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ABSTRACT 

Nabokov was both teacher and arti s t ,  and thi s  study 

examines his own views about writing and reading , as contained 

in his published lectures and interviews , in order to approach 

h i s  literary practices in the English novels . For the 

purposes of analysing the " architectonic s "  o f  a text , Nabokov 

distingui shes between two aspects of form : s tyle ( " the manner 

of the author " )  and structure ( " the planned pattern of a work , "  

whi ch includes both formal properties--conventions , techniques ,  

garre--and the arrangement of content--story development , the 

" choice "  and " interplay " o f  character s ) . Part One of thi s 

thesis examines this distinction and its consequences in order 

to explain the principles which underli e the self-conscious 

strategies o f  Nabokov ' s  writing . The paradoxical alliance o f  

arti fice and realism i n  what he calls " the fac ts o f  fiction " 

are related to hi s attitudes towards ' facts ' and ' real i ty ' i n  

l i fe ( Chapter One ) ; the methods o f  hi s s tyle , in their 

contribution towards a continuing dialectic of forms , involve 

distinc tions between imitative and innovative style s ,  and 

between impersonal and personal representations ( Chapter Two) ; 

hi s fiction embraces a variety o f  human discourse , from 

scholarly research to art , and plays upon the distinctions 

between non-fictive re-construction and artis tic re-creation 

( Chapter Three ) . Throughout the English novels , characters are 

dramatized in a process o f  choosing s tyles which may or may not 

conform to Nabokov ' s  s tructural design but which represent the 

110ther selve s " o f  personality . Nabokov ' s  s tructuring o f  the 

novels provides a critical perspective on these styli zations . 

The descriptive framework outlined in Part One i s  the 

basis for an account in Part Two o f  the particular relationships 

which are establ i shed between structure and style in each o f  

the Engl i sh novels . Nabokov ' s  main approach i s  to present a 

narrative through first-person narrators working within 



non-fictive conventions o f  representation . Thi s format is 

used in The Rear Life of Sebastian Knight� Pnin� Lorita� Pare 

Fire� Ada and Look at the Harrequins ! In Bend Sinister and 

Transparent Things , however , Nabokov presents the narrative 

through omniscient and intrusive authorial figures . Chapters 

Four and Five examine the di ffering narrative structures of 

The ReaZ Life of Sebastian Knight and Bend Sinister. In The 

Rea Z  Life of Sebastian Knight Nabokov establi shes a conflict 

b etween the conventions of biography and V. ' s  styli zations ; 

this con flict suggests how V.  functions as an imi tative 

novelist , identi fying with an idealized portrait of artistic 

sensibility .  Bend Sinister brings together an outer triune o f  

author,  work o f  art and reader with an inner triune o f  world , 

totalitarian state and individual in order to explore the 

analogies between an artistic " theatre o f  the mind" and self 

representation ; in particular , Nabokov ' s  design reveals how 

Krug ' s  incomplete sel f-characterization contributes to his 

downfall . Nabokov ' s  structural exploration of " individual 

reality "  in Pnin ( Chapter Six) also draws attention to the way 

his  narrator ' s  ' biographical ' portrait of Pnin i s  a form of 

artistic impersonation ; the narrator,  together with Jack 

Cocke rell , is part of a " troika" of personalities , the " radix" 

o f  whi ch is  the individual style o f  Timofey Pnin . Chapter 

Seven analyses the way the di ffering narrative s tructures o f  

PaZe Fire and Transparent Things play parodically wi th the 

inte rre lationships and distinctions be tween artis tic and 

non-fictive representations .  Finally , Chapter Eight offers 

some s uggestions about the ways in which Nabokov ' s  structuring 

of the three memoirs--LoZita , Ada , and Look at the HarZequins ! 

--elaborates hi s concern with memory as the basis o f  "individual 

reality . " 
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INTRODUCTION 

Vladimir Nabokov was a teacher as wel l  as a creative 

artist . His extensive non-fictional work up to " The Last 

Interview" with Robert Robinson reveals many o f  the attitudes 

he brought to literature . The pos thumous publication o f  three 

volumes of hi s academic lectures , edited by Fredson Bowers , 

adds to his non-fictional writings by i llustrating the approach 

he took to reading and analysing literary texts . Thi s  s tudy 

seeks to apply Nabokov ' s  views and critical approach to an 

examination o f  his literary practices , particularly his 

characteri zations . 

In my first chapter I sugges t  how Nabokov ' s  attitudes to 

' facts ' and ' reality ' in l i fe are re flected in hi s approach to 

what he calls " the facts of fiction" (LDQ , p .  1 ) . The critical 

dis tinctions he provides for analysing the " architectonic s "  

(SO , p .  2 6 4 )  o f  authorial composition are then used i n  the 

following chapters to discus s  hi s own literary practices .  In 

Chapter Two Nabokov ' s  sel f-conscious s trategies are discus sed 

in orde r to show how they contribute to a dialectic of forms 

and e s tablish distinctions between impersonal and personal uses 

of language and between imitative and innovative style s . In 

Chapter Three I de scribe how hi s self-conscious acts of 

individual ' re-creation ' incorporate distinctions between 

impersonal and personal representations of ' reality ' and be tween 

non- fictional re-con struction and artistic re -creation . 

The " architectonic s "  o f  Nabokov ' s  work are seen to be 

integral to his characteri zations . Throughout the English 

novels he dramatizes characters in the process o f  choosing 

styles to represent their conscious ' realities ' to themse lves 

and to others . In Part One I examine how the re lationships 

which Nabokov establi shes between hi s structural principles and 

his characters ' stylizations disclose a de scriptive framework 

for reading his  novels . In Part Two I use thi s framework as 



a basi s  for discussing the ways in which the relationships 

between structure and style in each of the English novels 

contribute to the factual and thematic effects of his 

characterizations . 

The difference be tween this study and exi sting Nabokovian 

criticism arises mainly from my attempt to use his pedagogical 

approach as we ll as his views on art and l i fe to examine 

characterization in hi s novels . The originality or merit o f  

Nabokov ' s  ideas doe s  not concern me . Romantic scholars may 

suggest that Nabokov has some things in common with Wordsworth 

and Cole ridge . Alternatively , post-structuralist critics may 

relate their own philosophical scepticism to Nabokov ' s  

preoccupation with paradox and his parodic undermining o f  

absolutes . Such considerations and j udgements form no part o f  

thi s  present s tudy . Such references as are made to critical 

and philosophical positions other than Nabokov ' s  are for the 

purpose o f  further eluc idating Nabokov ' s  techniques .  In 

attempting to describe Nabokov ' s  non-fictional wri tings and to 

apply them to an examination of his characterizations , I seek 

to "remain with [Nabokov] in [Nabokov ' s ] world" (SO , p .  264) . 
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CHAPTER ONE 

NABOKOV ' S  "FACTS OF FICTION " 

I j us t  l ike composing riddles with elegant solutions . 
v. Nabokov, Strong Opinions 

In considering Nabokov ' s  Engli sh novels we are confronted 

wi th a recurrent riddle . On the one hand, our attention is  

drawn to the unreal , verbal s tatus o f  his  fictional worlds and 

creatures . On the othe r hand , he creates characters who seem 

to present analogies with people in life s ince they plunge the 

reader into reali st considerations o f  motivation , deception , 

and human consciousnes s .  Critics have s hown continued interes t  

in this paradoxical alliance o f  sel f-conscious artifice and 

realism. David Lodge , for instance , sees Nabokov as a 

transitional figure between modernism with its attempt to locate 

reality in the processes of consciousnes s ,  1 and post-modern i sm 

which views the world as "re s istant to the compulsive attempts 

o f  the human mind to interpret i t . "
2 

Robert Alter describes 

Nabokov ' s  work as a part of the post-modernist revival of the 

self-conscious tradition ; descending from works such as Don 

Quixote and Tristram Shandy , this tradition culminate s in " a  

novel that systematically flaunts its own condition o f  arti fice 

and that by so doing probes into the problematic relationship 

between real -seeming arti fice and reality . "
3 

Other critics 

have taken a quasi -metaphysical view . Page Stegner , for 

instance , cl aims that by drawing attention to the mind ' s  

potential for artifice Nabokov reveals aes thetics to be a means 

of " creating in hi s art a sub j ective world that spirals out o f  

the chronometric limitations o f  consc iousness . "
4 

Julia Bader , 

by contrast ,  sees the e ffect ,  not as an escape from the "prison 



3 

o f  time , " but rather as the creation o f  self-contained and 
5 

complete worlds . S till other critics have related the paradox 

more directly to characterization . H .  Grabes , for example , 

argues that the central ambivalence o f  Nabokov ' s  Engl i sh novels 

arises out of the fact that they are all fictitious biographies ; 

in them the problems inherent in the artistic portrayal of real 

lives are demonstrated and the relationship between life and 

art is investigated .
6 

In turn , E llen F i fer sugge sts that 

Nabokov ' s  presentation of reality through artifice is a serious 

epi stemological enterprise which raises psychological , moral , 

and me taphysical is sue s so that "Art i s ,  for Nabokov , a means 

of grappling with the nature of reality , not a retreat from 

. t .. 7 
l. • This diversity o f  opinion prompts us to ask whether 

Nabokov himsel f organi zed hi s work upon theoretical and 

philosophical principles that might explicate the paradox at 
8 

its heart . So o ften his  own statements seem merely to hei ghten 

the paradox . When asked, for instance , how he reconci le d  the 

obvious pathos of Humbert Humbert with the allegation that he 

dimini shes his  characters " to the point where they become 

ciphers in a cosmic farce , "  Nabokov repli ed :  

Humbert Humbert i s  a vain and cruel wretch 
who manage s to appear " touching . "  That 
epithet ,  in its true tear-iridized sense , 
can only apply to my poor l i ttle girl . 
Beside s ,  how can I " dimini sh "  to the level s  
of ciphers , et cetera , characters that I 
have invented myself? One can " diminish "  
a biographee , but not an eidolon . (SO , p .  9 4 )  

Here Nabokov moves from real i s t  remarks about hi s characters 

to a reminder that they are independent verbal illusions , and 

this is typical of the problems he raises . Thi s present study 

attempts to trace Nabokov ' s  own "elegant solutions" to thes e  

problems . 

When we examine Nabokov ' s  statements about art and life , 

we are confronted with apparently inconsistent attitude s to 

facts . He can say " all the worlds of wri ters are unreal " 

(LRL , p .  1 30 ) , and yet also s tress that in the teaching of 

literature , he " tried to give factual data only" (SO , p .  9 0 ) . 

In the introduction to Lectures on Don Quixote , he seems to 



challenge the existence o f  facts within l i fe whi le accepting 

them within art : "Let us not try to reconcile the fiction o f  

facts [ " so called ' real l i fe "' ]  with the facts of fiction" 

(LDQ , p . 1 ) . While continually que s tioning facts and ob j ecti ve 

reality in l i fe , Nabokov claims to deal with the facts in hi s 

scholarly undertakings : in de fending hi s account of the 

inconsistencies within Pushkin ' s  Eugene Onegin , for instance , 

he asserts , "My facts are obj ective and irrefutable " 

(SO , p .  2 6 4 ) . In the biography Nikolai Gogol he attacks " the 

4 

utter stupidity o f  such terms as ' bare facts ' and ' realism ' " 

(NG ,  p .  1 2 2 ) , yet at the end of the same work , when acknowle dg

ing his use of a portrait taken from Veresaiev ' s  Russian 

biography of Gogol , he states , "Most of my facts are taken from 

the same convenient work " (NG, p .  1 56 ) . Similar inconsistencies 

seem to occur when Nabokov discusses hi s own l i fe . Nabokov ' s  

interview with George Feifer demonstrate s the point . To the 

question , "What surprises you in l i fe ? "  Nabokov replies ,  " Its 

complete unreality . "
9 

Yet a li ttle later on , Nabokov uses the 

term ' reality ' : " In mode st reality I never won pri zes in 
1 0  

sports . "  Similarly , at the end o f  the intervi ew Nabokov uses 

the word ' facts ' in speaking o f  his own l i fe :  " The facts in my 

Speak , Memory and Strong Opinions as well as a collection o f  

special notes should prevent a vicious mediocrity from 
1 1  

dis torting my l i fe ,  my truth , my anecdotes . "  As the Feifer 

interview illustrate s ,  Nabokov ' s  use of the words reality and 

unreality cannot be separated from the apparent contradictions 

in his attitudes to facts . 

My initial purpose is to trace Nabokov ' s  solutions to 

these apparent contradictions . In my opinion , Nabokov doe s  not 

deny the details and data of man ' s experience , nor does he deny 

the e stabli shed verbal convention of re ferring to such data a s  
1 2  

facts . What he does is to challenge the differing status 

traditionally accorded to the facts o f  l i fe and the facts o f  

art . 

First o f  all he que s tions definitive assumptions about 

man ' s  perception of facts . He points out that the part and the 

whole are interdependent within any speci fic area o f  

observation : 



Bare facts do not exis t  in a state o f  nature , 
for they are never really quite bare : the 
white trace o f  a wris t  watch , a curled pi ece 
of sticking plaster on a brui sed hee l , these 
cannot be discarded by the mo st ardent 
nudist . (NG ,  p .  1 2 1 )  

Here Nabokov ' s  illus trations undermine the concept o f  bare 

facts , but this i s  not to deny the existence o f  facts . He i s  

challenging the imprecise use o f  the term . In that facts are 

always sele cted and formulated by man , Nabokov attacks the 

"utte r  stupidity o f  such terms as ' bare facts ' and ' realism ' "  

(NG, p .  1 2 2 ) . Even the mo st banal l i st o f  detail s  is  at the 

same time tinctured by individual consciousne ss : "I doubt 

whether you can even give your telephone number without giving 

something of yourself"  (NG, p .  1 2 2 ) . 

Nabokov allege s  the existence o f  " the given world" (SO , 

5 

p .  3 2 )  which man may observe and accumulate detai led information 

about . 
1 3  

At the same time he draws attention to the paradox 

that man ' s  awarene s s  o f  Nature constitutes a co-existing but 

di fferent ' real i ty ' : 

While the brain s till pulses one cannot escape 
the paradox that man is intimate ly conscious 
of Nature because he i s  walled in himse lf and 
separated from her. The human mind is  a box 
with no tangible l id ,  sides or bottom , and 
still it is a box , and there is no earthly 
method o f  getting out of it and remaining in 
it at the same time . 1 4  ( My italic s )  

Here , I sugges t ,  Nabokov dis tinguishes between the independent 

reality or " utter individuality o f  each thing , "
1 5  

and man ' s  

"conscious " reality which includes hi s awareness o f  things in 

" the given world . "
1 6  

In th�s sense , facts are a product o f  

man ' s  activities as an observer and as a n  arti ficer . Man ' s  

' known ' facts about things in " the given world" are not only 

selected detai l s , they are al so conscious constructions , 

dependent on memory and imagination as well as on observation . 
1 7  

Nabokov be lieve s that "Whatever the mind grasps , it  does s o  with 

the assistance o f  creative fancy" (SO , p .  1 54 ) . Thus he states 

that " Reality and i llusion are interwoven in the pattern of 

l i fe "  (LDQ, p .  1 7 )  .
1 8  

Once the paradox of factual awarenes s  



is recognized the apparent inconsistencies in Nabokov ' s  use o f  

the words reality and unreality dis appear : man ' s  facts are re-
1 9  

de fined as a form o f  conscious or " imaginable knowledge " 

based on selec tive observations of the data o f  experience . I n  

6 

a discussion o f  Nabokov ' s  views the term ' reality ' is nece ssarily 

qualified because of the artifice of man ' s  factual awareness . 

Factual awarene s s  i s  further quali fied by individual 

experience , s ince even man ' s immediate perception s of the given 

world are affected by levels of information which vary according 

to the perceiver : 

All reality is  comparative reality since any 
given reality , the window you see , the smell s 
you perceive , the sounds you hear , are not 
only dependent on a crude give -and-take of 
the senses but also depend upon various 
levels of information . (LL, p .  1 46 )  

Thi s  notion is  illustrated i n  Strong Opinions : 

I f  we take a lily , for instance , or any other 
kind o f  natural obj e c t ,  a l ily i s  more real 
to a naturalist than it is  to an ordinary 
person . But it is  still more real to a 
botani st . And yet another stage o f  reality 
i s  reached with that botanist who is a 
special i s t  in lilies . (SO , pp . 1 0 - 1 1 )  

Here Nabokov demonstrates that the paradox of factual awarene s s  

i s  not a denial of specialized knowledge . Although " al l  

reality is comparative , "  Nabokov ' s  examples reiterate the 

individual ' s  ability to accumulate information about the 

independent ' reality ' o f  things within " the given worl d . " As 

Brian Boyd points out , for Nabokov , "Things exist in 

specifi city ;  i t  is the accumulation o f  details that reveals the 

independence o f  one thing from another and from the mind . "
2 0  

Man ' s  factual awareness is  not only comparative , i t  is 

al so sub j ective : " Reality is a very sub j ective affair . I can 

only de fine it as a kind of gradual accumulation o f  information ; 

and as specialization " (SO , p .  1 0 ) . However , Nabokov 

di fferentiates between a subj ective ac cumulation o f  impersonal 

information and a pe rsonal response to experience . A lily i s  

more real to a botan i st than to an ordinary person in the 



impersonal sense that the botanist ' s  past experience has 

included a specialized study of the independent ' reality ' of 

natural ob j ects . At the same time the botanist ' s  impersonal 

knowledge is part of an ongoing personal awarenes s  that 

consti tutes his " individual reali t [ y ] " (LL , p .  2 5 3 ) . Nabokov 

points out that three men , a city man , a botanis t ,  and a local 

farmer , when walking through the same country landscape would 

each have a completely different personal awarenes s  of the 

experience : " So here we have three different worlds-three men ,  

ordinary men who have di fferent realities " (LL ,  p .  2 5 3 ) . Even 

so , in di stinguishing man ' s capacity to acquire impersonal 

knowledge from hi s personal responses , Nabokov allows that 

factual awareness contributes to two orders o f  conscious 

con structs , individual scholarship and individual self

expres sion . 

7 

Conversely , Nabokov challenges the traditional status 

accorded to facts within man ' s  systematized representations o f  

" the given world . "  Nabokov considers that " the material o f  thi s  

world may b e  real enough ( as far a s  real i ty goe s )  but does not 

exist at all as an accepted entirety : it is chao s "  (LL , p .  2 ) . 

He suggests , 

Man at a certain stage o f  hi s development 
invented arithmetic for the purely practical 
purpose of obtaining some kind of human 
order in a world which he knew to be ruled 
by gods whom he could not prevent from 
playing havoc wi th his sums whenever they 
felt so inclined . (LL ,  p .  3 7 4 )  

In complementary fashion , man invented disciplines , from 

astrology to geology , in order to systemati ze individual 

observations of hi s world .  Ironically , these very systems h ave 

generated a largely unquestioning faith in universally known 

and obj ective truths which are thought to make up " so-called 

' real l i fe ' "  (LDQ , p. 1 )  . It is thi s  widespread be lief that 

Nabokov calls " the fiction o f  facts " (LDQ , p .  1 ) . He points 

to the proclivity of mankind to see its own ordering and 

interpretations of the facts o f  l i fe as obj ecti ve : 

What i s  this vaunted " real l i fe , " what are 
these solid " facts " ?  One is suspicious of 



them when one sees biologists stalking 
each other wi th loade d  gene s , or battling 
historians locked in each other ' s  arms as 
they roll in the dust o f  centurie s .  
(LDQ , p .  1 )  

While on the one hand individual schol ars disagree about 

the signi ficance o f  facts , on the other hand society ' s  

impersonal representations of human experience obliterate the 

unique re lationship of each individual to the data o f  

existence . In thi s  way false notions o f  " so-called ' real 

l i fe ' "  are further promoted : 

Whether or not hi s newspaper and a set of 
senses reduced to five are the main sources 
of the so-called " real l i fe "  of the so
called average man , one thing is fortunately 
certain : name ly ,  that the average man 
himsel f i s  but a pi ece of fiction , a tissue 
of stati stics . 

The notion o f  " real l i fe , "  the n ,  is  based 
on a system of general ities . . . Or to 
put it the other way around . . .  " real l i fe "  
i s  the generalized epithe t ,  the average 
emotion , the advertised multitude , the 
commonsensical world . (LDQ , p .  1 )  

In Nabokov ' s  view a society ' s generali zed ' truths ' about 

everything from science to art are also comparative , and vary 

from age to age . He maintains , for instance , that " one of the 

characteristics of applied science i s  that yesterday ' s  neutron 

or today ' s  truth dies tomorrow" (SO , p .  4 5 ) . And he points to 

the different assessments of Madame Bovary which have been 

made as time has pas sed : 

Flaubert may have seemed reali stic or 
naturalis tic a hundred years ago to readers 
brought up on the writings of those 
sentimental ladies and gentlemen that Emma 
admired .  But realism� naturalism� are only 
comparative notions. What a given 
generation fee l s  as naturalism in a writer 
seems to an older generation to be an 
exaggeration of drab detail ,  and to a 
younger generation not enough drab de tail . 
(LL ,  pp . 1 46-47 , my italics)  

Nevertheles� Nabokov allows that in society factual awarene s s  
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contribute s to two further di stinct orders o f  conscious 

constructs : a depersonali zed system of generalities ; and 

collective versions o f  ' reality ' embodying subje ctive belie fs . 

Nabokov also suggests that man ' s  factual awarenes s  is  

essential to hi s imaginative creation of a fi fth order of 

conscious cons tructs , the arti ficial worlds of art . Howeve r ,  

he differentiates between man ' s  so-called ' non-fi ctive ' order s  

o f  conscious constructs and hi s creation of the detail s  of an 

9 

independent fictional world , " the facts o f  fiction" (LDQ , p .  1 ) . 

He stresses that " Literature i s  invention . Fiction i s  fiction . 

To call a s tory a true story is  an insult to both art and truth " 

(LL , p .  5 ) . And he continually warns the reader against 

expecting l iterature to repeat socie ty ' s  vers ions of ' reali ty ' : 

Let us not try and reconcile the fiction of 
facts with the facts of fiction . Don Quixote 
is a fairy tale , so is B leak House , so is 
Dead Souls. Madame Bovary and Anna Karenin 
are supreme fairy tale s . . . A masterpiece 
of fiction is an original world and as such 
is not likely to fit the world of the reader . 

There is  no use , there fore , looking 
in these books for detailed factual 
representation of so-called " real l i fe . " 
(LDQ , pp . 1 -4 )  

Nabokov believes that the great writer i s  involved i n  an 

imaginative re-creation of facts : "A creative wri ter . . .  mus t  

posses s  the inborn capacity not only o f  recombining but o f  

re-creating the given world" (SO , p .  3 2 )  .
2 1  

I n  thi s  proces s  

o f  re-creation a writer draws on hi s individual awareness o f  

the data o f  the given world i n  order to produce the new facts 

of an original fictional world .  These " facts of fiction" are 

independent verbal illus ions : " The truth is that great novel s  

are great fairy tales "  CLL , p .  2 ) . Moreover , " al l  the worlds 

of writers are unreal " (LRL , p .  1 3 0 ) . Great artis ts use a 

knowledge o f  the given world ' s  data for the purposes o f  re

invention , whereas minor artists mere ly imitate society ' s  

conventional " fiction [ s ]  of facts " :  

Time and space , the colors of the seasons , 
the movements of muscles and minds , all 
these are for writers of genius ( as far as 



we can gues s  and I trust we guess right ) 
not traditional notions which may be borrowed 
from the circulating library o f  public truths 
but a series of unique surprises which mas ter 
artis ts have learned to expres s  in their own 
unique way . To minor authors i s  left the 
ornamentation o f  the common place : these do 
not bother about any reinventing of the world ; 
they merely try to squeeze the best they can 
out of a given order of things , out o f  
traditional patterns o f  fiction . (LL , p .  2 )  

Nevertheles� Nabokov allows that the major artis t  draws 

not only on hi s own sub j ective knowledge , but also on the 

impersonal system of generalities through which man formulates 

and orders the material s of " the given world" : 

Between certain generali ties o f  fiction 
and certain generalities o f  l i fe there is  
some correspondence . Take phys ical or 
mental pain , for instance , or dreams , or 
madness , or such things as kindness , 
mercy , j ustice--take these general 
elements of human l i fe ,  and you must agree 
that it should be a pro fitable task to 
study the way they are transmuted into art 
by the masters of fiction . 2 2  (LDQ , p .  4 )  

In teaching l iterature , there fore , Nabokov often makes use o f  

man ' s  system o f  generalities .  His introduction to Lectures on 

Don Quixote provides an illustration of thi s  practice : 

Cervantes seems to know Spain as little as 
Gogol did central Russia .  Howeve r ,  it i s  
stil l  Spain;  and he re i s  where the 
generalities o f  " real l i fe "  ( in thi s  case 
geography) may be appli ed to the 
generalities o f  a work o f  fiction . In a 
general way Don Quixote ' s  adventures ,  in 
the first part,  take place around the 
villages o f  Argamasilla and E l  Toboso in 
La Mancha , in the Castil lian parched plain , 
and to the south in the mountains of the 
Morena range , Si erra Morena . I suggest 
that you look at these places on the map 
that I have drawn . (LDQ , p .  4 )  

Howeve r ,  he stresses "it is  only a s  generalities that the s o 

called ' facts ' of so-called ' real-l i fe ' are in contact with a 

work o f  fiction "  (LDQ , p .  1 ) . 
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And yet ,  whatever the correspondences between " the 

general ities of ' real l i fe ' "  and a particular work , maj or art 

involves the creation of an independent fictional world . In 

Nabokov ' s  view , the ' reality ' of the " facts of fiction" aris e s  

exc lusively from the particular fictional context i n  which they 

occur : 

In a book , the reality o f  a person , or ob ject , 
or c ircumstance depends exclusively on the 
world o f  that particular book . An original 
author always invents an original world , and 
i f  a character or an action fits into the 
pattern of that worl d ,  then we experience 
the pleasurab le shock of artis ti c  truth , no 
matter how unlikely the person or thing may 
seem i f  trans ferred into what book reviewers , 
poor hacks , call " real l i fe . " 2 3  ( LL , p .  1 0 )  

He insists that fictional creatures have n o  direct counterpart 

among human individuals : 

The girl Emma Bovary never existe d :  the book 
Madame Bovary shall exist forever and ever . 
A book lives longer than a girl . (LL , p .  1 2 5 )  

When questioned as to whether Humbert Humbert i n  Lo lita had any 

original , Nabokov made a similar comment : 

No . He ' s  a man I devised , a man with an 
obsession ,  and I think many of my characters 
have sudden obsessions , different kinds o f  
obsessions ; but h e  never existe d .  He did 
exist after I had written the book.  (SO , 
p .  1 6 ,  my italics)  

In othe r words , whil e  acknowledging that his charac terizations 

draw on certain general elements of human experience ,  Nabokov 

makes i t  c lear he regards Humbert Humbert as a new invention , 

a part o f  an independent and original verbal world . Thi s  verbal 

world and its creatures then come to assume their own aesthetic 

reality for the audience . 

The " facts o f  fiction , " then , are the new or re-created 

data o f  an aes the tic reality . They are there fore to be 

distinguished from reconstructed facts about " the given world . "  

They are , however , simul taneously part o f  those facts , a 



subcategory o f  the imaginable facts o f  the ' real ' world which 

I wish to distinguish by the phrase ' fictional facts . ' Such 

a phrase , I sugges t ,  both represents Nabokov ' s  " facts of 

fiction " and acknowl edges Nabokov ' s  distinctions between the 

data of aesthetic realitie s and the ' facts ' o f  so-called ' non-

fictive ' representations . 

In summation , Nabokov challenges traditional notions of 

' reality ' by rede fining the nature of facts within li fe and 

art . He notes that all man ' s  conscious constructs , ' non-

fictive ' or fictive , combine knowledge and imagination . Facts , 

whether o f  l i fe or art, are both real and unreal in that they 

enter into such constructs . In this way apparent 

inconsistencies pointed to earli er in his use of the words 

fac t ,  reality , and unreali ty are apparent only and easily 

resolve d .  

Nabokov ' s  teaching o f  literature reflects his philosophy 

about facts . Jus t as the data o f  non-fictive exp erience may 

be studied in order to accumulate impersonal information , so 

the reader should study the facts o f  an independent aesthetic 

reality . The reader ' s  accumulation of information about a 

fictional world o f  ne ce ssity involves imagination : " since the 

master artis t  used his imagination in creating his book , it is  

natural and fair that the consumer of a book should use his 

1 2  

imagination too "  (LL , p .  4 ) . But Nabokov distinguishes between 

two kinds of imagination employed by the reade r ,  one o f  whi ch 

i s  personal , the other impersonal : 

First , there is  the comparatively lowly kind 
which turns for support to the s imple emotions 
and is of a de finitely personal nature . 
A situation in a book i s  intensely felt 
because it reminds us of something that 
happened to us or to someone we know or knew . 
Or , again , a reader treasure s a book mainly 
because it evoke s a country , a landscape , a 
mode of l iving which he nostalgically recall s  
a s  part o f  his  own pas t .  Or , and this i s  the 
worst thing a reader can do , he identifies 
himself wi th a character in the book . Thi s 
lowly variety is  not the kind o f  imagination 
I would like readers to use . (LL , p .  4 )  

For Nabokov " the authentic instrument to be used by the reader" 
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i s  "impersonaZ imagination and artisti c  delight" (LL ,  p .  4 ,  my 

italics ) . Although he admits that complete obj ectivity i s  

impos sibl e ,  h e  argue s that the reader may achieve an impersonal 

awarenes s  of the author ' s  speci fic fictional worl d :  

To b e  quite ob jective in these matters i s  
o f  course impossible . Everything that is  
worthwhile is  to some extent sub j ective . 

But what I mean i s  that the reader 
must know when and where to curb his 
imagination and thi s  he does by trying to 
get clear the speci fic world that the 
author places at hi s disposal . We must 
see things and hear things , we must 
visualize the rooms , the c lothes , the 
manners o f  an author ' s  people . The color 
of Fanny Price ' s  eyes in MansfieZd Park 
and the furnishing o f  her cold li ttle 
room are important . (LL , p .  4 )  

Nabokov ' s  view that " in reading , one should notice and 

fondle details " (LL ,  p .  1 )  is  further elaborated by his own 

approach to teaching l iterature : " In my academic days I 

endeavoured to provide students o f  literature with exact 

information about details , about such combinations of detail s  

a s  yield the sensual spark without which a book i s  dead " 

(LRL, p .  xi) . Sometimes , however , he goes beyond the data 

supplied by the author .  In the lecture on Austen ' s  Mansfie Zd 

Park , for instance , he make s use of old calendars in order to 

give additional information about the bal l :  

The ball a t  Mans field Park i s  held on Thursday 
the twenty-second of December ,  and if we look 
through our old calendars , we will see that 
only in 1 80 8  could 22 December fall on 
Thursday . 24 (LL , p .  1 2 ) 

Closely allied wi th Nabokov ' s  attempt " to give factual 

data only " (SO, p .  9 0 )  is his insistence that thi s  approach to 

literature does not involve interpretation . He contends that 

impersonal scholarship , such as that involved in providing 

exact information about the details o f  literary texts , deal s 

with ' ob j e c tive ' facts . I t  is  in these terms that Nabokov 

de fends his commentary on Pushkin ' s  Eugene Onegin from the 

attack on i t  by Edmund Wilson : 



My "most serious fai lure , "  according to 
Mr . Wilson , " is one of interpretation . "  
Had he read my commentary with more 
attention he would have seen that I do 
not believe in any kind o f  " interpretation" 
so that hi s or my " interpretation" can be 
neither a fai lure nor a succes s . In other 
words , I do not be li eve in the old
fashione d ,  naive , and musty method o f  
human-interes t  criticism championed by 
Mr . Wilson that consists o f  removing the 
characters from an author ' s  imaginary 
world to the imaginary , but generally far 
le ss plausibl e ,  world o f  the critic who 
then proceeds to examine the se displaced 
characters as if they were " real people . "  
( SO ,  p .  2 6 3 )  

Here Nabokov dissociate s h i s  impersonal scholarship from 

personal responses to fiction as mimesi s . In examining what 

he calls  "architec tonics " he sees himself as concerned solely 

with objective facts and impersonal information about artistic 

compos ition : 

I have also demonstrated the factual e ffe ct 
of Pushkin ' s  characterizations as related to 
the structure of the poem . The re are certain 
inconsistencies in hi s treatment of hi s hero 
which are e specially evident , and in a way 
e specially attractive , in the beginning o f  
Canto Six . In a note to Six : XXVI I I :  7 ,  I 
s tre s s  the uncanny , dreamlike quality o f  
Onegin ' s  behavior j ust before and during the 
duel . It is pure ly a question of 
architectonics--not of personal interpretation. 

MY facts are objective and irrefutable.  I 
remain with Pushkin in Pushkin 's world. I am 
not concerned with Onegin ' s  being gentle or 
crue l ,  energetic or indolent , kind or unkind . 

I am concerned only with Pushkin ' s  
overlooking , in the interest of the plo t ,  that 
Onegin , who according to Pushkin i s  a 
punctil ious ' homme du monde ' and an 
experienced dueli s t ,  would hardly choose a 
servant for second or shoot to kill in the kind 
of humdrum affair where vanity i s  amply 
s atis fied by sustaining one ' s  adversary ' s  fire 
without returning it . (SO , pp . 263-64 , my 
italics)  

In the pre face to Lectures on Russian Literature , Fredson 

Bowers suggests that the " scienti fic yet artistic apprecia tion 
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o f  detail ,  characteristic o f  Nabokov himself as a write r ,  

constitutes ul timately the heart o f  hi s :teaching method "  

(LRL , p .  xi) . Nabokov ' s  emphasis , i n  teaching , o n  " factual 

data only" has been general ly recognized . It seems , though , 

to have distracted critical attention from the important 

processes of analysis through which he examines the 

" architectonic s "  o f  a particular fictional world . Mo st 

immediate ly ,  Nabokov draws attention to the inevitable though 

artificial separation o f  the part from the whole that i s  

required when studying a literary tex t :  

Literature must be taken and broken to 
bits , pulled apart , squashed--then its 
lovely reek wil l  be smelt in the hollow 
of the palm , it w ill be munched and 
rolled upon the tongue with relish ; then , 
and only then , its rare flavor will be 
appreciated at its true worth and the 
broken and crushed parts will again come 
together in your mind and disclose the 
beauty of a unity to which you have 
contributed something o f  your own blood . 
(LRL , p .  1 0 5 )  

He reiterates the same point more succinctly when he says , 

" the beauty o f  a book is  more enjoyable i f  one understands its  

machinery , i f  one can take it apart" (LL , p.  1 3 ) . In his 

lectures Nabokov examines the "machinery" through two di stinct 

though interrelated kinds of analysis : the analysis o f  " the 

representation " or " the language that makes up the novel " and 

the analysis of " that which i s  represented" or " the fictive 

world it ( language ) unfolds . "
2 5  

Nabokov ' s  analysis o f  styli stic s trategies and techniques 

( the representation) describes what has traditionally been 

referred to as ' form ' ; his analysis of narrative processes 

( the unfolding of the fictive world) describes what has 

tradi tionally been re ferred to as ' content . ' An i llustration 

of these two interrelated analytical approaches occurs in 

Nabokov ' s  discus sion of a passage from Part Two , Chapter Two 

o f  Joyce ' s  Ulysses: 

Apart from the beautiful display o f  the 
stream-of-thought technique in this passage , 
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what should we mark? Two facts : ( 1 )  that 
Bloom has no intere st in ( and perhaps no 
knowledge of)  thi s  race whatsoever , and ( 2 ) 
that Bantam Lyons , a casual acquaintance ,  
mi stakes Bloom ' s remark for a tip concerning 
the horse Throwaway . 2 6  (LL , p .  3 1 2 ,  my 
italic s )  

In this example Nabokov move s from a de scription of ' form ' 

( the " technique " of representation) to a discussion of 

' content ' ( how the passage contribute s to the unfolding of the 

fic tive world) . At first sight his  theoretical pos ition seems 

to conflict with hi s teaching when he s tate s ,  "I am averse to 

distinguishing content from form" (LL , p .  9 ) . Here , as else

where , the apparent inconsistency between Nabokov ' s  theory and 

practice is resolved by other s tatements made by him . In h i s  

theore tical di scus sion of the form of a s tory Nabokov equates 

form and content ,  whi l e  allowing distinctions between the two 

for the purposes o f  analysing the processes of authorial 

composition : 

Form ( structure and style)  = Sub j ect Matter: 
the why and the how = the what .  (LL ,  p .  1 1 3 )  

For Nabokov , therefore , there are no inconsistencies i n  moving 

from one topic to the other since ' form ' and ' content ' are 

interdependent aspects of the "machinery" or narrative 

processes o f  a literary text . 

Nabokov explains ' form ' as follows : 

What do we mean when we speak o f  the form of 
a story? One thing is its structure , which 
means the development o f  a given story , why 
thi s  or that line is fol lowed;  the choice of 
characters , the use that the author makes of 
hi s characters ; their interplay ,  their 
various theme s ,  the thematic l ines and their 
intersection ; the various moves o f  the story 
introduced by the author to produce thi s or 
that direct or indirect effect ;  the 
preparation o f  effects and impressions . In 
a word , we mean the planned pattern of a work 
of art. This is structure. (LL , p .  1 1 3 ,  my 
i talics)  

Here Nabokov makes it clear that he regards structure as " the 
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planned pattern" of authorial composition that is  discernible 

not only in the s tyli stic strategies of representation but also 

in the narrative processes o f  a text . As an aspect o f  form , 

then , an author ' s  structuring o f  hi s work allows for analytical 

distinctions between the interdependent features of ' form ' and 

' content ' in hi s representation of a fictive world . 

Consequentl� structure can be analysed in order to disclose the 

writer ' s  use of generic characteristics , literary conventions 

and ' formal ' techniques ;  or it can be analysed in order to 

de scribe the writer ' s  choi ce and arrangement of ' content ' ( plot , 

characters , events , interactions , theme s ) . 

