to dominate chaos and the condemnation to remain bound to it, to solve the entanglements of the world and the inevitable failure that accompanies that desire.  Because of its inborn qualities of confusion (the complicated pathways from which it would be difficult to emerge) and clarity (the geometric precision of its exterior form), the labyrinth is a perfect oxymoron, and as such one of the most important rhetorical devices in his [the writer’s] repertory” (133).  Cipolla’s use of the term labyrinth corresponds to the concept I have defined as “maze.”  By using the maze as a structural principle in writing, these authors are playing with a concept that is not yet fully understood.  He continues in his explanation of the way this structure may be used:  “A writing labyrinth, in the manneristic context, was a way of establishing secret relationships among things, a way of giving a form to that which is formless, but it was, above all else, a form of knowing” (Cipolla, 135).  When the labyrinth is solved, as in Theseus’ case, it ceases to function.

Faris suggests that writers flirt with this fearful concept, but also play with it, “The labyrinth pattern suggests play and terror; it expresses both our control over our environment and our bewilderment within it; it represents orderly disorder, the systematic creation of a mystery more powerful than the creator, who may subsequently become lost in it” (1).  This is a very compelling concept to the modern author, who would like to challenge the reader to discover all she may make of the text.  She suggests that the labyrinth can be a model for more than just literature:  “The special modeling of several twentieth century fictions verbally activates in specifically labyrinthine prose the iconic potential of the ancient visual sign; in doing this, those fictions implicitly propose the labyrinth as a model for the complex processes of living, writing, and reading in the modern urban world” (2).  These styles of fiction resonate for the reader and provide an applicable model for all parts of her world, not just literature.  Ilana Synder agrees with Faris’s concept of the larger metaphor of the labyrinth and writes, “Borges’s evocative conception of the infinite labyrinth serves as a potent metaphor for our pursuit of knowledge in the vastness of hypertext:  an active, exhilarating, if somewhat frustrating endeavour” (38).  This concept of the reader pursuing the knowledge presented by the author is one that I will concentrate on in the following chapters.
Chapter Two:  The Labyrinth of Nabokov’s Pale Fire
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Chartres Labyrinth

There was a time in my demented youth

When somehow I suspected that the truth 

About survival after death was known

To every human being:  I alone

Knew nothing, and a great conspiracy

Of books and people hid the truth from me.

There was the day when I began to doubt

Man’s sanity:  How could he live without 

Knowing for sure what dawn, what death, what doom

Awaited consciousness beyond the tomb?

And finally there was the sleepless night

When I decided to explore and fight 

The foul, the inadmissible abyss,

Devoting all my twisted life to this 

One task.  Today I’m sixty-one.  Waxwings

Are berry-pecking.  A cicada sings.

—Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire, ll. 167-182

In this chapter, I will explore the novel Pale Fire, first published in 1962 by Vladimir Nabokov.  The actual structure of this work encourages its exploration by establishing discrete segments of text and then connecting them in unexpected ways.  The links between pieces of text, especially in a novel such as Pale Fire, allow the reader to travel through the prose as if she were traveling through a labyrinth, taking the most indirect route to the center of meaning in the text.  In order to make sense of these unusual connections, the reader is obliged to make leaps of logic not required in other fiction.  The reader is able to make some conscious choices with the links in that she may choose to follow them or choose not to follow them.  When following the links in Pale Fire instead of reading the book from front to back, the reader circles around the most important segments of text and may observe them from many different vantage points.  If the reader chooses to follow the links through the text, she may come to a point where there are no more links.  Upon reaching this dead-end, the reader must retrace her steps and begin again in a different direction.  This manner of linking the text sections transports the reader out of her usual reading state of mind.  The reader must examine this novel carefully and contemplate it in a different way.  William Monroe argues, “These uncertainties [the difficulties decoding the objective of Pale Fire], I am convinced, are designed to make it impossible for the sluggish reader, thick with cultural categories and preconceptions, to ‘get’ the text in the same way Gradus gets Shade and Kinbote gets the poem.  Nabokov uses discordant, competing genres and precomputer ‘hypertext’ as part of his alienistic strategy to check the recruiting, ‘overstanding’ assaults of the ordinary and the utilitarian” (4).  Nabokov intentionally prevents the reader from using ordinary methods of literary criticism to interpret the novel.

The linking of different text segments within the novel as well as external texts creates a maze-like structure in this fiction.  These links are the focus of this novel, not a convenience, for they serve as a formative and meaningful structural device.  When different text segments are related to each other, a metaphor is created with the text segments as referents.  These text segments then derive additional meaning from their new relationship.  For example, Kinbote relates a segment of Shade’s poem to Goethe’s “Erlkönig,” a connection that I explicate in this chapter.  These relationships can also be considered metonymous, in that the repetition of their connection may create an association between two dissimilar subjects that analogizes them to each other even when no other form of reference may exist.  For example, I explicate the association of the Red Admiral butterfly to Shade’s wife in this chapter.  By comparing Nabokov’s method of linking the text segments to the structure of a maze I will show that, like a maze, Pale Fire contains a secret center and a code or map for the reader to discover.  I will show that these connections in the text defy the chaos of modern society and create a sense of optimism in humanity.

The novel is arranged as a parody of literary criticism.  Everything about Pale Fire jars the experienced reader of this genre.  Kinbote, the commentator, is irritatingly unconcerned with actually explicating the poem, although it is the crowning achievement of the man he believes to be the greatest poet on earth.  Kinbote is much more interested in telling his own outrageous story, which seems to have nothing to do with the poem.  This is confusing since the explication of the poem would normally be the focus of the commentator.  David Cowart argues that this is exactly what Nabokov intended.  He writes, “Nabokov wants the disorientation that comes of encountering a text outside the usual literary venues.  The reader is denied the orientation that comes with a poem’s appearance in a ‘little magazine’ or anthology—the orientation that comes with knowing that a poem’s creator is a real person.  Nabokov invites his reader to discover that Shade’s subject (death) is less important than the texture of his meditation on it.  To put it another way:  the real subject of ‘Pale Fire’ (the poem) is its own intertextuality” (71, emphasis in original).  Although an experienced reader of literary criticism would feel this disorientation strongly, a naïve reader may feel this as well.  However, the feeling of disorientation for a naïve reader would focus more directly on the inter-referencing of the notes and the poem.

The inter-referencing of notes in a scholarly text is not unusual.  Nabokov uses this literary device in a way that could be perceived simply as a parody or exaggeration of the academic style of writing.  It is interesting to note that the publication of Pale Fire precedes by two years the publishing of Nabokov’s four-volume translation and commentary on Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin.  Brian Boyd suggests that the writing of Pale Fire had to be influenced by his work on the translation, which he researched and wrote for 10 years (67).  Viewed in this light, Nabokov seems to be creating in Pale Fire a parody of his own scholarly work and creates a character that could be considered analogous to himself in Pale Fire’s commentator Kinbote.  William Monroe suggests that Nabokov is thinking of his own experiences when writing Pale Fire: “Nabokov himself had recently played Kinbote to Pushkin by translating, with the same parasitical apparatus of scholarly notes and commentary, the great Russian poet’s Eugene Onegin.  And Nabokov realizes—perhaps he learned the lesson only too well from his Pushkin exercise—that scholarship unleashed on hapless texts is inevitably a process of domination and control” (2).  This bitter attitude was perhaps exacerbated by the poor reception of Nabokov’s initial publication of the translation of Eugene Onegin in 1962.  Nabokov reacted to his critics by stating:  “In an era of inept and ignorant imitations, whose piped-in background music has hypnotized innocent readers into fearing literality's salutary jolt, some reviewers were upset by the humble fidelity of my version. . . .” (“Nabokronlogy”).   His literal translation of Eugene Onegin must have introduced questions as to Nabokov’s poetic abilities, since he translated the poem word-for-word instead of recreating it in English verse.  The previous quotation from Nabokov—including the demonizing of all his critics, the protestation of his own expertise, and the comment about the “piped-in background music”—could easily come straight from the fictionalized lips of Charles Kinbote.  Kinbote’s fictional publication difficulties also evoke the situation in which Nabokov found himself when he published Lolita, in Paris in 1955, after the rejection of four American publishers.

Boyd also opines that Nabokov is attempting to evoke in the readers of Pale Fire the sense of magic discovery he had while researching Pushkin (69).  I assume that Nabokov, while he may poke fun at himself, has not written Pale Fire entirely in jest.  I must see Nabokov as using Kinbote’s notes in a more genuine way to guide the reader to the connections that he considers important or to emphasize certain events or comparisons between characters.  Nabokov spends much of his “energy” in the novel (by “energy” I mean the creation of connections and comparisons between segments of text) on the relationship between the poet and the commentator.  He must have scrutinized this relationship closely during his own work on Pushkin’s text.  Not all critics find this confusion a positive aspect of the text.  In fact, Herbert Smith disagrees with this idea and states that “any reader who attempted to follow up all cross references would soon find herself locked in an infinite and self-referential maze” (187).  Smith has not found any relevance to the cross-references themselves, but he places great importance on the connections created by inter-referencing the seemingly dissimilar passages of poetry and prose.  Smith examines more closely a literal interpretation of Nabokov’s shaping of the text by looking at the word “lemniscate” in line 137 and its associated note.  Shade writes, “The miracle of a lemniscate left / Upon wet sand by nonchalantly deft / Bicycle tires” (ll. 137-139).  Kinbote notes the meaning of the unusual term lemniscate: ‘“A unicursal bicircular quartic,” says my weary old dictionary.  I cannot understand what this has to do with bicycling and suspect that Shade’s phrase has no real meaning” (137).  In less obtuse terms, lemniscate means a curving line that is formed like a figure-8 (www.dictionary.com).  This figure-8 shape is a symbol for infinity, but Smith thinks that Kinbote’s misinterpretation of lemniscate is a tactic of Nabokov’s to conceal this meaning of the word momentarily from the reader.  He protests any idea that this meaning was intentionally evoked by Nabokov, writing, “Obviously Nabokov had no intention to help the reader discover the suggestive Möbius shape of the word’s meaning, or its possible reference to the shape of the poem-novel that we are here exploring” (Smith, 189).  However, I think it is more in keeping with the trickery-filled nature of this novel that Kinbote’s mistaken definition of the word is a tactic used by Nabokov to arouse the more careful reader’s interest in that word and a more interesting and meaningful explanation of it.  Smith goes on to suggest looking at the novel as infinitely self-referential with the reader following references from note to note and from referred to or alluded to text to yet another text.  In this view, the shape of the novel is similar to the wandering path taken through a maze.  I will argue that the connections Nabokov creates go beyond the poetry of Shade and the commentary of Kinbote to encompass the entire scope of human experience with an emphasis on whichever aspects the reader is enticed to bring into sharper focus.  Smith does not see these connections as enablers of the plot but as a metaphor for the relationship between commentator and poet:  “Thus has Nabokov succeeded in creating the world’s first lemniscate novel.  The reading of Pale Fire is a strip of infinite discontinuities between prose and verse” (190).  Smith realizes the infinite nature of the text, but does not see any resolution to the discontinuity between prose and verse.  I will show that Nabokov has provided a model of the complexity of the human condition and this model is one of order, not an infinity of discontinuities.

Interconnections are the Focus

The entire structure of Pale Fire places emphasis on the connections between dissimilar entities.  For example, there are connections between two dissimilar texts (Shade’s and Kinbote’s), and connections between dissimilar people (Shade and Kinbote, Gradus and Shade, Kinbote and Odon, etc.).  Nabokov creates connections by illuminating similarities between things that at first glance appear quite dissimilar.  I will argue that these connections are of vital importance to the meaning of Pale Fire and are critical in other aspects of Nabokov’s creativity, such as chess problems.  The activity of writing a commentary on a work of poetry is necessarily one of outlining connections.  These connections may exist between the poet and his contemporaries, the poem and its interpretation, or the poem/poet and its/his inspiration.  It is in the connections that Kinbote creates between his own story and the story that is being told by the poem that we recognize his madness.  Austin Wright sees these references as a way to bring out the true nature of the character of Kinbote, writing:    “Many of the cross-references are to minor connections: they serve the parody and the characterization of Kinbote rather than the actual process of reading” (261).  The constant inter-referencing of other notes and other stories emphasizes Kinbote’s scattered frame of mind.  The connection between the real world that Shade inhabits and the Zemblan world of “resemblers” (265) causes us to question Kinbote’s grasp of reality and sets the stage for the slow revelation of Kinbote’s ineptness at creating meaningful resemblances between the poem and his own crazy story.  Peggy Ward Corn theorizes that the conveyance of Kinbote’s madness is merely one facet of the connections Nabokov creates between text segments.  She writes, “Once we understand that Kinbote is unreliable, we respond to Nabokov’s juxtaposition of the two literary works by comparing Kinbote and Shade, looking for the connections that will help us harmonize the two and thus discover the meaning of the novel.  We read each in terms of the other, exploring delusion, the search for design in the universe, and the fear of and attraction to perfection in death” (87).  The connection of the poem and the commentary do not immediately make sense to the reader.  She must work to reconcile these different characters.  

Connections between poet and commentator exist in any work of literary criticism, but the obvious disparity between Kinbote and Shade forces the reader to examine this relationship in an overt fashion.  These two writers disagree on many philosophical points and it is through their argumentative conversations that their contentious opinions and aspirations are exposed.  Both Wright and Corn assert that the revelations of previously unseen similarities are emphasized by the references between the segments of text; as Wright explains:  “The cross-references—notes to poem and notes to notes—make connections explicit, but though every reader will often want to check them, I do not think they reorganize the text or dictate a specific change in the order of reading.  They call explicit attention, rather, to links of a kind which exist in all novels and which readers discover, generally, in no determined order” (261).  I disagree with Wright and Smith.  A reader whose attention is piqued will investigate those notes she finds most interesting and not necessarily consult others.  How far she follows this maze of references is also variable, but it does affect the way in which the text is read.  For example, if the reader follows instructions in the Foreword and consults the note to line 802, then she is introduced to “my Zembla” by the narrator.  This information affects the way the reader understands the early notes concerning the exiled king of Zembla.  The reader who has consulted the note to line 802 sees through Kinbote’s thinly veiled secret identity.  The plot is reorganized for this reader, since the note has given her additional information about Kinbote.

The maze that Nabokov creates by linking the texts in unexpected ways can be perceived as a meaningless academic exercise.  However, it could also be considered as a chess problem where the answering move seems quite obvious, but merely conceals a more complex trap.  In this way, Nabokov’s parody of academic discourse may conceal a more poignant comment on the complicated connections that exist between implicitly and explicitly inter-referenced texts.

