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Abstract
Postmodernist theories are divided into two main groups. The first group
includes the theories of people like Barry Lewis and David Lodge who
present a list of postmodern style components (uncertainty, paranoia,
temporal disorder, etc.). In the second group, the most significant theory has
been proposed by Brian McHale, who uses the concept of "dominant
element" in Russian formalism to explain postmodernism. McHale considers
the characteristic feature of postmodernism to be ontology (as opposed to
epistemology, which is the dominant element of modernism). Ontology
examines the nature of existence: questions raised in ontology concern
existence and beings. In order to answer ontological questions, Cahill
believes, the world must be understood first; however, modern works refuse
to give a definite answer to this question and make the reader experience a
kind of ontological uncertainty. One instance of such categories is the
blurring of the real and imaginary worlds in postmodern stories. Benefiting
from Brian McHale's theory, this research is looking for ontological
components in Nabokov's Pale Fire. Findings indicate that Pale Fire is
written in a postmodern style and is a complex and difficult novel whose
author is well capable of utilizing his polyphonic technique, uncertainty,
temporal and spatial disorder, paranoia, etc.
Key words: Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire, Postmodernism, McHale,
Ontology.
Extended Abstract
Introduction
Neither theorists nor researchers have applied postmodernism in various
fields of humanities and fine arts in the same sense. During its journey from
the 1990s to our era, new definitions have been added to postmodernism at
each stage, and as a result, either previous inferences have been adjusted or
completely different perceptions have been presented. However, lack of a
solid definition and differences of opinions and inferences do not completely
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rule out the possibility of providing a general classification of existing views
about postmodernism in the field of literature. These discussions can be
divided into two main groups as far as fiction and novels are concerned. A
number of theorists have presented a list of stylistic components, or what
they call the characteristics of postmodern literature; their criticism of
postmodernist works aims at achieving the basic goal of examining these
characteristics in those works. Among these theorists are David Lodge, lhab
Hassan, and Douwe Fokkema, who have proposed lists to specify the
characteristics of postmodern literature. But to introduce the point of view
of this group of theorists, it might not be worthwhile to mention Barry Lewis'
explanation of postmodernism in literature because his approach is a perfect
example of the opinions presented by this group of critics. Lewis considers
six feature characteristics of literary postmodernism: temporal disorder in
the narration of events, pastiche, fragmentation, looseness of association,
paranoia, and vicious circles or short circuiting (the author's entry into the
story). Nonetheless, another group of theorists, among whom Brian McHale
is one of the most prominent, argue against the ideas presented by scholars
like Barry Lewis and David Lodge and propose that that while the various
lists provided by theorists of the first group to describe postmodernism are
indeed useful, the issue of how the literary system has evolved from
modernism to postmodernism remains unsolved. In other words, such lists
have nothing to say about the history of literature. To solve this problem,
McHale makes use of the concept of "dominant element™ which is rooted in
Russian formalism and whose popularization in discussions of criticism is
especially indebted to Roman Jakobson. This concept is a kind of tool that
can be used to find hidden systems in the lists of features of postmodernism
and also to explain the historical evolution leading to postmodernism.
According to McHale, the "dominant element" in modern literature is
epistemology, while the "dominant element” in postmodern literature is
ontology. Epistemology examines knowledge and understanding, whereas
ontology examines the nature of being. The epistemology of modern fiction
is focused on how the world can be interpreted and what is the position of
the interpreter in this world. McHale enumerates examples of
epistemological questions that modernist texts induce in the reader as
follows: How can | interpret this world of which I am a part? What am | in
this world? What should be known? Who has that knowledge? Where did
they get this knowledge? On the other hand, the ontology of postmodern
fiction is focused on the issue of what is this world? How are other worlds
different from this world? How do the worlds depicted in literary works exist
and how are they structured? In other words, the attention of the
postmodernist novel is not focused on how to know the world, but on the



)
A
hld YO+ e (YF Go )l & Soys5 ¢ ool SiSh (saab_ta s
*‘ ,
il s

nature of existence. Ontological questions concern existence and beings.
McHale believes that one must first understand the world in order to answer
ontological questions. Therefore, reading postmodern works means facing
the fundamental question of what kind of world, with what characteristics,
has been created in each work. Postmodern works are distinguished from
modern works by this feature — a feature which makes the reader experience
a kind of existential uncertainty. An example of these categories is the
merging of real and imaginary worlds in postmodern stories.

McHale concludes that the lists provided by David Lodge, Ihab Hasan, Barry
Lewis and others are actually lists of strategies used in the postmodern novel
to highlight ontological issues. Jacobson believes that in every period one
literary feature prevails. Also, in every literary work, one element prevails
over other elements and other elements are no more than a function of that
dominant element. The blurring of the distinction between the real world and
the imaginary in postmodern stories is one of the commonalities of
postmodernism theories. Brian McHale's theorizing about postmodernism
and then referring to similar concepts proposed by Barry Lewis and David
Lodge, show that these three theorists, despite the different terms they used,
had a common opinion and that their views can converge.

Research Questions and Methodology

In this article, key components of postmodernism from Brian McHale's point
of view, relying on its ontological foundations (incoherence, changes in
narration and point of view, polyphonic technique, paranoia, temporal and
spatial irregularity, uncertainty, contradiction, etc.) in Pale Fire are examined
and analyzed. This research is looking for answer to the following questions:
what are the postmodern components in Pale Fire by Vladimir Nabokov
(according to Brian McHale's theory)? What role do these components play
in highlighting the ontological elements of this work based on Brian
McHale's theory?

Conclusion and Findings

Findings show that Pale Fire is written in a postmodern style and is a
complex and difficult novel in which the author has made good use of
polyphonic techniques, uncertainty, temporal and spatial irregularity,
paranoia, etc. in highlighting ontological elements.

Funding

None.

References

Boyd, Brian, (1999) , Nabokov’s pale fire: the magic of artistic discovery .

New Jersey: Princeton UP: Print.
Nells, William (1997), frame works: narrative levels and embedded
narrative. New York. Peter Lang publishing.