Nabokov approaches style in the establi shed critical sense 

of "how a speaker or writer says whatever it is he says . "  
2 7  

In subdividing the processes o f  authorial composition into 

structure and s tyle , Nabokov sees style as the individualizing 

aspect o f  form :  

Another aspect of form is style , which means 
how does the structure work ; it means the 
manner o f  the autho r ,  hi s mannerisms , various 
special tricks ; and if hi s style i s  vivid 
what kind of imagery , of description , does 
he use , how does he proceed ; and i f  he uses 
comparisons , how does he employ and vary the 
rhetorical devices o f  metaphor and simile 
and their combinations . The e ffect of style 
is the key to l iterature , a magic key to 
Dickens , Gogol , Flaubert , Tol stoy , to all 
great mas ters . (LL , p .  1 1 3 )  

I n  Strong Opinions Nabokov suggests that an arti st reveals his 

' identity as a writer ' through s tyle : "The writer ' s  art is  his 

real passport . His identity should be immediately recognized 

by a special pattern or unique coloration" (SO ,  p .  6 3 ) . At the 

s ame time the s tructure/s tyle dis tinction still provides a 

means for analysing the authorial machinery o f  ' form ' and 

' content ' as well as authorial " identity . " 

Just as a writer ' s  individual style exists against a b ack

ground of other styles , so his s tructured composition of an 

original fictional world has its place amidst a background o f  

other ' worlds . '  These include not only literary worlds but also 

what Nabokov de fines as man ' s  impersonal and personal 
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representations o f  " so-called ' real life . ' "  In hi s teaching 

Nabokov often provides additional information about the 

composition o f  a particular work by placing it agains t a 

background of other verbal ' worlds . '  In Lectures on Don 

Quixote� for example , he discusses how the styli stic technique s 

of Cervante s ' dialogue and landscape relate to " the evolution 

of literary forms and device s "  (LDQ , p .  3 1 ) . He also 

associates Cervante s '  choice o f  a " droll adventurer for a hero " 

with the picaresque novel where ' heroes ' are expected to be 

rogue s , and he points out , "It i s  s igni ficant that by making 

such a selection the author s lyly sheds any dangerous 

respons ibility for hi s hero ' s  social-religious -political back

ground since the tramp , the adventurer,  the madman i s  

fundamentally asocial and irresponsib le " (LDQ, p .  1 1 )  . 28  And ,  

as we saw earl i er ,  he applies the generalities o f  geography 

( the map o f  Spain) to the generalities o f  Cervantes ' Spanish 

se ttings . Even though Nabokov relates features of the ' form ' 

and ' content ' in Don Quixote to o ther ' worlds , '  he does not 

thereby reduce Cervantes '  novel to a mere reflection of ' other 

worlds . '  Rather the novel i s  viewed as belonging within a 

particular literary development. Nabokov ' s  approach , the refore , 

demonstrates how we can gain additional information about a 

spe c i fic wri ter ' s  methods by examining the ways in which " the 

planned pattern [ s ] " of hi s ' form ' and ' content ' assimilate to 

or diverge from other establi shed verbal worlds , ' real ' or 

invented . 

Nabokov ' s  approach to teaching l i terature thus illustrates 

hi s view that a reader may employ " impersonal imagination " in 

studying the architectonics o f  a writer ' s  work . More 

particularly, his subdivision of form into structure and style 

provides a means for analysing the processes of authorial 

compos i tion , whi le allowing that a reader may draw on other 

areas of information to explicate further a writer ' s  methods . 

I shall now examine the architectonics o f  Nabokov ' s  own fiction 
29 

in terms o f  these definitions o f  s tructure and style , seeking 

to show how the theoretical principles that emerge from the 

patterns of hi s work relate to h i s  characteri zations . 
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retention is the act o f  arti s tic selection , artis ti c  blending , 
artis tic recombination o f  actual events " (SO ,  p .  1 86 ) . 
Conversely , he regards imagination as a form o f  memory : " I  
would say that imagination i s  a form o f  memory . . . . An 
image depends on the power o f  association , and association i s  
supplied and prompted by memory"  (SO , p .  7 8 ) . 

1 8  
Lucy Maddox describes how Nabokov ' s  characters 

demonstrate a comparable artifice in representing their 
awareness o f  the data o f  their fictional worlds : " Memory and 
imagination work together to rearrange and reco rr�ine the actual 
into patterns and shapes that are more sati s fying than the 
fragmentary shapes o f  the given world, " Nabokov 's Nove ls in 
English ( London : Croom Helm, 1 9 83) , p .  6 .  

1 9  
Nabokov , New York Sun , 1 5 .  p .  

2 0  
Boyd , 2 6 1 . p .  

2 1  
See also Chapter 3 .  

2 2  
Nabokov ' s  reworking o f  " certain generalities o f  l i fe "  

in his own fiction is discussed in Chapter 3 .  



2 3  
The importance of dis tinctions provi ded by context for 

Nabokov are discussed in Chapter 3 .  

2 1  

24 St 0 . . 
. In rong p�n�ons Nabokov descr1bes how he expected h i s  

s tudents to acquire exact information about de tails o f  a 
literary text , not only from the text itse l f  but also , when 
called for , from other branches o f  knowledge : 
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When studying Kafka ' s  famous s tory ,  my 
s tudents had to know exactly what kind 
of insect Gregor turned into ( it was a 
domed beetle , no t the flat cockroach o f  
sloppy translators )  and they had to be 
able to describe exactly the arrangement 
of the rooms , with the position of doors 
and furniture , in the Samsa fami ly ' s  
flat . They had to know the map of Dublin 
for Ulysses .  I be li eve in stressing the 
speci fic detail .  (SO , p .  5 5 )  

David Packman , Vladimir Nabokov: The Structure of 
Literary Desire ( Columbia : Univ . of Mis souri Press , 1 9 82 ) , p .  2 .  
Packman elaborates a dis tinction "between the representation 
and that which i s  repre sente d ,  between the language that make s 
up the nove l and the fictive world it unfolds "  by taking up Jean 
Ricardou ' s  proposal that two dimensions , the literal and the 
re ferential , are operative in any literary text : 

26 

Whi le the literal dimension corre sponds 
to the operation of the discourse i tse l f ,  
the re ferential dimension corresponds to 
that which i s  represented in the 
di scourse . ( P .  2 )  

Thi s  quotation also demonstrate s  how Nabokov regards 
informati on drawn from combinations of details as " facts . "  

2 7  
M . H .  Abrams , A Glossary of Literary Terms (New York : 

Holt , Rinehart and Winston , [ 1 9 5 7 ]  fourth ed . 1 9 8 1 ) , p .  1 90 .  

2 8  

s tates : 

29 

M . H . Abrams in hi s di scussion o f  "picaresque narrative " 

"Picaro " is  Spanish for " rogue , "  and the 
sub j ect o f  typical story is the escapade s 
o f  an insouciant rascal who live s  by his 
wits , and shows little if any alteration 
of character through the long s uccession 
of hi s adventures ;  picaresque fiction i s  
realistic i n  manner ,  episodic i n  s tructure 
( as opposed to th e sustained development 
of a s ingle Plot) , and usually s atiric in 
aim . ( P .  1 1 9 )  

Literary glos saries reveal a lack o f  any preci sely 
accepted use of the terms form and structure . In A Glossary 
of Literary Terms , M . H .  Abrams makes the point that "a critic ' s  
definition o f  form vari es according to hi s particular premis e s  
and orientation . "  H e  later adds , "Many New Critics o f  our time 
pre fer the word s tructure , which they use interchangeably with 
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form, and which they regard a s  primarily an equilibrium, o r  an 
interaction , or an ironic and p aradoxical tension o f  diverse 
words and image s in a stable totali ty o f  ' meanings ' "  (p . 6 7 ) . 
Thrall , Hibbard and Holman , in A Handbook to Literature (New 
York : Odyssey Pre ss [ 1 9 36 ]  revi se d  ed . 1 96 0 ) , give de finition s 
o f  form and o f  structure that provide no clear differentiation 
between the two : form is de scribed as " a  term used in CRITICI SM 
to de signate the organi zation o f  the elements o f  a work of art 
in relation to its total EFFECT" (p . 2 0 6 ) ; structure i s  defined 
as "the planned framework of a piece o f  literature . "  Neither 
of the se two glo ssaries de scribe s style as an aspect of form . 
By contrast Nabokov' s analytical separation of form into 
struc ture and style ,  together with hi s de finitions of the se two 
a spects of form ,  provide s clear , use ful di stinctions and i s  
used throughout thi s  study . 



CHAPTER TWO 

STRUCTURE AND STYLE 

One o f  the functions o f  all my novels is to prove that 
the novel in general does not exist . The book I make 
is a subjective and specific affair . 

V .  Nabokov, Strong Opinions 

Nabokov continually s tresses the individuality and 

specificity of lite rary works . When asked,  11 I s  Nabokov 

precursor o f  the French New Nove l ? 11 hi s reaction i s  to challenge 

the generalized concepts we have of novels : 

Answe r :  The French New Novel does 
exist apart from a l i ttle heap o f  
fluff i n  a fouled pigeonhole . . .  

not really 
dus t  and 

I j ust 
don ' t  know what an 11 anti-nove l 11 is 
speci fically . Every original novel i s  11 anti- 11 
because it does not re semble the genre or 
kind of i ts predecessor . 1 (SO ,  p .  1 73 )  

For Nabokov, style i s  a key to original art .  He reiterates this 

point throughout hi s critical writings from Nikolai GogoZ to 

his most recently published Lectures on Don Quixo te .  In 

Lectures on Literature, for instance , he de scribes style as 11 the 

manner o f  the author , his special intonations , his vocabulary , 

and that special something which when confronted with a pas sage 

makes a reader cry out that ' s  by Austen , not by Dickens 11 

(LL 1 6 ) • 
2 

' p .  At the same time an innovative s tyle also 

involve s  a reworking of generic characteristics and literary 

forms , so that Nabokov ' s  resis tance to generalized categorie s  

is  not a denial o f  e stablished forms . Rather he sugge sts the 

way in which the conventional and the unexpected contribute to 

a diale ctic of forms which a master artist evolves into an 

individual s tyle . 
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The idea of fiction a s  a dialectic of literary forms was 

formulated in the nineteen-twenties as a basic tenet of Russian 

Formalism ,  which sought to encompas s  a diachronic dimension o f  

literature within a synchronic framework .
3 

E ichenbaum argued 

that works o f  li terature belong to a spec ific order or species 

which is not generated from facts belonging to other orders 
4 

outside it , and so cannot be reduced to such facts . Whi le 

accepting the notion that extra-literary factors condition the 

genesis of literary works , Eichenbaum insisted that the 

fundamental conditioner of any work i s  the literary tradition 

i tself . Bypas sing ' real is t '  aspects o f  lineal de scent and 

influence such as psychology , biography , or sociology , he 

concentrated solely on the form o f  the fiction . The individual 

text was regarded as a simultaneous preservation and breaking 

of tradition . Furthermore , as Shklovsky pointed out , literary 

evolution arises not only from the creation of an individual 

work , but also , and more recognizably perhaps , from a wider 

reaction agains t forms that have become establ ished movements 

in literature--the real i st novel , for example , or romantic 

poetry . Shklovsky argued :  

Ultimately the artist ' s  reaction t o  the tyranny 
o f  fictional convention is a parodic one . He 
will ' lay bare ' the conventional techniques by 
exaggerating them . . . . De famil iarization 
applied to art itself re sults in an exposure of 
literary device s .  Thus art in general and 
fiction in particular can be seen as a dialectic 
of defamiliarisation in which new techniques of 
representation ultimately generate counter 
te chniques which expose them to ridicule . And 
this dialectic i s  a centre of the history of 
fictions . S (My italic s)  

In the Russ ian Formali sts ' view every individual style is  

evolved through a dialectic of forms . At the same time the 

innovatory aspects of form in a particular work do not 

neces sarily involve the parodic reaction against e s tablished 

techniques which Shklovsky describes .  Jane Austen , for example , 

evolves her individual style within the conventions o f  the 

realist novel . Howeve r ,  a parodic writer such as S terne 

de familiarizes art itself by exposing conventional techniques 
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i n  the proces s  o f  evolving his individual style . 

Nabokov ' s  structuring of his work is  a development of the 

parodic reaction to establi she d styles . His fiction 

demonstrates that the creative act is both part o f  a literary 

tradition and a self-conscious progres sion from previous s tyles .  

His novel s  consequently undermine the concept of the novel as 

a fixed or stable form , and hence hi s comment that " one of the 

functions of all my novels is to prove that the novel in general 

does not exist" (SO , p .  1 1 5 ) . In Nabokov ' s  parodi stic novel s  

critical analysis becomes an explicit component o f  literary 

creation , and the result i s  a body of work which s imultaneously 

reincorporates and de familiarizes literary devices .
6 

Moreover ,  

as David Packman points out , " a  reflexive Nabokovian text lays 

bare not j ust the activity o f  writing , but the activity of 

reading as wel l . "
7 

Both the critic and the common reader are 

challenged : " I f  the reader has to work in his turn-so much the 

better . Art i s  difficult" (SO , p .  1 1 5 ) . Thi s  present analy s i s  

examines the s tructural strategies o f  defamiliarization in 

Nabokov ' s  work . 

To start with Nabokov ' s  use o f  the novel form . David Lodge 

divides the genre into four broad categories : the real i st nove l , 

the non-fiction novel , the fabul ation , and the problematic 
8 

novel . The final category , the problematic novel , for whi ch 

Nabokov ' s  Pale Fire provides Lodge ' s  example , i s  defined as " the 

novel about itself or th e novel whi ch exploits more than one 
9 

of the previous mode s without fully committing itsel f  to any . "  

Robert Alter sees Nabokov ' s  s tructural strategies as a revival 

of the self-conscious tradition resulting in a parodistic novel 

" that systematically flaunts its own condition of arti fice . "
1 0  

As both the se descriptions suggest , Nabokov ' s  novel s  draw 

attention to and rework establi shed generic characteristics o f  

fiction and non-fiction from realist modes such a s  biographies 

to fabulations such as political allegories . V . , the invented 

narrator of The Real Life of Sebastian Knight ,  claims to be 

working within a ' non-fictive ' mode in compiling a biography 

o f  hi s hal f-brother , Sebastian Knight . 
1 1  

Nabokov exploits the 

characteristics of biography and novel by es tabli shing a divide 

between the ' non-fictive ' impersonal scholarship that V. sees 



himself as engaged in and V . ' s  actual attitudes and statements . 

The reader gradually realizes that V .  ' s  supposed biography i s  

rather an account o f  hi s own personal responses to the detai l s  

o f  Sebastian ' s  art and l i fe . Ultimately V . ' s  sub j ective 

reconstruction of his ' research ' is shown to reveal V . , the 

fictional compiler of the book , rather than his subj ect , 

Sebastian .
1 2  

In thi s ' parodistic ' type o f  novel , attention i s  

drawn to the formal contrivance inherent in non-fiction and 

fiction alike .
1 3  

As Julia Bader points out , Nabokov ' s  novel s  

parody both modes : " in Sebastian Knight the fictional auto

biography ; in Pnin the academic/victim nove l ; in Pale Fire 

critical exege sis ;  in Bend Sini ster political allegory ; in 

Lolita the erotic memoir ; in Ada the family chroni cle . "
1 4  

To 

Bader ' s  l i st may now be added Transparent Things ( the non

fiction novel )  and Look at the Harlequins ! ( the literary 

autobiography) . 

26 

The same dialectic is evident in Nabokov ' s  use o f  literary 

device s .  Of course any figurative use o f  language involve s  an 

essential de familiari zation of accepted usage , unless such 

figures have hardened into " dying metaphors " or cliche s .  
1 5  

I 

am not claiming , therefore , that de fami liarization i s  a unique 

property of Nabokov ' s  writing ; rather , I seek to outline the 

particular and dominant strategies employed by Nabokov . One 

such s trategy is his use of puns . Jes sie Lokrantz divides 

Nabokov ' s  puns into five categorie s :  Allusive , Connective , 

h . . d 1 1 6  
h h . T ematlc , Ironlc an Ornamenta . T ese s e trace s  ln some 

depth , calculating their incidence in the six English nove l s  

up to and including Ada. A few examples will serve to show how , 

in Lokrantz ' s  words , Nabokov ' s  puns unite several levels o f  

thought which are " deliberate and o ften central to the ideas 
1 7  

being expre ssed . "  As Lokrantz points out , proper names o ften 

contain puns . Mr Goodman (RLSK) , for instance , is an immoral 

opportunist ; hi s name stands in ironic contrast to hi s attitudes. 

In Ada Aqua has difficulty in distingui shing between " a  time

pi ece and a piece of time " (A , p .  2 6 ) , a play on words that ties 

in with the novel ' s  thematic concern with time . Literary 

allusions are als o  compressed into puns : the reference in Ada 

to Aqua ' s  sanitorium as "bleakhouse horsepittle "  (A , p .  2 9 )  i s  
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a compound pun . A l iterary source ( Dickens ' title together with 

his character Jo ' s  determination to avoid "horsepittle " )  is  

fused with a parodic dig at Freudian psychiatric institution s . 

In addition to puns , Nabokov employs a number o f  device s 

where , through an alteration to conventional locutions , 

conventional perception i s  chal lenge d .  These devices range from 

the simple trans ferred epithe t to animism. Lolita , after a 

mee ting with Quilty ,  sits "with one hand dreaming in her print

flowered lap "  (L , p .  2 0 0 ) . When Adam Krug returns home after 

the death o f  his wi fe the inanimate ob j ects o f  his world gree t  

him : "He entered the e levator which greeted him with the small 

sound he knew , half stamp , half shive r ,  and its feature s lit 

up" (BS , p.  2 9 )  . O ften this personification o f  inanimate 

ob j ects i s  taken to unexpected extremes : "A latticed gallery 

looked across i ts garlanded shoulder into the garden and turned 

sharply toward the drive " (A , p .  4 0 )  . 

Another maj or s trategy in Nabokov ' s  novels is  the parodic 

use of allusions . In Lolita Nabokov ' s  first-person narrator , 

Humbert Humbert is a self-conscious s tyl is t .  As Humbert recalls 

re-reading Charlotte ' s  "confession" o f  love for him, he confesses 

to his own realization o f  the legitimatized physical access to 

Lolita that marriage to Charlotte would afford him : " Suddenly , 

gentlemen o f  the j ury , I felt a Dostoevskian grin dawning 

( through the very grimace that twisted my lips) l ike a dis tant 

and terrible sun "  ( L ,  pp . 69-70 ) . The parodic incorporation 

of literary allusions continues as Humbert Humbert self

consciously quotes a l ine of poetry that celebrates the parental 

bond he intends to abuse : " ' To hold thee lightly on a gentle 

knee and print on thy soft cheek a parent ' s  kiss . .  We ll-

read Humber t ! " (L,  p. 7 0 ) . 

In l ike manner , Nabokov parodically incorporates the 

convention o f  alluding to other art forms when describing events, 

characters or scenes in a novel . In Ada Dan Veen ' s  death i s  

a grotesque enactment o f  a Bosch painting : 

Dan has died an odd Boschean death . He 
thought a fantastic rodent sort o f  rode 
him out o f  the house . They found him too 
late , he expired in Nikulin ' s  clinic , 
raving about that detail of the picture . 

The pic ture i s  now preserved in 
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the Vienna Academy o f  Art . (A , p .  3 4 3 )  

Alternatively , i n  Bend Sinister , Nabokov plays upon elements 

of stagecraft . At the interview between Krug and Paduk a 

' make-up artist ' i s  invoked to trans form the initial description 

of Paduk : 

In a word , he was a l i ttle too repulsive 
to be credible , and so l et us ring the bell 
(held by a bronze eagle )  and have him 

beautified by a mortician . Now the skin is 
thoroughly cleansed and has assumed a smooth 
marchpane colour . A glossy wig with auburn 
and blond tresses artistically intermixed 
covers his head . Pink paint has dealt with 
the unseemly scar . (BS , pp . 1 2 3 - 2 4 )  

In the versions o f  the interview between Krug and Paduk , the 

intrusion of first the guards , and then Nabokov with stage 

directions for the two main actors culminates in a parodic 

inversion of the drama analogy : 

The seedy tyrant or the president o f  the State , 
or the dictator , or whoever he was --the man 
Paduk in a word , the Toad in another --did hand 
my favourite character a my sterious batch o f  
neatly typed page s . The actor playing the 
recipient should be taught not to look at his 
hand while he takes the papers very s lowl y  
( keeping those lateral lower-j aw muscles in 

movement,  please) but to stare straight at the 
give r :  in short , look at the giver first , then 
lower your eyes to the gift . But both were 
clumsy and cross men ,  and the experts in the 
cardiarium exchanged solemn nods at a certain 
point ( when the milk was upset) , and they , too , 
were not acting . (BS , pp . 1 30 -3 1 ) 

Here Nabokov ' s  authorial intrusions simultaneously defamil i arize 

hi s own use of l i terary devices and assert the ' aesthetic 

reality ' of his fictional world . 

Ultimate ly Nabokov ' s  self-conscious strategies can be seen 

as direct or indirect authorial intrusions which call attention 

to an individual style as the key to creativity . As Adam Krug 

in Bend Sinister proceeds towards phys ical as well as mental 

disintegration , Nabokov intervene s directly in the text 

reminding us that both the self-conscious artifice and the 
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reali sm of hi s fictional world are a product o f  authorial s tyle : 

I knew that the immortality I had conferred 
on the poor fellow [Krug ) was a slippery 
sophi sm ,  a play upon words . But the very 
last lap of his  l i fe had been happy and it 
had been proven to him that death was but a 
que stion of style. (BS 1 p .  2 0 0 )  

Here also Nabokov suggests that a movement from one s tate o f  

awarenes s  to another is , like the shift from nove l istic real i sm 

to self-conscious artifice , a styli stic change . By 

defamiliarizing conventional literary device s ,  he exposes the 

power of existing styles to mould perception . In Ada Van 

discovers Dan ' s  collection o f  Forbidden Masterpi ece s ,  one o f  

which depi cts two misbehaving nude s , a boy and a girl ;  late r ,  

while sunbathing with Ada , Van ' perceive s ' the scene through 

a " styli stic transition " back to the painting : 

Anyway ( this may be purely a styli stic 
transition) , he felt himself transferred 
into that forbidden masterpiece one 
afternoon . . . (A, p .  1 1  3 )  

Throughout hi s work , then , Nabokov sets up a dichotomy between 

his style and conventional style that draws attention to the 

activity o f  writing . Thi s  parallels the more generalized 

de familiarization he achieves through the parodic reworking o f  

generic characteristic s .  

Similarly , Nabokov draws attention to the activity of 

reading , forcing the reader to question traditional expectations 

about the novel and its relationship to " so-cal led ' real-life ' "  

(LDQ , p .  1 ) . The reader ' s  expectations here are based on hi s 

experience o f  establi shed mode s ,  which tend to be dominated by 

the conventions of ' realism ' in non-fiction and in realist 

novel s .  Mos t  obviously , the strategie s o f  direct and indirect 

authorial intrusions j olt the reader back to an awareness that 

the fictional world is an independent , imaginative i llusion made 

out of words . At the same time , Nabokov subtly parodies the 

reader ' s  necessary involvement in the fictional world . In the 

interview chapter o f  Bend Sinister , Paduk i s  firs t  de scribed 

as be ing in a physical position in relation to the reade r :  



Paduk , clothed from carbuncle to bunion 
in field grey , stood with his hands behind 
hi s back and his back to the reader. 
(BS , p .  1 2 3 ,  my italics)  

3 0  

Nabokov al so plays upon the convention o f  the direct 

addres s  to the reade r .  Traditionally this device has been used 

in two main ways : to affirm the ' reality ' of a narrator and his 

fictional ' hi story ' ; and to acknowledge the relationship of 

author and reader to the proces ses o f  compos ition . An extended 

example of Nabokov ' s  parodic reworking of the convention occurs 

in Lolita , where it is  integral to his  characteri zation of h i s  

first-person narrator . Humbert Humbert ' s  apparently self

conscious addre sses to the reader are plays through which he 

seeks to disguise and trans form his own nature by simulating 

moral , emotional and artistic sensitivities . His efforts to 

manipulate the reader culminate in the plea that the artis ti c  

immortal ity h e  has conferred upon Lol ita negates hi s murder o f  

Quilty : 

And do not pity C . Q .  One had to choose 
between him and H . H . , and one wanted H . H .  
to exist at least a couple of months 
longer , so as to have him make you live 
in the minds of later generations . 
(L ,  p .  3 1 5 )  

As a re-reader o f  hi s own narrative Humbert would dismis s  the 

crime against Quilty . His styli stic ability to induce other 

readers to do the same thing is parodically mirrored in John 

Ray ' s  ' editorial ' preface which makes only one brief re ference 

to the murder of Quilty . Al ternatively , in Pnin the unnamed 

narrator ' s  use o f  direct address to strengthen the illusion o f  

impersonal biographical reconstruction i s  called into ques tion 

by his recour se to omniscient narration and stream-of

consciousnes s  techniques to depict hi s subj ect , Pnin . In 

Transparent Things the direct addre sses to the reader draw 

attention to and expli cate ' authorial ' choices and processes 

that are finally thwarted by Hugh Person ' s  fai lure to heed the 

warning o f  "his main ' umbral companion ' " : 

Person was conscious of something or somebody 



warning him that he should leave Witt there 
and then for Verona,  Florence , Rome , Taormina , 
i f  S tre s a  was out . He did not heed hi s shadow , 
and fundamentally he may have been righ t .  We 
thought that he had in him a few years o f  
animal pleasure ; we were ready t o  waft that 
girl into hi s bed , but a fter all it was for 
him to decide , for him to die , i f  he wi she d .  
( TT ,  p .  1 0 1 )  

Nabokov de familiarizes the direct addres s  to th e reade r ,  then , 

by using the convention in unexpected ways . 

3 1  

The parodic reworking o f  motifs drawn from older literature 

is another s trategy which can reverse reade rs ' expec tations o f  

the plot . Among the instances o f  this device traced by earl 

· L 7 • t  
1 8  ' h n ' f ff ' R .  Proffer ln o �� a ,  lS  t e varmen motl . As Pro er polnts 

out , the reader might be mis led by the Carmen allusions into 

expecting the final confrontation between Humbert and Lolita 

to result in her dea th .  
1 9  

Ins tead Nabokov parodies both the 

traditional use o f  classical ' storie s ' for ' universali zing ' a 

particular narrative , and the literary riddle-solving that i s  

its result . He does this by incorporating and then reversing 

the traditional story : 

Carmencita� Zui demandais -je . . .  ' One 
last word , ' I said in my horrible careful 
Engl ish , ' are you quite sure that--wel l , not 
tomorrow , but--we ll --some day , any day , you 
wil l  not come to live with me ? I wil l  create 
a brand new God and thank him with piercing 
cries , i f  you give me that microscopic hope ' 
( to that e ffect) . 

' No , ' she said smi ling , ' no . ' 
' I t would have made all the difference , '  

said Humbert Humbert . 
Then I pulled out my automati c --I mean , 

this i s  the kind o f  fool thing a reader might 
suppose I did .  I t  never even occurred to me 
to do i t .  (L , p .  2 78 )  

Another form o f  reversal oc curs in LoZita where the John 

Ray preface wi th its psychoanalytic and social commentary 
2 0  

parodies the type o f  art that supplies a moral mes sage . At 

the s ame time Nabokov exploits the tendency of some readers to 

confuse art and li fe . The information whi ch Ray , his invented 

editor , inc ludes about the fate of the characters a fter the 



novel ( Hurnbert ' s  death , then Lolita ' s :  "Mrs ' Richard F .  

Schiller ' died in childbed ,  giving birth to a still born girl " 

[L , p .  6 ] ) makes a double -edged point . It  allows the reader 

vicarious satis faction in that it confirms and describes the s e  

deaths , and it poses an easily resolved puzzle b y  referring to 

Lolita as "Mrs ' Ri chard F .  S chiller . ' "  However,  the very sense 

of satisfaction this engenders in the reader demonstrates that 

few of us are entirely immune from the impulse to regard 

characters as part of a continuing temporal world rather than 

the fictional one which i s  completed when the novel ends . 

As we have seen, Nabokov challenges non-fictive as well as 

l i terary conventions that may condition the reader ' s  response . 

Many of the reader ' s  expectations arise out of conventions for 

ordering and repre senting l i fe that he has acquired through his 

social and cultural milieu and which , he can be fairly 
2 1  

confident , will be present in the literature he reads . As 

3 2  

George Levine points out ,  E . H .  Gornbrich ' s  examination o f  the 

relationship between socie ty and art in Art and Illusion reveals 

" the way in which arti stic creation and audience perception are 

control led by conventions for the representation of reality 

. h '  d 
. ,, 2 2  

Wlt ln art an soclety .  Thus , argue s Levine , even the 

literary method which purports to imitate l ife directly 

" re flects both inheri ted conventions and a way of looking at 

h ld h . . "
2 3  

t e wor , a metap yslc as lt were . Levine suggests that 

one of society ' s  conventions is to regard ordinary people as 
24 

more real than heroe s . Signifi cantly , the protagonist of a 

novel , whatever his  status or qual ities , tends to be re ferred 

to as a hero . Even such a sophi sticated critic as Gabriel 

Josipovici uses this convention to describe the protagonists 

of Nabokov ' s  novels , and he terms " anti -hero " tho se characters 

who "present us with a hideous parody of everything for whi ch 
2 5  

the hero s tands . "  Josipovic i goes on to describe Alex Rex 

in Laughter in the Dark as anti -hero to Albinus and then states 

that ,  " Clare Quilty is the anti -hero of Lolita , the parody o f  
2 6  

Hurnbert . "  The impli cation of such remarks i s  that the weak , 

ineffectual Albinus is  the " hero " o f  Laughter in the Dark , and 

that Hurnbert Hurnbert , whom Nabokov describes as "a vain and 

cruel wretch" (SO , p .  9 4 ) , is the "hero " o f  Lolita .  I f  the 
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convention i s  t o  be used a t  all then both the se characters can 

only be described as anti -he roes .  Howeve r ,  my own view is that 

Nabokov leads the reader to question any conventional labels ,  

with their associated and inbuilt attitudes , that are applied 

to either art or l i fe . In Lolita , published in 1 95 5 ,  Nabokov 

creates a sexual devi ant ,  obses sed with little girl s . American 

public mores of that time decreed that such a fictional figure 

was abhorrent : a Humbert Humbert could not be explicable as a 

hero or even as a consc iousnes s  that might be understood , but 

only as a mentally s ick and irrational being needing to be 

either res trained or imprisoned . These public mores are 

parodically reflected in John Ray , Nabokov ' s  invented editor . 

At the same time , Nabokov takes up the notion o f  a mentally s i ck 

and irrational being and explodes it by creating in Humbert 

Humbert a highly rational and sel f-conscious fi gure , learned 

and lyrical , persuasive and plausible , whose very proces se s  o f  

deceptive j ustification and s tylistic manipulation de feat any 

conventional categorizing of the abnormal . Thus Nabokov ' s  

strategies cause the reader not only to question conventional 

labels ( li terary or social or both) , but also to re -examine 

widely accepted social explanations for extraordinary 

experiences and behaviour . These conventional stereotypes are 

another example o f  verbal categories and formulations , which 

Nabokov defamiliari zes by indicating their status as the 

unacknowledged ' fictions ' of " s o-called ' real life . ' "  

George Levine also suggests that j ust as society 

perpetrates conventions for the representation o f  l i fe , so 

particular eras tend to develop certain world views or a 

metaphys ic .
2 7  

The formal contrivance o f  such period beliefs 

emerges from Nabokov ' s  work . In Pale Fire , for instance , 

Nabokov de familiarizes Augustan and Romantic metaphysics by 

parodically incorporating them into John Shade ' s  auto

biographical poem . The Augustans viewed the world as the 

embodiment of a divine orde r ,  as a planned and authored 

universe , the patterns of whi ch would b e  fully revealed in an 

afterli fe .  Romantics s tressed human experience , attributing 

spiritual significance to individual , imaginative responses . 

John Shade uses the forms and bel i efs o f  these two literary 
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periods to evolve hi s own twe�tieth-century vi sion : "Man ' s  l i fe 

a s  commentary to an abstruse/Unfini shed poem" (PF,  p .  5 7 ) . 

Shade de scribe s how he witne ssed a glimp se of afterli fe in an 

image of a white fountain which came to him a s  he was recovering 

from a heart attack . He attempts to sub stantiate hi s 

' reve lation ' by pursuing a newspaper report o f  a Mr s. Z .  who 

claims al so to have had a vi sion o f  afterl i fe in the form o f  a 

white fountain . The signi ficance Shade attache s to both vi sions 

is finally de stroyed when in conversation with the reporter , 

Jim Coate s, Shade learn s that , whi le the artic le i s  a largel y  

accurate account o f  Mrs z .  ' s  experience , 

' There ' s  one mi sprint --not that it matters much : 
Mountain , not fountain. The maj e stic touch . ' 
(PF ,  p .  5 3 )  

Through the oblique allusion s to Pope ' s  Essay on Man ( 1 1 . 2 83 -9 4 )  

and Shelley ' s  "Mont Blanc , "  Nabokov suggests the formal 

contrivance of all metaphysics,  a recognition of which underlies 

Shade ' s  twentieth-century di lemma o f  uncertainty : " Li fe 

Everlasting --based on a mi sprint ! "  (PF,  p .  5 3 ) . Shade i s  l e ft 

with a vague apprehension o f  literary forms, " the contrapuntal 

theme , "  "not text , but texture , "  "a web of sense "  (PF, p .  5 3 ) , 

that continue to sugge st an inde finable authorial pattern . 

While Nabokov e stabli shes a conflict in content ( opposing world 

views) , Shade ' s  attempt to sub stantiate a vi sion o f  a fterlife 

reveal s a conflict in form ( the mi sprint) . Nabokov thus 

demon strate s how content depends on form . An allied technique 

i s  employed in Ada. Nabokov has Van Veen de scribe an 

. . ld . 28 . 
d anachron1 st1c wor , Ant1terra . For Van , Ant1 .:...Terra stan s 

in opposi tion to a more conventional world called Terra , a 

world which simulate s  mankind ' s  repre sentations o f  " so-called 

' real-l i fe ' "  with its historical and geographical data and time 

scheme s. The formal contrivance of both the novel ' s  ' worl d s '  

i s  reiterated when Van parodie s  Terra i n  hi s first novel , Letter.s 

from Terra. 

As we have seen , then, Nabokov ' s  strategie s rework the 

e stabli shed convention s o f  non-fiction and fic tion alike : he 

draws the two mode s into a dialectic of forms that "lay s  b are 



3 5  

not j ust the activity o f  writing , but the activity o f  reading 

as wel l . "
2 9  

The parody , puns , games , false clue s  and reversal s 

by which he achieves de familari zation are not mere ly frivolous 

wit , not merely word play to as sert intellectual superiority . 

In Ellen F i fer ' s  opinion, Nabokov ' s  art i s  a serious 

epistemological enterpri se : "Art is , for Nabokov, a means of 

grappling with the nature of reality , not a retreat from it . "
3 0  

David Packman argue s that "Although Nabokov ' s  novels seem l e s s  

interes ted i n  ' serious thematics ' than i n  play itse l f ,  the 

l . th . . . d d n 3 1  
1 terary games ey construct are qu1te ser1ous 1 n  ee . I n  

Packman ' s  view , "Nabokov rehearses the textualization o f  a 

reality we are constantly in the process o f  constituting and 

deciphering . "
32  

G . M .  Hyde suggests that since Nabokov ' s  work 

"entail s  the deformation o f  habitual ly accepted ' re al ity ' hi s 

l f l l  d . . .. 
3 3  

d nove s are orma y strange an 1ngen1ous . For Hy e ,  

moreove r ,  Nabokov ' s  11 de formations " have a serious , even mora l , 

purport : " the end o f  Nabokov ' s  art is  to make us  see more 

clearly what is  really there , and thi s  could be described qui te 
34 

properly as a moral end . " Wh ether or not we agree with either 

the approaches or the conclusions of the above critics , al l 

three affirm the ' seriousness '  of Nabokov ' s  reflexive methods .  

In terms o f  structure , the self-conscious arti fice o f  Nabokov ' s  

work is  both parodic and purpo se ful , since as Robe rt Alter 

points out , 

One of the characteristic re flexes o f  the 
self-conscious novel is  to flaunt ' naive ' 
narrative devices , rescuing their usabi lity 
by exposing their contrivance , working them 
into a highly patterned narration which 
reminds us that all representations o f  
reality are necessarily styli zations . 35 

On the one hand , Nabokov draws attention to the " architectonics " 

or machinery with which he evolves hi s own individual s tyle . 

On the other hand , the reader i s  led to confront hi s acceptance 

of the formal conventions which define , order and mediate his  

perception o f  aes thetic and o ther orders o f  conscious realities . 

At the same time , I sugge s t ,  Nabokov ' s  sel f-conscious 

structuring of his work establi she s the formal principles 

underlying his characteri zations . Most immediately, his 
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characters throughout the English novels are dramati zed through 

their choosing s tyles with which to represent a self or a 

personality to themse lve s and to others . In thi s  sense thei r  

acts of self-characterization are part of a dialectic of forms 

whi ch draws attention to imitative and innovative s tyles . 

Consequently Nabokov ' s  fic tional creatures also require the 

reader to participate in a critical attitude towards the formal 

contrivance of their activities . Characters who engage in 

imitative or scripted role-playing are seen to deny their 

potential for individual expre s sion . In Bend Sinis ter Paduk ' s  

choice o f  scripted forms i s  apparent in both hi s non-verbal and 

verbal activities : he models the style of hi s dress on a 

cartoon-strip figure , Etermon ; and he acts as a public figure 

head and mouthpiece for Ekwilist poli tical propaganda . 

Similarly , in Ada Marina ' s  flamboyance involves a constant 

re -enactment o f  stereotyped theatrical role s from pas sionate 

mi stres s  to fond mother .  In a personal as we ll as a 

professional sphere Marina acts as the third pe rson o f  other 

peoples ' styles ;  hence she is 11 a dummy in human disguise , 11 1 1 a  

stereotype o r  a tear-sheet11  (A , p .  1 99 ) . 