Luzhin, preparing an attack for which it was first necessary to explore a maze of variations, where his every step aroused a perilous echo, began a long meditation: he needed, it seemed, to make one last prodigious effort and he would find the secret move leading to victory.  Suddenly, something occurred outside his being, a scorching pain - and he let out a loud cry, shaking his hand stung by the flame of a match, which he had lit and forgotten to apply to his cigarette.  The pain immediately passed, but in the fiery gap he had seen something unbearably awesome, the full horror of the abysmal depths of chess.  He glanced at the chessboard and his brain wilted from hitherto unprecedented weariness.  But the chessmen were pitiless, they held and absorbed him.  There was horror in this, but in this also was the sole harmony, for what else exists in the world besides chess? (Nabokov, The Defense)
In this passage, we see that Nabokov is writing for the reader who will search for the “secret move” that has to exist in this novel.  It would be completely out of character for Nabokov to write a novel in which the meaning merely exists on the surface.  He strives to entice the reader towards a sense of discovery while she investigates the complexity of meaning that exists in Pale Fire.  Nabokov refers to his practice of including this chess-like complexity in his texts while being interviewed about his autobiography:

Was there any precedent for the memoir that is to some extent manipulated or constructed or conceived as a novel? Mr. Nabokov didn’t think too long. “There isn’t any precedent that I know of,” he said. “It is a literary approach to my own past. There is some precedent for it in the novel, in Proust, say, but not in the memoir. With me,” Mr. Nabokov said, “it is a kind of composition. I am a composer of chess problems. Nobody,” he said, “has yet solved the chess problem in ‘Conclusive Evidence.’ [Original title of his memoir Speak, Memory]” What about a professional, a Reuben Fine, a Reshevsky, or someone like that? “I’m waiting for one to come along.”(Breit)

He makes no bones about including a puzzle in the text he has written describing his own life.  Why should this novel be any different?  

Nabokov’s puzzles are formed within the connections of the texts, just as a chess problem is contained in the connection between moves and responses.  In Nabokov’s autobiography, he explains further his fascination with chess problems and the metaphor of fiction contained in them.  As in his chess problems, Nabokov’s fiction uses the classical structure of a labyrinth while creating a stunning deviation from it as well.  Nabokov writes about the trickery involved in chess strategy, 

Themes in chess, it may be explained, are such devices as forelaying, withdrawing, pinning, unpinning and so forth; but it is only when they are combined in a certain way that a problem is satisfying.  Deceit, to the point of diabolism, and originality, verging upon the grotesque, were my notions of strategy; and although in matters of construction I tried to conform, whenever possible, to classical rules, such as economy of force, unity, weeding out of loose ends, I was always ready to sacrifice purity of form to the exigencies of fantastic content, causing form to bulge and burst like a sponge-bag containing a small furious devil. (Speak, Memory, 289-290)

In this passage, Nabokov explains his motivation for composing chess problems.  He prefers to create chess problems that stretch traditional themes to the limit.  He also abuses the rules of convention by using them to root the chess problem in a classical structure and then throws the conventions away when the structure confines the beauty of his content.  In much the same way, Nabokov establishes Pale Fire in the classical structure of literary criticism and then explodes that convention with his fictional poet and commentator.  The person who pursues the solution to Nabokov’s devious chess problem is struggling with the same complexities faced by the reader of Pale Fire as she tries to follow Nabokov’s convoluted path of narrative.  Nabokov goes on to describe the way he tries to trick the potential solver of his chess problems as well as the reader of his fictions:  “It should be understood that competition in chess problems is not really between White and Black but between the composer and the hypothetical solver (just as in a first-rate work of fiction the real clash is not between the characters but between the author and the world), so that a great part of a problem’s value is due to the number of ‘tries’—delusive opening moves, false scents, specious lines of play, astutely and lovingly prepared to lead the would-be solver astray” (Speak, Memory, 290).  Nabokov perceives the relationship between reader and writer to be a competitive one.  The writer attempts to hide cleverly the “solution” or secret center of the fiction.

The intricacies of Nabokov’s puzzles are similar to the connections that exist in a maze.  He uses spiral imagery (“anti-thetic”) to explain the preliminary (and seemingly meaningless or unproductive) steps that the solver must take to reach the conclusion.  Nabokov writes about a chess problem he composed, which 

was meant for the delectation of the very expert solver.  The unsophisticated might miss the point of the problem entirely, and discover its fairly simple, ‘thetic’ solution without having passed through the pleasurable torments prepared for the sophisticated one.  The latter would start by falling for an illusory pattern of play based on a fashionable avant-garde theme (exposing White’s King to checks), which the composer had taken the greatest pains to ‘plant’ (with only one obscure little move by an inconspicuous pawn to upset it).  Having passed through this ‘antithetic’ inferno the by now ultrasophisticated solver would reach the simple key move (bishop to c2) as somebody on a wild goose chase might go from Albany to New York by way of Vancouver, Eurasia and the Azores.  The pleasant experience of the roundabout route (strange landscapes, gongs, tigers, exotic customs, the thrice-repeated circuit of a newly married couple around the sacred fire of an earthen brazier) would amply reward him for the misery of the deceit, and after that, his arrival at the simple key move would provide him with a synthesis of poignant artistic delight. (Speak, Memory, 290-291)

From this it seems that the beauty and duplicity of the “roundabout route” is what challenges Nabokov to create his chess problems.  The way he describes this problem sounds as if he was referring to Pale Fire with the “wild goose chase,” “strange landscapes,” and “exotic customs” of Zembla included.  As Nabokov leads the potential solver of his chess problems to the hidden and complex conclusion of the game, so does he lead the sophisticated reader of Pale Fire to the hidden center of the maze of meaning he has constructed around Kinbote and Shade.  The simple conclusion of Pale Fire is that Kinbote is mad.  If the reader stops at this point she has curtailed her complete enjoyment of the “synthesis of poignant artistic delight” that awaits further investigation and the pursuit of the more “roundabout route.”

Not only are these connections within the text vital to the experience of the text, but the reader’s pursuit of the connections also becomes part of the story.  The placement of dissimilar segments of text next to each other compels the reader to draw connections between them.  The author leads the reader down this particular avenue of interpretation.  Nabokov does more than just lead the reader through the story by prompting her to read the text segments in a certain order.  He is also creating an entirely separate story that establishes discrete relationships between characters that may never be explicitly explained in the text.  Instead, these connections are generated in the spaces between the text—the leaps of logic necessary to establish a master plan or see through the trap in the chess problem.   Boyd suggests that this is a desirable aspect in Nabokov’s writing: “One of his greatest achievements as a writer was to invent a way to entice his readers to discover little by little the increasing complexity of the world of one of his novels, to lure them, as he felt lured by the mystery of the world around him, into trying to advance along that infinite succession of steps” (5).  Nabokov is thus able to pique the interest (and perhaps infuriate) the jaded literary aficionado with his duplicity and veiled meanings.

Nabokov does present something that is immediately accessible (overt structure), but entices readers to explore the deeper structure further (Boyd, 5).  Corn agrees that the truth or deeper structure is difficult to find.  She writes, “As with any unreliable narrator, we have to pick our way carefully between truth and delusion, because Kinbote is unable to do so himself” (85).  The reader must “pick her way carefully” through the complex maze that traps even its fictional creator Kinbote.  The different stories within this novel are embedded in layers of narrative, not told in sequence.  Corn describes her idea of this embedding technique when she states “In Pale Fire, Nabokov uses each narrative in surprising and subtle ways to deepen our understanding of the other, providing his readers an experience of ‘combinational delight’ peculiar to the reading of a well-wrought Russian doll work.  His novel demonstrates some of the great variety of literary effects made possible by the doubling of narrative planes and a reader’s efforts to integrate them” (89).  Corn explains her novel concept of Russian doll fiction, stating that it “consists of two distinct narrative planes, on which reside two distinct stories . . . each Russian doll story is substantial, developed at length, and neither exists merely to frame the other” (83).  By using Corn’s concept to identify them, I would describe the narrative planes of Pale Fire to be: 

1. Literary criticism:  Kinbote explicates Shade’s poem.  This does not explain everything to my satisfaction, since Kinbote’s commentary does not have much to do with Shade’s poem.

2. Kinbote’s story of the exiled king of Zembla:  This does not make sense, because it is easy to see that Kinbote cannot be the former king of Zembla because of the Jack Gray/Jakob Gradus discrepancy.

3. Kinbote is simply mad:  This is unsatisfactory to me because there seems to be no evidence of Nabokov’s desire to create a novel that is simply nonsensical.  My previous evidence from Speak, Memory suggests that Nabokov intends to create novels with a deeper structure concealed beneath a meaning that consists of the easy answer.  

The next layers are leaps of logic away from Kinbote.  There are many other stories alluded to within the novel that are available for exploration (for example, Hazel’s suicide, Aunt Maud, ghostly apparitions, Kinbote’s relationship with Shade, etc.).  There are also allusions to other “real world” texts that may be significant to the reader’s interpretation of Pale Fire (for example, Timon of Athens, “The Erlkönig,” the study of butterflies, etc.).  The layers become increasingly complex.  The discovery of the meaning in these layers of narrative allows the reader to experience the “combinational delight” for herself.  He has given the reader an example of a riddle that she is capable of solving.  The riddle is a metaphor for the manner in which human existence continues to increase in complexity.

A Metaphor is Created

The textual labyrinth can be seen as a metaphor for the realities of the world.  If one has guidance and an optimistic attitude about the world we live in, then he will see life as a positive experience that can be navigated with little pain.  If one is more negative about this life and sees unnecessary complications and unfathomable complexities at every turn, then he will feel defeated in his place in the world and see life as a constant, frustrating struggle.  Ilana Snyder has said that if a textual labyrinth is thought of as an “intricate structure of inter-communicating pathways—through which it is difficult but not impossible to find one’s way without a clue, then the metaphor may evince hopes of conquest and encourage the belief that to find one’s way through a maze involves challenges, adventure and excitement.  If, however, the labyrinth is taken to be an obscure and even tortuous arrangement, then the metaphor may suggest that to find one’s way through it is impossible, and can result only in confusion, frustration and ultimate defeat” (37).  As a reader, I went through stages of exploration while examining Pale Fire, feeling exhilarated and defeated by turns.  

Nabokov implies comparisons by relating different segments of text to each other.  These segments involve many different pieces of literature, not just the text of Pale Fire itself.  One example of this type of metaphor is Nabokov’s use of the “Erlkönig” within the novel.  Nabokov refers to this text to entice the reader to explore further the complex labyrinth of connections that are created by the human experience.  When the reader pursues the meaning that can be found by comparing Pale Fire to the “Erlkönig” she is rewarded by discovering another avenue of interpretation and an alternate way of examining the relationships of Shade and Kinbote.  In Line 584, John Shade refers “The mother and the child” (55).  In this section of his poem, the mother and the child are the dead wife and dead child of a man who has gone to heaven.  He is unsure of how to greet his two wives and son in the afterlife.  His first wife and son are lost on a “wild March night” (55) just as John Shade loses his daughter on a wild March night (described earlier in Canto Two).  Kinbote’s note to line 584 says, “Es ist die Mutter mit ihren Kind (see note to line 664).”  Kinbote’s German sentence translates to “It is the mother with her child,” which is strikingly similar to “the mother and the child” of the poem.  If the reader refers to the note to line 664 as directed by Kinbote, he sees that an explanation of line 664 is included with the note to line 662.  Kinbote explains the connection he sees between John Shade’s poem and Goethe’s “Erlkönig” in this note.  Kinbote notes the obvious similarity between line 662, “Who rides so late in the night and the wind,” and line 664, “It is the father with his child,” to the first two lines of Goethe’s poem, “Who rides so late through the night and the wind? / It’s the father with his child.”  Kinbote then goes on to state that the interesting thing about this similarity is that “Another fabulous ruler, the last king of Zembla, kept repeating these haunting lines [the first two lines of Goethe’s poem] to himself both in Zemblan and German . . . while he climbed through the bracken belt of the dark mountains he had to traverse in his bid for freedom” (Pale Fire, 239; Boyd, 85).  Kinbote makes a subtle intertextual reference and emphasizes his fantasy of being the exiled king of Zembla.  Kinbote’s analysis is shallow.  He does not note the similarity between the father character in Goethe’s poem and John Shade in that they have both lost children.  Their children were seduced away from them into death and both children tried to warn their fathers.  However, in both cases, the father is unable to prevent the death of his child.  In Kinbote’s commentary, the metaphorical connection is drawn between Shade and Kinbote as the figures of loss rather than between Shade and Goethe’s father character–or even between Shade and Goethe, which another less singularly biased commentator might include.  Kinbote’s loss of his kingdom of Zembla (which can easily be seen as a fantasy world) is compared to Shade’s very real loss of his daughter.  Shade is attempting to deal with this grief through his last great autobiographical work and Kinbote reduces it to a petty whine about the loss of imagined nobility.  Does this create a parallel between the triviality of fantasy life and the mortality of a man?  Does Nabokov force the reader to examine her own seriousness about death and question the legitimacy of that fear?  Should we fear death and grieve for our loved ones as Kinbote laments the loss of his kingdom?  We see Kinbote’s grief as selfish and obsessive.  No one would like to think of herself as being like this man.  This metaphorical connection created between the texts allows the reader to see Kinbote’s situation as petty and not as noble as he would like the reader to think.


Nabokov also uses textual metaphor to expose his own potential fallacies and warn the reader away from trusting the author too much.  Kinbote produces a variant reading of lines 39-40 of Shade’s poem, which reminds him of some lines from Timon of Athens.  Lines 39-40 are written, “Was close my eyes to reproduce the leaves / Or indoor scene, or trophies of the eaves” (34).  This line, with its “trophies of the eaves,” resonates with line 35’s “stillicide.”  Trophies of the eaves (icicles) could be produced by the dripping water referred to by the term stillicide.  However, Kinbote overlooks this easily established relationship and introduces a variant “. . . and home would haste my thieves / The sun with stolen ice, the moon with leaves” (79).  This reminds Kinbote of lines 478-482 of Act IV, Scene III in Timon of Athens:

The sun’s a thief, and with his great attraction

Robs the vast sea, the moon’s an arrant thief,

And her pale fire she snatches from the sun:

The sea’s a thief whose liquid surge resolves

The moon into salt tears.

Kinbote identifies himself with Timon, since he sees himself as an isolated misanthrope (Pale Fire, 79).  Cowart suggests that Kinbote unwittingly reveals his own duplicity in this passage.  He writes, “These lines offer an obviously ironic comment on Kinbote’s acts of thievery, from the purloining of Shade’s manuscript to the more elaborate fraud of his self-serving annotations” (71).  Meanwhile, on the surface Kinbote fabricates the variant as an excuse to compare himself with a tragic Shakespearean hero and hazards a sloppy guess from where Shade has “stolen” his title.  

There is a deeper level to the consanguinity Nabokov has created in this section of text.  Unless the careful reader takes the time to consult the sources, he may see Kinbote as egotistical and may be skeptical of his honesty in the variants he describes, but he will not realize the depth of Nabokov’s deception.  Wright points out the deceptive nature of Nabokov’s writing. 

