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Excellent Book

"Wonderfully wacky fiction.... Donwood is a nimble and impish writer, taking his story to the edge
of absurdity...but never letting it slip away completely. There's an element of real danger here,
lurking beneath the wordplay and quirky dialogue, and there's also a rather touching--if wickedly
convoluted--love story. Just a whole lot of fun." --Booklist"This irresistible mash-up of noir and
gothic horror from Donwood (Household Worms) defines the term 'cult classic.' This is a wild,
shambolic ride, but its central idea--of a dark world just underneath our own--is as noir as it
gets." --Publishers Weekly, Starred ReviewAbout the AuthorStanley Donwood is Radiohead's
longtime artist in residence. Donwood produced the cover art for Radiohead's 1994 single My
Iron Lung, beginning a working relationship that has continued for all Radiohead's art and
promotional material, as well as for Thom Yorke's solo albums and work with Atoms For Peace.
In 2002, Donwood and Yorke won a Grammy for Best Recording Package for the Special
Collector's Edition of Amnesiac. He has published two collections of very short stories with
Tangent (Slowly Downward and Household Worms) and in 2014, Faber & Faber published his
collection Humor.
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Pale Fire: A Poem in Four Cantos by John Shade



John P. Jones III, “Like the Firebird.... ...there is nothing pale about this one. Igor Stravinsky
"pushed the edge on the envelope" with pre-World War I orchestral works such as "The Firebird"
and the "The Rite of Spring." The latter literally caused a riot when it was first played in Paris in
1913. As Richard Rorty notes in the Introduction to "Pale Fire" (and perhaps my only complaint
about this particular edition is that Rorty's Intro should have been an "Afterword") the critical
reception greeting this book when it was first published in the early `60's was mixed to negative.
Dwight MacDonald, a "high priest" of culture, and author of 
  
Against the American Grain (A Da Capo paperback)

  
  
     as well as others, called the work "unreadable."  Mary McCarthy, of 
  
The Group

  
  
fame, on the other hand was far more enthusiastic, recognizing that Nabokov was making a
"dent" in the orthodox "reality" of acceptable literature, just as Stravinsky did in the musical field,
half a century earlier.There is no question that you have to be at "the top of your reading game"
to tackle this work, and then, STILL, the "bookmarks will measure what you lost." McCarthy
called it a "centaur-work," half poem, half prose. It is that, but it is also far more akin to a game of
three dimensional chess, as Nabokov plays (and you can sense his joy in writing this) along
numerous planes, vectors, and assorted intersections. The author is a master of allusion and



illusion.Nominally there is the 1000 line poem (or is it only 999?) written by John Shade which
his wife has bequeathed to his somewhat friend and academic colleague Charles Kinbote for
safekeeping, editing, and eventual publication. The rest of the book takes the form of a
meandering "Commentary" by Kinbote on the poem, and much else about life. The poem itself is
dense and rich, rhyming couplets commencing with what will now always be memorable for me:
"I was the shadow of the waxwing slain, By the false azure in the windowpane..." Before the
poem turns back upon itself, at line 1000 (or is it 999?), there are ample eschatological musing,
including an unloved daughter who takes the Ophelia exit. Yes, Nabokov anticipates that the
reader is familiar with Karamazov, and how Marat died, for literary and historical allusions
abound. There are also "svelte stilettos" and "And our best yesterdays are now foul piles, Of
crumpled names, phone numbers and foxed files..." As with much of Nabokov, both the poem,
and the commentary can serve simply as a vocabulary builder.Matryoshka is that unique
Russian art form: nested dolls, one inside the other. Nabokov writes in a similar fashion, with one
story inside another. He has created (or is it a character's imagination?) the Kingdom of Zembla,
a mythical northern European country where a coup occurred, and the King has had to flee for
his life. There are the inevitable petty rivalries in academia (of which Nabokov must have had
much first-hand experience). There is a section involving the secret passages of youth that
seemed to be straight from 
  
The Lost Estate (Le Grand Meaulnes) (Penguin Classics)

  
  