By contrast Nabokov ' s  ' individualists ' present an innovative 

reworking of e s tablished forms . Throughout Bend Sinister , Adam 

Krug resists the state ' s  attempts to script him in a public role 

supportive of Ekwil i s t  doctrines and power .  As a philosopher 

Krug ' s  inte l lec tual independence is  des cribed as a process of 

1 1 creative des truc tion 11 (BS , p .  1 46 )  which challenges systematized 

beliefs : 1 1 for long summer ye ars and with enormous succes s  he 

had delicately taken apart the systems o f  others "  (BS , p .  1 45 ) . 

In Pnin , Timofey is  1 1a delic ate imported article " (P,  p .  1 0 )  

who , as a teacher of Russian in America , combines genuine 

scholarship with an irrepressible personal individuality . One 

of the maj or ironies o f  the novel is the academic world ' s  

ultimate rej ection o f  Pnin ' s  qualities . Blorenge , the Pro fes sor 

of French , refuses to take Pnin into hi s department once he 

learns Pnin can both speak and read French . Nor does the 

univers i ty attach any importance to an individual style . 

Pnin ' s  one mentor ,  Pro fes sor Hagen points out despairingly : 



" That i s  the tragedy ! Who , for example ,  
wants him " -he pointed to radiant Pnin
"who wants hi s personality? Nobody ! They 
will re j ect Timofey ' s  wonderful per sonality 
without a quaver . The world wants a machine , 
not a Timo fey . "  (P ,  p .  1 35 )  

But here , a s  throughout hi s fiction , Nabokov reiterate s the 

potential for an individual style , de spi te the forces which 

would reduce personality to imitative role-playing . 

37  

In complementary fa shion , Nabokov create s  an " identity as 

a writer" (SO, p.  6 3 )  for hi s main characters.
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In all but 

three of the Engli sh nove l s  the main characters are ei ther 

acknowledged arti st s  or engaged in ' biographical ' 

recon structions so that their writings are part o f  di stinc tive 

formal traditions ( fiction and non-fiction ) . In the three 

exceptions ,  Bend Sinister , Pnin and Transparent Things , the 

narrator s are peripheral figure s in th e narrative action ( the 

intrusive author in Bend Sinister , the unnamed narrator of Pnin , 

and Mr R .  who i s  both the invented author and a minor character 

who i s  an author in Transparent Things ) . Yet even in the se 

three nove l s  the maj or character s  are involved in problems o f  

writing : Adam Krug i s  a writer o f  philo sophy ; Pnin i s  a 

forei gner coping wi th u sing Engli sh in hi s lecture s on Russian 

language and l i terature ; Hugh Person works for a publi shing firm 

and i s  the proof-reader of Mr R . ' s  nove l s .  Nabokov ' s  

acknowledged arti st s  simulate hi s own situation among words .  

His autobiographers simulate man ' s subj ective awareness of the 

data of p er sonal experience . His scholars simulate man ' s 

attempts to acquire and order knowledge within impersonal 

di scipline s.  As writers, all are governed by the formal 

conventions of their particular pro j ects. 

I t  follows that the relationship Nabokov e stabli she s 

between structure and style provide s a critical per spective on 

hi s charac ters'  activitie s a s  wri ters.  Most immediately ,  

Nabokov ' s  arti st s  achieve an innovative style within acknowledged 

literary traditions. In PaZe Fire John Shade ' s  poem parodically 

rework s the convention s of Augustan and Romantic literature 

while evolving an individual style . Moreove r ,  the sel f

conscious arti fice o f  Shade ' s  methods draws attention to h i s  
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trans formation o f  autobiographical data ; hi s style reflects h i s  

artis tic identity . 

An individual style is al so appropriate for non-fictional 

structures that are self-express ive , such as memoirs or auto

biography . These modes are comparable to the ongoing acts o f  

self-characterization de scribed earl i er . They are non-fictio nal 

structure s in the sense that they are bound to a description o f  

the writer ' s  personal experiences . At the same time they may 

rework both literary and non-literary conventions in order to 

express the writer ' s  '-' individual reality . '-' In Ada , Van and Ada 

engage in " the mutual correction o f  common memorie s "  (A , p .  8 8 ) . 

However , as Ada points out, " i f  people remembered the same they 

would not be different people " (A , p .  97 ) . The ninety-year old 

Van comb ines a passion for re fining hi s own sub j ective memories 

with an awarenes s  of the formal contrivance o f  hi s task . I n  

hi s memoirs , h e  parodically reworks established forms i n  order 

to evolve an individual style that is a self-conscious 

expres sion of hi s ongoing personal identity . 

By contrast an impersonal manner i s  required for schola rly 

writings such as biography and li terary exegesis where the 

wri ter is communi cating information about a sub j e c t  other than 

himsel f .
3 7  

I n  other words , such writing should be devoid o f  

the informant ' s  creative or self-expres sive style and should 

imitate the establ ished conventions of hi s elected discipline . 

Howeve r ,  those o f  Nabokov ' s  first-person narrators who claim 

to be working within schol arly disciplines nevertheless engage 

in personal stylizations . They employ artistic techniques and 

put forward personal views . Hence their methods conflict with 

the s tyli stic requirements o f  their pro j ects . As we saw ,  the 

unnamed narrator of Pnin uses omniscient narration and stream-

of-consciousness techniques while claiming to be engaged in 

biographical reconstruction . Alternatively , in Pale Fire 

Charles Kinbote reproduces the s tructural format o f  l iterary 

exegesis as a frame for hi s p ersonal views and fantasies . Even 

though these narrators function as mouthpieces for the data o f  

Nabokov ' s  fictional worlds , they are unreliable narrators whose 

styles reveal unwitting reflections o f  their personal identity . 

A more detailed examination of Nabokov ' s  use o f  structure 
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and style in his characteri zations i s  carried out in Part Two 

of thi s  study . Here , however ,  one final example may serve to 

illustrate how Nabokov ' s  characteri zation s are part of a 

dialectic o f  forms. In The Real  Life of Sebastian Knight 

Sebastian Knight ' s  art , which mani fe st s  the development of an 

individual and self-conscious literary style , i s  placed within 

V .  ' s  biography , which abandons an impersonal manner and so 

conflicts with the biographical norm . In oppo site ways, 

there fore , Sebastian Kni ght ' s  art and V.  ' s  ' biography ' are part 

of a formal dialectic which di stingui she s the styl i stic 

awarene ss and practic e s  of the two character s  as writers. 

In thi s chapter my concern has been to de scribe Nabokov ' s  

structural strategie s  and to show how the self-con scious 

artifice o f  hi s work e stabli shes the formal principle s  under

lying his characteri zations. I have sugge sted that Nabokov 

u se s  structure to provide a critical perspective on the style s 

which dramatize hi s characters ' awareness of verbal conventions 

a s  we ll a s  the ir personal manner , and it i s  in thi s  sense o f  

the self-con sc ious u se o f  style that Nabokov ' s  characteri zations 

are an imaginative extension o f  hi s own activiti e s  as a write r . 

At the same time , Nabokov ' s  pre sence in hi s fictions i s  

partial , hi s style i s  an expre ssion o f  hi s arti stic identity 

only , whereas hi s characters, whatever their self-con sciousne ss 

a s  stylists, are fully dramatized a s  the creature s o f  his 

fictional worlds. Nabokov maintains that " In a book , the 

real ity o f  a person or obj e c t ,  or circumstance depends 

exclusively on the world of that particular book " (LL , p .  1 0 ) 

Within a particular fictional context or world , there i s  no 

form wi thout content and no content without form . Humbert 

Humbert , for example ,  is a master styl i st who di splays a 

critical and sel f-conscious awarene ss o f  literary form whi ch 

he exploits in order to camouflage and tran sform the narrative 

content within h i s  ac count of h i s  l i fe . Nabokov ' s  

characterization o f  Humbert i s  not just a dramati zation o f  

Humbert ' s  formal identity o r  style a s  a writer ; i t  consi st s  o f  

a complex interdependence of form and content that i s  part o f  

the novel ' s  total structural de sign . And such a n  inter

relationship i s  found in all the Engli sh nove l s. Thi s chapter 



emphasized aspects o f  the ' form ' in thi s  process . My next 

chapter wil l  emphasize aspects of the ' content . '  

4 0  



CHAPTER 2 :  NOTES 

1 
Nabokov make s a simil ar comment when asked "What i s  your 

opinion of the ' anti-novel ' in France ? " : 

2 

I am not intere sted in groups, movements, 
school s  of writing and so forth . I am 
intere sted only in the individual arti st . 
Thi s ' anti -novel ' doe s  not really exi st ;  
but there doe s  exi st one great French 
write r ,  Robbe-Grillet ;  hi s work i s  
grote squely imitated by a number o f  banal 
sc ribbler s  whom a phony labe l assists 
commercially . (SO , p .  4 )  

Nabokov further explains thi s view o f  style a s  the 
di stinctive manner o f  the author in a later lecture : 

Style i s  not a tool , it  i s  no t a me thod ,  
it  i s  not a choice o f  words alone . Being 
much more than all thi s, style con stitute s 
an intrinsic component or characteristic 
of the author ' s  p er sonality . Thus when we 
speak o f  style we mean an individual 
artist ' s pecul iar nature , and the way it 
expre sse s  itse l f  in hi s arti stic output . 
(LL , pp . 5 9 -6 0 ) 

3 
I t  i s  not my concern to e stab l i sh a po ssible influence 

of Russian Formali sm on Nabokov , but rather to apply the concept 
of de familiari zation to his work . 

4 
My comments on Russian Formali sm are indebted to the 

following main source s:  T .  Hawke s, Structuralism and Semiotics 
( London : Methuen , 1 97 7 ) ; L . T .  Lemon and M . J .  Rei s  ( eds. ) ,  

RUssian Formalist Criticism ( Lincoln : Univ . of Nebraska Pre ss, 
1 965 ) ; R. S chole s, " The Contributions of Formali sm and 
S tructurali sm to the Theory o f  Fiction , "  in Nove l :  A Forum on 
Fiction , 6 (Winte r ,  1 9 7 3 ) , pp . 1 34-5 1 ;  R .  Schole s, Structuralism 
in Literature (New Haven and London : Yale Univ . Pre ss, 1 9 7 4 )  
which incorporate s material from Schole s' s arti cle above into 
its fourth chapter ;  J .  Culler , Structuralist Poe tics ( London : 
Routledge & Kegan Paul , 1 9 7 5 ) . 

5 
Scholes ( 1 9 7 3 ) , p .  1 4 1 . 

6 
Ellen Pifer in Nabokov and the Nove l (Cambridge , Mass. : 

Harvard Univ .  Pre ss, 1 9 8 0 )  re fers to the Russian Folnali st s '  
concept o f  de familiarization when describing Nabokov ' s  fiction : 

What Shklovsky identi fie s as the proce ss 
o f  ostranenie , commonly translated 
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' de famil iari zation , '  operates within 
Nabokov ' s  fiction as a psychological 
and epistemological principle . Artifice , 
rather than oppose l i fe ,  i s  deployed by 
Nabokov to renew the reader ' s  perception 
of reali ty--by estranging that 
perception from habitual formulations . 
( P .  2 5 )  

David Packman , Vladimir Nahokov : The Structure of' 
Literary Desire ( Col1..1I!lbia & London : Univ .  o f  Missouri Pre ss , 
1 98 2 ) , p .  3 .  

4 2  

8 
David Lodge ; The Nove list a t  the Crossroads and othe1� 

Essays on Fiction and Cri ticism ( London : Routledge & Kegan P aul , 
1 97 1 )  J p . 2 2 . 

9 
Lodge , p . 2 2 • 

1 0  
Robert Alte r ,  Partial Magic : The Nove l as a Se lf-

Conscious Genre ( Berkeley & London : Univ . o f  California Pre s s ,  
1 9 7 5 ) , pp . x-xi . 

1 1  
Nabokov ' s  use o f  e s tabli shed genres and verbal 

conventions that distinguish b etween non- fiction and fiction 
is further discussed later in thi s  chapter and in Chapter 3 .  
Here , however ,  a bri e f  sele c tion from Nabokov ' s  own ' non-fi c tive'  
and aesthetic writings may serve to i llustrate the dis tinctions 
he affirms between impersonal repre sentation , sub j ective 
interpretation , and artis tic re-creation of biographical data . 
"Abram Gannibal " ( in Nabokov ' s  scholarly edition o f  Eugene 
Onegin , Vol . 3 ,  pp . 378-4 7 7 )  provide s a comprehensive 
demons tration of Nabokov ' s  documented biographical re search into 
and impersonal account o f  Pushkin ' s  ance stor,  Gannibal , who is  
referred to in Pushk in ' s  verses . Nabokov ' s  scholarship 
i llustrates one of his  practices for providing additional 
information about the details of a literary text ; he provides 
an impersonal repre sentation o f  this information within the non
fictive genre of l iterary exegesis . Th e  same detailed historical 
re search on Nabokov ' s  part forms the basi s  for hi s creation o f  
Fyodor ' s  biography o f  Chernyshevski in Chapter 4 of Nabokov ' s  
Russian novel , The Gift. In The Gift , however ,  Nabokov pre s ents 
the reader wi th an invente d  fictional characte r ,  Fyodor,  who 
i s  engage d ,  not only in a documented ,  impersonal exercise in 
schol arly re search , but also in an interpretative account o f  
the biographical details and the writings o f  Chernyshevski .  
Whereas "Abram Gannibal " is part of Nabokov ' s  impersonal , ' non
fi ctive ' explication of Pushkin ' s  text, Chapter 4 of The Gift 
illustrates Nabokov ' s  fusion of biographical research and art , 
of scholarship and imaginative re-creation : within the fictional 
context of an independent ae sthetic world Nabokov ' s  invented 
character Fyodor presents an interpretative biographical 
portrait of Chernyshevski . While Fyodor ' s  biography simulates 
a sub j e ctive interpretation of data within the nove l ' s  world ,  
Nabokov ' s  characterization o f  Fyodor includes an artistic re
creation of non-fictive biographical details o f  Chernyshevski ' s  
l ife as part o f  an imaginative , aes thetic reality . Wi thin his  
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non-fictive writings , the care ful distinctions Nabokov maintains 
between impersonal scholarship and subj ective interpretation s  
o f  data are shown again i n  footnote 3 7  to this chapter .  

1 2  
Nabokov ' s  characterizations in The Real Life of Sebas tian 

Knight are examined in detail in Part Two , Chapter 4 of thi s  
study . 

1 3  

1 4  

Robert Alter , in Partial Magic ,  states : 
The parodistic nove l ,  exploding the 
absurdities o f  previous literary conventions 
as it unfolds , e ffects a kind of dialectical 
refinement and correction of lying , edging 
us toward the perception of certain truths 
about the manipulation o f  language , about 
character ,  about human nature , perhaps even 
about the social world we inhabit .  ( P .  1 5 8)  

Julia Bade r ,  Crystal Land: Artifice in Nabokov 's English 
Nove ls ( Berkeley & London:  Univ.  of California Press , 1 97 2 ) , 
p .  1 0 .  

1 5  
George Orwe l l , "Politics and the English Language , "  i n  

The Orwel l  Reader: Fiction� Essays and Reportage by George 
Orwe l l ,  introduced by Richard H .  Rovere ( 1 9 3 3 ;  New York : 
Harcourt,  Brace & World ,  Inc . , 1 9 56) , p .  3 37 . 

1 6  
Jessie Lokrantz , The Underside of the Weave ( Sweden : 

Rotobeckman , 1 9 7 3 ) , p .  45 f f .  The exampl es to whi ch I re fer are 
all discussed in Lokrantz ' s  work . 

1 7  
Lokrantz ,  p .  1 0 .  

1 8  
Carl R .  Proffer , Ke ys to Lolita (Bloomington : Indiana 

Univ . Press , 1 96 8 ) , Chapter 1 .  

1 9  
Proffe r ,  pp . 45-5 3 . 

2 0  
The John Ray pre face t o  Lolita is  analysed i n  detai l  i n  

Chapter 8 of this s tudy . 
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See also Chapter 3 .  
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George Levine , "Re alism Recon sidered, " i n  The Theory of 

the Nove l ,  ed . John Halperin (New York : Oxford Univ.  Press ,  
1 9 7 4 ) ' p .  2 36 . 
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Levine , p .  2 36 . 
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Gabriel Josipovici , The World and the Book (London : 

Macmillan , 1 9 7 1 ) , p .  2 1 8 .  
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In Strong Op1-n1-ons Nabokov states , "Antiterra happens 

to be an anachroni stic world in regard to Terra--that ' s  all 
there is to it " (p . 1 2 2 ) . 
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Packman , p .  3 .  
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beginning o f  Chapter 
Pifer ' s  view was also re ferred to at the 

of this s tudy . 
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Packman , p .  8 .  

32  
Packman , p .  1 8 . 
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G .M .  Hyde , Vladimir Nabokov: America 's Russian Nove list 

( London : Marion Boyars , 1 9 7 7 ) , p .  1 8 .  Like Pi fer , Hyde also 
applies the Russian formalists ' concept o f  de familiarization 
to Nabokov ' s  work . 

34 
Hyde , p .  1 8 .  
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Alter , p .  30 . 
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See also Tony Tanner ,  City of Words ( London : Jonathan 

Cape , 1 9 7 1 ) , Introduction . Tanner argues that a concern with 
styli stic freedom has be come a major preoccupation o f  American 
fiction , 1 9 5 0 -7 0 , and he sugges ts that the situation o f  
characters among things i n  such works " i s  a reflection o r  
pro j ection o f  the author ' s  sense o f  h i s  own situation among 
words " ( p .  1 8 ) . In hi s discussion o f  Pale Fire , Tanner claims 
that Nabokov confronts his characters , not so much with things , 
but with lexical playgrounds within which they rise or fall 
according to their facilitie s wi th language . Howeve r ,  Tanner 
doe s  not go on to acknowledge that the works of Nabokov ' s  
invented writers are quali fied by the distinc tive formal 
traditions within which they write . Tanner ' s  views imply , 
there fore , a value system based on verbal mastery which , i f  
pursued , could sugge s t  that a character such as Charles Kinbote 
would be a great artis t  and ignore the total complexity o f  
Kinbote ' s  characteri zation . 

3 7  
In Nabokov ' s  own scholarly works he confronts the 

problems o f  impersonal reconstruction by taking pains to 
indicate movements from his presentation of data to his own 
personal interpretations of such data . Throughout Nikolai 
Gogo l ,  for instance, Nabokov quali fies certain o f  his 
descriptions wi th comments such as the following : "I think i t  
is  more reasonable to forget . . .  " ( p .  9 ) ; " These connections 
are a little too easy and thus probably false " ( p .  1 5 ) ; "but 
probably we should be nearer the truth i f  we merely said . . .  " 
( p . 1 9 ) ; and so on . More specifically , at the end of Niko lai 
Gogol Nabokov makes a careful distinction between hi s 
biographical source materials and hi s personal interpretations 
of such data : 

The picture [ o f  Gogol ] is  the one de scribed 
in the text and is reproduced from 
Veress aiev ' s  delightful biography of Gogol 
( 1 93 3 ,  in Russian) . Mos t  of my facts are 



taken from the same convenient work-
for instance , Gogol ' s  long letter to 
his mother and such things . The 
deductions are my own . ( NG , p .  1 56 ,  
my italics)  
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Thi s  scrupulous differentiation b etween impersonal scholarship 
and personal conj ecture i s  simi larly s ugges ted when Nabokov 
comments on the po ssibilities of literary biographies : 

They are great fun to write , generally 
less fun to read . Sometimes the thing 
become s  a kind of double paper chase :  firs t ,  
the biographer pursues hi s quarry through 
le tters and diaries , and across the bogs of 
conjecture , and then a rival authority 
pursue s  the muddy biographer . (SO , p .  6 7 )  



CHAPTER THREE 

ARTISTIC RE-CREATION 

The art of writing i s  a very futile bus iness i f  it  
does not imply first of all  the art o f  seeing the 
world as the potential ity o f  fiction . 

v. Nabokov, Lectures on Literature 

Critici sm has long accepted that the formal methods of a 

literary work should be examined,  but any comparable analys i s  

of content has been regarded as a much more problematic issue , 

at least among autonomy orientated Anglo-American theorists . 

Since content i s  always a form-dependent i llusion , literature 

it would seem can only properly be analysed as form . Thus 

Ellen Pi fer in seeking to redress the balance be tween Nabokov ' s  

reputation as a brilliant stylist and " some e ssential matters 

concerning hi s fiction ' s  content " seems forced to s tate that 

" such an arbitrary distinction between form and content is , I 
1 

admit ,  a rather clumsy and certainly outmoded approach . "  

This present s tudy follows Nabokov ' s  approach to the i s s ue .  

As we saw in Chapter 1 ,  he treats content as the detail s  o f  an 

independent aesthetic reality : " the facts of fiction " must be 

studied in order " to get cl ear the specific world the author 
2 

places at his [ the reader ' s ] disposal " (LL ,  p .  4 ) . At the 

same time , Nabokov equates content and form, while allowing 

analytical distinctions between the two in order to examine the 

architectonics of a l i terary work and the processes o f  

authorial composition . 

For the particular purpose o f  analysing the processes o f  

authorial composition , Nabokov distinguishes two aspects o f  

form , structure and style . In my previous chapter we saw how 

an examination of structure discloses the strategies o f  a 



writer ' s  individual style . For Nabokov , an examination of 

structure also reveal s  how a writer ' s  choi ce and arrangement 

4 7  

o f  content contribute s to his  creation o f  an independent 

aesthetic reality .
3 

In his lecture on Mansfie ld Park , for 

example , Nabokov shows that Austen ' s  use of the play Lovers ' 

Vows helps to disclose the " true relations "  between the novel ' s  

characters :  

Now comes the distribution of the parts . 
Artistic fate is  arranging things so that 
the true relations between the novel ' s  
characters are going to be revealed 
through the relations o f  the characters 
in the play . (LL ,  p .  3 5 )  

Moreove� additional information about a writer ' s  work can be 

provided by examining " its links with other worlds , othe r 

branches o f  knowledge " (LL ,  p .  1 ) . When discus sing the works 

of Chekov and Gorki , for instance , Nabokov contends that the 

fictional creatures o f  Chekov ' s  art are built upon a de tailed 

study of character in l i fe : 

What intere sted him [Chekov] was that it 
was true to l i fe ,  true to the character 
of the man as a character and not as a 
symbol . (LRL , p .  249 ) 

By contrast ,  Nabokov sugge sts that the structure s o f  Gorki ' s  

"didactic art" reflect the unacknowledged fictions o f  the 

Soviet state and so make " a  character the medium of a lesson " 
4 

or a " sociali stic truth" (LRL , p .  2 4 9 ) . My initial concern 

in this chapter i s  to examine Nabokov ' s  structuring of content , 

drawing on information provided by hi s own statements about 

art and l i fe . I wil l  then describe how the relationships he 

estab lishes between structure and style re late to his 

characteri z ations . 

Nabokov insists that knowledge as we ll as imagination is  

e ssential to the creation of an aesthetic real ity .
5 

Here we 

have a starting point for examining the choice and arrangement 

of content in his fiction . More specifically , Nabokov 

maintains that art nece ssitate s  a detailed knowledge of other 

worlds , particularly " the given world" : 



A creative writer must study carefully the 
works o f  his rivals ,  including the Almighty . 
He mus t  posses s  the inborn capacity not 
only of recombining but of re -cre ating the 
given world . In order to do thi s  adequately , 
avoiding duplication o f  labor,  the artis t  
should know the given world . Imagination 
without knowledge leads no farthe r than the 
back yard o f  primitive art , the chi ld ' s  
scrawl on the fence , and the crank ' s message 
in the market place . (SO , p .  3 2 )  

4 8  

Even though the writer ' s  memory and imagination are 

integral to hi s activities , the re-creation o f  "authentic 

worlds "  (SO ,  p .  1 1 8 ) requires careful , individual study . 

Nabokov stresses that " the arti st should know the given world" 

for himsel f .  Without an exacting individual awarene s s , the 

writer i s  only aware o f  " an average reality " : 

To be sure , there is  an average reality , 
perceived by all o f  us , but that is  not 
true reality : it is only the reality o f  
general ideas , conventional forms o f  
humdrummery , current editorials . . . .  
Average reality b egins to rot and stink 
as soon as the act of individual creation 
ceases to animate a subj ectively 
perceived texture . (SO , p .  1 1 8 ) 

In Nabokov ' s  opinion , the uniquene ss o f  an artis t ' s 

sub j ective awareness i s  the bas i s  for hi s imaginative re-creation 

of an original and independent fictional world : 

The art o f  writing i s  a very futile busine ss 
if  it does not imply first o f  all the art of 
seeing the world as the potentiality of 
fiction . The material o f  thi s  world may be 
real enough ( as far as reality goe s )  but it 
does not exist at al l as an accepted 
entirety : it i s  chao s ,  and to this chaos the 
author says "go ! " allowing the world to 
flicker and to fuse . I t  i s  now recombined 
in its very atoms , not merely in i ts visible 
and superficial parts . The writer i s  the 
fi rst man to map it and to name the natural 
ob j ects it contains . Those berries are 
edible . That spe ckled creature th.at bolted 
across my path might be tame d .  That lake 
b etween those trees wil l  be called Lake Opal 
or , more artis tically,  Dishwater Lake . That 
mis t  i s  a mountain--and that mountain must 
be conquered . (LL , p .  2 )  



Moreove� in imaginatively recomb ining and re -creating his own 

" individual world [ s ] " (LL , p .  2 5 3 ) , the writer sheds the 

49 

"public truths " and " tradi tional notions " (LL , p.  2 )  that embody 

the beliefs and values of the age in which he live s :  

The real write r ,  th e  fellow who sends 
plane ts spinning and model s  a man asleep 
and eagerly tampers with the sleeper ' s  
rib , that kind o f  author has no given 
values at his disposal : he must create 
them for himself .6 (LL ,  p .  2 )  

A brief summation o f  Nabokov ' s  theoretical views emerge s 

from hi s account o f  art as positional : 

In a sense , all poetry i s  positional : to 
try to express one ' s  position in regard 
to the universe embraced by consciousne s s , 
is  an immemorial urge . The arms o f  
consc iousnes s  reach out and grope , and 
the longer they are the better . Tentacles , 
not wings , are Apollo ' s  natural members . 
(SM, p .  2 1 8 ) 

Here Nabokov reiterates the principle that knowledge is the 

essential basis , "Apollo ' s  natural memb ers , "  for art . The 

sub j ectivity o f  the artist ' s  knowledge , " one ' s  position in 

regard to the universe embraced by consciousnes s , " is the 

source o f  hi s individual contribution . The more detailed and 

wide-ranging hi s sub j ective knowledge , " the arms o f  

consciousness , "  the greater i s  hi s capacity for imaginative 

re-creation .
7 

At the same time , Nabokov sees man not j ust as 

a conscious but as a sel f-conscious be ing .
8 

For him , the re fore , 

" the art o f  seeing the world as the potentiality o f  fiction " 

involve s a critical awarenes s  o f  the nature of not only hi s own 

' reality ' but also the ' realitie s ' of others , "the works o f  his 

rival s "  (SO ,  p .  3 2 ) , from science to art .
9 

As we saw in Chapter 1 ,  Nabokov ' s  philosophical views 

about facts and reality provide a rationale for hi s theory o f  

art as a n  act o f  individual re-creation . "Philosophically, " 

he says , " I  am an indivisible monis t "  ( SO,  p .  85) . As such , 

he draws attention to the independent reality o f  each thing , 

from a man to an amoeba , while maintaining that both "mind " and 
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"matter " are imaginable facts within human consciousne s s . 

Nabokov thus opposes the Cartesian split be tween mind and matter 

that is present in so much epistemological thinking : 

Monism , which implies a oneness o f  basic 
reality , is seen to be divi s ible when , say ,  
"mind" sneakily splits away from "matter" 
in the reasoning o f  a muddled monis t  or 
half-hearted material ist .10  (SO , p. 1 2 4 )  

I n  Nabokov ' s  opinion , " a  oneness o f  basic reality"  de scribes 

the interdependence of fact and fancy in all man ' s  conscious 

constructs from science to art .  At the same time he stresse s 

that "Every monistic philosophy must somehow avoid . the 

old pitfall o f  that duali sm which separates the ego from the 
1 1  

non-ego . "  As a sel f-dec lared moni st , he bel ieves that the 

physical , mental and emotional experiences of l i fe are 

" indivi sibl e "  from individual consciousne s s .
1 2  

In this sense ,  

a monistic s tate o f  being encompas ses all man ' s  ' realities ' from 

impersonal scholarship to the versions o f  " so-called ' real 

life ' "  that constitute a society ' s  "average reality . " For 

Nabokov , however , man ' s  " only real , authentic worlds " are those 

which express the " individual realities " (LL , p .  2 5 3 )  of thi s  

monisti c  being . As we have seen , in l i fe this " individual 

reality " is " the act o f  individual creation" which " animate [ s ]  

a sub j e ctively perceived texture " (SO , p .  1 1 8 ) . In art i t  i s  

an act o f  re-creation through which a wri ter recombines his 

knowledge o f  various ' realities ' with a "brew of individual 

fancy" (SO , p .  2 6 )  . Hence Nabokov says , "From my point of view, 

any outstanding work o f  art i s  a fantasy inso far as it reflects 

the unique world o f  a unique individual " (LL , p .  2 5 2 ) . 

In Nabokov ' s  nove l s ,  ' individual re-creation ' involve s  a 

se lf-conscious structuring o f  content that is  elaborated in his 

own statements about hi s work . Mos t  immediately,  hi s theore tical 

principle that " the artist should know the given world" for 

himsel f  is  complemented by his practices . In 1 96 4 , for instance, 

when questioned about his continued residency in Switzerland , 

Nabokov de scribes how the known world provi des a basi s  for his 

fictional landscape : 

My wi fe and I are very fond o f  Montreux , 



the scenery o f  which I needed for Pale 
Fire , and sti ll need for another book . 1 3  

(SO , p .  4 9 )  

5 1  

Similarly , Nabokov reworks information acquired from 

speciali zed s tudy such as his entomological research . At the 

same tiro� he pointedly distingui shes between the non-fictional 

context of hi s impersonal scholarly writings and the aesthetic 

context o f  his fictions . He clarifies this distinction when 

asked to discuss the pos s ible influence o f  hi s activities as 

entomologist and as novelist on each other : 

In itse l f ,  an aurelian ' s  passion i s  not 
a particularly unusual sickne s s ;  but it 
stands outside the limi ts of a nove l i st ' s  
world,  and I can prove this by the fact 
that whenever I allude to butterflies in 
my novels , no matter how diligently I 
rework the s tuff , i t  remains pale and 
false and does not really expres s  what I 
want it to expre s s --what ,  indeed , it can 
only express in the spec ial sc ientific 
terms o f  my entomological papers . The 
butterfly that lives forever in its O . D .  
( "original description " )  in a scientific 
journal dies a messy death in the fumes 
of the arty gush . (SO , p .  1 36 )  

The research Nabokov incorporates i n  hi s novels is  in fact 

drawn from a range o f  scholarly di scipline s .  In Ada , for 

instance , the "Texture of Time " section alludes to the writings 

of philosophers from Augustine to Bergson and Whi tehead . He 

also draws on biographical informatio� himself comparing the 

re search that went into hi s non-fictional biography , Nikolai 

Gogol , with the even more detailed scholarship of the 

Chernyshevski biography whi ch forms Chapter 8 o f  hi s Russian 

novel , The Gift : 

He [Gogol ] would have . . . denounced as 
vicious the innocent ,  and rather superficial , 
little ske tch o f  his l i fe that I produced 
twenty-five years ago . Much more succe s s ful , 
because based on longer and deeper research , 
was the l i fe o f  Chernyshevski ( in my novel 
The Gift)  . . What Che rnyshevski would 
have thought of it is another question --but 
at least the plain truth o f  documents i s  on 
my side . (SO , p .  1 56 )  



In the context o f  The Gift , however , the Chernyshevski 

biography contributes to Nabokov ' s  characteri zation o f  his 

invented biographer ,  Fydor , by providing an illustration of 

Fydor ' s  scholarly writings . 

5 2  

Nabokov puts the preparation o f  hi s characters ' ' schol arly 

writings ' on the s ame plane as hi s creation of ' artistic works ' 

for his invented artists . When asked,  for in stance , to comment 

on the controversy surrounding the Chernyshevski biography in 

The Gift , Nabokov refers to the views of Koncheyev , another 

character in the novel , before going on to juxtapose this 

aesthetic re-creation o f  biography with the composition of John 

Shade ' s  poem in Pale Fire : 

Everything that can be profitably said 
about Count Godunov-Cherdyntsev ' s  biography 
of Chernyshevski has been said by Koncheyev 
in The Gift. I can only add that I devoted 
as much honest labor to the task o f  
gathering the material for the Chernyshevski 
chapter as I did to the composing of Shade ' s  
poem in Pale Fire . 1 4  (SO , p .  6 5 )  

Al though Nabokov ' s  structuring o f  content may involve the 

composition o f  either scholarly or artistic works , the reali ty 

o f  these re-creations then " depends exclusively on the world 

of that particular book " (LL ,  p .  1 0 ) . As part of a fictional 

world the ' works ' contribute to characterization . 

At an autobiographical level , Nabokov admits to giving 

away personal details o f  hi s own life to hi s characters . Again , 

however , he insists that the se autobiographical materials become 

absorbed into the aesthetic world .  He is  no t to be equated with 

hi s fictional creature s :  " I  am very careful to keep my 

characters beyond the limits o f  my own identity" (SO , p .  1 4 ) . 

One extended example illu strate s Nabokov ' s  distinctions between 

autobiographical representation and the recombination o f  

autobiographical materials within an aesthetic context . In the 

volume entitled Nabokov ' s  Dozen , two o f  the essays , 

"Mademoiselle 0 "  and "First Love , " de scribe personal 

recollections which later appear in s lightly altered versions 

as Chapters 5 and 9 o f  Speak� Memory: An Autobiography 

Revisited. By contrast , the material of "Mademoiselle O , " 



5 3  

p articularly the incident about the hearing appliance which the 

old governess pretends to be ab le to work in order to please 

her former pupil , is reworked as part o f  a fiction in the first 

chapter of The Real Life of Sebastian Knight ,  where V .  takes 

a hearing aid to Sebastian ' s  former governes s . In Chapter 5 

of Speak� Memory , Nabokov makes speci fic mention of thi s  

example when describing h i s  activities a s  a " fictionist" : 

I have o ften noticed that a fter I had 
bestowed on the characters of my novels 
some treasured item of my pas t ,  it would 
pine away in the arti ficial world where 
I had so abruptly placed i t .  Although it 
lingered on in my mind , its  p ersonal 
warmth , i ts retrospective appeal had gone 
and , pre sently , it be came more closely 
identi fied with my novel than with my 
former s e l f ,  where it had seemed safe 
from the intrusion o f  the arti s t .  Houses 
have crumbled in my memory as soundlessly 
as they did in the mute films o f  yore , 
and the portrait of my old French 
governess� whom I once lent to a boy in 
one of my books� is fading fas t� now that 
it is engulfed in the description of a 
childhood entirely unre lated to my own. 
The man in me revolts against the 
fictionist , and here i s  my desperate 
attempt to save what is left of poor 
Mademoiselle . (SM, p .  95 , my italics)  

In his essays and autobiography hi s personal recollections of 

actual events , place s ,  and people retain the context of their 

" original description " (SO , p.  1 36 )  . In his novels such 

recollec tions , l ike his reworking o f  hi s imp ersonal research , 

become the detai l s  o f  an "arti fic ial world . "  

For Nabokov, artistic re-creation also requires knowledge 

of society ' s " system of generalitie s "  (LDQ , p .  1 ) . In Chapter 

1 , I described how he made use o f  the map o f  Spain when lecturing 

on Don Quixote : "here is where the generalities of ' real l i fe ' 

( in thi s  case geography) may be applied to the generalities o f  

a work o f  fiction " (LDQ , p .  4 )  . In hi s novels these 

" generalities o f  ' real l i fe ' "  are reworked to form the 

generalities of an aesthetic reality . For example , j ust a s  

Cervante s ' se tting i n  Don Quixote " i s  still Spain" (LDQ, p .  4 ) , 
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s o  Nabokov ' s  location for Lolita is  still America; a t  the s ame 

time the generalities of Nabokov ' s  fictional landscape are 

part o f  his depic tion o f  a unique America . In di scussing the 

problems o f  writing Lolita , Nabokov describes how a knowle dge 

of " average ' reality ' "  is essential to underpin individual 

fancy : 

I lacked the ne ces sary information--that 
was my initial difficulty . I did not know 
any American 1 2 -year-old girls , and I did 
not know America ; I had to invent America 
and Lolita . It had taken me some forty 
years to invent Russia and Wes tern Europe , 
and now I was faced by a similar task , 
with a lesser amount o f  time at my disposal . 
The obtaining of such local ingredients as 
would aUow me to inject average "reaZi ty 11 

into the brew of individual fancy proved,  
at fi fty , a much more di f fi cult proce s s  
than i t  had been i n  the Europe of my youth . 
(SO ,  p .  2 6 , my italics)  

S imilarly , Nabokov employs the recurrent features of 

physical , emotional and mental expe riences , the " general 

elements of human l i fe "  (LDQ, p .  4 ) . Such knowledge is  

impersonal in the sense that it does not draw on either 

speci fic or individual experiences .
1 5  

Of Lolita , for instance , 

Nabokov says , 

It was my most di fficult book--the book 
that treated of a theme which was so 
distant,  so remote , from my own emotional 
l i fe that it gave me a special pleasure 
to use my combinational talent to make it 
real . (SO , p .  1 5 ) 

He also draws on the " general ideas " and versions of 

life found in society ,  
16  

while at the same time making i t  clear 

that he does not reinforce such views : 

By inclination and intent I avoid 
squandering my art on the i llus trated 
catalogues of solemn notions and serious 
opinions ; and I dislike their pervasive 
presence in the works of others . 1 7  

(SO , p .  1 4 7 )  

Instead , society ' s  " traditional notions " and "public truths "  



(LL , p .  2 )  are ' placed ' in hi s work as the unacknowledged 

fictions of " average reali ty . " They have no didactic purpose 

outside the aes thetic context of a novel ' s  particular world . 