This is the challenge of details, involving the accurate perception of the parts without regard to the whole they form.  We are challenged by the trickiness and game-playing that characterize Nabokov’s manner and the special erudition he brings to it.  The text is full of buried secrets, jokes, traps, riddles.  (A good example is the concealment of the source of the title by a misquotation from Timon of Athens.) . . .  On page 80 Kinbote translates back into English a passage from Timon of Athens previously translated into Zemblan.  In the process the words ‘pale fire,’ in the original, have been dropped out, though Kinbote is unaware of the omission. (Wright, 263)

When (or if) the reader’s interest is piqued enough to consult the actual source text referred to by Kinbote (as quoted previously), she is rewarded by finding the origin of the title of Pale Fire revealed.  However, I do not believe this could be the “true” inspiration of Shade’s title for his poem, since I believe Kinbote has fabricated the variant and the reference to Timon of Athens.   

Instead of revealing merely Kinbote’s error and the surprise of discovering “Pale Fire” in Shakespeare’s play, Nabokov presents a harder nut for the reader to crack.  This example of mistranslation could cause the inquisitive reader to contemplate the work of other translators—Kinbote’s uncle Conmal and his questionable skill and all the meaning that can be lost in any translation (especially Kinbote’s).  Kinbote dismisses Conmal and Shade as too bookish; that is, they do not experience physical reality enough and choose to remain isolated in their ivory towers.  Kinbote notes that Conmal’s translation is probably inaccurate, but none of the Zemblans dared to question his “expertise” (Pale Fire, 286).  Here, I think, Nabokov is insisting that any translator be received with skepticism—even himself.  Hennard takes this concept further by looking at the symbolical aspects of the passage from Timon of Athens:    “while the poet (the sun) thieves his material from reality (the sea), his theft is in turn replicated against him by the critic (the moon, the lunatic) before being washed away by the very source of the poet’s creation. . . . as far as the critic’s impact on the world is concerned, the moon’s influence on the sea generates the tides or sea-changes of critical movements” (Hennard, 303).  Hennard does not go on to explain the significance of the mistaken translation, except to note that the discrepancy calls attention to the Shakespeare passage.  Kinbote does not see the error in his own translation.  He believes that any error was introduced by Conmal.  He can question his uncle’s expertise, but cannot see his own weakness. 

Nabokov uses textual metaphor to connect the outside world—that is, the world of science—to his work.  Butterflies are mentioned many times in Pale Fire, with the most notable instance being at the moment before John Shade’s death.  Kinbote and Shade see a butterfly called a Red Admirable near the house that Kinbote rents in New Wye.

One minute before his death, as we were crossing from his demesne to mine and had begun working up between the junipers and ornamental shrubs, a Red Admirable (see note to line 270) came dizzily whirling around us like a colored flame.  Once or twice before we had already noticed the same individual, at that same time, on that same spot, where the low sun finding an aperture in the foliage splashed the brown sand with a last radiance while the evening’s shade covered the rest of the path.  One’s eyes could not follow the rapid butterfly in the sunbeams as it flashed and vanished, and flashed again, with an almost frightening imitation of conscious play which now culminated in its settling upon my delighted friend’s sleeve.  It took off, and we saw it next moment sporting in an ecstasy of frivolous haste around a laurel shrub, every now and then perching on a lacquered leaf and sliding down its grooved middle like a boy down the banisters on his birthday.  Then the tide of the shade reached the laurels, and the magnificent, velvet-and-flame creature dissolved in it. (290)

Much might be made of this sighting of a butterfly, especially when all of the references are looked at together.  Brian Boyd suggests that the mention of this butterfly in such close proximity to John Shade’s death is an indication of the importance of this insect “character” in the novel as a whole.  He proposes that the strange placement of the butterfly sighting will raise an instinctual questioning in the reader’s mind.  Boyd writes that the reader will “react with a sense of wonder to something that, given Shade’s imminent death, must be an omen yet feels anything but ominous” (132).  The evocative image of the butterfly might pique the reader’s interest in the other appearances of this creature.

After the reader’s curiosity is aroused by this scene, she may want to explore this metaphor fully and retrace her steps to examine other references to this butterfly.  In the poem “Pale Fire” Shade compares his wife, Sybil, to the Vanessa butterfly (also known as the Red Admirable) in line 271, when he speaks of her as “My Admirable butterfly!”  This same type of butterfly is mentioned several times by both Shade and Kinbote.  This shows the importance that Nabokov placed on this type of detailed scientific study of the physical world.   Brian Boyd spends quite a bit of energy on this metaphorical relationship, suggesting that Nabokov establishes the Red Admirable butterfly as the influence of the dead and the inspiration of John Shade’s poetry (150).  We can believe that this particular butterfly was added to the novel with great deliberation by Nabokov, since he spent years studying butterflies and even had a new species named after him.  He wrote, “Several of my finds have been dealt with by other workers; some have been named after me” (Speak, Memory, 126).  For example, “Nabokov’s Pug” is a butterfly species, of which Nabokov was the first to capture and identify a specimen.  If the reader examined closely Nabokov’s choice of the Red Admirable butterfly, then a hidden text filled with minute scientific detail might be revealed.  The detailed researcher of Pale Fire may discover for herself the beauty of the study of butterflies and the lovely metaphor that is created between the butterfly and characters in the novel.  Boyd suggests that this is an example of the modeling of the discovery process that Nabokov wants to encourage in his reader.  He writes, “Nabokov thinks that only by paying attention to the infinitely complex particulars of our world and their inexhaustible combinations is it possible to appreciate the limitless generosity of things.  Only by finding these things out for ourselves, with all the effort and imagination it requires to master something new and rich and intricate, can we feel in discovery a thrill as close as possible to the rapture of creation” (247-248, emphasis in original).  Nabokov is doing more than allowing us a glimpse of his fictional world.  He is attempting to show us a new way of looking at the real world.  


All these different texts that Nabokov weaves into the maze of Pale Fire are found to yield secret passageways to the inquisitive reader.  The texts to which Nabokov alludes lead the reader to a metaphorical connection between the multiple texts and multiple interpretive directions of her own choosing.  Alden Sprowles suggests that Nabokov uses other texts to develop the ideas central to Pale Fire, writing, “The interplay of the several fictions and the corresponding puzzle of their relative validity produces the curious effect of solidifying the picture of Shade and his poem” (227).  In this way, Nabokov causes us to question the validity of any text and to worry less about the reality of the poet he is describing.  When Shade’s text is placed into a metaphorical context with other texts the reader is forced to accept this poem as no more or less trustworthy than the other works of fiction the reader accepts as true works of art by “real” poets.

Metonymous Connections

In the commentary that Kinbote has created around the poem “Pale Fire,” he spends more time referring to his own notes than actual lines of the poem.  Many of Kinbote’s notes refer to the same other note.  These clusters form around certain notes within the commentary and seem to imply that Nabokov expects the reader to visit these notes frequently and from different points within the rest of the text.  This repeated association establishes a metonymous relationship between these highly referenced notes and the notes that refer to them.  There are at least 445 references to other notes within the commentary and Foreword of Pale Fire.  Nabokov places the inter-textual references pervasively throughout the text (the first occurs on page fifteen, the third page of the Foreword); thereby immediately informing the reader that she will be led by them through the text.  She must choose to follow Kinbote’s instruction in the Foreword to refer to note 991 or continue to read the novel from front to back.  If the reader is willing to follow the references, she will be led in a very contorted manner through the text and will see the clusters of notes to which Kinbote repeatedly refers.

I think that the repetition and the juxtaposition of the different story lines of Pale Fire are an indication of emphasis on the selected text sections and the relationship between the events of this note and the events of another note.  Sometimes the relationship is obvious, such as the connection between the note to line 238 and the note to line 181.  Kinbote refers the reader to note 181 to explain John Shade’s motivation for going on a walk with Kinbote, which is the subject of note 238.  When the reader consults note 181, she sees that Kinbote thinks that Shade feels badly that Kinbote was not invited to Shade’s birthday party the night before.  However, some references are not so obvious.  An example of two events that seem to have no connection is the arrival of Gradus in Copenhagen (described in the note to line 209) and John Shade’s birthday party (described in the note to line 181).  This linking of seemingly dissimilar events could allow the reader to associate those events more closely in her mind.  For example, the links having to do with Gradus and John Shade’s birthday (see figure 1) help to associate those two characters.  This contributes to Kinbote’s concept of John Shade’s poem as somehow predicting or being affected by the travels of Gradus as he makes his way closer to his destructive arrival in New Wye.  The note to line 181, the center of this cluster, is a description of John Shade’s birthday and party, to which Kinbote is not invited.
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Figure 1

The notes which refer to the note to line 181 are: the note to line 120 (describing Gradus’ travels), the note to line 167 (discussing the lines of poetry written on Shade’s birthday), the note to line 209 (Gradus reaches Copenhagen), the note to line 347 (Shade waits up for Hazel’s late return in his bathrobe—the bathrobe which is replaced by Kinbote’s birthday present), and the note to line 238 (Kinbote makes Shade feel guilty about not inviting him to his birthday party and, consequently, Shade goes for a walk with Kinbote, during which he refuses to discuss his poem).  Boyd believes that Nabokov intentionally constructed these metonymous relationships to establish a new pattern of meaning for the reader.  This strategy creates new types of connections that are more subtle and intuitive than other means of connecting the characters and events.  He writes, “But he [Nabokov] was also interested in the surprising patterns that could be discovered in particulars and that could perhaps help explain them at some deeper level.  The unusual tension between particulars and pattern in Nabokov is an intensification of the give-and-take between the clarity of reflection and the clutter of experience in all reading and interpretation, in every interplay between life and thought” (257).  The reader may pick particular details out of the plethora that Nabokov has placed in the novel and follow any one of her choosing in a roundabout route through the life and fictions of Nabokov.  The repetition of certain details does not necessarily imply that a certain motif represents one referent—that would be too simple.  Instead, they lead from one bit to the next and collect referents along the way.

Another way to interpret this metonymous relationship is to assert that Kinbote is obsessed with certain events and thus compulsively revisits them.  The constant feeling of going in circles, off in tangents, or seeming dead ends effectively reproduces Kinbote’s agitated state of mind for the reader.  This misdirection produces for the reader a sense of being out of control and scattered.  The reader is able to participate in Kinbote’s madness and to feel the effect of his obsession in a way that would be quite different if the text were simply linear.  Boyd refers to the story about Hentzner—Shade’s other walking companion—when he writes,  “Whenever we hear something called ‘pointless’ in Nabokov, we should look for the hidden point” (87).  Therefore, from the quotation from Hentzner’s son “Here Papa pisses” Boyd makes a connection to “Pippa Passes” (verse drama by Browning); which is about a creature passing through life while unconsciously influencing everything and everyone she passes.  I see another connection between Browning’s drama and Pale Fire.  The character Pippa encounters many different people throughout the day that Browning has dramatized.  Her experience is summarized:  “Each life turns out to be different from Pippa's imagining of it, though she herself does not realize this. . . .Pippa 'passes' by each of the four main scenes in turn, singing as she goes; each song, ironically juxtaposed with the action, effects a moral revolution in the characters concerned. . . . At the end of the drama we see Pippa back in her room at nightfall, unaware of the day's events”   (“Pippa Passes”).  Pippa is similar to Kinbote in that they do not perceive the connections between events.  This is exactly the behavior Nabokov encourages the reader to engage in by making obscure references and stimulating the curiosity of the reader with strange juxtapositions of text.


Some of the metonymous connections are problematic, but they may lead the reader to a deeper interpretation of Nabokov’s writing.  An example of a seemingly dead end is the theme of the crown jewels.  Nabokov tantalizes the reader into believing that there is some kind of revelation of the secret location of the crown jewels, but it is never explicitly stated. William Monroe suggests that the crown jewels are only one example of a red herring that Nabokov has set up for the reader by using the index to emphasize certain phrases.  He writes, “Nabokov’s index is, among other things, a maze to discourage and frustrate the predatory virtues of a Kinbote or a Humbert.  If we are foolish enough, for example, to search for the crown jewels by using the index’s directions about the whereabouts of the words ‘crown jewels,’ we will be led on a fruitless, perplexing, page-turning quest” ( 5, emphasis in original).  Other critics do find some meaning in the “crown jewels” when the reader takes the time to look beyond the phrase itself.  Hennard suggests, “In the ‘treasure hunt’ game of the Index, . . . the reader is invited to track down the Crown Jewels, ‘my gemmed scepter, ruby necklace, and diamond-studded crown in—no matter, where’ {217} only to find that the pattern of cross-references is circular.  However, despite Kinbote’s taunt, ‘you will never find our crown, necklace and scepter” {192}, the reader can find some jewels: absent from the story, they hid in the text in such names as Gerald Emerald and Judge Goldsworth” (315).  Using this line of reasoning, the reader must examine the text closely.  This is something that Nabokov is encouraging all along.  By paying careful attention to the details of Pale Fire, an amusing explanation can be found in the maze of references to the hidden royal treasure.  Sprowles suggests that the significance is another window into Kinbote’s reality.  “The joke on the Crown Jewels being hidden or lost is their parallel to Kinbote as King—as a homosexual he has lost his virility, or Crown Jewels” (242).  The Crown Jewels would be the ultimate proof of Kinbote’s royalty, but he will never admit their hiding place.  

The Crown Jewels are mentioned quite extensively in the Index, having eleven separate references.  It is quite unusual for a novel to have an index at all, so the reader must assume that there is a reason for the Index.  Austin Wright believes the Index gives the reader the opportunity to see the emphases placed on certain people referenced in the Index and the notable absences.  “More than anything else it compels us to look closely at the details again.  The next effect is to insist on our attention and to remind us that our attention has been demanded all along.  In such ways the index reiterates the importance of amazement and surprise and confirms the wonder of this quite wonderful book” (287).  When searching the Index, the reader can see quite clearly Nabokov’s sense of humor and the pure joy he has taken in creating this book.  Boyd suggests that Nabokov creates this puzzle with great deliberation.  He writes, “For Nabokov, the kind of sensitivity to particulars and the attention to the interrelations of things that he invites us to see and shows Kinbote to be blind to is no mere aesthetic fussing over details:  it carries a moral charge” (86).  Nabokov prods the reader to open her eyes to meaningful interrelationships and see the true complexity of the maze of the human condition.  Nabokov provides Kinbote as a thickheaded example of the blind and unobservant reader.  However, he cannot be completely disparaged since he creates his own strikingly exotic narrative from the (what he considers) slim pickings of Shade’s poetry and life.

The Labyrinth’s Secret Center

Is there an understanding that can be reached only by the initiated?  I will argue that the links that exist between text pieces are not used merely as a structural device, but actually contribute meaning to the work.  Perhaps the “secret center” will be revealed if we examine the themes of the text pieces that are concentrated on:  the note to line 181 (referenced 5 times), the Foreword (referenced 4 times), and the note to line 549 (referenced 4 times).  By comparison, most of the notes are not referred to by other notes at all.  The note to line 181 primarily concerns John Shade’s birthday and the party for him, which Kinbote is not invited to and consequently feels quite slighted by his omission.  The Foreword is the foundation of the novel and establishes the premise of Kinbote as the maligned commentator as well as a true friend and loyal devotee of the dead poet.  The note to line 549 concerns a supposed religious debate between Kinbote and Shade; wherein Kinbote espouses (at great length) his ideas on life after death and the pure futility of belief in life after death without a religious dogma to uplift that life.  If I assume that Nabokov is attempting to emphasize the themes present in these much-cited passages through their repetition, then I could conclude that Nabokov is much concerned with the life of a poet that exists in the public (via the birthday party) and his existence after death (via his published work, although it is violated by a would-be commentator/literary critic).  