.There is his playful approach towards language; no doubt one of the reasons why MacDonald
says that he is "self-indulgent." Consider from the poem: "A proud and happy linguist: je nourris,
Les pauvres cigales - meaning that he, Fed the poor sea gulls! Lafontaine was wrong..." and as
Kinbote states in his commentary on this passage, refreshingly so, that generations of
translators have mistranslated "cigale" as "grasshopper" in the tale of the Grasshopper and the
Ant. Even more astonishingly, Nabokov cites a translator's dilemma of in the confusion of a
misprint between "mountain" and "fountain." Then, in a virtual statistical impossible thrice,
between the English "crown-crow-cow" and the Russian "korona-vorona-korova." "Self-
indulgent" may be the last defense of the threatened academic in the face of such humbling
erudition. For the rest of us though, we can simply enjoy and be amazed, and even learn a bit.As



with all excellent literature, there are numerous penetrating insights into the human condition,
from the personal behavior of an assassin on his "mission" to the snubs and counter-snubs in
academia. If one is not invited to a party, where else is it appropriate (and understood) to give
the host a Pleiades edition of Proust's most famous work, with a similar passage bookmarked?
Speaking of publishers, "Everyman's Library" has produced an outstanding edition, complete
with the cloth bookmark, which serves to supplement your own, as you flip back and forth
between poem and commentary. And it will easily make it through the obligatory re-read. In the
meantime, beware of the false azure in a windowpane.  5-stars plus.”

Dave Cullen, “Brilliant writing, but heavily a lit-world in-joke. Hmmmmm. I've rarely been so
conflicted in a response. And my 4 stars should be 3.5. And I totally think I need to revisit this in 6
months, where my start could change anywhere from 3 to 5.The definitely won't drop below 3,
because the writing was brilliant, which is barely the word--it's Nabokov, the master, so I guess
I'll use the rare word genius.It's the whole setup of it that's in question. It was incredibly fun for
awhile, and wildly inventive (Hmmmmm--I think it just went back up to at least 4 stars. I
sometimes forget that Reading it NOW, 60 years later, I'm immersed in a lit world made possible
by this book. "Wildly inventive" also means incredibly influential, creating other things that now
make it more of a shrug.) But...But...The joke grew a bit tiresome for me. Also, it was such an
inside joke--so much of the cleverness directed at lit criticism, lit departments (a bit), and just the
lit world. Ho hum. Definitely feels like it was written by a lit prof, doing an deliciously savage satire
of his rarified lit world. I just really don't care that much.And finally, this last "issue" is specific to
me, but a lot of you, so if you're a poetry aficionado, please ignore. The poem at the center of it
wasn't really the point, at least for me, but was a huge part of it, including the (I think)
intentionally bad parts--though a quick check online demonstrated a completely divide world on
that: Many contend the whole poem is a prank, intentionally awful, while others praise its beauty,
even its greatness as a work unto itself. It seems like a truly wondrous and fascinating game, but
available only to deep readers and true aficionados of poetry, and I don't qualify.(If that seems
like a silly argument, try it with jazz, or much better for the poetry crowd, country music. Imagine
a book built around a famous country music artist, with his/her entire lyric catalog at the core--or
complete lyrics to perhaps 50 songs--and much of the joy of the experience came in
appreciating the beauty of some lines/songs, and laughing at the idiocy of others. For all of you
who shrug or roll your eyes at country music, and have no way in, or ability to discern--and
where just wading through them is a painful chore . . . That book would be doomed in some
sense -- you're not going to get the full promise of it.Which perhaps makes me unqualified to
review it, but I think that's nonsense: it was published for a general audience, widely read, and
recommended for non poets... I think it would be fair, perhaps to segregate reviews between for
poetry-lovers and non, and feel free to put me in the latter camp.I long ago decided that I would
not attempt to review how good I thought books/films/music/art are for OTHER PEOPLE--what
an absurd pursuit--or objectively "best," for something so subjective, but merely what worked for



me. (And when relevant, disclose my subjectivity.) This worked for about 4 stars.”

Hammie, “Buy a hard copy!. I came on here to say, "Don't buy the kindle version, get a hard
copy!"There is a lot of to-ing and fro-ing with the footnotes, and even if like me you give up on
that and decide just to read straight through front-to-back, there are still times when you want to
check the references- within-references, and this would all be so much easier with a hard
copy.As for content, I've just finished and enjoyed it, but I feel the need to read some of it again
as there were parts that I didn't take in on the first reading. This could keep me going for a
while...”