Like Nabokov ' s  personal recollections , society ' s  " truths " and 

mores " are given away to characters " (SO , p .  1 2 ) , thereby 

contributing to hi s characterizations : "What ideas can be 

5 5  

traced i n  my novel s  belong to my creatures therein and may be 

deliberately flawed" (SO , p. 1 47 ) . For example , when questioned 

about his strong " sense of the immorality of the relationship 

between Humbert Humbert and Lolita" in Lolita , Nabokov says , 

No , i t  i s  not my sense o f  the immorality 
o f  the Humbert Humbert-Lolita relationship 
that is strong ; it i s  Humbert ' s  sense . 
He care s , I do not .  I do not give a damn 
for public morals ,  in America o r  elsewhere . 1 8  

(SO , p .  9 3 )  

We saw in the preceding chapter that Nabokov reworks estab l i shed 

forms and s tylistic devices ( the generalities of language ) in 

the process of evolving hi s individual style ; equally he reworks 

not only the general elements but also the conventional notions 

and beliefs of society ' s  " average reality " ( " the generalities 

of ' real l i fe "' ) in the proce s s  of " re-creating" hi s own unique , 

arti ficial worlds . 

Nabokov ' s  approach to art as an act o f  re-creation is  

integral to hi s methods of characteri zation . While he 

continually acknowledges the aesthetic status o f  hi s " facts o f  

fiction , "  those same " facts o f  fic tion" function for his 

characters as a realistic , ' non-fictive ' world . Within thi s  

context ,  Nabokov ' s  ' fictional facts ' make up the data o f  h i s  

characters ' existence . Thi s data includes everything from 

settings and events to details of characters ' identities . In 

Pale Fire , for example , the detail s  that depict John Shade ' s  

physical uncouthnes s  or Charles Kinbote ' s  homosexual tendencie s  

are all part o f  the substance o f  the characters ' existence . 

It is  through such details that Nabokov reworks " the general 

elements of human l i fe , "  and thus simulates the conditions o f  

human existence . 

Through this s imulation Nabokov recombine s the proces se s  
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o f  consciousness that make up "human reality "  (LL ,  p .  2 5 3 )  by 

dramatizing them in hi s characterizations . As we have seen , 

all forms of realities " are given away to characters . "  Hence 

the " Texture of Time " section in Ada depicts Van Veen us ing 

impersonal scholarship and personal interpretation in a ' non

fictive ' reconstruction o f  the world, while Van ' s first nove l ,  

Letters from Terra , illustrate s hi s artis tic re-creation o f  

' facts ' i n  making an independent ' fiction . ' I n  this sense 

Nabokov ' s  characterizations provide a metaphoric depiction o f  

men relating in all their various ways to the ordinary data o f  

human experie nce . 

It can also be said that in dramatizing hi s characters ' 

sub j e ctivities and their re sponses to th e ' facts ' o f  their 

existence , Nabokov imaginatively re-creates the " individual 

reality "  of human identity . Ellen Pi fer suggests that 

"Plausibility of character is connected to the author ' s  vision 

of reality and the logic of his methods in rendering that 

reality . "
1 9  

It then follows that Nabokov ' s  depiction of identity 

is connected to his phi losophical monism . As we s aw earlier 

in this chapter ,  he be lieve s "a onene s s  o f  basic reality" 

constitutes an interdependence o f  "mind" and "matter" within 

human consc iousnes s : the specific and general ' facts ' of 

existence are indivi sible components o f  the knowledge and 

fancies that make up man ' s  awarene ss o f  himself and hi s world . 

In addition , Nabokov s tres ses that all "human realit [ i es ] " are 

' known ' through the subj ectivi ty and arti fice of individual 

consciousness . His characterizations re-create this proce s s . 

What he sees as the ' facts ' of human existence and the 

individual ' s  subj ective contributions to these ' facts ' are 

recombined within hi s fictional identities . In Bend Sinis ter , 

for example , the " individual reality "  o f  Ember ' s  identity i s  

shown i n  everything from hi s scholarship to hi s physical 

fussine s s , from hi s emotional re sponsiveness to hi s parodic 

rej ection of the Ekwil i s t  state ' s  ideological versions o f  

Hamlet. In one sense , Nabokov ' s  characterizations are an 

imaginative extension of hi s own "position in regard to the 

universe embraced by cons ciousnes s "  (SM, p .  2 1 8 ) . He points 

out , however,  that hi s fictional creature s do not re flect his 
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own personality ;  they are rather to be seen as " serial selve s . "  

When que stioned about critics who pour over hi s works seeking 

clue s  to his personality ,  he comments , 

People underes timate the power of my 
imagination and my capacity for evolving 
serial selve s  in my writing . (SO , p .  2 4 )  

At this point I wish to distinguish three interrelated 

aspects of Nabokov ' s  " serial selve s " : the given ' facts ' of a 

character ' s  experience ; the blend o f  knowledge and imagination 

that makes up a character ' s  inner awareness of these ' facts ' ;  
2 0  

a character ' s  representations of himself and his worl d .  The 

first two o f  the se aspects suggest components of identity whi ch 

a character , when engaged in the third aspect o f  representing 

himself , may attempt to deny or ignore . In Ada the ninety-year

old Van Veen parodically acknowledges the organic decline that 

is part of his " individual reality . "  By contras t ,  hi s father ,  

Demon Veen , attempts to transform the ' facts ' o f  physical 

ageing by dyeing his hair progre ssively blacker , whitening his  

teeth , and taking younger and younger mi stresses . In Nabokov ' s  

fictions , a failure on the part o f  hi s characters to represent 

the ' facts ' of personal identity by ignoring any o f  the 

components of monistic existence , whether phys ical , emotional , 

or mental , general ly leads to absurdity , frustration , or in some 

cases self-destruction . Adam Krug formulates a personal 

identity in Bend Sinister by equating hi s capacity for 

independent thought with public invulnerability ;  this act o f  

sel f-characterization eventually contributes t o  his  downfall 

because it fails to cons ider hi s emotional bonds with his son , 

David . Even though Krug expresses hi s own version of ' reality , ' 

he ignores certain ' facts ' of his  existence . 

Alternatively , characters may suppress or avoid personal 

views . In these terms , Paduk functions as a mechanized mouth

piece for Ekwilist propaganda ; Gradus acts as an " automatic 

man " (PF, p .  2 1 9 ) ; Charles Kinbote , for all hi s glorious 

fantasies , looks to othe r people to author hi s life : in 

metaphysics he clings to a notion of Divine Providence , whi le 

in l i fe he seeks out Shade in the hope that a famous poet will 
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impose an authorial pattern on an ' exiled king ' s '  p ersonal 

' history . ' In recombining both personal subj ectivity and the 

' facts ' o f  existence , Van Veen ' s  memoirs capture the full 

" tang" of hi s individuality . But the tendency o f  many 

characters , as Nabokov portrays them , is  to ' represent ' partial 

selves by suppres sing aspects o f  their " individual reality . " 

When engaged in ' factual , '  impersonal representations o f  

experience ,  characters can still b e  seen t o  enact their self

conceptions . When editing Shade ' s  poem , " Pale Fire , " Kinbote 

sees himself as a scholar . Wi th content , as with s tyle , 

however , Nabokov ' s  structural distinctions between di fferent 

orders of cons cious constructs establ ish the principle s which 

govern hi s characters ' representations .
2 1  

Consequently , the 

relationship between these principle s  and a character ' s  

representations provides a critical perspective on hi s self

conception . As we have seen, scholarship involves an impersonal 

representation of information within establ i shed disciplines 

of re search . In Ada , Ada ' s  work as a natural scientis t  conforms 

to these principle s ,  thereby i llustrating the individual 

scholarship that is one aspect of her identity . Often , however ,  

Nabokov ' s  ' scholars ' transgre s s  against the principles o f  their 

pro j ects . Under the pretext o f  expli cating Shade ' s  poetic 

allusions , Kinbote pre sents a fantas ized autobiography of his 

own l i fe ; this failure to sustain distinctions between 

impersonal and personal ' information ' thus undermines his stance 

as a scholar . 

S imilarly , characters enact self-conceptions in their 

personal representations of existence . As we have seen , these 

representations may express either an " individual real ity"  or 

an "average reality . "  Both involve a ' non-fictive ' 

recons truction of data . But whereas the former expre sses a 

unique sub j ectivity , the latter reiterates other peoples ' 

versions o f  ' reality . ' In the se terms , Adam Krug ' s  refusal to 

become an intellectual figurehead of the Ekwil ist state reflects 

his philosophical independence and hi s view o f  himse l f  as 

" invulnerable . "  By contrast Paduk ' s  stance as a political 

figurehead involves an unques tioning acceptance of " average 

reality , " Ekwilist ' philosophy ' and value s . Even Humbert 



Humbert , for all his  styl istic individuality ,  reiterate s  the 

collective values of public morality .  
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Finally , Nabokov ' s  structural distinctions between a ' non

fictive ' reconstruction and an artistic re-creation o f  data 

sugge st how characters may confuse ' li fe ' and art when 

representing personal experience . To return to a previous 

example , John Shade ' s  poem acknowledges his  artistic re-cre ation 

of autobiographical material s ,  whereas Kinbote ' s  unacknowle dged 

trans formation of himself as Charles the Beloved suggests a 

confusion o f  ' life ' and art that undermines his  self-conception 

as an exiled King . Ironicall� Kinbote believes that the 

material s of hi s personal hi story will become " true " if Shade 

uses them in a poem : "Once transmuted by you into poetry , the 

stuff will be true , and the people will come alive " (PF ,  p .  1 7  0) . 

A variation o f  this confusion of ' life ' and art occurs in Look 

at the Harlequins ! where Vadim claims that hi s sense of 

rational existence arises solely from his artistic re-creation 

o f  himsel f :  " Only the writing of fiction , the endless re-creation 

of my fluid self could keep me more or les s sane " (LATH , p .  8 2 ) . 

In a different example ,  Humbert Humbert delib erately seeks an 

artistic j ustification for the physical murder o f  Qui lty by 

turning the notes for hi s trial into a work of art that will 

immortali ze Lolita . On the one hand , the� Nabokov ' s  self

conscious structuring of his  fictional worlds provide s a critical 

perspective on the self-conceptions which his characters enact 

in their representations o f  ' reality . ' On the other hand , his 

characters ' self-consciousnes s ,  or lack o f  i t ,  is  revealed 

through the ways in which they acknowledge or fail to acknowledge 

distinctions between orders o f  conscious constructs , from science 

to art . It is in this sense o f  the self-conscious representation 

of data that Nabokov ' s  characterizations are an imaginative 

extension of hi s own "pos ition in regard to the universe embraced 

by consciousness . "  

Throughout thi s chapter I have examined Nabokov ' s  

structuring o f  ' content . ' In my previous chapter I discus s ed 

the ' forms ' Nabokov recombines in evolving his  individual style . 

This analytical separation o f  ' form ' and ' content ' in conj unction 

with Nabokov ' s  statements discloses the theoretical principles 



of his art . At the same time form and content are inter-

dependent in " the planned pattern of a literary work " 
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(LL ,  p .  1 1 3 ) . The alliance o f  arti fice and realism in Nabokov ' s  

novels simultaneously exposes the formal contrivance of all 

representations of ' reality ' and reincorporates the conventions 

that govern the styli stic representation of different orders 

of ' conscious realities . '  Nabokov ' s  structural principles o f  

form and of content complement one another ,  providing a further 

• • 
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crltlca perspectlve on lS c aracters s ty lzatlons . As we 

have seen , an imitative style that reworks the conventions o f  

e stabli shed disciplines i s  appropriate to impersonal 

representation . An innovative style i s  appropriate to 

representations of " individual realitie s "  and to the artistic 

re-creation of an original aesthetic reality . Both imitative 

and innovative styles of ' non-fictive ' repre sentation are bound 

to the reconstruction of given data within the context of its  

"original de scription , "  whereas original art reworks the 

conventions o f  fiction and non-fiction alike in the process o f  

re-creating the details of a n  independent, arti ficial world . 

Accordingly , the architectonics of Nabokov ' s  structure and 

style provide a framework for his characterizations . Nabokov 

says , "Structure is the preparation of effects and impressions " 

(LL , p .  1 1 3 ) . Through hi s s tructuring o f  fictional worlds and 

identities , he establi shes the principles o f  ' form '  and 

' content ' that govern hi s characters ' repre sentations of 

' reality . ' He points out , however ,  that " style means how doe s  

the structure work " (LL ,  p .  1 1 3 ) . He dramatizes characters in 

an ongoing proce s s  of choosing styles which may not necessarily 

conform to the structural principles of hi s form and content , 

but which depict aspects o f  their personalities . As we have 

seen , a character formulates a personality ,  not just in his 

direct acts of self-characterization , but in all hi s dramatized 

activities from non-verbal to verbal and from scholarly to 

artistic stylizations . At the same time Nabokov ' s  structuring 

of his fictional worlds reveals how the stylizations of 

personality may not represent accurately the different orders 

of consc ious constructs that make up a character ' s  " individual 

real ity . "  Even though his ' characters ' styles ' determine how 
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the structure works , hi s structure prepare s for the specific 

e f fects o f  style by providing a critical perspective on the 

characters ' representations of themselves and the ir world . To 

refer back to a previous example : in Bend Sinister the 

relationship be tween s tructure and the style o f  Paduk ' s  dre s s  

and verbal statements reveal how h e  formulates an imitative 

personal ity that i s  a denial of his " individual reality . " I n  

the same novel Krug ' s  individual style refl ects h i s  subjectivity 

but ignores certain ' facts ' about hi s personal situation . In 

entirely dif ferent ways the styles of the two characters ' 

personalities ignore certain s tructured ,  built-in components 

of their identities .  

What I am suggesting i s  that the relationship Nabokov 

e s tabl ishes between structure and style allows for analytical 

distinctions between the " individual reality "  of a character ' s  

identity and the s tyli zations o f  his personality . In " The 

Other Self" Martin Price describes comparable distinctions in 

l ' f b h ' d . d 1 '  2 3  . 1 e etween uman 1 ent1ty an persona 1ty . Pr1ce argue s 

that in l i fe human identity i s  compounded of the sub j ective 

impres sions of our own body and the stream of images , feelings , 

ideas and fantasies that make up our mental proce s se s . Self-

representation or the movement from " immersion to reflection , 

from ins ide to outside , from subj ect to obj ect" describes the 

formulation of " the other self "  which we term personality .
24 

Nabokov re-creates this proces s  in hi s characterizations . His 

structuring o f  his  fictional worlds combines the ' facts ' and 

' laws ' of his characters ' existence with the blend of knowledge 

and imagination that makes up the " individual reality"  of 

. ' d . 2 5  
h 1 h . h consc1ous 1 ent1ty . T e sty e s  e g1ves to c aracters 

dramati ze their representations of the ' other selves ' of 

personal ity . In this way the relationship Nabokov establishes 

between structure and style simulates the relationship between 

human identity and personality . 

Accordingly, Nabokov ' s  work requires the reader to combine 

an accumulation of information about his fictive world with a 

critical attitude towards his characters ' styli zations . As we 

saw, Demon Veen ' s  styl i stic imitations of an ever more youthful 

appearance conflict with the ' facts ' o f  his physical age . 



Furthermore , the artifice and subj ectivity o f  consciousnes s  

contain the potential for illusion and deception that has a 

counterpart in the stylistic arti fice of a character ' s  

repre sentation of eithe r  a private or a public personality . 

Kinbote formulates a ' portrait ' of himself as Charles the 

Beloved . Humbert Humbert proj ects a deceptive public mask 
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which he privately acknowledges a s  fal se but which h e  cultivates 

in order to further his inner de sires by concealing them from 

others . In either case Nabokov ' s  structuring of ' form '  and 

' content ' provides a critical perspective on his  characters ' 

personal ities which in Kinbote ' s  case sugges ts his distortion 

of ' facts ' and in Humbert ' s  case reveals his hypocrisy . 

In Nabokov ' s  s tructured worlds ,  even though a character ' s  

personal ity may not represent his " individual reality , " he can 

finally neither transform nor negate hi s identity through style . 

Humbert Humbert ' s  self-conscious individual style in conj unction 

with the principle s  and ' facts ' of his narrative expose a 

repeated and calculated brutality that undermines his styl istic 

c laims to emotional sensitivity and moral apotheos is . In the 

same novel Charlotte Haze ' s  imitative style nevertheless 

embodies a haunting pathos ; in modelling her personal ity on the 

popular myths of women ' s  periodicals ,  Charlotte not only 

suppresses her individual ity but also falls in love with the 

' romantic '  figure of Humb ert who despi ses and dupes her . The 

point is  that while Humbert ' s  narrative style i s  artistical ly 

creative and Charlotte ' s  personal style is imitative , the 

architectonics o f  the novel reveal elements of a paradoxical 

but persistent " individual real ity"  which both Humbert and 

Charlotte attempt to deny through the stylizations o f  

personal ity . By contrast the individual style o f  Pnin ' s  

pe rsonality or o f  the nonagenarian Van Veen ' s  memoirs represents 

an inner awareness o f  an " individual real ity . "  Throughout the 

Engl ish novel s ,  then , the relationships Nabokov establishes 

between structure and style s imultaneously produce the specific 

e ffects o f  his characterizations and explore the nature o f  

" individual reality . "  

To sum up : the s tructural framework o f  Nabokov ' s  

characterizations simulate s the conditions o f  human identi ty .26 
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The alliance of artifice and realism throughout the English 

novel s  re-create s the blends o f  imaginative artifice and 

subj ective knowledge that ,  in Nabokov ' s  view , make up the inner 

awarenes s  or " individual reality "  of identity in " so-called 

' real l i fe . ' "  The structural principle s of his ' form ' and 

' content ' provide a criti cal perspective on the comparable 

blends of artifice and ' knowledge ' in his characters ' 

representations of ' re ality . ' The particular relationship he 

establi shes between s tructure and a character ' s �yle reveal how 

the s tylizations of personality may or may no t expres s the 

"individual real ity"  of a character ' s  identity . 

I propose now to trace briefly some references to identity 

and personality in Nabokov ' s  novels ,  since these references 

sugges t  how the paradoxical alliance o f  artifice and realism 

dramatized in his characterizations explores the nature of 

" individual reality . "  

In the first of the English novels , The Real Life of 

Sebastian Knight , the artifice of self-conceptions are seen by 

the dying man in Sebastian Knight ' s  last novel as " the clo se 

fitting dream o f  one ' s  own personality" (RLSK, p .  1 5 0 ) . In V .  ' s  

' biography ' o f  Sebastian the styli stic role-playing inherent 

in repre senting personal ity is suggested by Sebastian ' s  

ineffectual attempts to imitate the behaviour of his  university 

peers while a s tudent at Cambridge : " trying to out England 

England , and never succeeding" (RLSK, p .  38 ) . Sebastian ' s  s tyle 

achieves an alien oddity rather than enabling him to reduplica te 

an ' English ' personality .  Eventual ly he recognizes and accepts 

the subj ective incl inations of hi s inner awarene ss : "He stopped 

enj oying what he thought he ought to enj oy and serenely turned 

to what really concerned him" (RLSK, p .  3 9 ) . Yet even during 

the Engli sh experience the ineffectivenes s  of Sebas tian ' s  

stylistic imitations sugge sts the very individuality he seeks 

to suppres s . Knight explores "individual reality" in his third 

novel , Los t  Property ,  through the character of a firs t-person 

narrator engaged in reconstructing hi s past . Looking back to 

his experiences as a foreigner in England , the narrator sugge sts 

that his memories as they are reworked within an ongoing pre sent 

seem to embody a core of ' identity ' : 



The bl ind man ' s  dog near Harrods or a 
pavement-artist ' s  coloured chalks ; brown 
leave s in a New Fore st ride or a tin bath 
hanging outs ide on the black brick wal l  
of a slum;  a picture i n  Punch or a purple 
pas sage in Hamlet ,  all went to form a 
definite harmony , where I ,  too , had the 
shadow of a place . My memory o f  the 
London of my youth is the memory of 
endless vague wanderings , of a sun
dazzled window suddenly pierc ing the blue 
morning mist or of beautiful black wires 
with suspended raindrops running along 
them . I seem to pass with intangible 
steps across ghostly lawns and through 
dancing-halls full of the whine o f  
Hawaiian music and down dear drab little 
streets with pretty names , unti l  I come 
to a certain warm hollow where something 
very like the selfest of my own self sits 
huddled up in the darkne s s . (RLSK , p .  5 8 )  
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Here the " se l fest o f  my own s e l f "  suggests the paradoxical 

alliance of subj ective knowledge and imaginative artifice that 

makes up the " individual reality"  of identity . Even so the 

narrator ' s  awarenes s  of the textures o f  himself and his world 

reveals the contribution o f  his  ' identity ' to the data of his  

experience . As we have see n ,  Nabokov believe s " the act o f  

individual creation" which " animate [ s ]  a sub j ectively perceived 

texture " constitutes the only authentic human real ity :  

" Paradoxically the only real , authentic worlds are , o f  course ,  

those that seem unusual " (SO , p .  1 1 8 ) . 

In the second English novel , Bend Sinister , Adam Krug 

mus es on the e lusive ' identity ' of hi s son ; he recognizes the 

paradox that individual consciousnes s  is  both ineffable and the 

only authentic human reality : 

A l ittle creature , formed in some mysterious 
fashion . . .  formed by a fusion which is , at 
the same time , a matter of choice and a 
matter o f  chance and a matter o f  pure 
enchantment ;  thus formed and then permitted 
to accumulate trillions of i ts own mysteries ;  
the whole suffused by consciousness , whi ch 
is the only real thing in the world and the 
greatest mystery o f  all . (BS , p .  1 56 )  

Nevertheless Nabokov ' s  characterizations show how 
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personal ity consi sts o f  styli stic outlines which may expres s  

the contributions o f  individual consciousnes s  to the data o f  

exi stence . In Bend Sinister the relationship between style and 

" individual reality"  is suggested by the image o f  the puddle 

with which the novel begins : 

An oblong puddle inset in the coarse 
asphalt ;  l ike a fancy footprint filled 
to the brim with quicks ilve r ;  like a 
spatulate hole through which you can 
see the nether sky . (BS, p .  1 3 ) 

Here Nabokov ' s  image provide s  a metaphoric analogy with his 

characterizations , for the puddle ( identity) is discernible 

against the background ( structure ) o f  coarse asphalt ( fictional 

world) , its particular oblong outline constituting a style 

( personality) which enclo ses the whole ,  " quicksilver" ( conscious 

' reality ' ) . The creative potential of individual consciousness 

to animate "a sub j ectively p erceived texture " i s  suggested by 

" a  spatulate hole through which you can see the nether sky , " 

which trans forms the world about it into subj ectively shaped 

re fractions of its own individuality . The comparable potential 

o f  consciousnes s  to expres s  an "individual reality" through a 

di stinctive s tyle ( personali ty) i s  suggested by the oblong 

outline , " l ik e  a fancy footprint" inse t in the texture 

( structure ) of "coarse asphalt" ( fictional world) . 

In a foreword to Bend Sinister written in 1 96 3 ,  sixteen 

years after the book was first publishe d ,  Nabokov himse lf draws 

attention to the connections between the puddle image and his  

characterizations : 

The plot s tarts to breed in the bright broth 
of a rain puddle . The puddle is observed by 
Krug from a window of the hospital where his 
wife is  dying . The oblong pool , shaped like 
a cell that is  about to divide , reappears sub
thematically throughout the nove l ,  . . •  

The puddle thus kindled and rekindled in 
Krug ' s  mind remains linked up with the image 
of hi s wife not only because he had 
contemplated the inset sunset from her death
bedside , but also b ecause this l i ttle puddle 
vaguely evokes in him my l ink with him : a 
rent in hi s world leading to another world 



of tenderne s s , brightnes s  and beauty . 
(BS , p .  8 )  

The rent in Krug ' s  world may b e  seen as the potential o f  

consciousnes s  to represent a n  " individual reality"  and it i s  

66 

demonstrated in the power of the author who uses s tyli stic 

strategi es first to invent Krug and then to rescue him from the 

horrors o f  his fictional existence . Krug himsel f  is  depicted 

as having vague intimations that he is  the product of an 

author ' s  style . Moreover , j ust as the puddle evokes in Krug 

the individual image of hi s wife ( and finally h i s  son) whi ch 

separates off from hi s own world , so in the sense o f  hi s 

relationship with an author , the " cell " finally divides in two 

when the s tyl i stic arti fice i s  complete , the act o f  writing at 

an end , and the author and hi s fictional creature have become 

independent "realities . "  Thi s process i s ,  of course , depic ted 

directly at the end of the novel . 

Nabokov ' s  characteri zation of Adam Krug is  o f  particular 

interest because of the analytical distinctions it calls for 

between identity and personality . Within the s tructured world 

o f  Bend Sinister , Nabokov ' s  dramati zation o f  Krug ' s  personality 

i llus trate s how an individual s tyle may not ful ly represent 

identi ty . As we s aw earl i er in thi s  chapte� Krug ' s  individual 

style reflects hi s sub j ectivity and hi s inte llectual 

independence but fails  to incorporate certain aspects of hi s 

identity such as hi s emotional bonds with hi s son ; the " other 

self "  of Krug ' s  personality is partial or incomplete . Instead , 

the relationship Nabokov establi shes between structure and 

style depicts the " individual reality" o f  Krug ' s  identity . 

Perhaps the mo st succinct expres sion of Nabokov ' s  concern 

with ques tions about " individual reality" occurs in the 

penultimate Engli sh novel , Transparent Things . Throughout the 

book Nabokov ' s  invented author , Mr R .  includes the reader i n  

an attempt to penetrate beyond apparently i llusory surfaces to 

some core of ' reality ' as it is embodied in the character o f  

Hugh Person . Hugh i s  shown at one s tage in the novel involved 

in a parodic attempt to ' characterize ' a pencil . The 

difference between man and penci l  is  shown to reside in 

consciousnes s . Hugh may animate the pencil only through the 



6 7  

artifice of h i s  consciousness . Conversel� Hugh ' s  perception 

of the pencil i s  part of his consciousness , a facet of his own 

" individual reali ty . "  Moreover, Mr R .  ' s  account o f  the 

animation o f  " a  sub j ective ly perceived texture " illustrates 

man ' s  styli stic potential to represent this process . Later 

the novel comes to a directly stated acceptance of the arti fice 

of " individual reality" : 

Human life can be compared to a person 
dancing in a variety o f  forms around his 
own sel f :  thus the vegetables of our fi rst 
picture book encircled a boy in his dream 
--green cucumber , blue eggplant , red bee t ,  
Potato pere , Potato fils , a girly asparagus , 
and , oh , many more , their spinning ronde 
going faster and faster and gradual ly 
forming a transparent ring of banded colors 
around a dead person or a plane t .  
(TT ,  Pp . 9 5 -9 6 )  

The illusory forms o f  " individual reality "  only s top with the 

cessation of conscious re flections , when the s tyli stic outl i ne s  

o f  a transparent ring are complete , the book o r  character a t  

a n  end , and the ' author ' o r  ' person ' i s  n o  longer engaged i n  

the process o f  placing a n  imprint o f  ' identity ' o n  the texture 

of experience . Here we have an echo of " the close fitting 

dream o f  one ' s  personality" (RLSK , p .  1 5 0 )  and the puddle 

imagery of Bend Sinister . 

The paradox of " a  transparent ring "  is  immediately fol l owed 

by the corollary of a dreamed ' reality ' : 

Another thing we are not supposed to do 
i s  to explain the inexplicable . Men have 
learned to live with a black burden ,  a 
huge aching hump : the supposition that 
' reality ' may be only a ' dream . ' 
( TT,  p .  9 6 )  

I n  Nabokov ' s  opinion the notion o f  absolute or fixed human 

' reality ' is  an illusion ; man ' s  " imaginable knowledge " of 

himsel f and hi s world , even that which is based on direct 

perception , involves the arti fice of individual consciousne s s .
2 7  

Thi s recognition , howeve r ,  has implications for man ' s  self

consciousnes s : 



How much more dreadful it would be i f  
the very awareness o f  your being aware 
of reali ty ' s dreamlike nature were also 
a dream , a built-in hallucination ! 
(TT,  p .  9 6 )  

I s  even a n  awareness o f  the artifice o f  "human reality" an 

illusion? The answer Nabokov presents in this nove l is a 

reworking o f  the puddle image : 

One should bear in mind , howeve r ,  that 
there is no mirage without a vanishing 
point , j ust as there is no lake without 
a closed circle of re liable land . 
( TT ,  p .  9 6 )  

6 8  

An awarenes s  of the artifi ce of ' conscious reality ' may indee d  

b e  a further illusion,  " a  built-in hallucination , "  but this 

does not destroy the contribution o f  personal s tyli zations 

since someone has to assign a boundary: " there is no mirage 

without a vanishing point . "  Even though consciousness is " the 

greatest mystery of all " (BS , p .  1 56 ) , the ' reality ' of 

consciousness is demonstrated by the styli stic imprints man 

imposes on the texture o f  human existence . Moreover , a style 

that represents an awarenes s  of the physical , emotional and 

intellectual elements of individual exi stence outlines the 

boundaries o f  ' identity ' against the background and context o f  

other stylizations . The " dream" of personality thus produce d  

does not explain the inexplicable ; i t  expres ses the inexplicable 

by embodying the s tylistic outl ine s o f  individual consciousnes s ,  

for " there i s  no lake without a closed circle o f  reliable l and . "  

In Part One I have traced the way in which Nabokov ' s  

structural principle s inform his re-creation o f  ' worlds ' and 

' people . '  The resulting framework i s  the basis for my 

discussion o f  hi s characterizations in Part Two . His main 

approach in the English novels is to present a narrative which 

describe s  the world of a particular work through first-person 

narrators working with non-fictive verbal conventions . Thi s  

format constitutes the approach o f  The ReaZ Life o f  Sebastian 

Knight , Pnin , LoZita , PaZe Fire , Ada and Look at the HarZequins ! .  

In Bend Sinister and Transparent Things , however , Nabokov 

presents the narrative through omniscient and intrusive 



authorial figures who comment on the nature and processes o f  

aesthe tic realit� whi l e  depic ting characters who are engaged 

6 9  

i n  representing the "other selve s "  o f  personality within " the 

given world" of the nove l . In Part Two , there fore , I will 

examine how the relationship Nabokov establi shes be tween 

s tructure and style contributes to his characterizations in 

these two narrative approaches as they are found in The Rea l  

Life of Sebas tian Knight and Bend Sinister . I wil l  also 

discuss in some detail the " architectonic s "  of Pnin. My 

discussion o f  the remaining English nove ls wi ll be more 

selective : I will examine how both Pale Fire and Transparen t  

Things j uxtapose the conventions of art and l i fe i n  ways whi ch 

explore the struc tures of literature and personal consciousne s s i 

and in my last chapter I will sugges t  how Nabokov ' s  

'architectoni c s "  in the three memoirs , Lolita , Ada and Look at 

the Harlequins ! ,  explore memory as the basis o f  " individual 

reali ty . " 



CHAPTER 3 : NOTES 

1 
E llen Fife r ,  Nabokov and the Nove l  ( Cambridge , Mass . :  

Harvard Univ.  Press ,  1 9 80 ) , p .  2 .  

2 
In Lectures on Literature , for example , Nabokov s tre s s e s  

that a work of art i s  a new and independent world : 
We should always remember that the work 
of art i s  invariably the creation of a 
new world ,  so that the first thing we 
should do is to study that new world as 
closely as possible , approaching it as 
something brand new , having no obvious 
conne ction with the worlds we already 
know . When thi s  new world has been 
closely studied ,  then and only then let 
us examine its l inks with other worlds , 
other branches of knowledge . (LL ,  p .  1 )  

In Part One ,  however , my concern is  not with a particular text 
or "new worl d , " but rather wi th the structural principles of 
Nabokov ' s  art as they provide a framework for a de tailed 
examination o f  characterization in his English novel s  in Part 
Two . 

3 
Nabokov ' s  definition o f  structure was discussed in 

Chapter 1 .  The editor of Nabokov ' s  Lectures on Literature , 
Fredson Bowers , also provides Nabokov ' s  note on s tructure in 
the Jane Austen folder :  

4 

Structure is  " the composition of a book , 
a development of events , one event 
causing another ,  a transi tion from one 
theme to another ,  the cunning way 
characters are brought in , or a new 
complex of action i s  s tarte d ,  or the 
various themes are linked up or used to 
move the novel forward . "  (LL , p .  1 6 ) 

Nabokov always insi sts that " Literature is  invention . 
Fiction i s  fiction . To call a s tory a true s tory is an insult 
to both art and truth" (LL , p .  5 ) . Nevertheles s , he examines 
the di f ferent areas o f  ' knowledge ' in  order to de scribe the 
varying analogies between a particul ar work of art and life . 
In this sense , he suggests , Chekov ' s  characters are " true to 
l i fe "  while Gorki ' s  characters are symbols of a " socialistic 
truth" (LRL , p .  2 4 9 ) . A deft statement o f  Nabokov ' s  view o f  
the structural analogie s  b etween art and l i fe follows on from 
his story of the Neanderthal boy who came running out from the 
tall grass crying "wo l f , wol f "  when the re was no wol f  behind 
him :  



Between the wol f  in the tall grass and the 
wol f  in the tall s tory there is  a shimmering 
go-between . That go-be tween , that prism, is  
the art o f  literature . (LL , p .  5 )  

7 1  

5 
Throughout thi s chapter I use the word ' knowledge ' in the 

Nabokovian sense , discus sed in Chapter 1 ,  o f  conscious or 
" imaginable knowledge . "  As we s aw ,  Nabokov ' s view that "whatever 
the mind grasp s , it does so with the assistance o f  creative 
fancy" (SO , p .  1 54 )  is not a denial of man ' s  abi lity to accumulate 
information about himself and hi s world;  i t  i s  a description o f  
the way i n  which knowledge , even that b ased on direct perception , 
is  dependent on memory . For Nabokov memory i s  a sub j ective 
conscious artifice involving fact and fancy . It i s  in thi s  sense 
that Nabokov refers to man ' s  factual awarenes s  as " imaginable 
knowledge " (New York Sun [ 1 0 December ,  1 94 0 ] , p .  1 5 )  . 

6 
Nabokov makes a similar comment when contrasting 

conventional notions o f  a "modern world" with the writer ' s  re
creation of a " re al modern world" : 

7 

The ac cepted notion o f  a "modern world" 
continuously flowing around us  belongs to 
the s ame type o f  abs traction as say , the 
"quaternary period" of paleontology . What 
I feel to be the real modern world is the 
world the artis t  c reates , hi s own mirage , 
which becomes a new mir C'world" in Rus sian)  
by the very act o f  hi s shedding as it were , 
the age he live s  in . (SO ,  p .  1 1 2 )  

Immediately fol lowing these statements Nabokov use s  an 
anagram of hi s name in order to sugges t  the relationship between 
hi s scientifically detailed observations of " the given world"  
and hi s sub j ective re -creation o f  an imaginative worl d :  

Vivian Bloodmark , a philosophical friend o f  
mine , i n  later years , used t o  say that while 
the s cientis t  sees everything that happens in 
one point of space , the poet feels everything 
that happens in one point of time . (SM, p .  2 1 8) 

He goes on to describe the poet ' s  art as a form o f  " cosmic 
synchroni zation " and points out that in order to " evolve any 
wealth of ' cosmic synchronization ' . . .  a poet must have the 
capacity of thinking o f  several things at the same time " 
(SM, p .  2 1 8 ) . 

8 
When Nabokov was asked what distingui shes man from the 

ape he describes man ' s  sel f-consciousness : 
Being aware o f  b eing aware o f  b eing . In other 
words , i f  I not only know that I am but also 
know that I know i t ,  then I be long to the human 
specie s . All the res t  follows --the glory o f  
thought , poe try , a vision o f  the universe . ( SO ,  p .  1 42 )  

9 
In Speak Memory ,  Nabokov suggests that self-consciousnes s  

was integral t o  the awarenes s  which shaped hi s first poem; i n  
describing the simultaneous regis tering of a variety o f  detail s  
during a boyhood walk , he says , " and all the while I was richly , 
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serenely aware o f  my own manifold awarenes s "  (SM, p .  2 1 9 ) . 

1 0  
In Nabokov and the Novel ,  Ellen Pi fer points out that 

Nabokov ' s  explanation of his monism " challenges the ' hal f
hearted material i st ' who conceive s  a split between consciousnes s  
and the allegedly real world of obj ective fact" (p . 3 1 ) . To 
Pi fer ' s  s tatement I would add that becaus e  Nabokov challenges 
any split between mind and matter " in the reasoning of a 
muddled monist" as well as a "hal f-hearted materialist , " he 
also implicitly acknowledges that any philosophy from ideal i sm 
to materiali sm may be monistic so long as it retains a 
" onenes s  o f  basic reality . "  In hi s review o f  Profe ssor 
Woodbridge ' s  "Essay on Nature , "  for example ,  Nabokov points out 
how Woodbridge attempts to sustain a moni stic philosophy : "Hi s 
[Woodbridge ' s ] major assumption is  . . .  that man being within 

nature , there cannot be any independent explanation of what we 
do and the world we do it in . "  For Nabokov , Woodbridge ' s  e s s ay 
evades the central paradox that man ' s  awareness of the ' reali ty ' 
o f  Nature constitutes a co-existing but s eparate reality . 
Consequently Woodbridge risks s lipping into the old dualism 
which splits mind from matte r :  " Pro f .  Woodbridge finds the 
world so real and analyses thi s  reality with such masterful 
vigor that the question of whether our knowledge of the world 
is  real , too , has no time to interest the fascinated reade r "  
(New York Sun , p .  1 5 ) . I n  commenting on thi s same review Bri an 

Boyd states : "Summari zing with keen approval Frederick 
Woodbridge ' s  maj or assumption in An Essay on Nature , Nabokov 
dec l ares that ' man being within nature , there cannot be any 
independent explanation of what we do and the world in which 
we do it ' " ( "Nabokov ' s  Philosophical World , "  Southern Review , 
1 4  [Nov . 1 9 8 1 ] ,  298) . My own view is that although Nabokov 
apprec iates Woodbridge ' s  vigour and " re freshing common sense , " 
he also sugges ts that Woodbridge i s  in danger o f  being a 
"muddled monis t . " Brian Boyd makes the point that , for Nabokov , 
"Things exist in speci ficity ;  i t  i s  the ac cumulation of detail s  
that reveals the independence o f  one thing from another and 
from the mind " ( p . 2 6 1 ) . 