There are many other methods for attempting to find the “secret center.”  Several avenues are investigated by Brian Boyd in his book, Nabokov’s Pale Fire:  The Magic of Artistic Discovery. “[Shade] cannot express the truth he sees behind things directly, but only through the interrelationships behind things.  In the same way, Nabokov allows his reader to find the interrelationships between the parts of Pale Fire that he must not make over explicit, to approach closer and closer to the ‘something else’ hidden behind the world of his work, a reflection of the ‘something else,’ the great surprise that he thinks hidden behind life and death by the mysterious generosity somehow hidden still further behind” (8).  This tactic could also be seen as a more academic exercise, in that it is used to examine the way that one may read any literary work.  David Cowart evokes the concept of deconstruction to explain the type of reading that Pale Fire requires.  “As Kinbote deconstructs Shade, the reader deconstructs Kinbote.  The author stages a deconstruction, so to speak, of deconstruction” (67). He explains exactly how Nabokov does this by saying that, 

One begins with the most obvious and outrageous of these deconstructions —the Kinbote text that seems at first to be nothing more than a singularly wrongheaded piece of old-fashioned critical annotation.  Kinbote’s symbiotic guest text is in the form of a commentary that mines the host text for those unintended details out of which he can construct a ‘meaning’ at odds with the ostensible one.  Kinbote admits that Shade’s poem, ‘in its pale and diaphanous final phase, cannot be regarded as a direct echo of my narrative’ (p. 81)—then proceeds to squeeze the text until it yields precisely that excluded narrative. (82)  

I agree with Cowart that Nabokov does not emphasize the inviolability of his own text, but rather the extreme violability of it.  It is as if he is attempting to educate readers in the questioning of critical works before he is successful in publishing his laborious translation of Pushkin.  Cowart goes on to elaborate:  “The reader is implicitly invited to perform on Kinbote’s text the same critical operation that Kinbote performs on Shade’s text” (83).  If the reader pursues this deconstruction of Kinbote’s text, she will eventually begin to deconstruct the true author, which is Nabokov himself.

Kinbote does explode Shade’s text into a multitude of fragments.  Trails of meaning can be pursued to yield a dizzying array of referents.  However, Kinbote does not necessarily provide the best example of a careful reader.  Monroe suggests that the reader of Nabokov’s must read in a more conscious manner:

For Nabokov, reading is fraught with care.  His readers need to be patient and vigilant as well as playful and inventive—Kinbote is the latter but not the former.  Access to Nabokov’s potustoronnost, the otherworld, the underlying desire of Kinbote as well as Shade, demands artful precision as well as resplendent creativity.  Since no certainties are possible regarding this other realm, Nabokov would say that simple correspondences, autobiographical explanations, and materialistic formulas are all reductive and misleading. (4, emphasis in original)  

It is these glaring gaffes committed by Kinbote that make the fallibility of the careless reader appear so laughable and lamentable.  Nabokov is making fun of the reader who is not conscientious enough to pursue his veiled and labyrinthine meaning.

The Labyrinth as a Code or Map

Pale Fire could be examined as a labyrinth of linked texts, which form a code of connections created by Nabokov to clue us in subtly to his implicit meaning for the work.  Many critics I have quoted earlier, including Brian Boyd and Martine Hennard, see the connections between text segments as an encoded message from Nabokov.  The volume of these connections designates different clusters as more significant than others.  None of the critics I have studied examined the construction of the connections as significant aspects of the textual meaning.  I would compare the circling repetition of one section of text (referring the reader to one Note again and again) to the circling of the center in a medieval labyrinth.  By referring to the same note from the vantage point of different notes, Nabokov mimics the effect of circling the same central point and seeing it from different spots within the labyrinth.  For example, the cluster of notes surrounding Note to line 549 (see Figure 2) adds resonance to the religious discussion that Kinbote and Shade have in the Note to line 549.

First I will examine the four notes that refer to the note to line 549 and the reason the note to line 549 is referenced.  The affected notes are as follows:
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Figure 2 

In the note to line 101, Kinbote questions the veracity of John Shade’s poetic statement “No free man needs a God” and directs the reader to the note to line 549 (116).  In the note to line 768, Kinbote references a letter written to Disa, which mentions Shade’s earlier poem concerning a ginko tree and refers the reader to the note to line 49 (257).  If the reader consults the note to line 49 she will see a quotation from that poem and a reference to the building of “the new Episcopal church in New Wye (see note to line 549)” (93).  The note to line 169 “survival after death” is simply “See note to line 549” (148).  In the note to line 502 Kinbote is “obliged to observe that I strongly disapprove of the flippancy with which our poet treats, in this canto, certain aspects of spiritual hope which religion alone can fulfill (see also note to 549)” (223).   The direct connections to the note to line 549 are directed from John Shade’s skepticism about God “No free man needs a God,” the Episcopal church, “survival after death,” and the spiritual hope of religion.

The center of the note cluster, Line 549, is: “While snubbing gods including the big G” (53).  This line occurs near the beginning of Canto Three, in which Shade describes the “Institute of Preparation for the Hereafter” (I.P.H.).  The I.P.H. investigates the agnostic concept of death.  Kinbote writes in his commentary:  “Here indeed is the Gist of the matter” and immediately references line 517.  In line 517, Shade observes that the I.P.H. “missed the gist of the whole thing” (52).  Kinbote thinks that Shade has missed the gist of the matter as well.  He goes on to describe a discussion between himself and John Shade after a game of chess about the nature of sin.  Shade has moved away from the Episcopal church of his youth and no longer believes in Divine Will.  Shade does not think a person can know the will of God—he can do only what he knows to be good—and he cannot know what happens after death.  Shade explains, “Life is a great surprise.  I do not see why death should not be an even greater one” (225).  We can see the connections between the notes referencing the note to line 549 and the subject matter of the note itself.  Kinbote takes four additional opportunities (the four notes referencing the note to line 549) to reiterate his point about John Shade’s attitude toward God and death.  This also places emphasis on Kinbote’s refutation of Shade’s disbelief and places Kinbote’s own religious views prominently in front of the reader.

The multiplicity of notes that refer to the note to line 549 emphasizes the importance of this interconnection of texts.  In this circling of texts, I see a spiral, which is an image that Nabokov considers important enough to mention in his autobiography.

The spiral is a spiritualized circle.  In the spiral form, the circle, uncoiled, unwound, has ceased to be vicious; it has been set free.  I thought this up when I was a schoolboy, and I also discovered that Hegel’s triadic series (so popular in old Russia) expressed merely the essential spirality of all things in their relation to time.  Twirl follows twirl, and every synthesis is the thesis of the next series.  If we consider the simplest spiral, three stages may be distinguished in it, corresponding to those of the triad:  we can call ‘thetic’ the small curve or arc that initiates the convolution centrally; ‘antithetic’ the larger arc that faces the first in the process of continuing it; and ‘synthetic’ the still ampler arc that continues the second while following the first along the outer side.  And so on. (Speak, Memory, 275)

This spiral has much in common with the shape of the classic medieval labyrinth.  They are both single paths revolving around a stationary central point.  This provides the explorer with the opportunity to contemplate the center from many different vantage points during her transit of the path.  Nabokov sees the value of revisiting the same center from a variety of angles.  The repetitious references to one particular note again and again suggest that a difficult problem can only be solved by consulting every possible avenue of solution.  I agree with Brian Boyd, who sees evidence of spiral imagery in Pale Fire.  He writes,

John Shade’s positives form the first, thetic arc, the serene confidence at the end of his poem in his waking up tomorrow, in his surviving beyond death, in the harmony of galaxies divine.  The second arc, the antithesis, the negative counter-curve, corresponds to his murder and its consequences, his uncompleted poem, his travestied life and work and death.  In his discussion of the chess problem in Speak, Memory, Nabokov describes how in this antithetical stage he entices the would-be-expert solver toward a ‘fashionable avant-garde theme.’  The same stratagem recurs here in Pale Fire, in the savage irony, the metaphysical debunking, as Gradus’s and Kinbote’s mayhem undercuts Shade’s sense of order.  In the third arc the poem continues from line 999 to line 1000 by spiraling back to the beginning, in a sustained explosion of positive ironies that suggests an afterlife might transform even what looks like maximum meaninglessness into a synthesis of radiant sense.  Within Shade’s life, his confidence in the beyond could never be justified.  But from the outside, it is perhaps that very frailty and unfinishedness of mortality that allows for the munificence of the pattern that he can see from beyond. (233) 

The fiction of Pale Fire is infinitely self-referential.  The careful reader may spend forever wandering in Nabokov’s intricate maze.  Boyd goes on to suggest, “[T]his ‘antithetic’ inferno [creates]. . . the pleasant experience of the roundabout route” (75).  In this situation antithetic means re-reading; however, whether the reader enjoys all of this re-reading is entirely up to her.  A creative and exploratory approach enables the reader to enjoy this fiction on many levels and she may never be positive that she has reached the end of the maze.

Madness vs. Optimism for Modern Society

The labyrinthine textual linkings of Pale Fire can be seen as a commentary on the current way of life in the modern world.  The reader can concentrate on the theme of Kinbote’s obvious insanity—which would constitute a negative view of the modern world—or the reader can concentrate on a theme of life/influence after death—a more positive spin encouraged by Boyd and other critics.  Kinbote’s insanity is characterized by the obsessive concentration on the personal affronts he perceives all around him.  His paranoia increases throughout the novel and culminates in a murder that he cannot accept as anything less than a conspiracy against him that reaches across the globe to include all those who hate him—from the plotting “Shadows” in Zembla to his hated “Gerald Emerald” in New Wye.  This reading follows the concept of the modern maze as a puzzle that can be solved only by stumbling through the entire structure.  The reader may suspect Kinbote’s madness during the entire novel.  However, she does not see the full extent of it until she reads the final note, which is the climax of the plot against the exiled king of Zembla.  In the end, this interpretation seems very negative, since Kinbote’s madness calls into question the ultimate veracity of anything he has written.  How meaningful can it be if he was truly mad?  What can the reader really take away from this novel if it all was simply the narrator’s paranoia?  It makes the world seem meaningless and any attempt at understanding it futile. William Monroe thinks the reader should suspend her judgment on Kinbote and take him for what he is worth until the entire picture is displayed.  He writes, “If we expect Kinbote’s discourse to be an explication of the poem, we are disappointed; but if we relinquish our demands for a gloss and abandon ourselves to the world of Zembla, we are gratified” (5).  Perhaps this can be looked at in a less frustrating way if the reader is able to look within the maze of madness and concentrate on moments of lucidity or at least resonance with the “real” world.

Brian Boyd explicates Pale Fire in a more positive vein.  He sees this work describing a labyrinthine theme of life and death or the influence over the living exercised by the spirits of the dead.  I find this interpretation very appealing, since his complex argument conveys the supreme complexity of the inter-references of this fiction not only between the pieces of text contained in the novel, but also in other works of fiction by Nabokov, classic literature, and scientific information.  Boyd makes a very convincing argument in favor of Nabokov’s optimism about life and the modern state of the world in general.  He states,  “we are invited to see here that Shade’s shade, his ghost, influences Kinbote’s paranoia in such a way that his developing fantasy about Jack Grey takes shape as the Gradus story, which is then through Shade’s unrecognized guidance shaped into a complex narrative counterpoint to the composition of the poem” (211).  Does this mean that Shade influences his reader (Kinbote) after death, just as Nabokov will influence his own reader after death?  If we believe in Shade’s influence on Kinbote, then we can also see the similarity between Shade and Nabokov in that they are both leading their readers to come to certain conclusions or drawn particular connections between events.  Nabokov said of his short story “The Vane Sisters” (published in 1959), “Most of the stories I am contemplating . . . will be composed on these lines, according to this system where in a second (main) story is woven into, or placed behind, the superficial transparent one” (Boyd, 214).  Boyd bases his argument on this stated intention of Nabokov to conceal within the overt fictional structure a hidden story that must be fully explored or decoded by the careful reader in order to see through his trickery.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have examined several metaphorical and metonymous relationships created within the text of Pale Fire as well as relationships created with external texts.  All of these examples show clearly the relationship that Nabokov creates with his reader.  He hopes that his reader will respond to his tantalizing clues and solve the complex riddle he has created for her.  At first, the reader is drawn into the simple labyrinthine spiral of the text by the narrative tension between poem and commentary.  In the end, she is amazed by the complex interreferentiality and cannot find her way back out.  In Pale Fire, the reader may see a textual representation of the infinity of a Möbius loop.  The complexity of Nabokov’s narrative path mimics the infinity of the universe and the complex resolution of a chess problem.  It is problematic to believe that one can find an ultimate resolution to this text.  I believe that the complexity of this text is meant to mimic the complexity of the human situation and model the movement toward synthesis of that experience.  There can never be a complete resolution to this quintessential human situation, but in this text, Nabokov has given a beautiful example of humanity’s struggle with the complexities of life and, when dealt with in an optimistic frame of mind, the eventual harmony found in this complexity.  

Chapter Three:  The Maze Construction of Pynchon’s V.
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Man in the Maze

Somehow it was all tied up with a story he’d heard once, about a boy born with a golden screw where his navel should have been.  For twenty years he consults doctors and specialists all over the world, trying to get rid of this screw, and having no success.  Finally, in Haiti, he runs into a voodoo doctor who gives him a foul-smelling potion.  He drinks it, goes to sleep and has a dream.  In this dream he finds himself on a street, lit by green lamps.  Following the witch-man’s instructions, he takes two rights and a left from his point of origin, finds a tree growing by the seventh street light, hung all over with colored balloons.  On the fourth limb from the top there is a red balloon; he breaks it and inside is a screwdriver with a yellow plastic handle.  With the screwdriver he removes the screw from his stomach, and as soon as this happens he wakes from the dream.  It is morning.  He looks down toward his navel, the screw is gone.  That twenty years’ curse is lifted at last.  Delirious with joy, he leaps out of bed, and his ass falls off.