Martin Jones, “An Internet Rabbit Hole From 1962. Pale Fire, Vladimir Nabokov’s 1962 novel, is
also the name of an autobiographical poem the book contains, by fictional academic and poet
John Shade – a moving and humorous piece, which sets reflections on mortality alongside riffs
about such topics as Gillette razor advertising. Following John Shade’s death, Pale Fire, the
poem, falls into the hands of Charles Kimbote, the unfortunate poet’s neighbour, who has arrived
from an imaginary east European country, called Zembla, to teach at the local university.
Kimbote holes up in a motel where he works on an annotated version of Pale Fire. Through a
series of bizarre and misguided factual associations, he attempts to show how the poem reflects
much of his own life.I read Pale Fire as a Kindle edition, and I’m not the first to see that the book
is similar to a web document. Taking the form of a commentary, there are naturally many links
jumping between poem and explanatory notes. Kimbote careers around his own self-centred
web of crazy connections. His thought process is reminiscent of one of those internet algorithmic
cul-de-sacs that can take personal quirks and prejudices and turn them into a firm belief in a flat
Earth or the evils of 5G.Using an older analogy you could say that Pale Fire is like a hall of
mirrors. But we shouldn’t forget that both internet and hall of mirrors can be a source of fun. So it
is fitting that Pale Fire has some very funny sections – such as the account of an assassination
attempt where an incompetent hit-man has to keep interrupting the business of assassination to
deal with severe diarrhoea.If you want to have fun, and learn a few things about truth and
delusion, I highly recommend Pale Fire. It’s beautifully written, whether dealing with the common
place or the elevated. It’s also strangely modern, seemingly waiting for the internet to really show
its potential.”

Graham G Grant, “Poetic Injustice. Pale Fire is a literary riot. Your tolerance and enjoyment of it
will depend on your appetite for modernism, or postmodernism. It’s Joycean stuff, built around a
long poem written by an American academic, John Shade. The poem is made up of ‘heroic
couplets’, reminiscent of Pope; there are some gems, but often it’s fairly pedestrian. The conceit
of the novel is that the narrator Charles Kinbote appropriated the manuscript after Shade’s
murder at the hands of a shadowy assassin. The novel is Kinbote’s labour of love - it comprises
the poem itself and then extensive footnotes attempting to explain it, by Kinbote, who’s a kind of



Shade groupie. Part of the joke is that he believes himself to be Shade’s muse when in fact it’s
fairly clear he’s a bit of an irritant to Shade and his wife. The setting for some of the novel is
Wordsmith University; Kinbote is writing at a motel, after Shade’s murder. There are flashbacks
to Kinbote’s fictional homeland Zembla. Its King is on the run from revolutionaries. Kinbote
believes this Zenda-like tale has influenced Shade’s poem, Pale Fire, which seems like wishful
thinking, or just delusional… There are many literary allusions. It’s funny, in places. Flicking
backwards and forwards to the commentary footnotes was a bit of a bore. And overall this is
more a book to admire than to enjoy - a fairer reflection of my own experience would be 3.5.
Kinbote is a fascinating character but also pompous and incredibly verbose. Overall, it can be a
slog. Some of the Zemblan action scenes are among the best in the novel. It’s full of in-jokes and
wordplay. This is either your bag or it’s not. I’m a fan of Joyce and Eliot, whose work is referenced
here, but struggled a bit with Pale Fire. But it can be beguiling and at times compelling. And
whatever I think, Nabokov was a genius, and this is a classic, spawning scores of academic
studies. Nabokov, a literary celeb by the time Pale Fire was published, thanks to Lolita, must
have found it all pretty amusing… and indeed, Eliot-style, he helped to fan the flames,
contributing his own (mischief-making?) theories about the novel’s supposed hidden
meanings…”

S Litton, “Classic. I was prepared for this to be complex, multi-layered, dense and allusive, which
it is. What I didn't expect was that it would be quite so funny. Kinbote is a hilariously pompous
buffoon to rank alongside Ignatius J. Reilly, although he also, particularly at the end, displays
glimmerings of self-awareness which turn him into a rather tragic figure.It's like a house of
mirrors which defies attempts to establish who or what is "real". The wikipedia page lists any
number of theories as to which characters are aliases or aspects of others, which is fascinating
but, I feel, misses the point: the book is satirising critics and their over-elaborate analyses.By the
way, Mary McCarthy's painfully pretentious introduction almost put me off reading it at all, but
afterwards I found out that she was a noted satirist in her own right - maybe her introduction is
part of the joke...?”

David S Welham, “Philosophical, brain-teasing and written with extraordinary panache..
Nabukov deploys his wide vocabulary with extraordinary panache and inventiveness, coining
new words or putting old ones to surprising use. His vast learning in literature, philosophy and
science is on vividly on display and you sense a real Nabukov showing off behind characters of
ambiguous and multiple identity and events which may or may not have happened. But the
convoluted result - at one level the ingenious game of a precocious child - does raise real
questions about what can be real in a mutable world where darkly through a glass see little yet
invent much.”

The book by Vladimir Nabokov has a rating of 5 out of 4.5. 1,012 people have provided



feedback.
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