1 1  
Nabokov , New York Sun , p .  1 5 .  

1 2  
Nabokov ' s  monism is  not to be equated with idealism; he 

insists that literal perception is integral to all man ' s  
factual awareness . In hi s review of Woodbridge ' s  "Essay on 
Nature , "  he accepts the suppositions " that philosophers are 
essentially diurnal creatures ( no matter how late into the 
night their inkpots and spectacles glitter) and that space 
would not be space i f  color and outline were not primarily 
perceived " (New York Sun , p .  1 5 ) . Moreove r ,  he frequently 
dissociates hi s views from those of Plato . In an interview with 
Al fred Appel ,  Jr , Nabokov says "I am afraid to get mixed up with 
Plato , whom I do not care for " (SO , p .  6 9 ) . When Appel then 
states that Pale Fire " appears to some readers to be in part 
a gloss of Plato ' s  myth of the cave " and asks Nabokov to 
comment on the possibil ity that hi s " work suggests a conscious 
Platonism , "  Nabokov rej e cts the suggestion : 

As I have said I am not particularly fond 
of Plato , nor would I survive very long 



under his Germanic regime of militarism 
and music . I do not think that this cave 
business has anything to do with my Shade 
and Shadows . (SO , p .  70 ) 

1 3  
In FaZe Fire the scenery o f  Switzerland is  described a s  

part o f  Charles the Beloved ' s  escape route from Zembla . The 
other book re ferred to here by Nabokov , in which the scenery 
of Switzerland is employed ,  is Transparent Things . 

1 4  
Nabokov also ' gives ' a poem to Fydor in The Gift : 

"probably my favori te Russian poem i s  one that I happened to 
give to my main character in that nove l "  (SO , p .  1 4 )  . 

1 5  
See also Chapter 1 .  

1 6  
Nabokov regards the " idea s "  of socie ty as the 

conventional ' truths ' of a particular era : 
By " ideas " I meant of course general 
ide as , the big , s incere i deas . . .  which , 
in the inevitable long run , amount to 
b loated topicalities stranded like dead 
whales .  (SO , p .  1 2 1 )  

7 3  

1 7  
I n  Nabokov ' s  view maj or art does not seriously support 

the conventional beliefs of society be cause its very 
individuality challenges any unque stioning acceptance of social 
" truths . "  He refuse s ,  there fore , to see art as a contribution 
to society : 

A work of art has no importance whatever 
to society .  I t  i s  only important to the 
individual , and only the individual reader 
i s  important to me . I don ' t  give a damn 
for the group , the community , the masses , 
and so forth . (SO , p .  3 3 )  

His constant challenges t o  the view that art should embody the 
conventional beliefs of a society are elaborated in the follow
ing statement : 

The middlebrow or the upper Phi listine 
cannot get rid of the furtive feeling 
that a book , to be great , mus t deal in 
great ideas . Oh , I know the type , the 
dreary type ! He likes a good yarn 
spiced with social comment ; he likes 
to recogni ze his own thoughts and throes 
in those of the author ; he wants at 
least one o f  the characters to be the 
author ' s  s tooge . I f  American , he has a 
dash of Marxist blood , and i f  British , 
he is  acutely and ridiculously clas s 
conscious ; h e  finds it s o  much easier 
to write about ideas than about words ; 
he doe s not real i ze that perhaps the 
reason he doe s not find general ideas in 
a particular writer is  that the 
particular ideas of that writer have not 
yet become general . (SO , p .  4 1 )  
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1 8  
Even though Nabokov re jects any interest in public 

morals , his work embodies what he sees as individually held 
value s . He continually attacks hypocrisy , fraudulence , cruel ty 
and s tupidity , to the point that he says , 

1 9  

2 0  

I bel ieve that one day a reappraiser 
wi ll come and declare that,  far from 
having been a frivolous firebird , I 
was a rigid moralist kicking sin , 
cuffing s tupidity , ridiculing the 
vulgar and cruel--and assigning 
soverei gn power to tenderness , talent , 
and pride . (SO , p .  1 9 3 )  

P i  fer , p .  1 0 .  

As was shown in my previous chapter ,  characters ' 
repre sentations of ' reality ' are content-based but form
dependent . Here I am concerned with the content-based aspects 
of Nabokov ' s  characterizations . 

2 1  
In Chapter 1 I outlined Nabokov ' s  distinctions between 

man ' s  reconstruction of four ' non-fictive ' orders of consc ious 
realitie s .  I also suggested that Nabokov regards art as the 
imaginative re-creation of a fi fth level of conscious 
constructs , that makes up an independent ' aesthetic reality . ' 

2 2  
Robert Alter in Partial Magic :  The Novel as a Self

Conscious Genre (Berkeley and London : Univ.  o f  Cali fornia Pre s s , 
1 9 7 5 )  points out that " Nabokov ' s  parodis tic novels " remind the 
reader that "all representations o f  reality are necessarily 
styli zations " ( p .  30 ) . Alter ' s  view was discus sed brie fly in 
Chapter 2 .  In thi s  chapter I use Alter ' s  term " styli zations , "  
rather than refer only to style , because the term suggests 
representations that are content-based as wel l  as form-dependent . 

2 3  
Martin Price , " The Other Sel f :  Thoughts about Characte r 

in the Novel , "  in Imagined Worlds , eds. Maynard Mack and Ian 
McGregor ( London : Methuen , 1 96 8) , p .  2 84. 

24 
Price , p .  284 . 

2 5  
Ellen Pi fer makes the point that Nabokov ' s  characters 

are not autonomous : " they are ruled by the author ' s  l iterary 
version of universal laws . Outside the realm of fiction , these 
laws are sub ject to debate . They are not obj ectively true , but 
sub j ectively convincing" (pp . 1 0 - 1 1 ) . 

26 
David Packman in VZadimir Nabokov :  The Structure of 

Literary Desire ( London : Uni v .  of Missouri Pre s s , 1 9 8 2 )  sugges ts 
that "Nabokov rehearses the textuali zation o f  a reality we are 
constantly in the proce s s  of constituting and deciphering" 
( p . 1 8) . I have sugges te d  that Nabokov dramatizes thi s proce s s  
in h i s  characteri zations . 

2 7  
See also Chapter 1 .  Nabokov ' s  view that all man ' s  

conscious ' realities ' from science to art blend knowledge and 
imagination undermines traditional distinctions be tween 
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so-called ' ob j ective ' disciplines and the acknowledged fictions 
of art . Thi s  i s  not to sugge st that Nabokov denies distinctions 
between di fferent orders o f  conscious constructs from science 
to art . But his concern is to break down the exclusiveness o f  
such distinctions . He cons tantly draws attention to the ways 
in which all ' knowledge ' combines fact and fancy . There fore he 
attacks the notion that man ' s  accumulation of knowledge in any 
field can result in universal or absolute ' truths . '  When asked , 
for instance , to sugges t  the place of literature in a world i n  
which " science has begun to plumb the most profound mysterie s  
o f  existence , " Nabokov suggests that the greater man ' s  
knowledge the more he i s ,  or should be , aware o f  the limitations 
of his sub j ective awareness : 

In point of fact , the greater one ' s  science , 
the deeper the sense of mystery . Moreover , 
I don ' t  believe that any s icence today has 
pierced any mys tery . We , as newspaper 
readers , are inc lined to call " science " the 
cleverne s s  o f  an e lectrician or a p sychiatri st ' s  
mumbo j umbo . Thi s , at bes t ,  i s  applied science , 
and one o f  the characteristics of appl ied 
science is that yesterday ' s  neutron or today ' s  
truth dies tomorrow . But even in a better 
sense of " scienc e " -as the s tudy of visible 
and palpable nature , or the poetry of pure 
mathematics and pure philosophy-the situation 
remains as hopeles s  as ever . We shall never 
know the origin of life , or the meaning of 
l i fe , or the nature o f  space and time , or the 
nature o f  nature , or the nature of thought . 
(SO , pp . 44 -45 ) 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE NARRATIVE S TRUCTURE OF 

THE REAL LIFE OF SEBASTIAN KNIGHT 

The s tructural composition o f  The Rea l  Life of Sebastian 

Knight epitomizes Nabokov ' s  use o f  formal conventions in order 

to provide a critical perspective on the activitie s of a fir s t

pe rson narrator.  The nove l is cast as the documented b iography 

of an arti s t ,  Sebastian Knight,  compiled and written after 

Knight ' s  death by his  hal f-brother ,  V .  The biographical genre 

immediately simulate s a non-fictive ' context for V . ' s  narrative 

and prescribes the functional norms of his activitie s .  Since 

biographical narrative " is dictated by factual rather than 

fi ctional events , "
1 

the biographer ' s  task involve s historical 

research and scholarship . The language o f  reconstruction mus t  

provide , i n  turn , a non-fictive communication o f  accumulated 

knowledge about the sub j ect ' s  past l i fe . Even when the 

biographer is  able to relate personal contacts wi th hi s sub j ec t ,  

the codes and methods o f  h i s  undertaking require that he 

function as an observer and an informant who reports such 

incidents rather than expresses his sub j ective responses to 

them . Within the framework o f  V .  ' s  biography o f  his  half

brothe r ,  the opposing conventions of creative writing are 

represented in Sebastian Knight ' s  art . While literature 

incorporates knowledge , it use s  language to realize imaginative 

aesthetic worlds . Built into the use of literary conventions 

are the implicit admi ssion o f  the fictiveness and of the 

stylistic arti fice o f  the work ' s  realized illusions . Thus the 

overal l structure of The Real Life of Sebastian Knight ,  as the 

biography of an arti st,  involve s  an internal j uxtaposition of 

non-fictive conventions and ae stheti c  conventions which 

di stinguish be tween the lexical worlds of l i fe and of art . For 

the would-be biographer ,  V . , the task is  to maintain the se 
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distinctions while presenting a non- fictive account o f  Knight ' s  

l i fe which would include information about Knight ' s  l iterary 

output . 

Within the generic framework o f  biography , V . ' s  materials 

consist o f  the ' factual ' details of Sebastian Knight ' s  life , 

other people ' s  reported versions o f  Knight ' s  l i fe and art , and 

Knight ' s  literary works . Both the details of Knight ' s  life and 

others ' versions of that l i fe constitute a non-fictive source 

of information , although the latter involves the sub j ectivity 

of the particular memoiri s t .  Neither of these non-fi c tive 

level s ,  however,  provides a direct,  personal expres sion of 

Knight ' s  individuality . V .  des troys Sebastian Knight ' s  love 

letters and presents only a le tter to a publi sher and a brie f 

quotation from Sebastian ' s  final letter to V . , so that,  since 

Knight himsel f  is dead , the sub j e c t ' s  personal s tatements do 

not provide a pos sibl e source for biographical reconstruction . 

From the outse t ,  then ,  the func tional norms o f  V .  ' s  undertaking 

in con j unction with hi s non-fictive source materials preclude 

an authentic reali zation of Knight ' s  personality since the 

' real ' Sebastian survives only in others ' memorie s .
2 

At the leve l  of fictive materials , Sebastian Knight ' s  

literary works are similarly not an expre ssion o f  his ' real ' 

l i fe , but comple te and observable aes thetic worlds which exis t  

independently o f  the author ' s  person . As imaginative produc ts 

of consciousness , howeve r ,  Sebastian ' s  art embodie s his 

' identity as a writer ' and the methods and developments of 

Knight ' s  art constitute a val id fie ld for non- fictive 

description and critical analysi s . While V .  provides such 

de scription, hi s analysi s  of Knight ' s  me thods exposes the 

limitations o f  his  cri tical awarenes s .  In turn V .  ' s  application 

of the works to l i fe reveals his confusion of art and life as 

well as his unwitting failure to comply with the functional 

norms of his scholarly undertaking . And since Knight ' s  art is  

not only a focal centre , but a source for V . ' s  biographical 

re search and reconstruction of l i fe ,  a care ful consideration 

of Knight ' s  work may form the bas i s  for examining V . ' s  

activities . 

V .  makes mention o f  two o f  Knight ' s  letters , the one to a 
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publisher which V .  quo te s in full and the one that precedes V.  ' s  

journey to Knight ' s  place o f  death . The letter to the publi sher 

serves an important dual function in that it provides Knight ' s  

own non-fictive s tatements of hi s aes thetic principles and s o  

val idates V . ' s  later descriptions o f  Knight ' s  work . As a 

prerequis ite to the publication o f  the first novel , The Prismatic 

Beze l , Sebastian Knight had been asked to modi fy a " comic and 

cruel skit" ( p .  4 5 )  upon a renowned contemporary author and 

critic . Knight ' s  refus al , as stated in hi s letter,  is a 

re jection both o f  arti stic conformity and conventional attitude s . 

From the first sentence o f  th e letter Sebas tian questions 

popular beliefs ( the cliche of the ' budding author ' )  and popular 

idols ( the famous author , X) . Kni ght suggests that contemporary 

literary fame is an indication o f  imitative , rather than 

original , art , and claims that the writers o f  such serious , but 

se cond-rate , works , 

pamper the taste o f  the worst category o f  
the reading public--not tho se who revel in 
detective yarns , bless their pure souls-
but those who buy the worst banalitie s 
be cause they have been shaken up in a 
modern way with a dash of Freud or " stream 
of consc iousnes s "  or whatnot--and 
incidentally do not and never will 
understand that the pretty cynic s of today 
are Marie Core lli ' s  nieces and old Mrs 
Grundy ' s  nephews . ( P .  4 6 )  

The coupling o f  discredited nine teenth-century arbiters o f  

popular taste (Marie Corelli and Mrs Grundy)
3 

with twentieth

century influences and attitudes de ftly undermines an unthinking 

acceptance of contemporary social value s . At the same time , 

Knight implicitly questions twentieth-century l iterary 

hierarchie s  by sugges ting that the detective story i s  a purer 

form o f  acknowledged arti fice than the ' serious ' novel of ideas . 

The arti st ' s  activity , argue s Sebastian , is  neither subject to 

nor a re flection of social expectations and attitudes , so that 

he reasserts that "even i f  there were such a thing as a 

' literary career '  and I were disquali fied merely for riding my 

own horse , still I would re fuse to change one single word in 

what I have written" ( p .  4 6 ) . Thi s coupling o f  artistic 
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independence with a precise and personal choice o f  language is 

complemented by Knight ' s  belief that authentic art is based on 

the exac ting observation o f  existing details rather than 

generali zed attitude s . Knight,  for instance , de fends his 

satiric portrait o f  X on the grounds that it is a carefully 

studied portrait of the s tyli zations of a particular 

personality . That the satiric reworking o f  knowledge based on 

observation comple tes an arti stic exposure o f  hypocrisy is  made 

clear by Knigh t :  " There are in fact not many things in l i fe 

comparable to the delight o f  satire , and when I imagine the 

humbug ' s  face as he reads ( and read he shall)  that particular 

passage and knows as well as we do that it is the truth , then 

delight reaches its sweetest climax" ( p .  4 7 ) . Kni ght , then , 

not only attacks imitative second-rate art but hypocrisy and 

false pretensions in l i fe ,  together with the social attitudes 

that sustain them : "What is this masonic bond o f  triteness --

or indeed tritheism? Down wi th these shoddy gods ! "  ( p .  46) . 

The correlation between the aes thetic preoccupations o f  

Knight ' s  letter and V . ' s  remarks prefatory to the description 

o f  Knight ' s  first two novels is immediate and establi shes V. ' s  

reliability as a literary informant . V .  outlines Knight ' s  

concern to expose unthinking and imitative fictions-- " dead 

things shamming l i fe "  ( p .  76 ) --and describes Knight ' s  use o f  

parody to draw attention to the literary tricks perpetrated by 

' serious ' contemporary works --"he re , at the readable stage , the 

shamming began" ( p .  7 6 ) . However ,  while the validity of V .  ' s  

de scriptions o f  Knight ' s  work is  thus confirmed, hi s scholarship 

is revealed to be accidental . He fails to see that Knight ' s  

le tter provides direct evidence o f  Knight ' s  aesthetic beliefs . 

Instead , he claims that his main point in quoting the lette r ,  

" apart from its own value a s  showing Sebastian i n  that bright 

boyish mood" ( p . 4 7 ) , is to excuse the inadequacies o f  V . ' s  own 

account of his first meeting with Sebastian ' s  other biographer 

and former secretary , Goodman . 

In the early novels Sebastian Knight explores and exploits 

l i terary artifice . His work de familiarizes s tyli stic tricks 

in the parodic evolution of a personal style : 



By putting to the ad absurdum tes t  thi s  
o r  that literary manner and then dismis sing 
them one after the othe r ,  he deduced his 
own manner and fully exploited it in his 
next book Success . ( P .  7 9 )  

These parodic methods are particularized b y  V.  ' s  descriptions 

8 1  

o f  the works . In the first novel , The Prismatic Beze l , 

Sebas tian redeploys the generic characteristics o f  the detec tive 

story . The traditional pattern o f  a mystery ( the crime) to be 

solved by penetrating appearances in order to arrive at a 

' reality ' ( the murderer) i s  reintegrated into an exploration 

of imaginative illusions ( the fiction) which attempts to probe 

lexical surfaces in order to expose l i terary devices .  

Sebastian ' s  methods become hi s subj ec t .  The styli stic arti fice 

of narrative forms is  revealed in the example V. gives : 

Then also di fferent kinds o f  styles are 
satiri zed in the course of the book as 
well as the problem of blending direc t 
speech with narration and desc ription 
which an elegant pen solves by finding 
as many variations of ' he said ' as may 
be found in the dictionary be tween 
' accede d '  and ' yelped ' . ( P .  7 7 )  

I n  turn , the narrative details provided by V .  illustrate Kni ght' s 

parodic exposure o f  s tock devices for creating place , time and 

character . Initial ly the s tability o f  pl ace i s  established 

through the cinematic technique of achieving a ' realistic ' 

central focus by moving from a detailed description o f  an 

external se tting to an isolated group o f  twelve people in a 

boarding house . Thi s  stability is  then destroyed by changing 

the background . The boarding house becomes a country hous e , 

then reverts to i ts original setting , and so on . The ' reality ' 

of place is  thus shown to be an authorial construction . The 

exposure of the illusory nature o f  place is paralleled in the 

authorial manipulation o f  time : " The idea o f  time , which was 

made to look comic ( detective losing hi s way stranded 

somewhere in the night) , now seems to curl up and fall asleep" 

(p . 78) . As well , Knight parodically deploys synecdochical 

tricks for rapidly delineating characters--" The local pol i ce 

o f ficer . . .  i s  described solely in terms o f  boots " ( p .  7 7 ) --



and draws attention to the way in which popular attitudes 

condition reader expectations o f  characters : "The detective , 

8 2  

a shifty fellow, drops his h ' s ,  and thi s i s  meant to look a s  

i f  it  were meant to look quaint ; for i t  is  not a parody of the 

Sherlock Holmes vogue but a parody of the modern reaction from 

it" ( p .  7 8 ) . The detective story ploy of pursuing false and 

true clues about the possible suspects is trans formed into an 

elaborate network of connections between the twe lve lodgers : 

" The old lady in No. 3 turns out to be the mother of the 

violinist in No. 1 1  . The nove list occupying the front bedroom 

is really the husband of the young lady in the third floor back" 

( p .  78) , and so on . Finally the denouement i s  achieved through 

the reappearance of the murder victim from beneath the disguise 

of a loitering calle r ,  Nosebag : " ' You see , ' says Mr Abeson with 

a sel f-deprecating smile , ' one dislikes being murdered ' "  ( p .  79) . 

Thus the crime itself i s  revealed to be an authorial illusion 

while the characters are exposed as fictional puppets which can 

be trans formed,  disposed of, and reanimated , according to 

authori al des ign . Knight ' s  subj ec t  i s  finally the nature o f  

aes thetic reality . 

Of the first novel V .  suggests that Kni ght ' s  "habit o f  

metamorphos i s "  ( p .  79 ) i s  explained by the fac t that " the heroe s 

o f  the book are what can be loosely cal led ' methods o f  

composition "' ( p .  7 9 ) , and he goes o n  t o  argue that b y  both 

revealing and reusing traditional devices Sebastian produce s 

" the landscape as I intend you to see it" ( p .  7 9 ) . While the 

evidence supports V .  ' s  description o f  Knight ' s  methods ,  V.  him

sel f  fails  to recognize the significance of the relationship 

between form and content that makes Kni ght ' s  methods his 

sub j e c t . Instead V .  attributes emotional qualities to Knight ' s  

work by asserting that Knight ' s  parody is  a means to attaining 

" the highe st region of serious emotion " (p . 76) so that " the 

characters shine forth with a real and human s ignificance " 

( p .  7 8 ) . In this instance , V .  ' s  c laims do not accord with his  

descriptions o f  the particular . The metamorphoses of place , 

time , and character stress Knight ' s  authorial activitie s at the 

expense of sustaining the i llusions o f  aes thetic reality , while 

the knowledge Knight reworks in hi s text i s  not that of 
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psychological or emotional ' realism, ' but o f  s tyli stic arti fice . 

His characteri zations are based on the observation of the 

styli stic tricks o f  personality in life and literature and he 

parodically exposes the externalized pro jections and habits 

that simulate identity . Portrayed in this way , character i s  

interchangeable since it consists of repeatable tricks or 

illusions at the s ame time as it parodies the uncritical use 

or acceptance of such imitative devices and roles . At this 

s tage in his  work , Knight seems preoccupied with a critical 

depiction of the arti fice of personality rather than with 

serious emotion . By contrast , V .  ' s  critical l imitations are 

sugge sted by his implicit dismi s s al of Knight ' s  exploration o f  

l iterary devices : "But all this obscure fun i s , I repeat , only 

the author ' s  springboard" ( p .  7 7 ) . More signi ficantly perhap s , 

V . ' s  propensity to naturalize the work by attaching " a  real and 

human signi ficance " ( p .  7 8 )  to th e characters , pre figures h i s  

attempts to equate Knight ' s  art with hi s l i fe .  

Knight ' s  second novel , Success , takes up the stratagems 

o f  narrative content and plo t .  The ' crime ' o f  the first book 

becomes the contrivance of an accidental romantic encounter 

between Q . , a commercial traveller , and Anne , a con j urer ' s  

ass i s tant , "with whom he wil l  be happy ever after "  ( p .  8 0 )  . 

After casting thi s  me eting as the climax o f  a fairy-tale , Kni ght 

then makes it a pivot , not for a continuing narrative , but for 

the construction o f  an imagined pas t ,  thereby combining fantasy 

and romance traditions . Within this generic framework , the 

structuring o f  the novel draws on fictional and non-fictive 

modes of ' real i sm ' by comb ining the ploys o f  the detective s tory 

wi th the methods of historical research in a parodic exerc i s e  

which draws attention to the author ' s  devices : 

With s c ienti fic precision in the clas s i fication , 
examination , and re j ection o f  an immense amount 
of data ( the accumulation of which i s  rendered 
possible by the fundamental assumption that an 
author i s  able to discover anything he may want 
to know about hi s characters , such capacity 
being l imited only by the manner and purpose of 
hi s selection in so far as it  ought to be not a 
haphazard j umble o f  worthless detai ls but a 
de finite and methodical quest) , Sebastian Knight 



devotes the three hundred pages o f  Success 
to one of the most complicated researches that 
has ever b een attempted by a wri ter . 
( Pp .  79-80 ) 
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In the ways described above , Knight ' s  imaginative ' research ' 

into the background preceding hi s lovers ' meeting reveals the 

analogies between the fictive subterfuges o f  narrative 

plausibi lity and the impo sed order of non-fictive historical 

reconstruction . In both cases th e organization o f  details from 

the ' past ' into a causal pattern that provides answers to 

questi ons about a particular event is suggested to be an 

authorial trick . Thus in Success the concern of Knight ' s  first 

novel with the arti fice of literary modes i s  extended to a 

questioning o f  the ways in which man orders the de tails of l i fe 

as wel l  as of art into plausible fictions . 

Whi le V .  gives an informative description o f  Knight ' s  

techniques ,  which i s  supported by quotations from Success , he 

again attempts to naturali ze the work by claiming that it deals 

"mainly with the methods of human fate " ( p .  7 9 ) . Implicit in 

V . ' s  s tatement i s  the admittance of an innate and discernible 

human order that contrasts with Knight ' s  exploration o f  the 

artificial nature o f  imposed order whi ch i s  encapsulated in the 

concept of causality . Once more V .  fails  to discern the 

relationship between form and content in Kni ght ' s  work . Instead 

he relates the methods or "workings " of Success to " its 

artifices "  ( pp .  80-81 ) ,  and goes on to suggest that certain parts 

of the novel ' s  ' content ' reflect Knight ' s  personal l i fe . This 

latter tendency i s  illus trated by V . ' s  selection of a lengthy 

passage from Success which he states captures " the emotional 

side " of Knight ' s  art and is " so s trangely connected with 

Sebastian ' s  inner l i fe at the time o f  the completing o f  the last 

chapters" (p . 82 ) . In the passage selected by V . , Wil liam ,  

Anne ' s  first fiance , takes her home and then muse s  o n  their 

relationship as he returns to his lodgings : 

She i s  warm and she is pretty , he muse d ,  
and I love h er ,  and it ' s  a l l  n o  good , no 
good , because we are dying . I cannot bear 
that backward glide into the past .  That 
last ki s s  i s  already dead and The Woman in 



White [ a  film they had been to see that 
night ] is s tone dead , and the policeman 
who passed i s  dead too , and even the door 
is as dead as its nai l .  And that last 
thought is already a dead thing by now . 
Coates ( the doctor) i s  right when he says 
that my heart is too small for my size . 
( P . 8 2 )  
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V .  ignores the parodic overtones o f  the pas s age and uses the 

excerpt to reinforce hi s own association of the novel with 

Knight ' s  l i fe . Success was completed by Knight in April 1 92 7 , 

and in the immediately preceding chapter o f  the ' biography ' V .  

has described how Kni ght learnt i n  the summer o f  1 9 2 6  that he 

was suffering from Lehmann ' s  disease , a form of angina pecto ris 

that had killed his mother . V. ' s  implication is that Willie 

dramati zes Sebastian ' s  inner emotional reaction to the physical 

condition which he discovered towards the end of his relation-

ship with Clare Bishop and while he was compl eting the last 

chapters of the novel . In this way V .  uses Knight ' s  fic tions 

to personali ze the details of Knight ' s  life . 

Little information i s  given by V .  about the three short 

stories which follow Success apart from a brie f discussion o f  

the character o f  Mr Siller in " Th e  Back o f  the Moon . "  

Neverthe less, V . ' s  comments sugge st a confusion o f  art and l i fe 

which i s  epitomized by hi s enthusi as tic response to the 

' realism ' o f  Mr Sil ler : 

It i s  as though a certain idea steadily 
growing through two books has now burst 
into real physical existence , and so Mr 
Sil ler make s hi s bow , with every detail 
of habit and manner , palpable and unique . 
( P .  86 , my italics)  

Ironically , V . ' s  quotations from the story , in support of the 

detailed ,  "palpable " reali sm o f  Mr Siller,  i llustrate the way 

in which figurative devices are used to establ ish the illusi on 

o f  the character as an observable entity : 

• . •  the Adam ' s apple ' moving l ike the 
bulging shape o f  an arrased eave sdropper '  
. . .  the big strong nose , ' whose form 
made one wonder whether he had not lost 



his hump somewhere ' ;  the l i ttle black tie 
and the old umbrella ( ' a duck in deep 
mourning ' )  . ( P .  8 6 )  

The quotations from the actual story , then , suggest V . ' s  

critical l imitations since he responds to the ' real i sm '  of Mr 

Siller and ignores the crafted arti fice o f  Knight ' s  imagery . 
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In the next novel , Lost Property , Knight moves from 

presenting character through stylistic devices whi ch realize 

external details and s tarts to explore the arti fice o f  

individual consciousness . People are now depicted as " animated 

mysteries" (p . 9 0 ) . From a point o f  quali fied authorial 

omniscience Knight attempts to dramatize the mysteries of 

individuality by creating a first-person narrator whose physical 

features are undefined and whose occupation is incidental in 

that he is only brie fly indicated to be a writer/busine ssman 

whose love letter is di scovered among the debris o f  an aeroplane 

crash . Knight ' s  characterization i s  achieved by presenting the 

narrator ' s  first-person account o f  selected scenes from hi s past 

which trace an uneven progres sion from childhood ( the due l )  to 

late adolescence ( the period in England and the vi sit to 

Roquebrune ) to maturity ( exi le and adult love ) . The narrator ' s  

childhood memories o f  the day on which his father was killed 

in a duel suggest the way in whi ch consciousness retains a 

selective and sub j e c tive mixture o f  the intellectual , physical 

and emotional elements of the individual ' s  experience : 

Next morning at school , I made a bad mes s  of 
the geometrical problem �hich in our slang we 
termed " Pythagoras ' Pants " .  The morning 
was so dark that the lights were turned on in 
the classroom and this always gave me a nasty 
buzzing in the head . I came home about hal f 
past three in the afternoon with that sticky 
sense o f  uncleanliness which I always brought 
back from school and which was now enhanced 
by ticklish underclothes . My father ' s  orderly 
was sobbing in the hal l . ( P .  1 2 )  

Moreove r ,  the narrator recognizes that the sub j ectivity and 

arti fice of consciousnes s  contain the potential for deception . 

He provides a wry self-dramati zation o f  hi s own past which 

i llustrates the emotional basis of " individual reality" whi le 
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it  exposes th e  illusions perpetrated through consciousne s s . 

His account o f  his pilgrimage to Roquebrune , where thirteen 

years earlier his mother had died , depicts an emotionally 

engendered imposition of imaginative illustrations on a neutral 

and unconnected scene . The ' vision ' he has o f  hi s mother i s  

undermined whe n  some months later h e  discovers from hi s mothe r ' s  

cousin that she had died at " the other Roquebrune , the one in 

var" ( p .  1 7 ) . 

Through the persona o f  the narrator , Knight also suggests 

that the stylizations of personality may be a re sponse to , but 

do not necessarily represent , inner awareness . In 

reconstructing hi s l i fe as a s tudent at Cambridge the narrator 

gives a sel f-conscious account of hi s activities : the inner 

shynes s  which resulted in outer awkwardnes s  and ill-matched 

attempts to conform s tylistically with the appearance of his 

contemporaries ;  the acute observation coupled with conscious 

associations that so o ften resulted in irrelevant and uncalled 

for confidences ;  the social avoidance o f  others together with 

a compensating re sponse to an adopted country . At the same 

time the narrator fee ls that his inner awarenes s  o f  his past 

selves seems to embody an inde finable core of ' identity ' :  

I seem to pass wi th intangible steps across 
ghostly lawns and through dancing-halls . . 
until I come to a certain warm hollow where 
something very like the sel fest o f  my own 
self sits huddled up in the darkness . ( P .  5 8 )  

Within the narrator ' s  ' present , ' "individual reality"  i s  

seen to b e  a s tate o f  consciousnes s  that combines physical , 

emotional and imaginative awarene s s  in a moni stic ' onenes s . '  
4 

By itsel� physical love , for instance , is  not seen as an 

expression of individuality since it involves only man ' s  s exual 

experience : " Physical love is but another way o f  s aying the 

same thing and not a spec ial se.xophone note , which once heard 

is echoed in every other region of the soul " ( p .  8 7 ) . The 

narrator presents the paradox that for man the only ' authentic 

reality ' is individual consciousnes s  whi ch blends the personal 

elements of existence in an inimitable and irrepeatable 

' oneness ' :  "All things be long to the same order o f  things , for 



such is the onenes s  o f  human perception , the onenes s  o f  

individuality , the oneness o f  matter ,  whatever matter may be . 

The only real number i s  one , the res t  are mere repetition" 

( p . 8 7 ) . The narrator ' s  stated vi ews are dramatized in the 

misdirected love letter which i s  retrieved after an aeroplane 

crash . The writer o f  the letter admits to his previous 

sweetheart that he is in love with another woman . Although 

he is  mi serable , hi s new love constitutes a total involvement 

of his individuality , as he makes clear : " It would be absurd 

of me to try to persuade you that you were the pure love , and 

that this other is but a comedy of the flesh . All is flesh 
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and all i s  purity " (p.  9 4 )  . His continuing feelings for the 

woman addres sed in the letter now involve a partial rather than 

a complete relationship :  " One may have a thousand friends , but 

only one love-mate " (p . 94 ) . The writer feels he must 

terminate the former relationship since he claims that, " There 

i s  only one real number :  One . And love , apparently , is  the 

best exponent of this singularity" ( p . 9 4 ) . In conjunction , 

then , the narrator ' s  views and the love le tter sugges t  that 

emotion reveals that the physical and imaginative elements o f  

conscious experience are part o f  a monistic whole .  In turn , 

moni s tic involvement that i s  illustrated in the love relation

ship constitutes an authentic mani fes tation of individuality . 

Thus , through the invented ' li fe '  of a first-person narrator ,  

Sebastian Knight explores " individual reality . " 

V .  ' s  approach to Lost Property exemplifies hi s critical 

l imitations and his fusion of Knight ' s  art and l ife . V. terms 

Lost Property Knight ' s  "most autobiographical work" ( p .  6 ) , 

because it contains events that are known to have occurred in 

Knight ' s  l i fe . V .  does not comment on the way in which Kni ght 

trans forms biographical materials by incorporating them within 

the dramati zed consciousnes s  of a fictional characte r .  Indeed,  

V .  never discusses l i terary devices in the novel and so scarcely 

seems to recogni ze the role of Knight ' s  first-person narrator . 

Instead V .  scatters the excerpts from Lost Property throughout 

his own reconstructions of Knight ' s  l i fe in order to sugges t  

Knight ' s  personal responses to event s .  After V .  describes the 

death of Sebas tian ' s  and hi s own father in a duel , for instance , 



he introduces the duel excerpt from Los t  Property with the 

words , " In Lost Property Sebastian gives hi s own impres sions 

of that lugubrious January day " ( p .  1 2 ) . In similar fashion , 
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V.  quotes from the Roquebrune incident in Lost Property directly 

after an account of Sebastian ' s  infrequent contacts with 

Virginia Knight,  hi s mother . In turn , descriptions of the 

Cambridge period in the novel are not attributed to a fictional 

character but are subtly sugge sted to be Knight ' s  personal 

statements about hi s own l i fe :  " ' I  was , ' wri tes Sebastian in 

Los t  Property , ' so shy that I always managed somehow to commit 

the fault I was most anxious to avoid "' (pp . 56-57 ) . In hi s 

continual use o f  quotations from Lost Property to explicate and 

animate the de tails o f  Knight ' s  life , V .  exhibits an equally 

shallow understanding of Knight ' s  artistic activities and o f  

h i s  own non-fictive functions . Even when V .  treats Kni ght ' s  

novel as a work o f  fiction he speculates upon its re lationship 

to Knight ' s  l i fe . These critical practices are exemplified by 

hi s discussion o f  the love le tter . V .  proposes a critical 

absurdity , for instance , when he sugges ts that,  " I f we abstract 

from this fictitious letter everything that is personal to i ts 

supposed author ,  I believe that there is  much in it that may 

have been felt by Sebastian , or even written by him , to Clare " 

( pp .  94-95 ) . V .  ' s  propensity for personal speculation is further 

revealed by hi s s tatement that , "His [Knight ' s ] hero ' s  letter 

may pos sibly have been a kind of code in whi ch he expressed a 

few truths about hi s relations with Clare " ( p . 9 5 ) . V .  ' s  

inability to pursue a literary cri tical approach to the novel 

is  epitomi zed by hi s baffled responses to Knight ' s  parodic 

methods : 

The light o f  personal truth i s  hard to perceive 
in the shimmer o f  an imaginary nature , but what 
is s till harder to understand is  the amazing 
fact that a man writing o f  things which he 
really felt at the time o f  writing , could have 
had the power to create simultaneously--and out 
of the very things which distressed hi s mind-
a ficti tious and faintly absurd character . 
( P .  9 5 )  

Not only doe s  V .  assume that the art reflects Knight ' s  personal 

experience and feelings , he also sees no contradictions in his 



own use of the novel to explicate the life . In turn , he 

completely fails  to perceive Kni ght ' s  themati c exploration o f  

" individual reality . "  

9 0  

Sebas tian Kni ght ' s  final novel , The Doubtful AsphodeZ , i s  

the culmination o f  his  thematic preoccupation with the paradoxes 

of individuality .  The title suggests the interrelated facets 

of the book : the overt concern with death ; the parodic exposure 

of the emotional source o f  man ' s  fictions of immortality ; and 

the narcissistic attempt to appraise the mystery of personal 

being .
5 

In this nove l Knight isolates hi s main character from 

public activities and roles by dramati zing him in the process 

of dying : " The theme of the book i s  s impl e :  a man is  dying : you 

feel him sinking throughout the book ; his thought and his 

memories pervade the whole with greater or lesser distinction" 

( p .  1 46 ) . V. ' s  de scriptive account of the narrative traces the 

man ' s  progression through thought and memories to an awarene s s  

o f  the nature o f  h i s  own consciousnes s . None o f  the outward 

features or behaviour o f  the man are described . The only 

' realiti es ' are the images of people and scenes within the man ' s  

mind . Even when the man thinks o f  himself-- " at moments , hi s 

personality grows conscious o f  itsel f "  ( p .  1 47 ) --he considers 

image s o f  self in terms o f  the lost opportunities o f  the past . 