—Thomas Pynchon, V., 34

In the following chapter, I will explore the novel V., which was first published by Thomas Pynchon in 1961.  This novel creates a maze that is unlike that of Pale Fire.  Pynchon wants his reader to read the novel from beginning to end, but he deliberately constructs the narrative to obfuscate the story.  The reader is given bits and pieces of the story out of chronological order; that is, what I consider the main story about Stencil and V. is interspersed with disjointed events from the lives of the “Whole Sick Crew,” which function as a diversionary subplot and a lower class parody of greater events.  As Richard Pearce has written, “We never know where we’re going except that it’s the way we’re heading, and we’re heading from place to place and time to time in ways that are often bewildering” (“Where’re They At,” 219).  Pynchon does not allow the reader the level of choice in the order the text is read that Nabokov does and, in this way, he makes his seemingly haphazard narrative flow a concrete addition to and illumination of the connections he establishes between the dissimilar texts.  Plater suggests that these structural elements are critical to the interpretation of V.  “The critical concern about structure is real since it is, finally, the center of Pynchon’s fiction—the minotaur of his particular labyrinth” (188).  The reader is not the one skipping around through the text; it is Pynchon who presents the story in a non-sequential manner.  In order to follow Pynchon’s tortuous story line, the reader is forced to make formative leaps of logic to fill in the blanks and establish connections where Pynchon has merely strung together hints of the relationships between the texts.  This structure can also be seen as a factor in the plot development.  Pearce posits that the reader must fill these gaps to understand the text in the manner in which Pynchon intended.  “The intercutting has been the narrator’s way of reinforcing the enigma of V. and the confusion of moral direction.  It has also been a technique designed to maintain suspense throughout the chase, or to keep the story moving” (“Where’re They At,” 219).  This structure is not for the casual reader and could be difficult to follow if the reader does not actively participate.  Michael Valla writes that Pynchon demands a certain kind of reader.  “V. requires a particularly active kind of reading:  its associative leaps; its shifts in chronology, tone, prose style; its manner of treating a detail realistically and as an abstraction at one and the same time; its incessant word play; its transformations of character: all these forms of cavorting in prose require a willingness to play and a readiness of response that is perhaps not in the disposition of every reader” (141).  Pynchon’s maze does not yield to mere passive reading.  The reader must take an active role.

V. is a story that is predominantly concerned with two men: “Benny Profane, a schlemiel and human yo-yo” (1), and Herbert Stencil, a man who is investigating a woman named V. and habitually speaks of himself in the third person.  If we follow Profane’s progress through the narrative, we see that his story begins in Norfolk on December 24, 1955, as he wanders aimlessly though life and takes work where he can find it.  Profane’s final appearance in V. is in Malta the following September, where he is wandering and working on the Street again.  When asked if he has learned anything, Profane answers, “offhand I’d say I haven’t learned a goddamn thing” (491).  This type of character development makes the reader feel as if she has returned in the end to the beginning of the same story.  In a similar way, Herbert Stencil does not learn a significant amount during the span of the novel despite his frantic investigations.  He begins the novel with the seeds of an obsession: “His random movements before the war had given way to a great single movement from inertness to—if not vitality, then at least activity.  Work, the chase—for it was V. he hunted—far from being a means to glorify God and one’s own godliness (as the Puritans believe) was for Stencil grim, joyless; a conscious acceptance of the unpleasant for no other reason than that V. was there to track down” (50).  Stencil is not merely searching for V., but he is also using the search as the form of his entire existence, the one thing that gives his life meaning.  In the end of the novel, Stencil takes off on yet another investigation of V. and ignores the advice to let his obsession go (486) from the ex-priest (Maijstral) who gave V. extreme unction (370).  This is concrete evidence that V. is dead and yet Stencil still refuses to listen and give up his obsession.  He learned about Maijstral’s encounter with V. disguised as the bad priest midway through the novel (368) and yet continues to look for her.  At the end of the novel, we realize that he does not know the connection between his father and V. and perhaps does not even know the details of his father’s untimely end.  Instead of focusing on something meaningful, he insists on going around in circles on a meaningless quest.  

The novel is constructed in a similar way, that is, skirting around the main issues and concentrating on marginalia.   Richard Patteson suggests that the structure itself contributes to the meaning of the text.  He writes, “V. may be, as a number of critics have realized, a mighty maze, but it is certainly not without a plan.  The importance of the structure of V. becomes even clearer when structure is seen as an expression of one of the novel’s major themes—the form, function, and ultimate limitations of knowledge” (“What Stencil Knew,” 20).  This technique of exemplifying the limitations of knowledge in the novel creates difficulties in interpretation.  Young has written that Pynchon’s novels “have elicited widely different critical opinions because they are enigmatic—they seem to invite interpretations which, in fact, they resist” (253).  In the quest for Pynchon’s elusive meaning Stencil’s search is a model for reading V., since the reader can use his experience as a strategy for navigating through the text.  Pynchon entices the reader just as Stencil is enticed by the appearances of V.  However, Pynchon does not want the reader to follow him dumbly.  Instead, he would prefer that she is skeptical and questioning.  Stencil’s ramblings seem pointless and he does not accomplish much in his investigation.  Patteson suggests that the novel’s structure provides an overall pattern.  He writes, “the goal—where the crosscut plot lines are drawn together—and the sense of purpose implied in the narrator’s design give coherence to the purposeless motion of the novel’s characters and constrain the run-away energy.  The main characters have been going in no other direction than the way they’ve been heading, but they culminate in a pattern that the reader can finally plot” (“Where’re They At,” 219-220).  Pynchon intends the reader to find this pattern through exploring along with Stencil. 
I have chosen to focus this chapter on Stencil’s wandering path through the narrative, since his stories are the ones that establish the most connections.  It is through following these connections that the reader is able to establish Pynchon’s overall pattern.  I believe he is the explorer; that is, he is the one who is attempting to understand the maze and find the end or solution to it.  Herbert Stencil looks for a unifying principle in history and tries to find something that will make sense of it all (Berressem, 53).  By contrast, Profane seems to be content to be buffeted by the winds of chance and is unconcerned with detecting any meaning in life.  Berressem believes that Benny Profane embodies the elements of chaos, which oppose Stencil’s attempt at orderliness (54).  Stencil is also the predominant storyteller in the novel; reporting to the reader vignettes he has collected and “stencilized” over the years of his search.  “Stencilized” is the term that Pynchon uses to describe a story that Stencil tells based on information he has gathered on V.  Stencil changes the stories to fit his purpose in telling the story, much in the same way that Kinbote interprets Shade’s poem to fit what he wants it to mean.  Stencil is not someone that the reader will want to emulate, but he does provide an example of a method of interpretation, that is, that all events are relevant.  Everything that happens to Stencil fits into his pre-conceived idea of reality.  His way of interpreting the world makes all the stories he hears come out as if they were cast from the same mold.  The same concepts are repeated, just as a stencil makes the same pattern over and over.  Patteson promotes this idea, stating “If a pattern, coherent story, or history exists, it must be put together by the reader, who, in a sense, mimics Stencil by supplying the pieces necessary to form a whole.  If some of the pieces—the essential ones, the vital connections—are imagined by Stencil, then no plot really exists” (“What Stencil Knew,” 21).  If the reader uses Stencil as a model for interpretation, then she must similarly supply the connections to construct a cohesive narrative out of Pynchon’s text.  Even though Stencil’s search is presented as a largely futile one, Pynchon seems to suggest that there is nobility in the attempt to create order.  Pearce suggests that things merely tend to fall apart.  He writes, “There is always a small chance of a system not running down—or of a force that counteracts thermodynamic entropy.  The possibility of such a force is embodied in Pynchon’s characters who search for order—Herbert Stencil in V.,  . . . as well as the reader, whom Pynchon compels to join in the search” (“Introduction,” 6).  It is the connections that Pynchon implies between these dissimilar stories of Stencil’s—the connected characters and shared experiences—which are the focus of this novel.  Stencil is attempting to make sense of it all by connecting the characters and sometime fabricating connections between them when necessary to fit his purposes.  Stencil’s experience offers the reader an active example of searching for meaning whereas Profane is passive.  Stencil is a better model for the reader, but he takes it to an extreme that is perhaps too far.  Stencil’s concept of reality is too rigid, since everything he experiences or hears is made to fit into his preconceptions.  However, his search is similar to the search the reader makes for meaning in Pynchon’s novel.  Patteson describes this relationship between the reader and Stencil when he writes, “the reader’s experience with the text parallels Stencil’s experience with his world.  The reader, like Stencil, must go on inferring, construing, projecting, hypothesizing, imagining, and anticipating.  The process never ends, for the indeterminacy of Pynchon’s textual discourse cannot be separated from the indeterminacy of time itself” (“How True a Text,” 306).  Hunt also agrees that Stencil’s point of view is valuable to the reader.  He writes, “Stencil’s story is something else again, for of its own force it drives toward some coherence, some conclusion” (35).  Stencil’s path is moving toward a conclusion that to Stencil seems always just out of reach.  However, this conclusion is also suspect.  Hawthorne explains this critical problem with Stencil’s pursuit of the truth by writing, “the reader follows Stencil in chronologically determined patterns while understanding that he freely chooses his path as a result of accidental discoveries and his obsession to fit all the clues into a pattern that may finally merely reflect his own obsessive desire to find meaning and/or purpose” (79).  The reader must maintain her skepticism about the conclusions reached by Stencil and herself, because each is equally suspect. 

The way in which Pynchon creates linked stories to lead the reader through an alternate chronology of text is a metaphorical maze.  Stencil’s ramblings and different stories of V. are connected through a complicated linkage of characters, experiences, and chance coincidences.  Hunt describes the connection between Stencil’s search and a larger meaning for which the reader searches. “By functioning as historian reporter, finding the letter “V” everywhere, the narrator competes with Stencil to defeat the meanings he is trying to build.  It is the narrator, not Stencil, who for the reader is making Stencil’s quest into a quest for a metaphysical absolute, and he does this by forcing V. to mean everything and thus nothing” (36).  In this way, Stencil’s hunt becomes everyone’s.  If the reader attempts to reconstruct the way in which Stencil searches for V., then she sees that his search is very similar to the exploration of a maze.  He is constantly looking for a new avenue of inquiry to pursue and follows every lead to its eventual dead end.  Grgas has a pessimistic idea of Pynchon’s goal for writing in this manner.  He writes, “In Pynchon’s world meaning seems to be absent.  Instead of a hidden but fathomable meaning behind the intricate surface, his world has become a dilema [sic] without a key, a maze of possible interpretative strategies that each leads to a dead end, where seemingly valid explanations herald new complexities and dilemas [sic]” (215).  I disagree that the dead ends and increasing complexities are a negative aspect of Pynchon’s novel.  Instead, they produce a startlingly accurate model for the complexities of modern life and the type of meaning that may be found there.

The repetition of V. in a number of similar situations emphasizes a subject that Pynchon circles around without directly addressing.  The accumulation of V. stories build upon each other to give us a body of work that completes the bigger picture of the metaphor of V. herself.  These same stories repeat the presences of V. time and again at places in which she encounters great suffering and pain.  The connections between these different time periods and people make the presence of V. more significant and provide evidence of her existence.  When the reader explores these connections, she is given a window into Pynchon’s deeper motivations for presenting the vignettes in this way.  He presents the reader with a glimpse of the hidden text; that is, the deeper text that is hidden under the surface story.  Plater suggests that this is Pynchon’s way of engaging the reader in the intricacies of the story.  He writes, “That Pynchon intends to enclose his readers within his fiction is obvious.  In V. and The Crying of Lot 49 he uses mystery-story plots, laid tantalizingly close to the surface, to involve his readers in the search for clues.  In V., for example, Pynchon mocks the reader for becoming involved in the search for V.’s identity . . .  the effect is not only to lure the reader into the character’s searches for meaning, but to catch the reader off guard and remind him that he has been finagling” (14).  The reader finds herself in the same situation as Stencil because she has to work to make all the details fit together and make sense.

In the course of his investigations, Stencil meets someone who has seen the chaos of the world distilled into something sensible:  Kurt Mondaugen.  Mondaugen monitors random radio signals and receives a coded message just for him.  He decodes a sequence of atmospheric disturbances that seem to be completely arbitrary.  In the same way, Stencil is making sense out of chaos, by sifting through the information of everyday life and finding V. everywhere in it.  Events Stencil investigates are clearly speaking to him and his very personal search for V., but the question remains:  is he finding order or simply imagining order?  

Stencil’s investigation concentrates on some of the worst episodes in history and in his search for V. all types of horrors are recounted.  V. delights in these most disgusting human behaviors and especially enjoys moments of riotous violence and chaos.  By repeatedly emphasizing this type of human behavior, Pynchon implies that humans are doomed to repeat their evil mistakes.  Stencil comes to a slightly different conclusion and somehow blames V. for the chaos that exists.

Stencil discovers through his search for V. the endlessly repetitive behavior of humanity and the decadence that is human society.  The evils enjoyed by V. make her ultimately despicable to Stencil; he sees her as a demon that delights in the chaos she has created.  She has no compassion for the suffering of humanity; in fact, she makes every effort to become less and less human herself.  Stencil’s chase after V. seems to be futile and self-defeating.  However, he continues in his search.  Grgas believes this is similar to the situation for modern humanity.  He writes, “At a time when gargantuam [sic] power structures have put man under full control, when intricate transactions of commerce and influence manipulate unknowing victims, when the jargon of science and the explosion of information has flooded the human brain, Pynchon has given testimony to the plight of hapless everyman within these systems, whose search for meaning, although futile, goes on” (220).  Hunt presents another argument for why Pynchon would want to present Stencil as unsuccessful in his search.  He writes, “Pynchon, one feels on the other hand, has something he is willing only tentatively to suggest, since the connections he sees mean too much if they are really there.  . . . Pynchon has employed methods calculated to defeat his characters lest they succeed in seeing too clearly” (32, emphasis in original).  This is problematic for a black and white interpretation of the novel, but presents an ever-increasing challenge to the reader who will pursue meaning in the text.
Links in the Text Operate Metaphorically  

When two dissimilar segments of text are placed next to each other, the reader is  compelled to draw connections between them.  Pynchon prompts the reader to make these leaps of logic and connect the segments by giving her an example of a way to travel down one avenue of interpretation.  He does this by unifying his entire disjointed narrative with vignettes of the search conducted for the elusive V. by Herbert Stencil.  Stencil’s stories of his search present an example to the reader of a way in which to navigate the texts, that is, as if following a thread that is leading us through the confusion. If the reader picks one thing and concentrates on it, then all the confusing pieces will fall into place.  All of Stencil’s stories are connected by the character of V. or Stencil’s search for her.  Pynchon also leaves tantalizing clues just below the surface of the strung-together narrative of Stencil’s investigation.  There are many implicit and explicit connections between these stories and the careful reader may draw much meaning from them.  V.’s appearance throughout the text as she leads Stencil through the text of his life is a metaphor for how the reader may navigate the maze of narrative.  The V.s that Stencil “encounters” through his investigation are: Victoria Wren, Vera Meroving, the “Bad Priest,” and Veronica Manganese, as well as Veronica the rat.  In the following section, I will trace through the V. stories that Stencil tells the reader, in chronological order, to show that the different personas are all the same V. and in what way she changes over time.  The connections between the incarnations of V. that Stencil vicariously encounters establish her as a metaphor for the discovery of stability in the chaos of human existence.  Although other aspects of the scenarios change, V. remains a constant presence.

Hite writes that this tracing of stories is the method Pynchon uses to maintain a cohesive narrative.

But if V. does not have a unitary narrative thread, it achieves coherence in other ways, through repetition of key patterns and themes on different levels, through the juxtaposition of incidents in the ‘real time’ of the narrative present and the ‘mirror time’ of the narrative past, and through the recurring initial.  The metaphoric duplications are so pervasive that they give the novel a labyrinthine, box-within-box structure:  for all its preoccupation with history, V. is static and spatial rather than dynamic and progressive.  It is the presence of the past that signifies, not an obscured chronology that relegates history to non-existence except as a residual force or influence.