The imminence o f  personal death then le ads to the mind ' s  review 

of " ideas about death" ( p .  1 48 ) , all o f  which are re j ected as 

future pos sibiliti es . The resurgence followed by the ebb o f  

physical pain removes the impulse for imaginative pro j ections : 

"Now he was left so exhausted that he failed to be interested 

in death " ( p .  1 49 )  . Instead the man envis ages his life as a 

knot which may be untied by a critical consciousnes s :  " The eye 

undoes i t ,  while clumsy fingers bleed" ( p .  1 49 ) . His critical 

contemplation leads him to recognize the lexical order which 

man imposes upon the subjectively known material s of conscious 

exis tence : "And not only hims el f ,  everything would be unravelled 

--everything that he might imagine in our childish terms o f  

space and time , both being riddles invented b y  man as riddles ,  

and thus coming back to us : the boomerangs o f  nonsens e "  

(p . 1 49 ) . Not absolutes or ' truths , '  then ,  but the s tylistic 

artifice o f  conscious reality is  seen by the dying man to be 



illus trated in the fusion o f  perception and landscape into 

personal verbal worlds : " Thus the trave ller spells out the 

landscape and its sense i s  disclosed , and likewise , the 

intricate p attern o f  human life turns out to be monogrammati c , 

now quite clear to the inner eye disentangling the interwoven 

letters " ( p .  1 5 0 ) . Now the dying man sees that within the 

course o f  l ife the individual ' s  identi fication with the 
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styli zations o f  personality precludes the critical observation 

of his own arti fice : 

And the word , the meaning which appears i s  
astounding i n  i ts s implicity : the greatest 
surprise being perhaps that in the course of 
one ' s  earthly existence , with one ' s  brain 
encompassed by an iron ring , by the close
fitting dream of one ' s  own personality--
one had not made by chance that s imple mental 
j erk , which would have set free imprisoned 
thought and granted it great understanding . 
( P .  1 5 0 )  

Through the vision o f  a fictional character , then,  Knight 

undermines the poss ibility of formulating absolutes about either 

self or world . At the same time , by isolating his main 

character from earthly concerns wi th the ' truth , ' Knight 

suggests that a self-conscious observation of the arti fice o f  

consciousness i s  the basis for an authentic expres sion o f  

individual reality a s  i s  exempli fied i n  the vis ion o f  the dying 

man : " Remodelled and re-combine d ,  the world yie lded its sense 

to the soul as naturally as both breathed" ( p .  1 5 0 ) . 

V .  describes the form and content o f  Knight ' s  last nove l 

without recognizing the relationship between the two . S ince 

V. focuses on the content of the novel he responds to the book 

as a narrative ques t  for answers that thwarts its own 

articulation of final truths by the death o f  the main character . 

Thus V .  fail s  to recognize Knight ' s  parodic de familiari zation 

of man ' s  lexical formulations and clings to a belief that truths 

are somewhere concealed in the word : " I  sometimes feel when I 

turn the pages o f  Sebastian ' s  masterpiece that the ' absolute 

solution ' is there , somewhere , concealed in some passage I have 

read too hastily , or that it i s  intertwined with other words 

whose famil iar guise deceived me " ( p .  1 5 1 ) . I ronically , V . ' s  
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preoccupation with " the word" a s  a means o f  arriving at an 

" absolute solution" is  in direct opposition to the critical 

awarenes s  of language as a s tylistic arti fice that is 

encapsulated by Knight ' s  title , The Doubtful  Asphodel .  

Philologically, the word asphodel , like the mys tery o f  

individuality ,  cannot be de fined accurately, since " no 

satis factory derivation o f  the word i s  sugges ted" and the word 

its e l f  has become corrupted through usage : " The English word 

' daffodi l ' is a perversion of ' asphodel , '  formerly written 

' affodil . '  The d may come from the French fleur d ' a ffodille . 

I t  i s  no part of the word phi lologically . "
6 

Sebastian Knight ' s  sel f�conscious s tylistic strategies 

involve a critical incorporation of previously exi sting forms 

and worlds as the basis for hi s own artistic creations . Knight 

continually re-examines the pos s ibiliti es of language , from his 

early concern with stylisti c  tricks and literary modes as 

evidenced in The Prismatic Beze l , to hi s parodic questioning 

of lexical ' absolute s ' about self and world which is initiated 

in Success ,  dramatized in Lost Property , and proposed in hi s 

uncompleted pro j ect for a fic tional biography based on the 

factual materials o f  a l iving person , Mr H . .  In a comparable 

fashion , Knight uses personal ' knowledge ' to explore 

styli zations , from the external pro j ections o f  observable 

personalities in l i fe and in art of the first two novels , to 

the biographically based memorie s that are recombined in Lost 

Property , to the processes o f  consciousness that are isolated 

in The Doubtful Asphode l .  The critical combination of form and 

content within Knight ' s  characterizations presents metaphoric 

dramatizations of man in re lation to ' reality ' while it explores 

the way in which " individual reality"  may be expres sed in the 

stylistic artifice o f  p ersonal representations o f  self and o f  

world . Consequently , Knight ' s  art constitutes an imaginative 

and self-conscious re-creation of the previously existing worlds 

of both l i fe and art . Thus , while the methods and details o f  

Kni ght ' s  literary works mani fest his ' identity a s  a writer , ' 

they provide no expres sion of hi s personality or of " the real 

man behind the author" ( p .  9 5 )  . 

Sebastian Knight ' s  sel f-conscious literary practices 



provide a complete antithe sis to the distorted practices of 

V . ' s  methods within the non-fictive conventions of biography . 

v. ' s  inability to sustain distinc tions be tween art and l i fe , 

when he moves from describing to dis cussing Sebastian ' s  art ,  

i s  coupled with a lack o f  sel f-critical awarene ss in respect 
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to the methods of h i s  own verbal reconstructions of the deta i l s  

o f  Knight ' s  l i fe . From the outset V .  ' s  presentation of his 

material s conflicts with the structural conventions of 

biography . In place o f  impersonal reconstruction , V . ' s  work 

takes the form o f  a first-person narrative which persistently 

approaches the manner of a dramatic monologue since it records 

V . ' s  own experience s  during his obsessive ques t  for a knowledge 

of the ' real ' Sebastian Kni ght . And just as with Knight ' s  art, 

while V.  reports the details of Knight ' s  l ife , he adds his own 

personal response s  to his data . V . , for instance , imparts 

numerous facts about his sub ject , from Knight ' s  birth on 

December 3 1 , 1 899 , to his death in 1 9 36 , but although the se 

details describe the course and the context of Knight ' s  life 

they do not animate that l i fe .  V . ' s  di scovery of the old 

Russian lady ' s meteorological record o f  the day on which 

Sebastian was born demon strate s the problems for the would-be 

biographer of a factual account which i s  devoid o f  the 

sub j e ctive experiences of eithe r the sub j ect or the original 

recorde r .  O n  consulting the o l d  lady ' s  diary V .  writes that 

" There fore I am able to state that the morning o f  Sebastian ' s  

birth was a fine windle s s  one , with twelve degree s  ( Reaumur) 

below zero . . .  this i s  all ,  however ,  that the good lady found 

worth setting down " ( p .  5 ) . V. ' s  solution is to animate the 

dry facts o f  context by reproducing his own version o f  the 

' delights ' o f  such a winter ' s  day : " the pure luxury o f  a 

cloudless sky designed not to warm the flesh , but solely to 

please the eye ; the sheen o f  sledge-cuts on the hard-beaten 

snow" (p . 5 ) . V . , however ,  shows no awarenes s  that either the 

form or the practices of hi s biographical reconstructions 

conflict with the functional norms of scholarship . 

In apparent contrast to hi s handling o f  accumulated facts , 

V .  announces his  distrust o f  indirect source materials by 

de scribing the pitfalls inherent in gathering evi dence about 



the l i fe from other people ' s  recollections o f  Sebastian : 

Don ' t  be too certain o f  learning the past 
from the lips of the pre sent . Beware o f  the 
most honest broker . Remember that what you 
are told is  really three fold : shaped by the 
teller , reshaped by the li stener ,  concealed 
from both by the dead man of the tale . 
( P .  4 4 )  

9 4  

V .  ' s  method for admitting the possible bias o f  his informants 

while di ssociating himself from a further subj ective reshaping 

o f  the ir statements is to repeat everything he is or has been 

told about Sebastian, from his own mother ' s  description of the 

young Sebastian ' s  meeting with Virginia Knight to Nina Lecer f ' s  

account o f  the adult Sebastian ' s  ' tedious ' infatuation for her . 

By including negative as well as positive versions of Sebas tian , 

V .  establ ishes for himself an air o f  apparent impartiali ty ,  

which he attempts to reinforce by contrasting hi s own me thods 

with those of hi s rival , Goodman , who , V .  claims , " never quotes 

anything that may clash wi th the main idea of his fallacious 

work " ( p .  55 ) . Yet while V. dismisses Goodman ' s  biography , he 

is incapable of recognizing that he repeats certain of 

Goodman ' s  practices .  Wh ere Goodman, for instance , quotes a 

passage from The Doubtful Asphodel to suggest Knight ' s  feelings 

of alienation towards Russia,  V. counters with a quotation from 

Lost Property to support hi s own predetermined view of Knight ' s  

" real affection for the country where he had been born and bred " 

( p .  2 4 ) . In comparable fashion , V . ' s  personal views o f  

Sebas tian impinge upon hi s description of hi s informants to 

sugges t  the superficial nature of hi s impartial approach to 

indirect sources .  Sympathetic accounts o f  Sebastian provided 

by people such as V .  ' s  mothe r ,  Sheldon , and Helen Pratt , are 

reinforced by V . ' s  prai se of the teller . Of Knight ' s  Cambridge 

friend , for instance , V .  claims that not only was he " a  

prominent scholar" (p . 3 7 )  but also " the fine st and gentle st 

soul imaginable " ( p . 3 9 ) . By contrast V .  ' s  es sential 

discrediting of the te ller extends from Sebastian ' s  old Swis s  

governes s , to Knight ' s  former secretary , Goodman , to Knight ' s  

last love , Nina Lecerf . V .  ' s  treatment o f  Nina Le cerf 

illustrates the proce ss . V .  repeats everything Nina tel l s  him , 
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such a s  her statement that "He [Knight] was the kind o f  man , 

you know , who thinks all modern books are trashy , and all 

modern young people fools ,  merely b ecause he is much too 

preoccupied with hi s own sensations and ideas to understand 

those of others " ( p .  1 3 3 ) . At the same time V .  implicitly 

condemns Nina , and dismisses her views , by discrediting her 

intelligence and her arti stic sensitivity : "Books meant nothing 

to a woman of her kind ; her own l i fe seems to her to contain 

the thril l s  of a hundred novels . Had she been condemned to 

spend a whole day shut up in a library , she would have been 

found dead about noon" ( p .  1 46 ) . Thus V .  manipul ates the 

e ffects of hi s ' impartial ' reports by hi s subj ective depictions 

o f  the informants .  

V .  ' s  main ploy for validating his  own views and testimony 

i s  by reference to his posi tion as Sebastian ' s  hal f-brother . 

Howeve r ,  the tenuous nature of their relationship i s  evidenced 

in V . ' s  description of hi s past contacts wi th Sebastian . As 

children,  the six year age di fference mitigates against shared 

activities and V. ' s  accounts of the time mainly de scribe his 

persistent attempts to keep up with and to mak e Sebastian pay 

attention to him ,  even to the point o f  dropping spittle from 

the banisters while watching Sebastian below " as a wistful and 

vain attempt to make him notice my existence"  ( p .  1 4 ) . Following 

the exile from Russ ia,  the adolescent V. sees Sebastian only 

twice , the second time at the funeral of V . ' s  mother where V .  

finds the attempt to converse with Sebastian embarrass ing . V .  

i s  s truck by Sebastian ' s  foreign appearance , the English " limp 

self-conscious " ( p .  2 7 )  handshake , and he pre fers to remain in 

Paris rather than accept Sebastian ' s  o ffer to j oin him in 

England . As an adult V .  also sees Sebastian only twice . An 

accidental meeting in 1 9 24 elicits in V .  a feeling of emotional 

re j ection that "having arrived in Paris he [Knight]  had not 

communicated with me " ( p .  60 ) . In similar fashion , Sebastian ' s  

behaviour together with hi s abrupt termination o f  an arranged 

meeting in 1 9 29 confirms V. ' s  suspicion that "he was madly 

anxious to get rid o f  me " ( p .  9 1 ) . That the bonds between V .  

and Sebastian arise out o f  kinship and duty rather than any 

close knowledge o f ,  or friendship with , one another i s  
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il lustrated both by Sebastian ' s  final letter which , he tel l s  

V . , " turned towards you , a s  a shy guest i n  a strange house wil l  

talk a t  unusual length t o  the near relative with whom h e  came 

to the party" ( pp .  1 56-5 7 ) , and by V . ' s  sceptical and tardy 

response to that le tter-- "Sebastian was very high-strung and 

nervous and had always been inclined to undue pes s imism when 

hi s health was impaired" ( p .  1 5 7 ) . 

Ironi cally , it i s  Sebastian ' s  death which , for V . , 

trans forms the tenuous relationship o f  kinship and instigate s 

a biographical que st for " the real life o f  Sebastian Knight " 

which becomes V . ' s  all consuming obsession : 

Two months had elapsed a fter Sebastian ' s  
death when this book was started . Well do 
I know how much he would have hated my 
waxing sentimental , but still I cannot help 
saying that my l i fe-long affection for him , 
whi ch somehow or other had always been 
crushed and thwarted,  now leapt into new 
being with such a blaze of emotional 
strength--that all my other affairs were 
turned into flickering s ilhouettes . 
( P .  2 8 )  

I t  is  also apparent that V . ' s  emotional involvement i n  h i s  task 

arises from his knowledge o f  and delight in Sebastian ' s  art 

rather than from any past intimacy with hi s brother :  " now when 

the pos sibility of any sort of communi cation between us was 

barred by the strange habit of human death , I regretted 

desperately never having told Sebastian how much I delighted 

in hi s books . As it is  I find myself helple s s ly wondering 
7 

whether he had been aware I had ever read them" ( p .  28 ) . As 

Knight ' s  would-be biographer , V . ' s  delight in Knight ' s  art i s  

combined with h i s  idealization of the artist rather than with 

any direct knowledge o f  the man . The results are mixed . V . , 

in contrast to hi s rival , Goodman , recognizes the independent 

originality of the artist . Donald Morton suggests that , " Quite 

apart from hi s dislike of Goodman , V. scorns the idea of 

his toricism be cause it focuses on common qualities and re fuses 

to recognize the unique . "
8 

But j ust as in the practice of 

imposing Knight ' s  art on hi s l i fe , V.  fai l s  to recognize any 

analogies between Goodman ' s  methods and his own . Whi le V .  
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re j ects Goodman ' s  sociological picture o f  Knight a s  a tragic 

figure whose soul i s  alienated and finally shattered by the 

cruelties o f  the post-war world , V .  himself imposes a popular 

fiction o f  the artist as a superior or heroic figure upon 

Knight ' s  personal l i fe . V . , for instance , describes Knight ' s  

alienation from his world as the resul t  o f  a superior artistic 

sensibility : "it  was s imply his becoming aware that the rhythm 

o f  his inner being was so much richer than that o f  other soul s "  

( p .  5 6 ) . Like Goodman then,  though employing a di fferent 

approach , V. imposes a popular s tereotype of the artist upon 

Knight ' s  l i fe . 

Coupled wi th V .  ' s  lack o f  self-critical assessment of his  

own practices , is  hi s growing conviction that the genetic bond 

makes him capable of " soldering the fragments "  ( p . 2 8 )  of his  

biographical research through an " inner knowledge " of Sebastian : 

" Inner knowledge? Yes , this was a thing I pos sessed , I fel t  

it in every nerve . And the more I pondered on i t ,  the more I 

perceived that I had yet another tool in my hand ; when I 

imagined actions of hi s that I heard o f  only after hi s death , 

I knew for certain that in such and such a case I should have 

acted just as he had " ( p .  2 8 ) . Alternatively V .  speculates 

that had Knight taken the same ' be-a-writer ' course as V . , 

Knight , because o f  hi s artistic originality , would have failed 

in the endeavour as V. had done : "he would have turned out an 

incalculably more hopeless pupil than I" ( p . 30 ) . Thus , 

although V .  acknowledges a styli stic di fference be tween the 

brilliance o f  Knight ' s  writing and his own prose , he claims to 

share a comparable artistic sensitivity to that which he finds 

evinced in Knight ' s  fiction : 

When in Sebastian ' s  books I find some detail 
of mood or impres sion which makes me remember 
at once , say ,  a certain effect o f  lighting in 
a definite place which we two had noticed , 
unknown to one another , then I feel that in 
spite of the toe of hi s talent being beyond 
my reach we did po ssess certain psychological 
affiniti es whi ch will help me out . ( P .  30 ) 

V .  ' s  identi fication with an artis tic sensibility he 

extracts from Knight ' s  art and imposes on Knight ' s  life , i s  
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conjoined wi th hi s own attempts t o  relive Sebastian ' s  adult 

experiences . He vis its Cambridge and Knight ' s  London flat , 

and he makes contact with all Knight ' s  known companions from 

Sheldon to Clare Bishop . In turn , he becomes obses sed with 

finding Sebastian ' s  last love : "She i s  the missing link in his  

evolution , and I must obtain her-it ' s  a scienti fic necessity "  

( p .  99 ) . V . ' s  determination to ' obtain ' Nina is , however,  a 

symptom o f  the belie f ,  evidenced throughout his  quest , that he 

can re-experience Knight ' s  personal l i fe . V .  ' s  convic tion , 

that by repeating the factual experiences of Knight ' s  life he 

will realize the ' real ' Sebastian , leads him to dismis s  the 

i llusory qualities of hi s quest : 

though I sometimes cannot he lp beli eving that 
it had gradual ly grown into a dream ,  that ques t ,  
using the pattern o f  reality for the weaving of 
its own fancie s , I am forced to re cognize that 
I was be ing led right , and that in striving to 
render Sebastian ' s  l i fe I must now follow the 
same rhythmical interlacements . ( P .  1 1 3 )  

Ironically , the imaginative i llusions that dominate V .  ' s  

b iographical practices imitate the patterns and the literary 

techniques of Sebastian Knight ' s  art . Charles Nicol claims 

that The Real Life of Sebastian Knight " i s  not a biography but 

the pre sentation o f  methods by whi ch to write a biography ; 

e ach of the methods used is  mirrored by one o f  Sebastian ' s  
9 

novels . "  But in both structural and narrative terms the 

reverse o f  Nicol ' s  view de scribes V .  ' s  activities . V .  ' s  

methods contradict the functional norms o f  hi s biographical 

undertaking in that they adopt the surface patterns o f  

Sebastian ' s  novels . And since Knight ' s  nove ls precede V . ' s  

' biography , '  V . ' s  methods mirror Kni ght ' s  aesthetic creations . 

The critical perspective embodied in the structuring o f  V.  ' s  

narrative reveal s the way in whi ch V .  unwittingly enacts the 

patterns of Knight ' s  novels in hi s quest for the ' real l i fe , ' 

while V . ' s  impos i tion o f  Knight ' s  art on the biographical facts 

provides a parodic realization o f  Knight ' s  uncompleted pro j ect 

for a fictional biography of a Mr H . .  In addition , to complete 

the trans formation o f  l i fe into art V. , at time s ,  blatantly 

adopts the technique s of artistic conventions , as is seen , for 
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example , in the theatrical images which surround his dramati zed 

version of Sebastian ' s  first adolescent love : 

He was sixteen and so was she . The lights go 
out , the curtain rises and a Russian summer land
scape is .Glisclo sed;  . . .  Sebastian , hi s close
cropped head hatle ss , hi s loose silk blouse 
now clinging to hi s shoulder-blade s ,  now to 
his chest according to whether he bends or 
leans back , i s  lustily rowing in a boat 
painted a shiny green . A girl is sitting at 
the helm , but we shal l let her remain 
achromatic :  a mere outline , a white shape not 
filled in wi th colour by the arti s t .  
( P p  . 1 1 3 - 1  4 )  

Within the non- fictive conventions o f  V . ' s  biographical 

undertaking , his identi fication with the illus ions of Knight ' s  

art exposes a lack of sel f-critical awareness in respect to 

his activities as Kni ght ' s  biographer that is  in direct 

opposi tion to the sel f-consc ious methods o f  Knight ' s  literary 

oeuvre . The re sult i s  that not only Knight ' s  art but V .  ' s  

' biography ' realize the imaginative i llusions o f  artistic 

creation s .  

Whatever the distorted practices o f  V .  ' s  biographical 

activities , he is involved simultaneously in the ongoing present 

of his own individual consciousne s s  and personal ity .  Within 

the non-fictive context o f  V. ' s  personal reality , however , his 

de scriptions of his own activities reveal that j u st as he uses 

Knight ' s  art to animate the de tails o f  Knight ' s  l i fe , so V .  ' s  

pe rsonal identification with Kni ght ' s  art resul ts in hi s 

imposing Knight ' s  image s on his own representations of real ity .  

V .  ' s  account o f  tracking down the elus ive Nina Lecerf , for 

instance , become s  dotted with characters , incidents and images 

from Knight ' s  fiction . The hote l manager in Blauberg i s  said 

to end his refusal to give V. a list of past clients wi th the 

irrelevant comment that , " In the hotel round the corner a Swi s s  

couple committed suicide i n  1 9 29 " (p . 1 0 2 ) , a statement whi ch 

seems to be an imitation of an incident from The Doubtful 

Asphode l :  " Profes sor Nussbaum, a Swiss scientist , shoots hi s 

young mi stress and himself dead in a hotel room at hal f pas t 

three in the morning" ( p .  1 4  7 )  . V .  ' s  account o f  Si lberman , the 
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ex- "plain clothe s "  detective who is said to provide V .  with a 

list of pos sible suspects in the hunt for Sebastian ' s  last l ove , 

reworks the narrative pattern of The Prismatic Bezel and the 

character o f  Mr S iller from "The Back o f  the Moon . "  Finally , 

the scenes from The Doubtful Asphodel described in the fol lowing 

passage are echoed intermittently as V. trace s hi s l i st o f  

suspects : 

We follow the gentle old che s s  player Schwarz , 
who s its down on a chair in a room in a house , 
to teach an orphan boy the moves of the. knight;  
we meet the fat Bohemian woman with that grey 
streak showing in the fas t colour of her 
cheaply dyed hair . . . The lovely tall prima 
donna steps in her haste into a puddle , and her 
silver shoes are ruined .  An old man sobs and 
i s  soothed by a soft-lipped girl in mourning . 
( P .  1 4 7 )  

In V . ' s  account o f  his  personal experiences in the que st for 

Nina , he is admi tted at Helene Grinstein ' s  to a house of 

mourning by the orphaned son of the dead man , while a woman 

sits with " a  tear-drop on her wrist" and Helene is  a girl with 

" soft eyes " (p . 1 1 1 ) . At Paul Rechnoy ' s  V .  is  greeted by a 

man holding a black knight,  a piece from a game in progres s  

which is  being observed b y  a smal l boy who is  "kneeling on the 

floor" (p . 1 1 8) .  V . ' s  de scription o f  Lydia Bohemsky is o f  " a  

fat elderly woman with waved bright orange hai r ,  purplish j owl s 

and some dark fluff over her painted lip" (p . 1 2 7 ) , whi le , at 

Nina ' s  country house , the arrival o f  the singer , Helere von 

Graun , is recounted as "A woman had scrambled out o f  the car 

right into a puddle "  (p . 1 4 2 ) . Thus the images of Knight ' s  

art seem to mould V . ' s  perceptions within the ongoing present 

o f  his personal ' reality . ' 

At certain points V .  acknowledges that hi s biographical 

function requires that he suppress hi s own subj ective or 

personal views , but he persists in the naive claim that because 

he has not discussed hi s own circumstances ( j ob , finance , 

living abode ) during the account o f  hi s que s t ,  he has sustained 

the role o f  a critically astute and impersonal informant : 

As the reader may have noticed , I have tried 
to put into thi s book as l ittle of my own 



self as pos s ible . I have tried not to 
allude ( though a hint now and then might 
have made the background o f  my research 
somewhat c learer) to the circumstance s 
of my life . ( P .  1 1 7 ) 
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The irony o f  V . ' s  claim is that not only does he impose Kni ght ' s  

art upon the biographical facts , he also negates progre ssively 

his own individuality by identifying himself wi th an ideali zed 

popular fiction of the artist , whil e  particulari zing thi s 

fiction in the artistic sensibility that he extracts from 

Knight ' s  works . In turn , by using the patterns o f  Knight ' s  past 

and of hi s fiction V. exchanges hi s own personality for an 

imitative art o f  sel f  characterization within an ongoing present 

of hi s own l i fe . 

The imitative nature o f  V . ' s  personal stylizations are 

prefigured in hi s accoun t  o f  the experiences whi ch surround his 

nightmarish trip to St Damier . V .  records that Sebastian ' s  

direct appeal for V .  ' s  presence was put aside because V .  had 

"not the smallest inkling of hi s he art trouble " ( p .  1 5 7 ) . At 

the same time Sebastian ' s  lette r triggers in V. a dream which 

revolves around the le ft or sinister hand o f  Sebas tian and 

suggests the perversions or maimed possibi lities for writers 

who might attempt to imitate Knight ' s  art : 

Suddenly I noticed that he wore a black 
glove on hi s left hand , and that the fingers 
of that hand did not move , and that he never 
used it-I was a fraid horribly , squeamishly , 
to the point of nausea , that he might 
inadvertently touch me with i t ,  for I under
s tood now that it was a sham thing attached 
to the wrist-that he had been operated upon , 
or had had some dreadful accident.  ( P . 1 5 8 )  

Despite V . ' s  revulsion h e  pursues the course o f  the numerous 

little hands that emerge with the removal o f  the black glove 

from the " sham thing" while Sebastian himself vanishes .  Still 

within the dream , V.  ' s  knowledge of Kni ght ' s  art become s fused 

wi th the appeal of Sebasti an ' s  letter to produce a version of 

The Doubtful Asphodel in which V. has a sense of time and l i fe 

running out-- "grain trickling out of a punctured bag at my 

feet" (p . 1 59 ) --and a conviction that Sebastian has an important 
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message to hand on to V . --"an unfailing intent to solve for me 

a monstrous riddle " (p . 1 5 9 ) . With the arrival of Starov ' s 

te legram some days l ater announc ing Sebastian ' s  imminent death , 

V .  unwittingly imposes the visions o f  the dream , which sugges t  

an imitative , though dis torted version o f  The Doubtful 

Asphode Z ,  on his conscious assessments of the situation : "His 

[Knight ' s ] last book , my recent dream , the mysteriousness of 

hi s letter--all made me firmly beli eve that some extraordinary 

revelation would come from hi s lips " (p . 1 64 ) . 

V .  ' s  conscious negation o f  his own individuality is  

initi ated during the trip to St Damier . On the train V .  i s  

repelled b y  the physical . He recoils from the touch o f  a red

eyed soldier : " a  horrible tingle remained in my hand, because 

it had touched hi s s leeve "  (p . 1 64 ) . He longs to eradicate his 

travelling companions : " There was , in particular , one old fool 

whose skinny neck I longed to wring--ferociously" (pp . 1 64 -6 5 ) . 

And he i s  s ickened by the cruditie s  o f  hi s own physical 

existence : "I felt s ticky all over and excruciatingly unshaven . 

I think i f  my bristly cheek had come into contact with satin , 

I should have fainted" (p . 1 65 )  . All the whi le he bemoans his  

lost opportunities for past contacts with Sebastian . But that 

such contacts are envis aged as rarified meetings of artistic 

sensibility is sugges ted by V. ' s  desire to re fine himse lf out 

of physical existence before confronting Sebasti an : "I longed 

to wash the coarse world away and appear in a cold aura of 

purity before Sebastian " (p . 1 64 ) . Tellingly , it  is V . ' s  

failure to take into account practi cal considerations (money , 

the letter with Sebastian ' s  address , the traffic and weather 

conditions ) that hampers the achievement of what is , finally , 

an unattainable goal since Sebastian i s  already dead when V .  

sets out . 

At S t  Damier , V .  acts out a version o f  the Roquebrune 

incident from Los t  Property . His emotional response to a 

mistaken identity renders Sebastian ' s  pos sible mes sage and 

physical person irrelevant as V .  attribute s " the best link 

imaginable " (p . 1 7 1 )  to the wrong source . And , unl ike the 

narrator o f  Lost Property , V . , when told he has been watching 

near the wrong deathbed , does not acknowledge the illusions 



perpetrated by his own consciousness . Instead he formulate s 

an emotionally engendered bel i ef in interchangeable " souls "  
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that is  directly opposed to the parodic exploration o f  arti fice 

and individuality in Knight ' s  work : "Whatever hi s [ Sebastian ' s ] 

secret was , I have learnt one secret too , and namely : that the 

soul is but a manner of being--not a constant state--that any 

soul may be yours , if you find and follow its undulation s "  

(p . 1 72 ) . The trip to St Dami er , Sebas tian ' s  death , and V .  ' s  

tenet of interchangeable souls initiates and concludes a 

circular account, not o f  Sebastian Knight ' s  ' real ' l i fe , but 

of V . ' s  obsessive pursuit of a chimera . Not only does V .  

identi fy wi th an idealized artis tic sensibility that he extracts 

from Knight ' s  art , he also attempts to realize this imitative 

identity in his ' biography ' o f  Knight and in his re-enactmen t  

of the patterns o f  Knigh t ' s life . 

When , at the start o f  the ' biography , '  V .  first announce s  

hi s blood relationship with Sebastian , he remarks that The 

Tragedy of Sebastian Knight makes no mention o f  a second 

marriage , " so that to readers of Goodman ' s  book I am bound to 

appear non-existent--a bogus relative , a garrulous impos to r "  

(p . 6 ) . The final pages o f  V . ' s  ' biography ' reveal that , within 

the non-fictive context of both his verbal and hi s personal 

activiti es , he has become ' non-existent ' in that he functions 

as a scripted actor vocali zing and performing a part that he 

be lieves mi stakenly to represent Sebastian Knight : " Thus -- I  am 

Sebastian Kni ght . I fee l  as i f  I were impersonating him on a 

lighted stage , with the people he knew coming and going" 

(p . 1 72 ) . As in a stage play , V. is impersonating a ficti onal 

character through conscious imitation that is  mani fested in the 

s tyli stic arti fice of p ersonality so that , like the main 

character in The Doubtful Asphode l, ,  "he is the book " (p . 1 4  7 )  , 

whi le the other people , who "moved round Sebastian--round me 

who am acting Sebastian" ( p .  1 7 2 )  assume for V .  a comparable 

theatricality . And ,  finally , s ince V . ' s  impersonation of 

Sebastian is an imitative s tyli zation, hi s complete identi fica

tion with the part he is playing suggests the ' death ' o f  h i s  

own personality :  



The hero remains , for , try as I may , I 
cannot get out o f  my part : Sebasti an ' s  
mask clings to my face , the likeness will 
not be washed off . I am Sebastian or 
Sebasti an is I ,  or p erhaps we both are 
someone whcm neither of us knows . ( P .  1 7 3 )  
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In presenting The Real Life of Sebastian Knight as a 

b iography o f  an artist , Nabokov incorporates an internal 

j uxtaposition o f  aesthetic and non-fictive conventions . 

Within Nabokov ' s  s tructural des ign, Sebastian Knight ' s  self

conscious literary practi ces simultaneously draw attention to 

the formal contrivance o f  his s tyli zations and explore the 

artifice o f  " individual reality . "  Through the reworking o f  

e stab lished forms Knight evolves a n  individual style that 

refle cts his ' identity as a writer . '  By contrast V .  ' s  practices 

con fl ict with the non-fictive conventions of hi s biographica l  

pro j ect .  Instead o f  providing an impersonal description of 

Knight ' s  l i fe , V.  fuses Knight ' s  art with biographical data 

about Knight and extracts a fictional character . As a would-

be biographer V. functions as an imitative novelist . At a 

personal level , V .  reanimates hi s idealized fiction o f  Knight 

through imitative activities so that , not only Sebasti an Knight , 

but V .  himself becomes " someone whom nei ther o f  us know s "  

(p . 1 7 3 ) . Ironically , V .  ' s  ' biographical ' repre sentations 

dramatize an imitative art o f  characterization that is  

parodically exposed in Knight ' s  l iterary works . 



CHAPTER 4 :  NOTES 

J .  Bader , Crystal Land ( London : Univers ity of Californ i a  
Press , 1 9 7 2 ) , p .  6 .  

2 
Writing after the death of the Russian poet ,  Hodasevich , 

Nabokov himse lf contrasts the illusory quality of others ' 
memories of the man with the enduring " reality" of the poet ' s  
works : 

Wel� so i t  goes , yet another plane o f  life has 
been s lightly di splaced,  yet another habit-
the habit ( one ' s  own) o f  ( another person ' s ) 
existence--has been broken . There is  no 
consolation , i f  one s tarts to encourage the 
sense o f  loss by one ' s private recollections 
o f  a brie f ,  brittl� human image that melts 
l ike a hailstone on a window sil l . Let us 
turn to the poems . ( SO ,  p .  2 2 7 )  

3 
Marie Corelli and Mrs Grundy provide a hi storical and a 

fictional representative of nine teenth-century social value s : 

4 

5 

Corelli , Marie ( pseudonym o f  Mary Mackay) 
( 1 855 - 1 9 2 4 ) , English writer who achieved great 

popularity by her melodramatic expression of 
moral fervour (Encyclopaedia Britannica [ 1 9 70 ] , 
VI , 49 3 ) ; 
Grundy , Mrs , an imaginary English character 
who typi fies the control of the conventional 
"proprieties " of soc iety over conduct ,  the 
tyrannical pressure o f  the opinion o f  neighbours 
on the acts of othe rs (Encyclopaedia Britannica 
[ 1 97 0 ] , X ,  9 7 3 ) . 

See also Chapter 3 .  

The asphode l is associated through artistic tradition 
with death , the narcis sus , and immortality : 

6 

In Greek legend the asphodel is the most famous 
of the plants connected with the dead and the 
underworld . . . . The asphodel o f  the poets is  
o ften a narcissus (Encyclopaedia Britannica , 
[ 1 9 7 0 ] , I I ,  6 1 8 ) ; 

By the poets made an immortal flower , and s aid 
to cover the Elysian mead ( The Oxford English 
Dictionary [ 1 9 3 3 , rpt . 1 96 1 ] ,  p .  495 ) . 

Encyclopaedia Britannica , 1 1 th ed.  ( 1 9 1 0 ) , p .  769 . 
7 

V . ' s  lack o f  self-cri tical assessment realizes an 
unwitting irony in the light of hi s attempt to discredit Nina 
Lecerf through claiming " I  am quite sure that Sebastian never 



alluded to hi s work in her presence : it  would have been like 
discussing sundials with a bat" (p . 1 46 ) . 

8 
Donal d Morton , 

Ungar , 1 9 7 4 ) , p .  45 . 
VZadimir Nabokov ( New York : Frederick 

9 
Charles Nicol , "The Mirrors 

Nabokov: the Man and his Work , ed . 
of Wisconsin Pre s s , 1 96 1 ) , p .  94 . 

o f  Sebastian Knight , "  in 
L . S .  Dembo (London : Univ . 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE STRUCTURAL LEVELS OF 

BEND SINISTER 

In Bend Sinister Nabokov incorporates the act o f  critical 

analysis as an explicit,  as wel l  as integral , component of the 

novel ' s  verbal world . Through sel f-conscious authorial 

intrusions within an omniscient narrative , Nabokov draws 

attention to the processes and nature o f  aesthe tic reality while 

he depicts characters who are engaged in non- fictive modes o f  

repre sentation within the ' real ' world o f  the novel . At both 

the s tructural levels thus realized , a fusion o f  the generic 

characteristics of the novel and of drama del ineates a " the atre 

of the mind . "
1 

At the level of self-conscious art ,  an 

acknowledged triune of author ,  art work and reader effects a 

scripted s tage show in the mind o f  the reader as audience . Thi s  

' outer ' triune is complemented by the novel ' s  ' inner ' triune 

of ' real world , '  state , and characters . Within the simulate d  

non-fictive context o f  the characters ' activities , omniscient 

narration posits the ' observable '  details o f  world , state , and 

dramatized personal ities , while it provide s a j ustification for 

quali fied stream of consciousnes s  techniques whi ch depict the 

main characte r ,  Adam Krug ' s  personal " theatre of the mind . "  

Nabokov ' s  structural alliance of self-conscious artifice and 

realism reveals the analogie s  between the strategies of his 

aesthetic ' theatre ' and all styl i zations . At the same time , 

in j uxtapos ing hi s ' outer ' and ' inner ' triune s ,  he reworks 

conventions that distinguish between artis ti c  re-creation and 

non- fictive reconstruction . Consequently hi s structuring o f  

the novel incorporates a critical perspective not only to the 

compos ition of ae sthetic reality , but also to the styles which 

dramatize public and private representations of " other selve s "  
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wi thin the non-fictive ' theatre ' o f  the characters ' " individual 

realities . "  

The final paragraphs o f  Bend Sinister posit a critical 

frame to the novel which , on the one hand , reminds the reader 

that , for the author and for himse l f ,  the work o f  art is  simply 

one completed act within a range o f  multi farious and continuing 

activities such as mothing , and which ,  on the other hand , 

de fines the novel as a self-contained fictional world resulting 

from the author ' s  specific activity o f  setting words on paper ,  

words which have been reali zed in the mind o f  the reader during 

the reading process . Within this critical framework the lexical 

nature o f  the fictional world is  reaffirmed by drawing attention 

to the work as a typescript . Amidst the female characters o f  

Bend Sinister there i s  no mention of an I sabella , so that the 

bracketed direction , which occurs in a description of Krug at 

the University meeting , stands as an instruction from author 

to typis t ,  a progre s sion from the " chaos o f  written and 

rewritten pages "  (p . 20 0 )  that encapsulates the mechanics o f  

producing the book : 

He [Krug ] wore a badly creased dark suit and 
a bow tie , always the same , hys sop violet with 
(pure white in the type� here Isabe ZZa)  inter

neural macules and a crippled le ft hindwing . 
( P . 4 8 ,  my i talics ) 

Nabokov ' s  sel f-conscious use o f  styli stic device s reminds 

the reader that not only the book but the book ' s  characters are 

the author ' s  personal continuation o f  establi shed literary 

conventions . The description of Maximov , for instance , includes 

a critical comment that acknowledges the authorial use of 

figurative language : "His shiny pink face was clean-shaven l ike 

that of an actor ( old-fashioned s imile ) " (p . 7 9 ) . A parodic 

exposure of stock devices for delineating characters occurs 

during the drive to the University as the Pro fe s sor of French 

Literature , Beuret ,  addresses Krug : 

' Eez eet zee verity , ' said Beure t ,  suddenly 
shifting to English , which he knew Krug 
understood , and speaking it like a French
man in an English book , ' eez  eet zee veri ty 



zat , as I have been informed by zee re liably 
sources ,  zee disposed chef o f  the s tate has 
been captured together with a couple of other 
blokes (when the author ge ts bored by the 
proce s s --or forgets) somewhere in the hills-
and shot? But no , I ziss c annot credit--eet 
eez too orrible ' (when the author remembers 
again) . ( P . 4 1 ) 
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In the above example , the use o f  cliched conventions for 

depicting foreigners is comically suggested to be sustaine d by 

authorial concentration as wel l  as by authorial choice . Tha t  

the author can reduce peripheral characters to a single word 

is demonstrated by referring to certain members of the Universicy 

meeting in terms o f  their sub j ects rather than the ir names or 

personal characteris tic s :  "Economics , Divinity , and Modern 

Hi story stood talking near one o f  the heavily draped window s "  

( p .  4 4 ) . Equally , the major characters are shown to be the 

author ' s  verbal illusions so that , in the formal sense , Krug 

is no more than " a  s lippery sophism ,  a play upon words " 

( p .  2 0 0 )  . At the same tim� Nabokov draws attention to the 

paradoxical co-exi stence o f  hi s characters as  words and as 

ae sthetic realitie s ,  as is seen , for example ,  in one of the 

versions o f  the Paduk/Krug interview which revolves around 

Paduk ' s  attempt to have Krug condone the state spee ch for the 

proposed reopening of the ' new ' University : 

The seedy tyrant or the p resident o f  the 
State , o r  the dictator , or whoever he was 
--the man Paduk in a word , the Toad in 
another--di d  hand my favouri te character 
a mysterious batch o f  neatly typed pages . 
( P . 1 30 )  

Here the lexical status o f  Paduk and o f  Krug is  coupled wi th 

the as sertion of de fined and de finite action . While the 

characters of fiction are shown to be the author ' s  verbal 

constructions they exist as aes thetic realities within the 
2 

fictional world of the novel . 

The sel f-conscious methods which draw attention to 

authorial artifice are coupled with te chnique s that strengthen 

the illusions of the fictional world wi thin the critical 

perspective provided by the ' outer ' triune . Nabokov parodically 
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reworks the address to the reader to include both author and 

reader as witnesses to the ' reality ' of hi s characters . One 

of the more condensed examples of thi s  occurs as Krug attempts 

to allay the head nurse ' s  fears for hi s refety in the light o f  

his intention to re turn home on the night o f  hi s wi fe ' s  death : 

' I  have , ' he s aid , ' a  pas s . ' And , 
opening his wallet ,  he went so far as to 
unfold the paper in question with trembling 
fingers . He had thick ( let me see ) clumsy 
( there ) fingers which always trembled 
slightly . The inside of hi s cheeks was 
methodi cal ly sucked in and smacked ever so 
slightly when he was in the act of unfolding 
something . Krug-- for it was he--showed h er 
the blurred pape r .  He was a huge tired man 
with a stoop . 

' But it might no t help , ' she whined ,  ' a  
stray bullet mi ght hit you . ' 

( You see the good woman thought that 
bullets were still flukhtung about in the 
night , meteoric remnants o f  the firing that 
had long ceased . )  ( P .  1 6 )  

The description o f  Krug a s  an observable being i s  strengthened 

by the authorial pause to examine and point out Krug ' s  fingers 

to the reader . The reaffirmation o f  Krug ' s  person , " for it was 

he , "  reinforce s  the illusion o f  a visual presence and is 

repeated later in the same chapter as Krug enacts a seemingly 

surreali stic j ourney acros s the bridge to hi s home : "Krug-for 

it was still he-walked on " (p . 2 2 ) . Finally , the brackete d  

addre ss t o  the reader admits the ' outer ' truine a t  the same · 

time as i t  posits a parodic intimation o f  poss ible naturali stic 

responses to the characters of the fictional world , in thi s  

instance an explanation o f  the nurse ' s  behaviour which 

anticipates the reader ' s  tendencies either to seek or to supply 

such explanations . 

Nabokov ' s  intrusive technique s affirm the conscious , as  

wel l  as the observable , individuality o f  the characters . During 

the meeting between Krug and Ember ,  for example ,  the ' reality ' 

of the two characters i s  reinforced by presenting their thoughts 

and conversation in apparent competition with the author ' s  

descriptive intentions and function : 



Krug , semi-intentionally , keeps out o f  reach . 
He i s  a di fficult person . Describe the bedroom . 
Allude to Ember ' s  bright brown eye s . Hot punch 
and a touch of fever . His strong shining blue
veined no se and the brace let of hi s hairy wri s t .  
Say something . Ask about David . Rel ate the 
horror o f  those rehearsals . 

' David i s  also laid up with a cold [ist auk 
beterke lte t ]  but that is  not why we had to come 
back [zueruk] . What [shto bish]  were you saying 
about those rehearsals [repetitia ] ? '  

Ember grate ful ly adopts the sub j ect selected . 
He might have asked:  ' why then? ' He will learn 
the reason a l i ttle later . Vaguely he perceives 
emotional dangers in that dim region . So he 
pre fers to talk shop . Last chance o f  de scribing 
the bedroom . 

Too late . Ember gushes . ( Pp. 9 5 -9 6 )  
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Through thi s  parodic treatment o f  traditional ' eye-of-God ' 

me thods , Nabokov simulates an independent, observable world 

while his position as the ' omniscient ' creator o f  that world 

allows him to move from external detai ls (Ember ' s  "hairy wri st " )  

to Ember ' s  conscious thoughts ( "Ask about Davi d .  Relate the 

horror o f  those rehearsal s " ) . The proce ss is  paralleled by the 

enunciated but unacted possibilities for the character ( "He 

might have asked : ' why then? ' " ) and for the author ( "Describe 

the bedroom" ) .  Both , howeve r ,  conform to an authorial design 

( "He will learn the reason a l i ttle late r " )  despite the inter

ruption to the author ' s  immediate descriptive task which posits 

Ember ' s  apparent independence ( "Too l ate . Ember gushes " ) . 

While the parodic u se o f  establi shed literary conventions 

embodies a critical perspective within the work , Nabokov 

simultaneously plays upon the reader ' s  position to reinforce 

all aspe cts of the characters ' ' reality . ' In the midst of the 

apparently hal lucinatory version o f  the Paduk/Krug interview , 

for instance , Paduk ' s  physical presence i s  asserted by referring 

to the reader : 

Paduk , clothed from carbuncle to 
fie ld grey , s tood wi th hi s hands 
back and hi s back to the reader . 

bunion in 
behind hi s 

( P .  1 2 3 )  

Similarly , the philosophical musings o f  Krug ' s  consciousnes s  

in Chapter 1 4  take the form o f  a delivered le cture , a device 
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which strengthens the presence of Krug and hi s thoughts , while 

it includes the reader as an audience to both : "And now , l adies 

and gentlemen , we come to the problem o f  death "  (p . 1 4  7 ) , Krug 

' states ' to an implied addressee . Even the elements of Krug ' s  

dream in Chapter 5 are treated as de tails o f  an observed 

phenomenon which the author uses in order to discuss the 

processes by which dreams may return one to a former existence : 

"But is  it  really as crude as all that? Who i s  behind the 

timid producer s ? "  ( p .  6 0 )  . The se rhetorical que stions suppose 

an audience to Krug ' s  dream . The reader i s  both an implicit 

extension o f  the literary work and a critical witnes s  to the 

aesthetic reality of the author ' s  fictional world . 

While Nabokov ' s  sel f-conscious methods reiterate the 

paradoxical co-existence o f  the novel ' s  world as verbal artifice 

and as aes thetic reality , the omniscient techniques of the 

narrative pre sent a comparable co-exis tence o f  the ' facts ' and 

of the public and personal versions o f  these facts which depict 

the unacknowledged artifice of conscious cons tructs . At the 

' factual ' level Nabokov p resents the details of an observable 

world :  Krug as the centre o£ the Argus -eyed room at the 

University meeting , for instance , or the buff wall with its 

sequence of engravings above Ember ' s  bed . Authorial omnis c ience 

is extended to incorporate the characters ' subj ective views o£ 

the se detai l s , from the comments on Krug by his colleagues to 

Embe r ' s personal responses to the numbered letters on one o £  

the engravings-- "Ember highly treasures thi s  scholium" (p . 9 5 )  . 

In turn , generali zed versions o£ facts which constitute public 

' real i ties ' co-exist and contras t  with individual ' reality . ' 

Krug ' s  in£luential public reputation as a phi losopher ,  £or 

instance , is shown to be very different £ram Krug ' s  personal 

sense o£ his identity as a writer : 

When writers in foreign coun tries were called 
hi s disciple s he never could find in their 
writings anything remotely akin to the s tyle or 
temper of thought which , without hi s sanction , 
critics had ass i gned to him, so that he £inally 
began regarding himself ( robust rude Krug) as 
an i llusion or rather as a shareholder in an 
illus ion which was highly apprec iated by a 
great number o£ cultured people (with a generous 



sprinkling of semi-cultured ones ) . I t  was 
much the same thing as is liable to happen 
in novels when the author and hi s yes 
charactem assert that the hero i s  a ' great 
artist ' or a ' great poe t '  without , however ,  
bringing any proofs ( reproductions o f  hi s 
paintings , samples o f  hi s poetry) ; indeed,  
taking care not to bring such proo fs since 
any sample would be sure to fall short of 
the reader ' s  expectations and fancy . ( P . 1 4 5 )  
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The double exposure e ffe cted by the analogy between Krug ' s  

reputation and novelis tic ploys for depicting ' great ' figure s  

draws attention t o  authorial techniques o f  characterization in 

order to display the arti fice o f  public versions of Krug as a 

philosopher,  while the omniscient narrative parodically depicts 

the discrepancies b etween public and personal versions of 

Krug ' s ' identity as a writer ' within the non-fictive context 

of the characters ' world . 

The functioning of the mind in Bend Sinister is depicted 

as a theatrical performance that parallels the playwright ' s  

production o f  vis ual illusions and the writer ' s  reali zation o f  

verbal illusions wi th in the mind o f  the reader a s  audience . 

Nabokov ' s  fusion o f  novelistic omniscience with the generic 

characteristics of drama provides the images , not only for the 

outer triune or ' mind theatre , '  but for different states o f  

mind wi thin the non-fic tive context o f  the characters ' 

existence . An authored s tate o f  mind , which i s  analogous to 

the reader ' s  posi tion , is exemplified by Krug ' s  dream in 

Chapter 5 .  Most immediately , the dream involves an extended 

pun on the word ball and so dramati zes di ffering images 

prompted by a s ingle word within the mind . The ' dream 

producers ' o f  Krug ' s  s leeping theatre intermingle re-enacted 

scenes from Krug ' s  schooldays ( " Pass the bal l , Adamka ! " )  with 

visions of hi s wi fe , Olga , after a ball ( " She doffs her diamond 

tiara be fore her mirror" [p . 62 ] ) ,  to the point where both come 

together and Olga i s  revealed as a " curtained s omething" 

( p .  7 5 ) who performs be fore a watching audience of boys . The 

surrealistic horror o f  the dream-scene paradoxically i llustrate s  

aspects o f  Krug ' s  " individual reality " : the memories of school 

and of wife represent the mind ' s  factual knowledge , Krug ' s  
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thoughts and fears sugges t  the mind ' s  subj ective o rdering o f  

experience , while the arti fice o f  the mind i s  disclosed through 

the combination o f  imagination and subj ective knowledge within 

the scene s o f  nightmare . That the authored state of Krug ' s  

mind during s leep culminate s in a stage show complete wi th an 

audience , who will " observe and take down in wri ting" (p . 7 6 )  

the detai ls o f  the performance , provide s a parodic analogy with 

the author ' s  imaginative reworking of knowledge into lexical 

worlds which have the power to trigger a scripted theatre of 

the mind in the reade r .  

Comparable ' theatres o f  the mind ' are shown to b e  rea l i zed 

during Krug ' s  responses to the data of his diurnal experience . 

A condensed example of this proce s s  occurs as Krug attempts to 

assess the reasons for his university colleague s ' dislike o f  

him . While any precise de tails of hi s past dealings wi th his  

col league s elude him , Krug ' s  mind throws up an unbidden vi s ion 

which sugge sts his pas t  insensitivity to a youthful Paduk : 

To each , or about each , o f  his colleague s he 
had said at one time or other , something . .  
some thing impossible to recall in this or that 
case and difficult to define in general terms 
--some careless bright and harsh trifle that 
had grazed a stretch of raw flesh . Unchallenged 
and unsought , a plump pale pimply adolescent 
entered a dim classroom and looked at Adam who 
looked away . ( P .  4 9 )  

In turn , the reader ' s  critical awarenes s  o f  the mind ' s  arti fice 

is  increased by being drawn into Krug ' s  conscious trans formation 

of the details of his ongoing pre sent . During the Krug/Paduk 

meeting , for instance , the reader is not only witness to the 

de tails of a depicted scene but is implicitly included in 

Krug ' s  imaginative reconstruction o f  these detai l s . Following 

the de scription of Paduk ' s  physical appearance ( the observable 

' reality ' ) comes a parodic portrayal of the mind ' s  ability to 

transform the ' facts , ' a proceeding which in this particular 

example is  described as  a mortician ' s  skil l s : 

In a word , he [ Paduk ] was a little too repulsive 
to be credible , and so let us ring the bell 
(held by a bronze eagle)  and have him beautified 

by a morti cian . Now the skin is  thoroughly 



cleansed and has assumed a smooth marchpane 
colour . A glos sy wig with auburn and blond 
tresses artistically intermixed covers hi s 
head . Pink paint has dealt with the unseemly 
scar . Indeed, it would be an admirable face , 
were we able to close hi s eyes for him . But 
no matter what pressure we exert upon the 
l ids , they snap open again . I [Krug ] never 
noticed his  eyes , or else hi s eyes have 
change d .  ( Pp .  1 2 3 -24 ) 
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Conversely , Nabokov deploys the devices o f  s tage production 

to contrast Krug ' s  individual mind ' theatre ' with the scripted 

artifice of Paduk ' s  activities . The detail s  of Paduk ' s  

constantly monitored study during the interview e stablish a 

theatrical set for a drama to be played out between Krug and 

Paduk , while Paduk ' s  guards and monitors attempt to assure the 

scripted development of that drama , to the point where , no 

longer content with notes and telephone messages from an 

audience position , they intrude upon the s tage in an attempt 

to reassert an authorial control of the s cene . And although 

Paduk ' s  consc iousness i s  never directly dramatized , hi s 

personality is represented through scripted role-playing that 

defines him here , as throughout the novel , as the third person 

of other peoples ' fictions : 

Paduk leaned back in hi s chair and tapped his 
nose with the rubber end of hi s six-faceted 
pencil . . . . It is not a difficult part but 
still the actor must be careful not to overdo 
what Graaf somewhere cal l s  ' villainous 
delib eration . '  ( Pp . 1 27 -2 8 )  

Towards the end o f  the novel Paduk ' s  role -playing i s  explic itly 

confirme d .  After hi s theatrical disguise as a fellow prisoner 

is penetrated by Krug , Paduk leaves Krug ' s  cell to the sound 

of the prison governor ' s  voice " telling the Toad what a dandy 

actor he was ,  what a swell performance , what a treat" (p . 1 9 2 )  . 

Ironical ly,  in both the interview and throughout the novel , 

Paduk ' s  principal aim is  to mould a recognized original thinker , 

Krug , into a scripted inte llectual figurehead who wil l  reinforce 

Paduk ' s  own scripted enactment of a political figurehead . 

In a parodic culmination to the interview chapter , Nabokov 
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plays upon the drama analogy in order to reassert the 

individual ity of hi s characters . Immediately after the 

declaration that Paduk "did hand my favourite character a 

mys terious batch o f  neatly typed page s "  ( p .  1 3 0 )  comes a 

producer ' s  directions to the cast followed by a reinstatement 

of the reality o f  the characters : 

The actor playing the recipient should be 
taught not to look at hi s hand while he 
takes the papers very s lowly (keeping those 
lateral lower-j aw muscles in movement , 
please)  but to stare s traight at the giver : 
in short ,  look at the giver first,  then 
lower your eyes to the gift . But both were 
clumsy and cross men , and the experts in 
the cardiarium exchanged solemn nods at a 
certain point (when the milk was upset) , 
and they , too , were not acting . ( Pp .  1 3 0 - 3 1 ) 

Here Nabokov also suggests differences between the styli zations 

of personality and aspects of a character ' s  " individual 

reality . "  In antithetical ways , neither Krug ' s  nor Paduk ' s  

personalities acknowledge fully their " individual realities " :  

in identifying himself with his intellectual independence 

throughout the interview , Krug fails to admit the physical and 

political aspects that contribute to his ongoing " individual 

reality " ; and , for all Paduk ' s  political role -playing , he 

cannot negate the comparable clums iness and crossne s s  that are 

part of hi s "individual reality . " 

While Nabokov ' s  structural levels provide a critical 

perspective on his characters ' s tylizations , the "planned 

pattern" o f  his narrative draws attention to the relationship 

between private and public existence in Bend Sinister. At the 

most obvious level this relationship i s  dramatized in the 

gradually escalating struggle between Krug , who i s  depicted as 

the maj or representative of individuality ( but who is  also , 

however reluctantly, a member o f  the state ) and Paduk who acts 

as the head of state power and doctrines ( but who is  also , 

however he might attempt to deny it , an individual ) . Less 

obviously , Nabokov ' s  patterning of hi s narrative explores the 

relationships between " individual realities " and the s tylistic 

versions of themselves and their world , whether private or 
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public , that characters formulate and act upon . 

Most immediately Nabokov ' s  overall structuring of the 

narrative reveals certain rel ationships between private and 

public events whi ch both de scribe and e ffect the " individual 

reality"  of Adam Krug . The basic s tory l ine ( fable)  presents 

the inexorable , and finally destructive , encroachments of 

Paduk ' s  totalitarian regime on Krug ' s  l i fe . The plot ( suj e t )  

patterns the narrative content into two complementary halve s .
3 

In other words , the novel is struc tured to establish corres 

pondences between each o f  the chapters i n  the first half of the 

book and each in the second hal f ,  and the parallels thus 

achieved provide a critical perspective both on the events and 

on the personalities of the two major characters , Krug ( the 

individual)  and Paduk ( the s tate ) . In Chapter 1 Olga ' s  death 

(and Claudina ' s subsequent defection as Krug ' s housekeeper) 

creates the need for a surrogate replacement in Krug ' s  private 

existence , a role adopted in Chapter 1 0  by an agent of the 

state , Mariette , for whom Krug feel s  not only vague irritation 

but al so flashes o f  imaginative concern (was she " an adopted 

chi ld ? 11 [p . 1 39 ] ) and an increasingly sexual interest . Thus 

the two chapters reveal related needs which al low a penetrat ion 

by the state into Krug ' s  private existence . The surrealisti c ,  

halluc inatory atmosphere o f  Krug ' s  drunken j ourney across the 

bridge ( Chapter 2 )  , which is impeded and rendered absurd by 

Krug ' s  dealings with the officers of the state ( the soldiers ) ,  

is  complemented by Krug ' s  interview with the head o f  state , 

Paduk , the purpose o f  which i s  to contro l and script Krug ' s  

intellectual , as opposed to hi s physical , pre sence . Krug ' s  

di sregard for the state ' s  power as a force in hi s personal 

existence is reflected in his comic trans formation of the 

interview into a theatre of the absurd ( Chapter 1 1 ) . Chapters 

3 and 1 2  both depict remnants from Krug ' s  past as they continue 

to exis t  within a changed and changing present : Krug ' s  flat , 

his child , hi s translator Ember ,  his fame , on the one hand , and 

Krug ' s  notes and research on the other , all of which become 

targets for the state ' s  attempts to manipulate Krug . Fittingly , 

the n ,  both chapters include overtures o f  seduction by state 

spies : in Chapter 3 the appeal is to Krug ' s  intellectual 



standing when Dr Alexander , while transporting Krug to the 

univers ity meeting , s ays , " I  unders tand , Profes sor , that you 

are going to be our saviour tonight . The fate of our Alma 
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Mater lies in good hands " (p . 4 0 ) ; Chapter 1 2  presents the more 

blatant sexual lure of Mariette " standing in the tub , sinuou s ly 

soaping her back " and the mirror refle ctions o f  " a  brown armpit 

and a poppling pale nipple " (p . 1 39 ) . Chapter 4 depicts Krug ' s  

public standing as a leading and independent thinker in a 

university whose other members adapt their intelle ctual ideals 

and practices in order to survive within the Ekwilist s tate , 

while Chapter 1 3  de scribes the state ' s  phi losophy for the control 

o f  all its members through the Ekwilist propaganda pamphlets 

which start appearing in Krug ' s  mailbox . In Chapter 5 Krug ' s 

dream suggests the relationship between the origins of Ekwi l i sm ,  

with its enforced brotherhood that negate s individuality , and 

the personality of the schoolboy Paduk who becomes the leader 

o f  the Ekwilist state , while the parallel Chapter 1 4  depicts 

Krug ' s  philosophical approach as a form of "creative 

de struction" (p . 1 46 )  which , in taking apart the systems o f  

others , constitutes an obvious threat t o  the institutionali zed 

doctrines of powe r .  The threat t o  Krug from the enclosing 

forces of society as they may e ffect his son , David , is implicit 

in the succeeding pairing . Chapter 6 centres on Krug ' s  vis i t  

to the Lakes where Maximov tries t o  convince Krug h e  should 

flee the country for David ' s  sake , and culminates in Krug ' s  

dis tracted consternation when he temporarily loses David : " ' I  

want my l ittle boy , ' said Krug ( another Krug , horribly 

handicapped by a spasm in the throat and a pounding heart) " 

(p . 9 3 ) . By contrast Chapter 1 5  sugges ts Krug ' s  tacit 

recognition of state power a s  it  details Krug ' s  visit to Qui s t  

t o  arrange a n  e scape that must include David even i f  Krug has 

to carry him over the border . Quist himself refers back to the 

day at the Lakes to reveal his own continuing , but unrecognised , 

role as a s tate spy in both chapters : " ' One day , ' murmured 

Qui st , ' you were not able to carry him a couple of miles to the 

railway station ' "  (p . 1 54 ) . Ironically , in seeking to save his 

child , Krug unwittingly reveals the emotional bond that will 

des troy them both . Chapter 7 examines ways in which men re-
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enact and distort existing works o f  art through reading, 

translation , inte rpretation or p erformance ,  and ends with the 

arrest of Krug ' s  translator , Ember . The companion Chapter 1 6  

posits the mystery of consciousne s s  through Krug ' s  awarenes s  

o f  David and his  renewed ability to write whi ch becomes 

channelled by Mariette into sexual arousal . Physical 

ful filment i s  thwarted by Krug ' s  arres t  and the grotesque 

enactment o f  e stab l i shed fictions , the ' brotherhood ' of the 

state embodied in the description o f  Hustav ' s collective 

murder and the Cinderella story played by Marie tte , contras ts 

the imaginative , intel lectual game s o f  Krug and Ember in 

Chapter 7 with the brutal and scripted enactment o f  fictions 

illustrated in the behaviour of Paduk ' s  minions . Krug ' s  feeling 

( Chapter 8) that the arrests of Maximov and Embe r are part o f  

a conscious nightmare , which h e  has somehow create d ,  precede 

the arrival of soldiers at hi s flat to remove his one remaining 

friend , Hedron . The actual nightmare perpetrated by the state 

( Chapter 1 7 ) separates Krug from the one remaining obj ect o f  

hi s love , his son , and can only reproduce the l iving David 

through the celluloid medium of a horror film, A Night Party . 

Finally Krug ' s  directed and reversed scenes o f  a then unknown 

but imagined young Olga inextricably linked with a hawk moth 

she carries are part o f  a letter to the dead written by a man 

attempting to dul l  the pain of consciousness through the 

oblivion of drink ( Chapter 9 )  . The whole chapter forms 

contrasting parallels with the s tate -directed ' reality ' whi ch 

is exhibited in the scenes of Chapter 1 8 ,  the re-run disc o f  

Krug ' s  dialogue with the walnut cabinet ,  Paduk ' s  theatrical s 

in Krug ' s  cell , and the stage-managed confrontation scene in 

which Krug i s  shown to escape the pain o f  rational awarenes s , 

and ul timately o f  existence , through madness . The last 

paragraphs of the novel j oin the fictional world , in which Krug 

is united with hi s beloved dead wife and son , with the world 

of the creator and the reader through the moth at the author ' s  

window , a moth which Nabokov presents as both an image and an 

announcement of the completion of hi s characteri zations : "And 

as Olga ' s  rosy soul , emblemized already in an earli er chapter 

(Nine) , bombinates in the damp dark at the bright window of 
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my room , comfortably Krug returns unto the bosom of his maker"  

(p . 1 1 ,  1 96 3  pre face to Bend Sinister) . 

While the story ( fable ) of Bend Sinister traces a line al 

progres sion of events , the plot ( suj et) structures the narra tive 

in a way which reveals ,  not only an escalating s truggle between 

individual and s tate , but also that Krug ' s  personal versions 

of reality contribute to his destruction because he fails to 

re cogni ze either his emotional or hi s political situation within 

the ongoing present of events . In the 1 96 3  pre face to Bend 

Sinister Nabokov describes the title o f  the nove l as  "an attempt 

to sugge st an outline broken by refraction , a di stortion in the 

mirror o f  being , a wrong turn taken by l i fe ,  a s ini stral and 

sini ster world "  (p . 5) . For Krug the particular context of his 

ongoing existence i s  the sini ster world of Paduk ' s  totalitarian 

state , whi le the wrong turn taken by l i fe i s  a personal state 

of sinistral continuance which is effected by Krug after Olga ' s  

death . Nevertheless , the rel ationships Nabokov establ i she s 

between the ' facts ' of Krug ' s  existence and Krug ' s  versions of 

re ality explore the emotional centre o f  individuality so tha t ,  

a s  Nabokov points out in the preface , " The main theme o f  Bend 

Sinister , then , is the beating o f  Krug ' s  loving heart " ( p .  7 ) . 

The novel starts and ends with death , Olga ' s  on the one 

hand , David ' s  and Krug ' s  on the other ,  and both the concept o f  

and the means t o  cope with death a s  i t  constitutes a separation 

from loved one s  becomes a major preoccupation o f  Krug ' s  day s . 

At the s tart o f  Bend Sinister the impact of Olga ' s  death i s  to 

produce a crisis  o f  identity for Krug facing him with the 

necessity of re -examining and rebuilding the suddenly changed 

facts o f  his " individual reality . " The strength of the 

emotional bond between Krug and Olga seems to have be en neglected 

in critical discussions o f  the novel . Yet re ferences to or 

images o f  Olga recur in every chapter o f  the book with the 

fitting exception o f  the chapter devoted to samples of Ekwilist 

propaganda , and the Krug/Paduk interview in which Olga features 

only as a supposedly insigni ficant appendage of Krug : "He 

[ Paduk ] had learned with sorrow of Krug ' s  bereavement " (p . 1 2 7 ) . 

That the course of events whi ch lead to Krug ' s  destruction s tem 

from Olga ' s  death and Krug ' s  resulting repres entations of 
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reality i s  implied in the 1 963 preface in which Nabokov s tate s ,  

" The plot s tarts to breed i n  the bright broth o f  a rain puddle . 

The puddle is  observed by Krug from a window of the hospital 

where hi s wife is dying " ( p .  8 ) . The inset reflection of the 

scene observed by Krug provides an expres sion of hi s personal 

emotional experience through a reworking of the convention o f  

pathetic fallacy which dramatizes the device a s  an activity o f  

Krug ' s  mind , a n  activity , which , moreove r ,  like the 

circumscribed outline of the puddle in relation to the natural 

scene , provides a re flection of Krug ' s  individuali ty .
4 

The 

observed scene then , becomes a styli stic representation of the 

relationship with Olga and its dissolution , while the activity 

itself attempts to ward off direct admi ssions by Krug about his 

awarenes s  o f  Olga ' s  approaching death . The two houses Krug 

focuses on are al igned with the inset reflection o f  a tree 

which bears the scars of a s touter severed limb : "You have 

dropped something , thi s  is yours , creamy house in the sunshine 

beyond" (p . 1 3 ) . Similarly the two leave s suddenly floating 

on the surface of the puddle lead on to a view of one of the 

two poplars : " Their immobility ( the leaves )  i s  in contrast with 

the spasmodic ruf fling o f  the inset reflection-- for the vis ib le 

emotion o f  a tree i s  the mas s o f  its leaves, and there remain 

hardly more than thirty-seven or so here and there on one side 

of the tree" ( p .  1 4 ) . The partnership o f  Krug and Olga 

sugge sted in the pairings , the visible emotion of the tree as 

the mas s  of i ts leave s , and Krug ' s  es timate of thirty-seven 

remaining leaves ( Olga ' s  age at the time of her death is later 

mentioned by Ember to be "her thirty-seven resplendent years " 

[pp . 3 5 - 36 ] ) dramatize Krug ' s  emotional response as distinc t 

from hi s flat statement o f  the facts : 

The operation has not been succe s s ful and 
my wife wil l  die . ( P .  1 4 )  

Significantly this i s  the one and only direct admis sion of facts 

concerning Olga ' s  present situation that Krug makes .  Instead 

the course of Olga ' s  death i s  reflected in Krug ' s  perceptions 

of the two juxtaposed houses ; the one with its shopworn cake 

exterior and mouthlike window emblematic of Krug himsel f ,  " Ope 
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as my dentist in my milk-tooth days used to say " (p . 1 4 ) , and 

the other associated with Olga , golden in the sunset but fading , 

like the scenes Olga had once tried to capture on canvas , 

"painting a sunset that would never stay • . leaving only a 

clutter o f  the purplish remnants o f  the day , piled up anyhow 

-ruins , j unk " ( p .  1 4 ) . The subsequent l ight in the window o f  

the o ther house ( Olga ' s ) takes up the brightne ss of the black 

and white puddle which now res embles " an achromatic copy of 

the painting previously see n "  ( p .  1 5 ) . In the first house 

(Krug ' s ) there is s till "a last glow in the window to which the 

stairs of the day s till lead . But it is all up , and i f  the 

lights were turned on they would k�_ll what remains of the 

outside day" (p . 1 5 ) . Although Krug avoids a direct account 

of Olga ' s  death , hi s perceptions from the inside of the window 

looking out regi ster the gradual obliteration of the external 

scene as an image of his internalized emotional experience . 

The day turns to auburn grey , the puddle takes on the 

traditional colour o f  mourning , mauve , which in turn , recall s  

the purplish remnants of Olga ' s  activities , and Krug is  finally 

isolated in his pos ition by Olga ' s  bedside : " They have turned 

on the l ights in the hous e I am in , and the view in the window 

has died " (p . 1 5 ) . Krug ' s  version of the scene , then , depic ts 

both the theatre o f  hi s mind and hi s emotionally based attempts 

to c ircumnavigate the pain of any direct , conscious admission 

of Olga ' s  death . 

Krug ' s  representations o f  himself and hi s world reveal an 

unreconciled split be tween intellect and the subj ective 

experiences o f  hi s ongoing existence such as Olga ' s  death . Krug ' s  

l imited awarenes s  that emotion is a centre which j oins 

inte llectual and physical experience , is epitomized by his 

conscious assessment of his own activities when ,  on leaving the 

hospital , he i s  racked by uncontrollable sobs . As during 

Olga ' s  death , Krug separates the physical experience from his 

intel lectual obs ervations : 

He was sorry now he had yielded to that 
temptation for he could not stop yielding 
and the throbbing man in him was soaked . 
As usual he discriminated between the 
throbbing one and the one that looked on : 
looked on with concern , with sympathy , with 



a sigh , or with bland surprise . Thi s was 
the last stronghold o f  the dualism he abhorred . 
( P .  1 7 ) 
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Yet while Krug abhors this apparent dualism ,  he unwittingly 

promotes a split be tween mind and body by divorcing his 

analytical perceptions of his own behaviour from his emotional 

participation in life . The faculty of rational awarenes s  i s  

seen by Krug a s  " the s tranger quie tly watching the torrents o f  

local grief from an abstract bank " (p . 1 7 ) . Thi s 11 strange r 1' 

critically regis ters not only "local grief , "  but all Krug ' s  

stylizations from hi s public to his intimate , marital 

behaviour : 

He has l i stened to me with raised eyebrows 
when I said things which I had no business 
to say .  In every mask I tried on , there 
were slits for hi s eyes . Even at the very 
moment when I was rocked by the convulsion 
men value mo st . My saviour . My witnes s .  
( P .  1 7 ) 

That Krug finally identi fie s himself with hi s analytical 

awarenes s  is suggested by the processes through which inte llect 

become s the redeeming proof of his individual ity : "My saviour . 

My witne ss . "  On the one hand Krug represents the analytical 

and creative intellect in contrast to Paduk and hi s agents who , 

l ike the soldiers on the bridge , for instance , qualify for 

Krug ' s  category of imbeciles : "Al l  those who are because they 

do not think , thus refuting Cartesianism" (p . 2 1 ) . On the other 

hand , Krug ' s  equation of his intellectual independence with a 

personal invulnerabil ity b linds him to both the personal and 

public ' realitie s ' of hi s ongoing existence and so contributes 

to his destruction . 

At the s tart of the novel Krug attempts to con sciously 

avoid the personal ' realitie s ' of his ongoing present , which 

require admitting Olga ' s  death and rebuilding an existence 

without her ( it is David who finally , through uncomprehendi ngly , 

verbalizes Olga ' s  death in Chapter 1 2  of the novel ) . For Krug 

the "wrong turn taken by l ife " leaves him circling back to 

memories of the pas t ,  while the continuing present assumes the 

absurd configurations of a nightmare whi ch , though rendered 



1 24 

comic , is not alleviated by alcohol . Krug ' s  attempt to negate 

the continuing present is suggested during hi s journey acro s s  

the bridge after leaving the hospital . Stopped by the soldie rs 

and asked to read hi s pass which is  being held ups ide down b y  

one of them, Krug quips , " Inversion does not trouble me but I 

need my glasses " ( pp .  1 8- 1 9 ) . The ensuing search of Krug ' s  

person produces " an empty flask which quite recently had 

contained a pint o f  brandy" (p . 1 9 )  and Krug ' s  glasses which 

he inadvertently steps on . The alcohol-induced dull ing of 

awareness and the restriction o f  physical vision prefigure 

the course of Krug ' s  consciousne s s . As Krug proceeds acro s s  

the bridge hi s desire to stop time and to return t o  the past 

i s  triggered and formulated during the physical contact of h i s  

hand with the parapet of the bridge : 

I had never touched this particular knob 
be fore and shal l never find it again . Thi s 
moment of conscious contact holds a drop of 
solace . The emergency brake o f  time . What
ever the present moment is , I have stopped 
it . Too late . In the course of our , let me 
see , twelve , twelve and three months , years 
of life together,  I ought to have immobilized 
by thi s s imple method mil lions of moments ; 
paying pe rhaps terrific fine s ,  but s topping 
the train . ( P .  2 2 )  

Now the initial inversion o f  Krug ' s  pass and the broken glas ses 

parallel elements o f  the action . Gaining the farther side of 

the bridge Krug is sent back to hi s s tarting point , a reversal 

which e ffects an apparent los s o f  personal identity in that 

the soldiers no longer recognize Krug and their leader is now 
5 

named Gurk , Krug ' s name inverted and applied to someone else . 

That Krug ' s  personal desire to reverse time blinds him to the 

dangers of a continuing present is suggested during hi s final 

crossing of the bridge . Krug fails to consider that his 

association o f  trains with loved ones , which stems from the 

death of his parents in a railway accident ( p .  1 1 9 ) , has any 

possible connection with hi s vision of his companion , the 

grocer , as an encircling railway engine so that , while the 

image prompts a reminder of hi s son ,  David , it is  dismissed by 

Krug as a " Parody of a child-my child" ( p .  26 ) . Jul ia Bader 



6 
suggests that perhaps the whole affair is Krug ' s  dream , but 

1 25 

she overlooks the way in which the omniscient methods of the 

narrative juxtapose the course of Krug ' s  phys ical j ourney with 

the patterns of a mind which attempts to escape present grie f  

through alcohol and through circling back to the pas t .  Later 

that s ame night a sober Krug admits only hi s physical s tate , 

not hi s mental or emotional reactions after Olga ' s  death , 

when he tel l s  Ember on the telephone of hi s condition : " I ' m  

afraid I was drunk . I broke my glasses " ( p .  3 7 ) . Krug ' s  

conscious avoidance of aspects o f  an ongoing present together 

with the circling back to memories of the past continues 

throughout the first half of the novel until the intoxicated 

inversions of Chapter 2 culminate in Chapter 9 with Krug ' s  

imaginative inversion o f  reconstructed scenes o f  Olga and the 

hawk moth in the "Fragments from a le tter addressed to a de ad 

woman in heaven by her husband in hi s cup s "  ( p .  1 1 9 )  . 

Krug ' s  personal ' sinistral ' continuance i s  revealed in 

hi s distorted perceptions of the ' realities ' of his non-fictive 

context . The inversions of Chapter 2 grade into the 

metamorphoses o f  Chapter 3 .  To Krug , inanimate obj ects assume 

human characteristics . Arriving home from the hospital , Krug 

encounters " the inscrutable stare " (p . 2 9 )  of an inoperable 

l i ft . In hi s apartment the figures in the Last Supper painting 

" s tayed aloof" ( p .  30 ) , Krug ' s  hat "no longer feeling at home , 

fell off the peg"  (p . 3 0 )  and a rubber ball "was as leep on the 

floor " (p . 3 0 ) . In contrast to the painting , Krug ' s  supper 

pre-empts the properties of a vigi l : "A plate of cold tongue 

garnished with cucumber s lices and the painted cheek of a 

cheese were quietly expecting him" (p . 3 0 ) . In turn , inanimate 

ob jects shield Krug from the l iving, for when the feared 

ques tion comes from David about his mother ,  Krug reflects that , 

"At least a merciful door was between him and me " ( p .  3 3 ) . 