Within this context Stencil’s quest acts as a lure, promising an embedded plot that will culminate in a vision of what his story—and, by implication, history—means. (49, emphasis in original)

If the reader can follow along with Stencil, then she may see what he has—and, perhaps, what he has not—learned.  

The reader is first introduced to V. in a flashback to Stencil’s early life when he excuses his sudden departure to his companion Margravine di Chiave Lowenstein by explaining that the familiar phrases in his father’s journal had become fraught with sudden meaning.  He quotes his father’s journal:  “There is more behind and inside V. than any of us had suspected.  Not who, but what:  what is she. God grant that I may never be called upon to write the answer, either here or in an official report” (49).  The phrases, contemplated in 1945 after Stencil’s service in the Second World War, “suddenly acquired a light of their own” (50).  Stencil has been idle since the war ended and he began to pursue V. with no end other than the hunt itself.  “Finding her: what then? Only that what love there was to Stencil had become directed entirely inward, toward this acquired sense of animateness.  Having found this he could hardly release it, it was too dear.  To sustain it he had to hunt V.; but if he should find her where else would there be to go but back into half-consciousness?” (50-51)  If his search for V. is ever completed, then he will have nothing to live for.  Pynchon has introduced Stencil, a pivotal character in the novel, by de-emphasizing any part of his life that does not involve V.  Stencil has just kicked around in half-consciousness until he lights upon the idea to pursue V.  His life has nothing to offer him until he makes up something for himself to do.

The first story that Stencil shares with the reader about his search for V. is that of Victoria Wren in Alexandria, 1899 (60). Stencil recreates the events using “only the veiled references to Porpentine in [his father’s] journals.  The rest was impersonation and dream” (59).  Stencil has reconstructed this story almost out of thin air and tells it from a dizzying array of points of view.  We see how eight different “impersonations” revolve around Victoria Wren, a young British tourist visiting Alexandria.  Later in the novel, Stencil also tells a story about Victoria Wren in Paris with Mélanie in 1913.  The narrator informs the reader, “If we’ve not already guessed, ‘the woman’ is, again, the lady V. of Stencil’s mad time-search. . . . Not only was she V., however, but also V. in love” (439).  This woman is the same woman described earlier as Victoria Wren since Stencil refers to Mélanie’s lover as “V.” and explicitly mentions Mélanie’s connection to Victoria Wren in the following passage:

The hair shorn from Mélanie’s head was incidental:  only an obscure bit of private symbolism for the lady V.:  perhaps if she were in fact Victoria Wren, having to do with her time in the novitiate.  If she were Victoria Wren, even Stencil couldn’t remain all unstirred by the ironic failure her life was moving toward, too rapidly by that prewar August ever to be reversed.  The Florentine spring, the young entrepreneuse with all spring’s hope in her virtù, with her girl’s faith that Fortune (if only her skill, her timing held true) could be brought under control; that Victoria was being gradually replaced by V.; something entirely different, for which your century had as yet no name.  We all get involved to an extent in the politics of slow dying, but poor Victoria had become intimate also with the Things in the Back Room. (410)

Victoria has changed in the 14 years since Alexandria.  She has become colder and less human.  She has become V., which has made her jaded and strange.  She has decided that Fortune cannot be brought under control.  She is not able to control her own destiny the way she had planned.

The next story that Stencil tells shows the reader that V. can change her name and still remain the same persona in a similar situation.  Veronica Manganese in Malta, 1919 (511) is the next V. whom the reader meets.  She is Maijstral’s lover (522) and is also “the same balloon-girl who'd seduced [Sidney Stencil] on a leather couch in the Florence consulate twenty years ago” (528 and Veronica Manganese article).  This means that Veronica is Victoria Wren that Sidney Stencil knew in Florence in 1899.  When Stencil asks his compatriot Demivolt who she is, he tells Stencil:  “She’d popped up in Malta at the beginning of the war, . . . She was now intimate with various renegade Italians, . . . The woman was clearly a troublemaker.  She was reputed to be wealthy; lived alone in a villa long abandoned by the baronage of Sant’ Ugo di Tagliapiombo di Sammut, a nearly defunct branch of the Maltese nobility.  The source of her income was not apparent” (511).  She is stirring up trouble.  It is a riotous situation that is very similar to the riot she witnessed in Florence (220) and the chaos at the performance of “The Rape of the Virgin” in Paris (446), which she may have caused.  Thus, it is plain that Veronica is the same person as Victoria Wren and V. in love.  All three of them turn up during bad situations.

In Malta Stencil sees Veronica Manganese at church praying penance (519).  This establishes another connection between Veronica and Victoria Wren.  The 1899 story contains a similar scene of Godolphin seeing Victoria Wren in church and subsequently confessing to her (175).  In 1919, we also see that Veronica has the same devotee as Victoria did, that is, Evan Godolphin.  Sidney Stencil does not recognize him at first but eventually asks,  “‘You are young Gadrulfi—Godolphin—aren’t you?’  ‘We both have an interest in her,’ Godolphin said.  ‘I am her servant.’  ‘I too, in a way.  She will not be hurt.  She cannot be’” (528).  Sidney Stencil admits here that he is somehow beholden to V. and realizes she has had several identities.

Father Fairing found Veronica the rat in New York City sometime after he left Malta in 1919.  In Father Fairing’s journal she is “described as a kind of voluptuous Magdalen.  From everything Profane had heard, Veronica was the only member of his flock Father Fairing felt to have a soul worth saving” (124).  Father Fairing wrote about Veronica in his journal:  

When they [the rat parish] are established firmly enough to begin thinking about canonization, I am sure Veronica will head the list.  With some descendant of Ignatius no doubt acting as devil’s advocate.

V. came to me tonight, upset.  She and Paul have been at it again.  The weight of guilt is so heavy on the child.  She almost sees it: as a huge, white, lumbering beast, pursuing her, wanting to devour her.  We discussed Satan and his wiles for several hours.

V. has expressed a desire to be a sister.  I explained to her that to date there is no recognized order for which she would be eligible. (124)

Father Fairing abbreviates Veronica’s name as “V.” and connects her in that way to the V. stories.  In her desire to become a nun, Veronica is also similar to Victoria and the “few weeks she had spent as a girl in the novitiate” (174).  Father Fairing knew Veronica Manganese in Malta and perhaps named this rat in her “honor”; but this rat has more significance than just a whimsical fancy.  Veronica the rat searches for order in religion just as Victoria did.

When the reader next meets V., she has become even more cruel.  Her name is Vera Meroving and her story is from South West Africa, 1922 (249).  First a little about the name that V. has chosen for herself in this incarnation:

The Merovingian Dynasty ruled over the Franks (the Germanic tribe which conquered Gaul after the fall of the Roman Empire) from A.D. 475 to 751. There are those who believe that [to quote Steve Mizrach from his summary of the thesis of Holy Blood, Holy Grail by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh and Henry Lincoln (1982)]:  “Jesus and Mary Magdalene, legitimate nobility from the Judaic Houses of Benjamin and David, married and sired heirs. Jesus did not die on the cross but went either to England or India. The Magdalene's heirs married into the Visigoth families of the time, and gave birth to the sacred Merovingian ruling family.... The Merovingians were "sacred kings" who reigned but did not rule, leaving the secular governing function to chancellors known as the Mayors of the Palace.” (Vera Meroving article)

By choosing this name for V., Pynchon subtly associates Vera with the Magdalen and thus with Veronica the rat as well as with religion in general, since the Merovingians were “sacred kings.”  W.T. Lhamon, Jr. unearths another connotation of the Merovingians.  He writes, “The last name, Meroving, evokes the slack Merovingian dynasty which sub-subdivided its ever shifting lands and was characterized by chronic warfare” (78).  The chronic warfare aspect fits well with V.’s constant association with war and human suffering.  Mary Magdalen is an ambiguous biblical character who, at best, suggests the sublime saving grace of Christ but who, at worst, may have been his lover, which would call in to question the entire premise of the Christian faith.  Pynchon thus makes Vera a whore and a saint simultaneously.

Stencil hears of Vera through the recollections of Kurt Mondaugen.  Mondaugen’s story is then “Stencilized” (241) for the reader.  Mondaugen meets the alluring and mysterious Vera Meroving during a siege he endures by attending a non-stop party at the mansion of a German living in the beleaguered colony of South West Africa during a “Native rebellion” (246).  Vera is associated with torture, the excesses of Munich, and the infamous year of von Trotha’s massacres in 1904.  She has an elaborate false eye made into a clock (250).  Mondaugen eavesdrops on Vera telling Godolphin that Lt. Weissmann and Foppl gave her own experience of the atrocities of 1904—as if the whole revolution has been staged for her benefit (261).  Vera is associated in this way to the V.s that attend riotous events.

The last incarnation of V. is not as explicitly connected to the others.  This is the “Bad Priest” in Malta, 1937 (368).  Fausto Maijstral has heard of the “Bad Priest,” but he never met her until he witnesses her disassembly while she is dying under a fallen beam.  I believe this is an incarnation of V. because of the pieces that the “Bad Priest” is made of.  The street urchins take her ivory comb (belonging to Victoria (174)), artificial foot (speculated about by Veronica (528)), the star sapphire in the navel (inserted by Veronica (528)), the jeweled dentures, and the false eye/clock (belonging to Vera (250)).  She dies there (371).  All these pieces of V. have belonged to all the other incarnations, so I think it is safe to assume that the “Bad Priest” is also V.

I have presented these stories of V. in chronological order.  The reader of V. encounters them in a different order in the novel.  Stencil tells these stories on different occasions and I assume for different reasons.  However, there are several similarities in the different stories of V.  Pynchon gives us the obvious clue of the similar prosthetic parts V. uses.  V. is most often seen in the context of riot, revolution, or religion.  In the novel, Veronica Manganese’s story is read last, which imparts to it a special emphasis.  It is only at the end of the novel, with the story of Sidney Stencil and Veronica Manganese, that the reader sees the complete picture.  This relationship between Sidney Stencil and V. is the portion of the story that Pynchon has been avoiding, or perhaps simply saving for the end.  Veronica Manganese’s story is the single V. story that is not reported by Stencil.  Stencil is looking for the answers that are given in this last V. story.  The fact that V. and his father were lovers the year before he was born would seem to have some significance to him; however, he denies the relationship.

Stencil admits that it is a stretch to believe that all these different personas embody the thing he is looking for.  It is easy to see his ambivalence when he thinks, “To go along assuming that Victoria the girl tourist and Veronica the sewer rat were one and the same V. was not at all to bring up any metempsychosis:  only to affirm that his quarry fitted in with The Big One, the century’s master cabal, in the same way Victoria had with the Vheissu plot and Veronica with the new rat-order” (240).  All the incarnations of V. just go to show that there is a deeper meaning at work in the world and Stencil is searching for it.

These five personas of V. that Stencil encounters are indicative of the way in which she has changed over the years from an idealistic and religious girl, to a calculating investor, to a woman who can take no pleasure in anything except pain.  She has sought order until she has seen the futility of that search and then she seeks chaos.  When the appearances of V. are followed through history, the reader sees her as a pattern in Pynchon’s novel and a constant theme to latch on to.  The reader becomes like Stencil and begins to look for V. everywhere.  

The Stories of V. Create Metonymy

The constant association of a character’s story line with a particular type of event implies an underlying association between them.  The juxtaposition of historical events and V.’s story line creates a metonymous relationship between them; that is, whenever the reader thinks of her, she is seen in the author-established milieu.  Five stories establish the relationship between V. and historical events.  These stories are:  Victoria Wren (V.) in Alexandria, 1899; Mondaugen in South West Africa, 1922; Fausto Maijstral in Valetta, 1943; “V. in love” Paris, 1913; and finally the story of Sidney Stencil’s disappearance from Valetta, 1919.  I have listed these stories in the order they are placed in the novel.  Pynchon does not present them chronologically, instead bouncing back and forth from 1899 to 1922, to 1943, to 1913, to 1919.  They are also geographically disparate, from Alexandria to South West Africa, to Valetta, to Paris, and back to Valetta.  There is an element of V. in each of these stories which associates her to the brutality of humanity.  Plater suggests that Pynchon uses these relationships to explain how his world functions.  He writes, “Pynchon makes his world comprehensible by showing how various things are related, how there are parallel existences, and possibly, how there is reconciliation” (xiv).  The reader is enticed by these relationships to start making sense of his concepts of the world and how it works.


The first story is “In which Stencil, a quick change artist, does eight impersonations” (57).  In this chapter, Stencil tells the story of Victoria Wren, set in Alexandria, 1899, from the points of view of eight different characters:  P. Aïeul, Porpentine, Yusef, Maxwell Rowley-Bugge, Waldetar, Gebrail, Girgis, and Hanne.  These characters have nothing in common: a café waiter and amateur libertine, a spy, an assassin, a pederastic panhandler, a train conductor, a taxi driver, a mountebank/burglar, and a barmaid.  Their individual stories are both engrossing and obviously diversionary.  They each provide us with a tantalizing glimpse of the center of the maze.  Susan Strehle argues that Pynchon’s intent is to force the reader to question the narrative.  She writes, “Rather than a narrator observing Porpentine, the chapter presents a narrator observing Stencil imagining Hanne overhearing fragments of a conversation between Porpentine and Victoria.  The multiplication of perspectives clouds plot and character, while the layers within layers of refracting consciousness throw the reality of events and the validity of interpretations into question” (41).  Each of the narrators imagined by Stencil captures a whiff of the mystique of V.  However, the reader must remain skeptical, since the entire story is Stencil’s fabrication.


“Mondaugen’s Story” is set in South West Africa in 1922 (242).  Kurt Mondaugen (an employee of Yoyodyne) relates the story to Stencil and it is then  “Stencilized” for the reader of V.  He describes a time of terrible decadence in the home of Foppl, an expatriate host of a never-ending party during a revolution in South West Africa.  Mondaugen witnesses the inhuman treatment that occurs during Foppl’s decadent party and observes V. (embodied by Vera Meroving) at her most cruel.


“Confessions of Fausto Maijstral” is set in Valetta in the 1940’s (342).  The entire confession is told from the point of view of Fausto; however, Fausto changes personalities through the narrative, progressing from Fausto I to Fausto IV, each change in personality making him more cold and inhuman, isolated from his family.  Valetta in 1943 is a time of decadence and lack of social values (the children are like animals).  The siege of Malta at this point is compared to the SW African siege endured by Mondaugen and the malaise of New York City in 1955 with the Whole Sick Crew (340). Fausto’s different personalities provide a startling window into a society that has lost hope of humane treatment.  All humanity has been lost. 
“V. in love” is set in Paris, in July 1913 (424).  Paris is a decadent place with black masses and strange erotic theater. Mélanie, a young and sexually abused woman, comes to Paris to star in “The Rape of the Virgin.”  V. becomes her lover, although Mélanie is mostly fascinated by her own reflection and remaining perfectly still, like a mannequin.  She dies terribly when she neglects to wear her safety equipment during the play.  The riotous crowd rages over her performance as she dies (447).  This inhuman lack of concern for a neglected young girl (much like Victoria was fourteen years before) is indicative of the uncaring times.


The last story is not told by Herbert Stencil, but is told instead from the point of view of his father, Sidney Stencil.  Sidney Stencil meets Maijstral, Veronica Manganese, and Father Fairing. Just like Herbert Stencil, Sidney Stencil realizes that “Now and again, events would fall into ominous patterns” (520).  He meets Carla Maijstral and sees V. for what she is.  He thinks she has “an obsession with bodily incorporating little bits of inert matter” (528).  Sidney Stencil leaves the riot with Mehemet in his ship and is lost at sea on 10 June 1919.  There is no way for Herbert Stencil to know this story—there are no survivors.  His father realizes what V. is and decides to take his leave of her in the only way he can, which is death.


These stories consistently associate V. with death, pain, and suffering.  Everywhere she is, there is decadence and inhumanity.  Her character becomes synonymous with this worst type of human behavior, as if her presence instigates it in some way.  Pynchon shows us V. in this light to create that association for the reader.  Hite suggests that Stencil never makes the connections that he expects the reader to make.  She writes, “the disjointed chronology and multiple narrators of the novel do not simply veil a conventional story line; instead, Pynchon thwarts expectations of metonymic coherence to emphasize relations of resemblance between past and present events, relations that his characters inevitably fail to recognize”(11).  Upon close examination of the text, the reader is able to see this metonymy.  The past and present events all have the common aspect of V. and brutality to draw them together.  In this way, Pynchon establishes a metonymous relationship between V. and the human condition of pain and suffering.  He also is able to emphasize a deeper structure without explicitly outlining it for the reader.  Pynchon repeats the brutal stories of human history as if they will go on infinitely and are beyond the control of any one person.

Decoding the Meaning of V.

Kurt Mondaugen and Stencil are two clear examples in V. of a character making sense out of nonsense.  They both search through vast amounts of data and distill it into something that they measure and monitor.  The patterns that are revealed give them a sense of purpose and enable them to make decisions about their life-direction and move forward.  

In “Mondaugen’s Story” Stencil recounts Mondaugen’s visit to South West Africa in 1922.  He explains why Mondaugen went to South West Africa by saying:  

Mondaugen was here as part of a program having to do with atmospheric radio disturbances: sferics for short.  During the Great War one H. Barkhausen, listening in on telephone messages among the Allied forces, heard a series of falling tones, much like a slide whistle descending in pitch.  Each of these “whistlers” (as Barkhausen named them) lasted only about a second and seemed to be in the low or audio-frequency range.  As it turned out, the whistler was one of the first of a family of sferics whose taxonomy was to include clicks, hooks, risers, nose-whistlers and one like a warbling of birds called the dawn chorus.  No one knew exactly what caused any of them.  Some said sun-spots, others lightning bursts; but everyone agreed that in there someplace was the earth’s magnetic field, so a plan evolved to keep a record of sferics received at different latitudes.  Mondaugen, near the bottom of the list, drew South-West Africa, and was ordered to set up his equipment as close to 28° S. as he conveniently could. (243) 

The “sferics” are the data that Mondaugen must interpret.  Mondaugen is randomly assigned to the location, but is easily able to find sferics there.  Everywhere he looks for proof of the existence of sferics they are found.  In a similar way, everywhere Stencil looks for V. he finds evidence of her existence.  Mondaugen’s mission seems esoteric and meaningless, but he takes it very seriously and does not abandon his post until he is forced to by threats to his safety at the beginning of the rebellion.

During the rebellion, Mondaugen seeks shelter in the non-stop party of Foppl’s estate.  After he has been at Foppl’s party for an indeterminate amount of time, the way in which Mondaugen listens for sferics has changed.  

Though it may have been only because of bodily exhaustion from too much partying, he’d begun to notice something unusual in the sferics signals.  Having dexterously scavenged a motor from one of Foppl’s phonographs, a pen and rollers and several long sheets of paper, the resourceful Mondaugen had fashioned a crude sort of oscillograph to record signals in his absence.  The project hadn’t seen fit to provide him with one and he’d had nowhere to go at his former station, making one up till now unnecessary.  As he looked now at the cryptic pen-scrawls, he detected a regularity or patterning which might almost have been a kind of code.  But it took him weeks even to decide that the only way to see if it were a code was to try to break it.  His room became littered with tables, equations, graphs; he appeared to labor to the accompaniment of twitterings, hisses, clicks and carolings but in reality he dawdled.  Something kept him off.  Events intimidated him: one night during another ‘typhoon’ the oscillograph broke, chattering and scratching away madly.  The difficulty was minor and Mondaugen was able to fix it.  But he wondered if the malfunction had been quite an accident. (260)

After looking at the “code” for so long, he eventually begins to see a pattern, having found a way to analyze the code more minutely (that is, by using the oscillograph).  Mondaugen is starting to see a pattern in the sferics, although he unconsciously delays in cracking the code.  He is becoming more suspicious of events he might otherwise consider normal.  He has a hypothesis that there is some meaning to the radio signals he has been receiving and that he is being prevented from figuring it out by his own subconscious reluctance and by the mechanical failures, which could be random, but assume ominous meaning to him.

Another guest of Foppl, Lieutenant Weissmann, confronts Mondaugen about the sferics equipment, thinking that Mondaugen is spying on them and using his equipment to transmit information to their enemy (266).  Mondaugen convinces the lieutenant that he is not a spy and Weissmann begins to assist Mondaugen in searching for the meaning of the sferics code.  Mondaugen becomes increasingly irrational and paranoid under the constant onslaught of Godolphin and Foppl’s horrific reminiscences of the massacre of 1904 (272).  Mondaugen’s state of mind is clear in this passage describing an encounter with Weissmann:  

His efforts at the code, such as they were, didn’t succeed in keeping back the nightfall of ambiguity that filled his room progressively as time—such as it was—went by.  When Weissmann came in and asked if he could help, Mondaugen turned surly.  “Out,” he snarled.

“But we were to collaborate.”

“I know what your interest is,” Mondaugen said mysteriously.  “I know what ‘code’ you’re after.” (273)

This conversation escalates into a shouting match between the two men.  Mondaugen is beginning to see an ulterior motive to everything.  He suspects Weissmann of working against him, because he assumes that the entire world is conspiring against him and trying to prevent him from cracking the code.  He sees meaning everywhere he turns.  Every event is relevant to his current situation.  His paranoia is evident in the following passage:  “when Mondaugen found the first oscillograph roll missing he was charitable enough to ask, ‘Lost or taken?’ out loud to his inert equipment and a faraway old skipper, before putting the blame on Weissmann” (273).  For a moment, Mondaugen considers the possibility of a random event, but almost immediately leaps to the conclusion that Weissmann is sabotaging his activities.  It turns out that Weissmann has indeed stolen some of Mondaugen’s precious sferics data, so Mondaugen’s fears are confirmed.

Mondaugen grows even more paranoid and falls ill with what Godolphin insists is scurvy (275).  Each semi-lucid interlude of Mondaugen’s experience is interspersed with recollections of the horrors of 1904, seemingly Mondaugen’s scurvified ravings.  He is too weak to prevent Weissmann’s theft of more oscillograph rolls (277).  Mondaugen begins to recover but remains isolated.  His isolation is evident prior to the solution to the puzzle:  

Mondaugen remained up in his turret, working diligently at his code, taking occasional breaks to stand out alone on the roof . . .

One night he was awakened by a disheveled Weissmann, who could scarcely stand still for excitement.  “Look, look,” he cried, waving a sheet of paper under Mondaugen’s slowly blinking eyes.  Mondaugen read:  

DIGEWOELDTIMSTEALALENSWTASNDEURFUALRLIKST

“So,” he yawned.

“It’s your code.  I’ve broken it.  See: I remove every third letter and obtain:  GODMEANTNUURK.  This rearranged spells Kurt Mondaugen.”

“Well, then,” Mondaugen snarled.  “And who the hell told you you could read my mail.”

“The remainder of the message,” Weissmann continued, “now reads:  DIEWELTISTALLESSWASDERFALLIST.”

“The world is all that the case is,” Mondaugen said.  “I’ve heard that somewhere before.”  A smile began to spread.  “Weissmann for shame.  Resign your commission, you’re in the wrong line of work.  You’d make a fine engineer: you’ve been finagling.” (295)

Now Mondaugen has been presented with the solution.  Now he has to decide if he believes it or not.  John Hunt suggests that this allusion adds a level of complexity to the narrative that may confuse the reader much further.  He writes that “some readers will recognize [The world is all that the case is] as the opening sentence of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, published in 1922, [it] is the message of the spheres, and to remain sane we should let it go at that and ask no questions” (38).  Another way of phrasing this concept is to say that the world consists of the totality of facts, not of things.  The point at which the reader may go mad is the contemplation of Wittgenstein pulling his concept “out of the air” in order to publish his book in the same year that Weissmann breaks the code for Mondaugen.  After receiving his message of the spheres, Mondaugen leaves the party and escapes the decadence.  This new data prompts him to take action; however, I believe it is not the meaning of the code that compels Mondaugen to leave, but it is the realization that the sole meaning to the code is the one that Weissmann “finangles” for it.  Plater states that this analysis exemplifies “the despotism of artificial order” (13).  Any coherent meaning that is constructed for the sferics is suspect.  The meaning that Stencil constructs is likewise artfully concocted from “thin air,” since he seems to chance upon recollections of V. accidentally and is constantly bombarded with data that could be made sensible if only he had the code.  The artificial order to which he forces his data to conform does not answer all the questions for the reader.

Sidney Stencil became involved with V. in Florence in 1899.  He has never told his son about her, even though he and V. were partners in the period immediately preceding Herbert Stencil’s birth and Sidney Stencil has never been associated with any other woman.  After seeing her again in 1919, however, Sidney Stencil begins to become suspicious when he realizes the number of coincidences that had to come together to bring V. to Valetta just at that time.  The narrator suggests that this sense of meaning in a grouping of coincidences “was as close to superstition as Stencil ever got.  Now and again events would fall into ominous patterns” (520).  In this way, Pynchon asserts that everyone is compelled to explain the random events of his own life.  Fausto speaks to his daughter about the human compulsion to create taxonomies: 

It is a universal sin among the false-animate or unimaginative to refuse to let well enough alone.  Their compulsion to gather together, their pathological fear of loneliness extends on past the threshold of sleep, so that when they turn the corner, as we all must, as we all have done and do—some more often than others—to find ourselves on the street . . . You know the street I mean, child.  The street of the 20th Century, at whose far end or turning—we hope—is some sense of home or safety.  But no guarantees.  A street we are put at the wrong end of, for reasons best known to the agents who put us there.  If there are agents.  But a street we must walk. (347)

Fausto is talking about the human desire to create order out of chaos, to find some explanation of the events that occur in our lives.  In the same way, Pynchon presents the stories contained in V. to the reader.  With this collection of random events, he is prompting the reader to explain it all, figure it out.  He gives us an example of a person who is trying to figure it all out in Herbert Stencil.  He sees meaning in everything and that meaning is V.

Stencil sees a conspiracy everywhere he looks, and it is usually aimed at him and at preventing him from discovering more about V.  Eigenvalue voices the thoughts that the reader may have about Stencil’s paranoia:  “Cavities in the teeth occur for good reason, Eigenvalue reflected.  But even if there are several per tooth, there’s no conscious organization there against the life of the pulp, no conspiracy.  Yet we have men like Stencil, who must go about grouping the world’s random caries into cabals” (159).  These suspicions make Stencil think that finding V. is becoming ever more important as he sees more and more of her assumed allies rallying to her side.

Stencil tells Eigenvalue how he has searched for V. “She’s yielded him only the poor skeleton of a dossier.  Most of what he has is inference.  He doesn’t know who she is, nor what she is.  He’s trying to find out.  As a legacy from his father” (161).  Stencil has perfect focus on his singular goal of finding V.; he is so concentrated on her that he cannot see anything else.  However, the legacy of V. that he has received from his father is so vague that Stencil tries to infer his meaning, making it up as he goes along.  When Eigenvalue ruminates on Stencil’s attempt at theorizing meaning, he suggests that we are all in the same situation:  “Perhaps history this century, thought Eigenvalue, is rippled with gathers in its fabric such that if we are situated, as Stencil seemed to be, at the bottom of a fold, it’s impossible to determine warp, woof or pattern anywhere else” (161).  Stencil sees that pattern that is right in front of his face, but has no perspective on the entire objective reality.  Eigenvalue believes that it is possible but difficult to find a larger meaning.  He speculates, “Perhaps if we lived on a crest, things would be different.  We could at least see” (162).  This perspective is something that Stencil is sadly lacking.  He is looking for answers but he is suddenly less desperate to find them, much like Mondaugen when he began to grasp the meaning of the code he has been investigating.  His purity of focus and simultaneous lack of drive is evident in the following passage.  Stencil is

waiting for Paola to reveal how she fitted into this grand Gothic pile of inferences he was hard at work creating.  Of course too there were his ‘leads’ which he hunted down now lackadaisical and only half-interested, as if there were after all something more important he ought to be doing.  What this mission was, however, came no clearer to him than the ultimate shape of his V-structure—no clearer, indeed, than why he should have begun pursuit of V. in the first place.  He only felt (he said ‘by instinct’) when a bit of information was useful, when not:  when a lead ought to be abandoned, when hounded to the inevitable looped trail.  Naturally about drives as intellectualized as Stencil’s there can be no question of instinct:  The obsession was acquired, surely, but where along the line, how in the world?  Unless he was as he insisted purely the century’s man, something which does not exist in nature.  It would be simple in Rusty Spoon-talk to call him contemporary man in search of an identity.  Many of them had already decided this was his Problem.  The only trouble was that Stencil had all the identities he could cope with conveniently right at the moment:  he was quite purely He Who Looks for V. (and whatever impersonations that might involve), and she was no more his own identity than Eigenvalue the soul-dentist or any other member of the Crew. (239-240)

 Stencil is ready to accept a lot of ambiguity about the actual physicality of V., but he is completely unwilling to compromise on the fact that V. and the plots that surround her exist.  I do not believe we see Stencil actually make sense out of the data that he has collected; whatever message he gets is as suspect as Kurt Mondaugen’s is.  Young suggests that Pynchon’s main characters fail “to solve the riddle, and to understand the true meaning which resides in Pynchon’s world” (253).  Through Stencil’s finagling, Pynchon is providing a model for how the reader is to make sense of his deluge of narrative.  The reader has a plethora of data within the novel to examine and must sift through it to ascertain which are the relevant pieces of it. 

V.’s Pessimistic Metaphor for Modern Society

The occurrence of V.’s incarnations in periods of decadence throughout history emphasizes Pynchon’s portrait of decadence leading to devaluation of life and the disassembly of humanity into a machine.  Stencil’s search and fascination with this aspect of human society can be traced back to his father’s disappearance.  Herbert Stencil would never have started this obsession if his father had not disappeared and left behind his mysterious and oblique journals.  

The reader’s last encounter with Herbert Stencil is the most mysterious in the novel.    When Father Avalanche mentions Father Fairing during their interview, Stencil becomes very upset and says to himself that “Events seem to be ordered into an ominous logic” (484).  Why is Stencil so upset by Father Avalanche’s mention of Father Fairing?  After Stencil’s interview with Father Avalanche he has “too much adrenaline, contracting the smooth muscle, deepening his breathing, quickening his pulse” (484).  He is overly excited by the revelation given to him by Father Avalanche.  However, it is not really the information that excites him, but the connection between all the pieces of information he has obtained.  He sees a deeper meaning in the way he encounters this information.  His conversation with Profane exemplifies the oppressive and coincidental nature of Stencil’s  existence: 

“V’s is a country of coincidence, ruled by a ministry of myth.  Whose emissaries haunt this century’s streets.  Porcépic, Mondaugen, Stencil père, this Maijstral, Stencil fils.  Could any of them create a coincidence? Only Providence creates.  If the coincidences are real then Stencil has never encountered history at all, but something far more appalling. 

“Stencil came on Father Fairing’s name once, apparently by accident.  Today he came on it again, by what only could have been design.”

“I wonder,” said Profane, “if that was the same Father Fairing . . .” 

Stencil froze, the booze jittering in his glass.  While Profane, dreamy, went on to tell of his nights with the Alligator Patrol, and how he’d hunted one pinto beast through Fairing’s Parish; cornered and killed it in a chamber lit by some frightening radiance. (485)

Stencil cannot believe that the recurrence of Father Fairing’s name in his investigations is random.  He believes that the strange circumstances under which he has found out this particular information prove the existence of some kind of higher power (Providence).  As much as Stencil is upset by Father Fairing’s name being coincidently mentioned, he becomes even more upset by Profane’s description of his foray into Father Fairing’s parish.  Plater suggests that Pynchon is modeling human behavior, writing that “the most paranoid among us might suspect that there is only one conspiracy and that the more we read the more evidence we uncover that points to some grand design we cannot quite see . . . How much coincidence can be tolerated before being organized into a system varies with the paranoid” (190).  Stencil has reached the point where he must reassess the system by which he has organized his data.  

When Profane tells Stencil the story of his adventures in the alligator patrol, Stencil becomes suddenly different.  This is evident in his change in demeanor, as described by the narrator:  “Stencil froze, the booze jittering in his glass” (485).  He immediately leaves a very ill Profane to find a doctor “of sorts” (486) for Profane.  He goes to Maijstral and demands that Maijstral exorcise the demon from Profane—he is possessed by V. (486).  He believes that Profane was being used as a tool of V. in the sewer when he shot Stencil, thinking he was an alligator.  Stencil takes this as proof that V. is out to get him, since she is even turning his own friends against him.  Maijstral tries to dissuade Stencil from this exorcism and says that it is not as easy as Stencil proposes to remove the danger of V. from his life.  Their conversation gives the reader a glimpse into Maijstral’s understanding of the issues that face Stencil in his search for V.

“No,” Maijstral said, “you wouldn’t get what you wanted.  What—if it were your world—would be necessary.  One would have to exorcise the city, the island, every ship’s crew on that Mediterranean.  The continents, the world.  Or the western part,” as an afterthought.  “We are western men. . . . God knows how many Stencils have chased V. about the world.”

“Fairing,” Stencil croaked, “in whose Parish Stencil was shot, preceded your Father Avalanche.”

“I could have told you.  Told you the name.”

“But.”

“Saw no advantage in making things worse.”

Stencil’s eyes narrowed.  Maijstral turned, caught him looking cagy.

“Yes, yes.  Thirteen of us rule the world in secret.”

Stencil went out of his way to bring Profane here.  He should have been more careful; he wasn’t.  Is it really his own extermination he’s after?”

Maijstral turned smiling to him.  Gestured behind his back at the ramparts of Valletta.  “Ask her,” he whispered.  “Ask the rock.” (486-487)

Maijstral implies that Stencil’s pursuit of V. is not the first such search; many men have pursued her in search of the same meaning that Stencil seeks.  Stencil thinks that he is somewhat suicidal to make such an effort to bring Profane to Valetta with him, only to realize Profane may be trying to kill him.  After finding out this interesting information about Profane, Stencil leaves Valetta within two days.  Stencil’s last appearance in the novel ends with his leaving Profane dead drunk in Valetta with the following note balanced on his belly:  

A shipfitter [sic] named Aquilina has intelligence of one Mme. Viola, oneiromancer and hypnotist, who passed through Valetta in 1944.  The glass eye went with her.  Cassar’s girl lied.  V. used it for an hypnotic aid.  Her destination, Stockholm.  As is Stencil’s.  It will do for the frayed end of another clue.  Dispose as you will of Profane.  Stencil has no further need for any of you.  Sahha. (487)

Stencil has apparently given up on his two trusty companions and is continuing the search by himself.  Stencil ignores what Maijstral has told him about the inescapable truth he simultaneously approaches and denies.  Which is the more frightening truth for Stencil—the possibility of a worldwide conspiracy with extremely arcane and diabolical machinations or the possibility that no such order in the chaos of humanity exists?  Patteson suggests that Stencil’s answer is clear.  He writes, “For Stencil, the threat of conspiracy is an acceptable alternative to the horror of randomness” (“What Stencil Knew,” 22).


Pynchon presents Stencil as a frustrated logician.  Hite explains this idea by writing,  “In Pynchon’s comic vision, Western man is a failed Platonist, committed to the proposition that the Truth is One; and able to function only because he keeps happening on truths on the way to the elusive Truth.  People take note of diversity by trying to resolve it into unity.  By the same token, Pynchon’s novels promise to add up in order to call attention to the complex ways in which they do not add up” (24, emphasis in original).  The reader is strung along in the belief that the novel must make sense in the end and finally realizes that nothing does make sense.  Puetz draws together the questions of the reader of V. by stating that “the novel’s multiplicity draws the reader into an analogous quest:  is there an overarching conspiracy controlling all, reducing humanity to inanimate puppets?  Or is there no order, only increasing entropy, with hints of order merely reflecting one’s own paranoia?” (Puetz, 240)  This is the question that the reader is driven to answer, and any answer the reader gives has to begin with some assumption of either underlying order or chaos.  

Conclusion

In order to come to any conclusion about this novel, the reader must deal with the conclusion of the novel itself.  This conclusion is problematic, since the entire novel seems to drive the reader away from coming to an end to the search for meaning.  Hunt suggests that Pynchon challenges the reader in her belief that the answer is anything easy.  He writes,  

For all the intellectual activity of his questing characters, Pynchon remains tentative about the value of the intellect.  In the pursuance of his quest, Stencil acquires a fulfilling sense of animateness.  But with the prospect of ending the quest, of making the connections, comes an apocalyptic vision of an absolute threat to life.  The threat is not simply from death which, metaphorically, would be right enough, but from the take-over of the inanimate that promises to reduce the whole human enterprise to something utterly meaningless . . . [V. ends] in a peculiar kind of misologism, for the perception of rational connections in experience is rejected not because it does not tell us the truth, but because it does. (41)  

Stencil’s modus operandi is similar to that of the secret society whose mission is to spread the rumor that there is a worldwide conspiracy.  Stencil cannot believe that there is no longer a conspiracy because then there would be only randomness.  This type of order is created by humanity to make it all sensible instead of believing in a purely chaotic existence.  Kozlowski describes this mechanism when he writes, “the conscious plots of mankind, whether cabals or cables, serve as metaphorical illusions or delusions that mask the only truth of man’s existence—accident” (4).  The maze exists to be solved or escaped from because we have created it to confuse ourselves.

There is no order for Herbert Stencil to discover except that which he has created for himself.  Hite suggests:

By confronting his characters with the choice between an outside power imposing order on the world or an inside power (either the shaping imagination, or paranoia, or both) imposing order on the world, Pynchon parodies a post-religious attitude that takes these extremes as exhaustive.  His own fictional worlds, however, are pluralistic—governed not by a rigid, absolute, and universal Idea of Order but by multiple partial, overlapping, and often conflicting ideas of order.  And these worlds are familiar, even when they are most bizarre and surreal, because they evoke a multilayered reality in which multiple means of putting things together manage to coexist without resolving into a single, definitive system of organization. (10, emphasis in original)

Pynchon presents a way of finding order in the world through Herbert Stencil, but he never suggests that his is the only view of reality.  The constant inter-referencing and overlapping of Stencil’s stories mimic the complexity that we encounter in everyday life.  Hawthorne suggests that Pynchon has established two opposing viewpoints in this novel.  He writes, “he shapes the labyrinth into a metaphor for the complexity of Stencil’s convoluted search for V. . . . Stencil’s internalized labyrinth results in the discovery that in the twentieth century there is no center, a horrifying but ludic discovery that the meaning of the quest is its own meaninglessness.  It is as if the novel tenuously balanced between an omniscient narrator’s modernistic view of traditionally fixed, universal values and Stencil’s postmodern parody of that narrator’s assumption of surety” (80).  Stencil forces every event to conform to his reality.  This is just one extreme way of dealing with the messy human existence.  However, Plater suggests that Stencil’s strategy is reasonable, when he writes, “the only thing that you can do with the totality of facts is finagle.  The only thing the reader can do with the facts of Pynchon’s novels is try to impose some order on all the clicks and whistles” (14).  Pynchon is encouraging his reader to attempt to decode the information, even if it is futile in the end.  In the epilogue, the reader anticipates an answer, but her expectations are not satisfied.  Pearce believes the ending “does suddenly place the reader in a privileged position.  It does take us farther than Stencil could go and bring us up closer to the object of his search.  Indeed, we are brought up so close to the final scenes that we can never tell how they are related to what came before.  We can never get beyond the frame of the ‘Epilogue’—or the absolutely blank space on either side.  It is just our being brought in so close to the subject that creates the discontinuity and the uncertainty” (“Pynchon’s Endings,” 149).  The epilogue is the ultimate affront to Stencil’s desperate search.  Here is all the information that he is looking for, but he will never find it.  Patteson points out that even this ultimate knowledge would not end Stencil’s quest, since “Even if Stencil knew, as the reader does, the exact circumstances of his father’s death, he would then only know that he could know nothing” (“What Stencil Knew,” 30).  Pynchon must force this truth onto the reader through his confusing maze of text, since she would not accept it without experiencing this example of it.  Pynchon establishes an adversarial relationship with the reader and challenges her to step out of her societal conventions and accept that the universe cannot be quantified and understood.  This is not to say that I suggest a simple explanation to what Pynchon has written.  Pynchon creates a dichotomy between the known and unknown in his work.  When the reader begins to feel comfortable with her understanding of Pynchon’s world, he switches it around to trap her deeper in the maze.  The search itself is what is important, not the truth that we make of what we find.

Conclusion
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The Goddesses Give the Shepherd of Ida an Apple
The literary figure Pynchon most resembles is Nabokov, whose novels, . . . illustrate the way in which subjectivity so alters the reality of the past that fictions themselves become reality.  The search for the character V. is informed by Robert Graves’ The White Goddess, which associates “the fall of Western culture with the debasement of the religious and poetic myths which the White Goddess embodied.” 

—Roger B. Henkle, “Pynchon’s Tapestries on the Western Wall,” 231 

The two authors that I have chosen to focus on are both interested in the many possibilities of interpretation and ways of looking for the truth in the world around us.  Brian Cowart suggests that Nabokov has created an illustration of the ability of any reader to deconstruct the text and explore the maze of narrative fully.  “In the end Nabokov makes a profoundly cogent case for the violability of any text—whether Shade’s or his own—by the parergonal gloss” (83).  Nabokov has created a text that is ambiguous and has room for interpretation or misunderstanding.  Either way, a maze of referents awaits a reader to explore it.  Thus, we see Nabokov as the creator and artist of the labyrinth of Pale Fire and his reader is the explorer.  Pynchon, however, takes a more aggressive stance toward the reader.  Michael Valla believes that Pynchon is destroying the conventional manner of reading and forcefully challenging the reader to use a new paradigm for interpretation.  He writes, “By yoking together in unexpected and thoroughly unconventional ways various forms of narrative discourse and literary genres, Pynchon constantly disrupts reader expectations conditioned as these are by more conventional novels” (140).  The reader cannot help “stencilizing” her own reading but she is warned that it can be taken to an unhealthy extreme.  Both Kinbote and Stencil illustrate how a certain interpretive technique can go wrong or over the top.  Nabokov’s text argues for the validity and value in the assumption of order.  Conversely, Pynchon argues for the futility of the assumption of order, since order is so subjective and there is no way to definitively confirm or deny your hypothesis.  

These texts help establish a literary tradition for non-linear narrative and hypertextual narrative.  Many writers who create narratives meant to be read in an unusual order use the well-known motif of the labyrinth to ground their novels.  This form encourages community and connections to other writings.  Non-linear and hypertext writers are drawing on the same experience and richness of concept that appears in earlier works, such as V. and Pale Fire.  Every reader integrates new texts into the existing texts of her life and thereby she creates a maze structure of connections for herself.  In a similar fashion, I see these two texts as explicitly linked by the connections I have created between them and the other texts in my mental library.

Both Pynchon and Nabokov fashion their texts to attract the reader who tenaciously searches for understanding.  Nabokov may think of this reader as the ideal chess player, whereas Pynchon makes fun of a reader who dumbly follows every lead like his Stencil character.  Pynchon and Nabokov create dichotomies in their work that compel the attentive reader to investigate what they are not mentioning in their text.  Nabokov creates an overt tension between the poem and the commentary.  This distracts the reader from her attempt to ascertain what is reality and what is Kinbote’s illusion.  Pynchon entices the reader to investigate whether he has a secret worth knowing or whether he instead suggests that everything is meaningless.  Both draw the reader into the overt plot and then allow only tantalizing glimpses of the excluded middle.  This maze traps the reader and she may not find the way back out to an understanding of the work until she has explored many false paths and dead ends.

The text I have created is an example of the way in which text and intertextuality may be investigated to explicate non-linear and hypertext narrative.  An exploration of the links between disparate texts provides insight into the meaning of the mélange of texts encountered by the reader.  As I have shown, following an interpretative path can reward the reader with sudden insight into the deeper story hidden within the overt structure of the narrative.  Modern literature attempts to present any story from multiple points of view.  Gaining a deeper understanding of the various points of view represented in a text leads the reader down a different path of interpretation.  The interpretive paths followed by the reader form a confusing tangle that she must conscientiously navigate or else become lost in the pathways she has created for herself.  The ancient symbol of the labyrinth remains an inspiration to the modern reader.  Humanity continues to struggle and innovate to create order (or the impression of order) in our universe.  Within the complex connections of texts encountered by the modern reader, she may pursue her fancies and visions of order through these infinite stories.  Pynchon and Nabokov are just two examples of this line of thinking.  They contribute to the ongoing multi-faceted discussion, provide inspiration to other non-linear writers, and introduce another level of complexity into our complicated lives.  
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