Later that night , a reluctantly sober Krug-- "he regretted not 

having re filled hi s flask " (p . 3 8 ) --has similarly distorted 

perceptions during the drive to the univers ity meeting . The 

world outside Krug ' s  flat takes on for him an artific ial l i fe 

that seems to be in direct contrast to the puppets that peopl e 

i t ,  so that the whole j ourney has the e ffect of a conj urer ' s  



1 26 

trick from the moment " the officially sanctioned car obtained 

by the magician in our midst drew up at the curb which it 

grazed with a purpos e ful tyre " ( p .  39 ) , throughout the drive 

across town--'"I'own o f  dreams , a changing dream, 0 you , stone 

changel ing" (p . 4 1 ) --to the splitting of Krug ' s  fellow pass enger 

into " two newborn homunculi now drying on the paleolithic 

pavement" (p . 4 2 )  . 

Krug ' s  mental inversions o f  time together with his dis 

torted perceptions are an unwitting mani festation o f  his loving 

heart in that they evidence a grief which he tries to separa te 

from his analytical consciousne s s . At the same time, the 

activities of Krug ' s  colleagues at the meeting reiterate Krug ' s  

position as an independent thinker .  While Krug ' s  university 

associates also attempt to use conscious reconstructions to 

separate themselves from the emotional impact of events , they 

di ffer from Krug in that they employ established verbal 

explanations to achi eve such detachment . Reactions against 

the current political situation , epitomi zed by the absent Rufel 

( Political Science) and by s tudent demons trations , are defused 

by reproducing generalized fictions . Rufel has been 

"apparently arrested . For his own safety"  (p . 4 4 )  , and the 

s tudent protests are reduced by Drama to the play-acting of 

misplaced obstinacy . Alternatively any considerations of the 

pos s ible atroc ities o f  the new regime , the execution and 

imprisonment o f  previous political leaders , for instance , i s  

diverted into an academic discussion o f  the inability of 

applied history to ward off present and future events . In turn , 

Krug ' s  phi losophical writings operate not as a stimulus to 

independent thought in this academic gathering but as further 

establ ished fictions to reiterate , " Pure Krugism" (p . 46) , 

whi le Krug ' s  public reputation , in comparable fashion , is  

regarded as a pos s ible means to survival , "Adam Krug will you 

save us? "  (p . 50 ) . I roni cally , the consensus of the meeting 

that " the capacity to reason , and act accordingly , proved more 

bene ficial than scepticism and submi ssion would have been" 

(p . 4 7 )  is exposed as sophi stry since , in contrast to Krug , 

all the other members of the assembled group bow to what they 

see as personal or practical nece s s i ty and sign the government 
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mani festo , thereby condoning state control and censorship o f  

the univers ity . Krug alone re fuses t o  support the 

unacknowledged fictions o f  either the university gathering o r  

the state . 

The dream scenes of Chapter 5 provide a critical 

perspective to Krug ' s  equation of intellectual with personal 

independence . The sub conscious theatre o f  Krug ' s  sleeping mind 

j uxtaposes an analysis of Ekwi lism and its origins with scenes 

from Krug ' s  schooldays . The interweaving o f  a hi storical 

consideration of Ekwil ism with the images of Krug ' s  experienced 

past reveals ,  not only Krug ' s  intellectual dismissal of all 

forms of prescriptive powe r ,  but hi s belief that the 

machinations of a political party can do him no more harm than 

the ineffectual attempts of hi s teachers to punish him for hi s 

youthful refusal to j oin school clubs . However , that the dream 

becomes a nightmare when Krug ' s  beloved Olga i s  exposed to the 

eyes of a public audience of schoolboys sugges ts that Krug ' s  

"loving he art" undermines his stance of intellectual 

independence and renders him vulnerable to the emotional 

experience s of his ongoing existence . 

The ' nightmare ' which reiterates Krug ' s  emotional bonds 

contrasts with his  conscious versions of himsel f .  Upon waking 

at the Lakes in a room he has shared with David at Maximov ' s  

hous e ,  Krug does not relate the vis ion o f  his dream to his 

ongoing emotional involvement with h i s  son . Instead , he 

continues to define himself in terms of an i deal of freedom , 

which he equates with an invulnerability that he believes has 

been manifested in the personal as wel l  as public activities 

of his past . Krug ' s  past disregard for the feelings of others , 

from hi s bullying of Paduk at school to hi s intellectual 

callousness and lack of concern for the fears of hi s university 

colleagues , seems to be enlarged by his present feelings o f  

antagonism towards the " swee t saintliness "  o f  Anna , Maximov ' s  

wi fe-- "he kept avoiding her brave kind eyes to which he fe lt 

he could not l ive up" (p . 8 5 ) . At the personal l evel , Krug ' s  

awarenes s  of his  own behaviour reinforces hi s belief that he 

is immune to the emotional overtures of other memb ers of h i s  

society . Similarly , Krug ' s  conviction that his  pub lic fame 
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and international s tanding (which are as much a product o f  

other people ' s  fictions a s  o f  Krug ' s  intellectual independence)  

endow him wi th a political immunity , leads him to ignore the 

changing conditions of hi s public membership of soci ety . When 

Maximov attempts to warn Krug of the increasing dangers of 

resistance to Paduk ' s  rule , Krug reverts to the conditions o f  

the past i n  order to support hi s sense o f  personal 

invulnerability :  

He [Paduk ] wi l l  go o n  licking my hand in the 
dark . I am invulnerable . . . Nothing can 
happen to Krug the Rock . Th e two or three 
fat nations . . . from which my Toad craves 
recognition , loans , and whatever else a 
bullet-riddled country may want to obtain 
from a sleek neighbour--these nations wi ll 
s imply ignore him and hi s government , i f  he 
. . .  molests me . ( Pp .  8 1 -82)  

By contra s t ,  Maximov ' s  response indicates Krug ' s  blindne ss to 

the reali ties of the present context : "Your conception of 

practical politics is romantic and chi ldish , and altogether 

fals e "  ( p . 8 2 ) . In particular , Maximov pin-points Krug ' s  

emotional bonds with David as the link which makes Krug 

susceptible to the power o f  the state : " ' You are not alone ! 

You have a child ' "  (p . 8 3 ) . Yet ne ither the subconscious vis ion 

of his  dream nor the dire ct warning from Maximov cause Krug to 

re-examine the past fictions which he continues to act upon , 

or to adapt the se fictions to the changing conditions o f  the 

present . The opposition of dream and waking state reveals the 

incomplete nature of Krug ' s  awarene s s . Even when David is 

threatened directly , first by the physical danger of the c ar 

which nearly knocks him down , then by his apparent abduction , 

Krug fails to relate hi s own strong emotional responses to his 

fixed belief in a personal invulnerability .  

Krug ' s  incomplete awarenes s  o f  self and his reversion to 

his past versions o f  reality are coupled with the lethargy he 

exhibits towards present events , which include the disappearance 

of Maximov and Ann a .  O n  the return to the city , for instance , 

Krug plays intel lectual games with Ember ,  manipulating the 

aesthetic detai ls o f  Hamlet in parodic versions of the sta te ' s  



prescriptive interpretation o f  Hamlet as a " tragedy o f  the 

masse s "  ( p .  9 7 ) , but he is  scarcely able to register the 

accumulating threats o f  his non- fictive context : 

Krug had recently lo st his wi fe . A new 
political order had s tunned the city . Two 
people he was fond o f  had been spirited 
away and perhaps execute d .  But the room 
was warm and quiet and Ember was deep in 
Hamlet .  And Krug marvel led at the 
strangenes s  o f  the day . ( Pp .  1 06-0 7 )  

This re fusal to con sider the facts is  highlighted by Krug ' s  
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absurdly comic re jection o f  Hustav ' s  gun as Ember is  arreste d :  

" I  do not bel ieve i n  pistol s "  (p . 1 1 1 ) . The following day , 

confronted by a rubber overshoe and a bloods tained cuff on the 

sidewalk , Krug is  immediately reminded o f  Ember ,  but he 

di smisses these , along wi th other factual details , by regarding 

them as the illusions of a personal dream : " Thi s is becoming 

a nuisance . I must awake . The victims o f  my nightmares are 

increasing in numbers too fast" ( p .  1 1 5 ) . Nor does Krug 

consider that the events pivot around hi s own person , though 

the arre s t  of his  one remaining friend , Hedron , immediately 

follows . Instead Krug seeks to obliterate present events in 

the intoxicated inversion o f  scenes from the past through which 

he attempts to re fute Olga ' s  death and his existence without 

her . 

Within the ongoing present of the first hal f o f  Bend 

Sinister the dream scenes o f  Chapter 5 provide a critical 

perspective , not only to Krug ' s  incomplete versions of reali ty ,  

but also to Paduk ' s  scripted role playing . While the two men ' s  

personalities are antithetical , both pursue a personal 

invulnerability that has its origins in past activities . As 

a schoolboy Paduk ' s  plumpnes s , his pasty face and " agglutinate 

palm" (p . 6 3 )  cause him to be the victim of physical bul lying . 

His equally unappealing intellectual qualities are seen in his 

complete lack of humour and in " an irritating trick of calling 

his classmate s by anagrams of their name s "  out of a conviction , 

which underlies hi s adult advocacy o f  interchangeable 

identities , that " all men cons ist of the same twenty-five 

letters variously mixed" (p . 6 4 )  . Nor does Paduk recognize 
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the limitations of this view when hi s padograph , a birthday 

pre sent from his father which exactly redupli cate s  Paduk ' s  

style of handwriting , is used by Krug and Schimpffer to 

precipitate him into an unlooked for assignation with a school

master ' s  wife which culminates in Paduk ' s  ignominious fligh t . 

And whi le Paduk ' s  physical and intellectual qualities cause 

him to be bullied and tricked , hi s personality somehow earns 

him the nickname o f  toad and results in peer re j ection : " Paduk , 

in spite of h i s  oddities was dull , commonpl ace and insufferably 

mean " ( p .  6 4 ) . A new headmaster ' s  insistence that all boys 

j oin clubs , howeve r ,  leads to a reversal o f  Paduk ' s  mis fortunes . 

He founds " the party of the Average Man " ( p .  69 ) , a fraternity 

o f  freaks and mis fits which includes the stuttering Schamm, the 

director o f  Paduk ' s  final , public confrontation with Krug . 

Paduk ' s  party not only subsumes personal traits by normalizing 

them in a club which is devoted to the mediocrity of group 

conformity , it al so promote s  collective fictions of brotherhood 

in order to support its attempts to negate individuality . The 

absurdly scripted nature o f  Paduk ' s  group extends from the 

physical to the intellectual practices of its members . Paduk ' s  

adoption o f  the detail s of dre s s  o f  a cartoon strip character ,  

Mr Etermon , for instance , i s  coupled with the group ' s  unthinking 

appropriation of Skotoma ' s  theory of Ekwilism as the basis for 

a rudimentary but evolving movement towards enforced equal ity .
7 

The imitative and uncritical nature of Paduk ' s  incipient 

political force is epitomized by its allegiance to a student 

terrorist ' s  poem which extols Skotoma because he 

. taught us to worship the Common Man , 
and showed us that no tree 
can exist without a forest,  
no musician without an orchestra , 
no wave without an ocean , 
and no l ife without death . ( P .  7 2 )  

That thi s poem i s  sung by the boys to the tune o f  a current 

di tty and later be come s an Ekwilist classic reflects Paduk ' s  

di storted trivialization o f  the poem , o f  its obj ect Skotoma 

who "had viewed what he called ' the petty bourgeois ' with the 



1 3 1  

wrath of orthodox anarchism" (p . 7 3 ) , and o f  its originato r ,  

the assass i n ,  Emrald .  That the poem i tsel f also lacks both 

originality and logic since it is composed o f  truisms that 

work in reverse points to Paduk ' s  unthinkingly imitative 

acceptance of existing fictions . The ' s tage-managed '  scenes 

of Krug ' s  dream sugges t ,  the n ,  that Paduk ' s  scripted role as 

a political figurehead has its origins in Paduk ' s  schoolboy 

attempts to suppress hi s "individual reality"  by representing 

a personality made up of imitative styli zations . 

Paduk ' s  political practi ces are also moulded by the past .  

That Paduk ' s  Party o f  the Average Man capital i zes on and finds 

support from a change in the power s tructures of hi s schoolboy 

world anticipates his  leadership of a ' conventional ' revolution 

which pre-empts the authority o f  the s tate . That the 

padograph , which i s  banned by parliament during Paduk ' s  school 

days , is resurrected a s  a symbol o f  Ekwilist powe r ,  sugges ts 

the way in whi ch Paduk ' s  pol itical leadership promotes the 

machanized reduplication o f  s cripted and interchangeable 

pe rsonalities : " the padograph subsisted as an Ekwilist symbol , 

as a proof o f  the fact that a mechanical device can reproduce 

personality , and that Quali ty is  merely distribution aspec t  o f  

Quantity "  ( pp .  65-66) . Fittingly , the only direc t manife s tation 

of the adult Paduk in the first hal f of the novel is his voice 

relayed by the mechanics of sound equipment through a vil lage 

radio at the Lakes .  That Paduk ' s  speech i s  abruptly termin ated 

after a series o f  cackles suggests that the state ' s  machines ,  

like the early padograph , have de finite limitations . More 

significantly , the mechanical reduplication of Paduk ' s  voi c e  

i s  reinforced b y  the content o f  hi s speech whi ch reproduce s  

Ekwilist doctrines that are a distorted regurgitation of the 

fictions of Paduk ' s  pas t :  

Your groping individualities wi ll become 
interchangeable and , instead o f  crouching 
in the pri son cell of an i llegal ego , the 
naked soul wi ll be in contact with that o f  
every othe r man i n  this land;  nay , more : 
each o f  you wi ll be able to make his abode 
in the elastic inner self o f  any other 
citi zen , and to flutter from one to another ,  
until you know not whether you are Peter 



or John , so closely locked wil l you be 
in the embrace of the State , so gladly 
will you be krum karum- ( P . 88)  
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These s tate fictions , for whi ch Paduk is  the mouthpi ece , are 

directed towards the eradication of individual ity , the 

mechanization o f  humanity that denies the unique subjectivity 

and the distinc tive intellectual , emotional and physical 

aspects of " individual reali ty"  in order to achi eve a collec tive 

invulnerabil ity . 

In the second hal f  o f  Bend Sinister the di fferences between 

Krug ' s  individual but incomple te versions of himself and Paduk ' s  

scripted personality are enacted in the e scalating struggle 

between Krug and the state which culminates in the destruction 

of both Krug ' s  actual person and the state ' s  hopes to use Krug 

to support its pol itical dogma . While Krug now makes some 

practical move s ,  he s till fails  to bring a critical perspective 

to bear on his personal situation . In an ine ffectual effort 

to suppres s  his grief he remove s all material reminders of 

Olga ' s  pre sence from the flat,  "but she refused to be forgotten"  

(p . 1 1 9 ) . He  also unwittingly admits a state-spy , Mariette , 

into hi s home because "David liked her ,  so she might do after 

all "  ( p .  1 2 0 ) . Yet despite the continual emotional basis o f  

his actions Krug remains blind to h i s  emotional vulnerability . 

At the first direct adult contact with Paduk , Krug is not only 

openly contemptuous o f  the state ' s  ideology , he is also 

unperturbed by any threat to himself .  When Paduk says , "All 

we want of you is  that little part where the handle is , "  Krug 

responds with the as sertion , "There i s  none " (p . 1 26 ) . That 

both men act in terms of personal but antithe tical ideals o f  

freedom is  made c lear during Krug ' s  plea t o  Paduk to b e  le ft 

alone : 

' I  am not the least interested in your 
government . What I resent i s  your attempt 
to make me interested in it . Leave me alone . ' 

' "Alone " is  the vilest word in the 
language . Nobody i s  alone . When a cell in 
an organism says " leave me alone , "  the result 
is  cancer . '  ( P .  1 2 7) 

Ironically , preci sely because o f  hi s emotional bonds , Krug i s  



1 3 3 

not alone , while Paduk and the agents o f  his s tate are 

irrevocably i solated from meaningful emotional contacts with 

one another in a multiplying cancer o f  sel f-impo sed brutality 

that masquerade s as brotherhood . 

Just as Krug is blind to his personal vulnerability so 

he ignores the state ' s  de sire to use his position as a public 

fi gure : "He s till believed that so long as he kept lying low 

nothing could happen to him" ( p .  1 3 1 ) . In like manner , he 

tries to refute the public knowledge of Olga ' s  death which i s  

transmitted to David by hi s friend Billy : 

' But you knew it was a s tupid remark? ' 
' I  gue s s  so . ' 
' Because even if she were dead she would 

not be dead for you or me . '  ( P . 1 38 )  

Finally , without analysing the implications o f  hi s own 

awarenes s ,  Krug dimly recogni zes that an apparent s tasis in his  

intellectual activities stems from hi s emotional involvement 

wi th others : "Had there been no friends to worry about and no 

child to hold against his cheek and h eart , he might have devoted 

the twilight to some quiet research " (pp .  1 3 1 -3 2 ) . Moreover ,  

he links thi s ' s tasis ' with Olga ' s  death : "A dismal feeling grew 

upon him : he was empty , he would never write another book , he 

was too old to blend and rebuild the world whi ch had crashed 

when she die d "  (pp . 1 34-35 ) . 

However limited Krug ' s  awareness , however he attempts to 

consc iously separate his intellectual activities from his 

emotional participation in l i fe ,  his character continually 

exhibits the humanizing centre of individuality ,  " a  loving 

heart . "  By compari son , Paduk appears only as the constantly 

guarded figurehead for a col lective enterprise of pol itical 

power . The impersonal nature o f  Paduk ' s  posi tion is  epitomi zed 

by the state ' s  absurd care for Paduk ' s  physical as opposed to 

his emotional exi stence , and is signi fied through the exper ts 

who ,  at a distance , monitor the " amplified beatings " (p . 1 2 3 )  

o f  Paduk ' s  heart which give s  the i llusion o f  be ing separated 

from its owner .  The imposed controls over Paduk ' s  bodily 

functions are repeated in a behavioural sense by the scripte d  

nature o f  h i s  personality . In contrast to Krug , then , Paduk 
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i s  a human machine s hown to exist in a state of submerged 

individuality that is sugge sted in the description of his eye s : 

They were those o f  a fish in a neglected 
aquarium, muddy meaningless eyes , and 
moreove r the poor man was in a state o f  
morbid embarrassment a t  being i n  the same 
room with big heavy Adam Krug . ( P . 1 24 )  

At an intellectual level th e  di fferences between Paduk and 

Krug are critically described by the methods and mes sage of 

their respective ' philosophi es . '  The Ekwilist propaganda Krug 

receives in the mail speci fically de fines the four freedoms o f  

the citi zen-- " 1 . freedom of speech , 2 .  freedom o f  the pres s ,  

3 .  freedom of meetings , and 4 .  freedom of posses sions " (p . 1 4 0 )  

--before going on to outline the operation of these freedoms 

in Paduk ' s  country , as contrasted with foreign capitalist 

systems , through a proces s  of verbal manipulation which 

establishes an apparently irrefutable case out o f  completely 

nonsensical principles . In respect to freedom of the pre s s , 

for example , government control is equated wi th freedom : 

Our newspapers are published by governmental 
and public organizations and are absolutely 
independent of individual , private and 
commercial interests . Independence , in its 
turn , is  synonymous with freedom . Thi s  i s  
obvious . ( P . 1 4 1 ) 

Similarly the proofs that foreign countrie s  lack the four 

freedoms of Ekwi list government are based on totally absurd 

premises : 

The constitutions of other countries also 
mention various ' freedoms . '  In reality ,  
however , these ' freedoms ' are extremely 
restricted . A shortage of paper l imits 
freedom of the pres s ;  unheated halls do not 
encourage free gatherings ; and under the 
pretext o f  regulating traffic the police 
break up demonstrations and processions . 
( P .  1 4 1 ) 

The sophistry of Ekwi list arguments produces a system of 

suppos ed ' truths ' which j usti fy Ekwi list practices and 

cons titute a credo for the complete submission of the individual 
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to state control . By contrast , Krug ' s  phi losophical approach 

takes apart the unacknowledged fictions o f  others ' systems 

and questions the possibility of absolute truths . Paradoxi cally , 

Krug ' s  me thods of "c reative des truc tion " involve an analys i s  

o f  exi sting fi ctions which culminates in verbal truisms : " the 
\ 
resul t generally is  a cold l ittle heap o f  trui sms fished out 

of the arti ficial lake into which they had been put especially 

�for the purpos e "  ( p .  1 46 ) . HoweveT , Krug • s=activities�sugge st 

that the value of the individual ' s  questioning of existing 

vers ions of ' reality ' lies , not in ever reaching absolute s ,  but 

in the activity of que st ioning itself insofar as it is an 

attempt at creative and critical thinking which , at the same 

time , exposes the artifice o f  man ' s verbal ordering o f  

knowledge . Both i n  their methods and i n  their results , then , 

Krug and the state are diametrically opposed . Krug uses the 

critical tool s o f  reason to suggest the impossibil ity o f  

absolute truths whi le Ekwi lism indulges i n  sophi stry to enforce 

a credo of state control . Krug expresses his inte llectual 

independence , while the state illogically lays claims to 

freedoms which enforce a denial of individual thought and 

expres sion which i s  exemplified by the personality o f  Paduk , 

the state ' s  figurehe.ad . _ _  

In practice the methods o f  Ekwilist rule produce a theatre 

of the absurd by establishing a scripted universe which both 

denies and i s  des tructive to the individuality o f  the state ' s  

membe rs . The patterns o f  Ekwilist rule are sugge sted during 

Krug ' s  vi sit to Qui s t .  Venturing out into Paduk ' s  universe 

Krug is immediate ly confronted with the state ' s  nonsensical 

ordering o f  citi zens in the form of the absurd new rules for 

using the public transport system . In the state ' s  ' world ' 

shopkeepers are Ekwilist agents in disgui se , so that Krug ' s 

first practical attempt to arrange an escape for David and 

himself leads to an unwitting revelation o f  the strength o f  his 

love for David . That Quist , recogni zing that he has discovered 

Krug ' s  vulnerable point , directs Krug on a short cut to the end 

of a circular j ourney suggests the resul ts of Ekwi list control . 

The next morning the only clue to the camouflaged exit o f  

Krug ' s  state-directed trip i s  " a  soiled nine of spade s "  

J 
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( p .  1 5 5 ) , a popular symbol of death which pre figures the s ta te ' s  

treatment o f  David while it triggers in Krug his personal image 

of death : "with a pang of desire he visualized a railway 
8 

platform" ( p .  1 55 ) . Yet-ne-i-ther�K-r�g- ' s  dealj_ngs with the 
"'-�� 

Ekwilist state nor the images o f  death alert him to the 

immediate danger o f  hi s situation . Instead , watching David play 

an actual game o f  trains Krug thinks only of the uniqueness o f  

individual consciousne ss which h e  considers to b e  " the only real 

thing in the world and the greate s t  mys tery of all " ( p .  1 56 ) . 

Krug ' s  arre s t  confronts him directly with the realitie s  

of Ekwilist rule.  The brutal and unthinking practices o f  the 

state are now revealed directly . The mindless animality of 

Krug ' s  arresting officers is  manifested in all their activities 

from the unnecessary physical manhandling of Krug and David to 

the furtive forays of Mariette ' s  and Mac ' s  incongruous re

enactment of the Cinderella s tory : " the young poli ceman cupped 

a perspiring paw under the girl ' s  grateful thighs , put another 

around he r ribs and lightly l i fted her heavenwards . One o f  her 

s lippers fel l  off"  (p . 1 69 )  . The complete suppres sion o f  

emotional feelings o n  the part of Paduk ' s  agents i s  exempli fied 

by Linda ' s  report of the murder o f  Hustav , he r former and 

quickly replaced fiance , s ince her main concern during the 

killing , quite apart from the mes s  and the uncouth sounds Hustav 

makes in dying , is that she will be late for an appointment with 

her dentis t .  Faced with the undisguised brutality of the 

s tate ' s  agents , Krug , by contrast , acts in terms o f  his 

emotional bonds rather than hi s phi losophical principles , so 

that he sees an immediate public submi ssion to Ekwilist doc trine 

as the means o f  ensuring David ' s  safety . For the first time 

in the novel Krug attempts to analyse the ongoing realities o f  

both his political and his emotional situation , a process which 

Nabokov involves author and reader in : 

Ncw let us figure it out , let us look at it 
squarely . They had found the handle . On 
the night of the twenty-firs t ,  Adam Krug was 
arres ted . This was unexpected since he had 
not thought they would find the handle . In 
fact ,  he had hardly known there was any handle 
at all . Let us proceed logically . They will 
not harm the child . On the contrary , it  is 



their most valued asse t .  Let us not 
imagine things , let us stick to pure 
reason . ( P . 1 7 0 )  

But j ust as "pure reason " i s  null i fied through the sophi stry 

of Ekwilist philosophy , so reason i s  subverted by Ekwilist 

practices . 
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Mos t  immediately , the Ekwilist suppres sion o f  any 

intellectual independence turns the s tate ' s  world into a 

dim-brained arena for group behaviour . As Krug is taken into 

the controlled world of the prison , the guards assume the 

animal-like dimensions o f  a hallucinatory humanity : 

There a swarm of guards , some wearing gas 
masks (which in profile bore a striking 
resemblance to greatly magni fied ant heads ) , 
clambered upon the footboards and other 
accessible parts o f  the car ; two or three 
even grunted their way up to the roof .  
Numerous hand s ,  several of which were 
heavily glove d ,  tugged at torpid recurved 
Krug ( still in the larval s tage ) and pulled 
him out . ( P . 1 74 )  

Within the s tate ' s  prison , Krug , the thinker , i s  driven by a 

desire for action- - " I  demand immediate action " ( p . 1 75 ) --which 

is  meaninglessly thwarted by bureaucratic processes to the 

point where Krug admits his powerlessness in a state-managed 

theatre of the absurd : "You had better hurry . The nightmare 

may get out of contro l "  (p . 1 77 ) . Time , which seems o f  l i ttle 

relevance to the prison officials , suddenly becomes of immense 

importance to the emotionally tortured Krug : "Four years 

elapsed . Then dis j ointed parts o f  a century . Odds and ends 

of torn time . Say , twenty-two years in alr' ( p . 1 77 ) . But 

space takes on the properties o f  stage sets--" Unnumbered scene 

( belonging to the last acts , anyway) : the spacious waiting room 

of a fashionable prison" ( p .  1 78 ) . Within thi s theatre of the 

absurd the actor playing the part of David is re j ected by Krug 

as the wrong child,  whi le the puppets of o fficialdom s trive 

illogically to have Krug accept the false illusions of their 

own idiocy : 

Kol was stil l  hoping against hope--
' Are you quite sure , ' he kept asking Krug , 



' are you quite sure thi s little fe llow is  
not your son? Philosophers are absent-minded 
you know . The light in this room is not very 
grand-- ' ( P .  1 79 )  
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In the state ' s  arena of scripted behaviour the course o f  

events which centre around Krug i s  dictated by both the 

del iberate and unwitting workings o f  Ekwilist theory in 

experiments which condone brutality in the name of brotherhood 

--the introduction of an ' orphan ' child within a group of 

inmates from an Institute for Abnormal Children in order to 

promote " the community spirit ( pos itive ) " as opposed to 

"individual whims (negative ) " (p . 1 82 ) . The i llogical ity o f  

the state ' s  attempt to seek equali ty through an assertion o f  

"the ' gang ' spirit" (p . 1 8 2 )  in the abnormal i s  also a horri fic 

extension o f  Paduk ' s  schoolboy e fforts to submerge his 

fraternity of mis fits and freaks in the Party o f  the Average 

Man . That the experiments lead to serious inj ury and/or the 

de struction o f  the ' orphan ' when introduced to the group-

"Deaths were of course unavoidable " ( p .  1 83 ) --is a direct proof 

o f  the state ' s  eradication o f  the individual through the acting 

out of its unacknowledged fictions . That the particular 

experiment whi ch involves David manifests the " dim-brained 

brutality that thwarts its own purpos e "  (p . 7 )  by destroying 

its "most valued asset" (p . 1 7 0 )  is an unlooked for enactment 

o f  Paduk ' s  theory of interchangeable identitie s .  In the face 

of thi s disaster the state ' s  grotesque reaction is  to reproduce 

David ' s  personality through the mechanized medium of film , A 

Night Lawn Party , while the physical shell o f  David ' s  body i s  

arranged i n  a grossly misdi rected tableau which attempts to 

disguise the fact o f  David ' s  death : 

The murdered child had a crimson and gold 
turban around its head; its face was skil fully 
painted and powdered; a mauve blanket ,  
exquisitely smooth , came up to its chin . What 
looked like a fluffy piebald toy dog was 
prettily placed at the foot of the bed .  ( P . 1 87 ,  
my italics . )  

Even after the mi staken killing o f  David,  the confusion of 

identities together wi th the dim-brained me chanization of 

humanity is a continuing feature of Paduk ' s  universe .  Cryst alen, 
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for instance , calls the staff o f  the Institute together to 

inform them that they wil l  be court martialled for killing " the 

only son of Profe ssor Krug , celebrated philosopher ,  President 

of the University� Vice-President of the Academy of Medicine 

(p . 1 8 7 ,  my italics ) . Similarly the disembodied voice of the 

state issuing from the walnut cabinet offers Krug a funeral 

and the execution of the culprits as recompense for the kill ing 

of "your little Arvid "  (p . 1 89 ) . And j ust as the state 

manifests its pre sence via the walnut cabinet so it converts 

human experience into disembodied sounds that can be replaye d 

at wi ll . Thus the re-run disc transforms the scene o f  Marie tte , 

for instance , "bleeding gently" ( p . 1 89 )  in her prison cell , 

into depersonali zed sound e ffects : " They heard a drop o f  blood 

fall upon the floor" (p . 1 9 1 ) . 

Yet despite the powers and processes o f  Ekwilism, Bend 

Sinister ends wi th a triumphant reassertion o f  individuality . 

In Krug ' s  last private confrontation with Paduk in the prison 

cell he penetrates finally the artifice of state disguises and 

rejects any submis sion to Paduk ' s  fictions in words that return 

to hi s schooldays : " ' Go to hell , you filthy Toad , ' said Krug 

wearily" ( p .  1 9 2 )  . And j ust as the uncontrolled dream sequence 

of Krug ' s  schooldays reveals hi s emotional bonds , so the pathos 

of the tragic but transcendent dream theatre of Krug ' s  reunion 

with hi s loved ones provides subconscious images that expres s  

the centre o f  Krug ' s  individuality ,  hi s loving he art : 

But swoon or s lumber ,  he lost consciousnes s  
before he could properly grapple with his 
grie f .  All he felt was a slow sinking , a 
concentration of darkne ss and tenderne s s , a 
gradual growth o f  sweet warmth . His head 
and Olga ' s head , cheek to cheek , two heads 
held together by a pair of small 
experimenting hands which s tretched up from 
a dim bed ,  were ( or was --for the two heads 
formed one ) going down , down , down towards 
a third point , towards a s ilently laughing 
face . There was a soft chuckle j ust as his 
and her lip s  reached the child ' s  cool brow 
and hot cheek , but the descent did not s top 
there and Krug continued to sink into the 
heart-rending softne s s , into the black 
dazzling depths of a belated but--never 
mind--eternal caress . ( Pp .  1 9 2-9 3 )  
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Within Paduk ' s  regime wi thout reason Krug ' s  personal loss  

of sanity becomes an effective defense agains t Paduk ' s  lack of  

humanity , since it removes Krug from the pain and the patterns 

of conscious emotional experience and renders his individual i ty 

inviolate . The intellectual and physical remnants that are all 

that is left o f  Krug are released to thwart the machinations o f  

the state . In the final public confrontation between Krug and 

Paduk , Krug penetrate s and inverts the arranged staging of the 

s tate ' s  care fully scripted maj or production . Dressed in white 

pyj amas-- "He could not be made to put on any c lothes " (p . 1 94 )  

--bareheaded and barefoote d ,  Krug appears be fore the audience 

like a hospital inmate rather than an intellectual figurehead . 

Called upon to save hi s fe llows from physical extinction ( as 

opposed to the earl ier plea for intellectual survival o f  the 

univers ity) Krug , in his only public addre ss to the waiting 

crowd , far from supporting Ekwilism, views the s tate ' s  

production as a meaningless play-acting o f  chi ldish fictions : 

' You silly people , '  he s ai d ,  wiping his nose 
with his hand , ' what on earth are you afraid 
of? What does it all matter? Ridiculous ! 
S ame as those infantile pleasure s--Olga and 
the boy taking part in some silly theatrical s , 
she getting drowned ,  he losing hi s life or 
something in a railway accident . What on 
earth does it matter? ' ( P .  1 96 )  

The direct assertion o f  individuality announced through 

individual choice is taken up by Krug ' s  translator , Ember , in 

a tragicomic defiance of the state ' s  brutality : 

' I  am ready to die . . .  But there is one 
thing I re fuse to endure any longer , c 'est 
Za tragedie des cabinets , it is killing me . 
As you know , I have a mo st queasy stomach , 
and they lead me into an enseamed draught , 
an inferno o f  filth , once a day for a 
minute . C 'est atroce . I prefer to be shot 
straightaway . '  ( P . 1 9 8 )  

Ironi cally , the s tate ' s  attempt to redupli cate Krug within the 

scripted roles o f  their public production i s  overturned by 

Krug ' s  re-enactment o f  the past in a ' repeated sequence ' from 

his school -days which re turns scene and reader to the initial 
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problems o f  sel f-characteri zation underlying the conflict 

between Krug and Paduk ' s  regime . At the same time, the reader 

is  reminded o f  the analogies between the fictions which 

constitute both Krug ' s  and Paduk ' s  s tylizations and the arti fice 

of the nove l ' s  aesthe tic world in whi ch death is  a s tylistic 

illus ion : "it  had been proven to him [Krug ] that death was but 

a que stion o f  style " ( p . 2 0 0 )  . 

Conversely , the acknowledged properties of aes thetic 

reality compl ete Nabokov ' s  thematic exploration of individual ity 

by presenting a critical p erspective to the modes o f  conscious 

reconstruction which underlie the characters ' s tyli zations 

within the simulated non-fictive context of their existence . 

Earlier in this chapter I outlined the way in which Nabokov ' s  

self-consc ious methods draw attention to three aspects of the 

literary work : the mechanical reduplication of the text as a 

typescript ; the styli stic manipulation o f  language which 

involves knowledge as wel l  as arti fice ; and the novel as a 

stylistic "play upon words " which produces the aesthetic reality 

of a fictional world and characters . These three aspects o f  

artis tic re-creation are paralleled within the non-fictive 

context of the novel ' s  ' real ' world by the s tylizations which 

delineate the intellectual features o f  three characters ' pub l ic 

role s : Paduk as the political figure-head o f  the state i s  

engaged i n  the mechanical redupli cation o f  Ekwi list doctrine ; 

Ember as Krug ' s  translator i s  involved in a scholarly , 

impersonal use o f  language ; and as a philosopher Krug 

exemplifies the processes o f  independent thought which underlie 

creativity . That both Krug and Paduk equate their intellectual 

activities with their personalities results in incomplete and 

dis torted versions of self and world . Ember ,  by contrast , 

treats his translations as an impersonal means o f  representing 

independent reality (Krug ' s  philosophical works ) ,  and he doe s  

not identify himself with hi s scholarly practices . I n  Bend 

Sinis ter both the analogies and the distinctions between the 

properties of the literary text and the poss ible modes of non

fictive representation provide a critical insight into the 

characters ' dramati zed s tylizations . 

At the basic level o f  typescript , the art obj ect can be 
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exactly reproduced j ust as Paduk ' s  padograph reproduces his 

style of handwriting . That the s tate attempts to impose the 

same assembly-line methods on its c iti zens represents a by

pas sing of ongoing individual styles in favour of a mechanical 

reduplication of personal ities . One o f  the s tate ' s  aims , for 

instance , is to distribute publicity photographs of Krug and 

Paduk side by s ide as the intellectual and political figure

heads of Ekwil i st government who have been captured as 

reduplicable typescripts : 

And the one great thinker in the country 
would appear in scarlet robes ( click) beside 
the chief and symbol of the State ( click , 
click , click , click , click , click)  and 
proclaim in a thundering voice that the 
State was bigger and wiser than any mortal 
could be . ( P . 1 3 1 )  

The corollary o f  the s tate ' s  reduplication o f  s tyle is its 

attempt to have all i ts c iti zens conform to the scripted and 

interchangeable identities that are dictated by its 

unacknowledged fictions o f  equality . In other words , the s tate 

endeavours to trans form the expressions of individual 

consciousnes s  into imitative enactments of its own belie fs . 

The known poss ibiliti es for type scripts become the misappl ied 

methods for promoting a political control that is  destructive 

of both art and individuality . The s tate ' s  version o f  Hamlet ,  

for instance , as a " tragedy o f  the mas ses " ( p .  9 7 )  reduces the 

play to a distorted reflection o f  Ekwilist theory . In simi lar 

fashion Paduk ' s  attempts to mould his physical appearance on 

Etermon (a cartoon s trip , so already a caricature of humani ty ) , 

and to adapt Skotoma ' s  writings to support the desired products 

of Ekwilist policies , do not re sul t in any exact reduplications 

o f  either personality or philosophy , but only in distorted 

imitations which deny any individual s tyle . The state ' s  goal 

of interchangeable citizens in order to arrive at the espoused 

brotherhood o f  equality ,  produces human machine s which , as in 

Paduk ' s  case , give the illusion o f  stock characters by 

suppres s ing individual styles . The padograph stands as an apt 

symbol for the Ekwilist enterprise since it resul ts in styli s tic 

reproduc tions o f  personality which , as Krug and Schimpffer 
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demonstrate through their schoolboy trick on Paduk , can be 

manipulated by any controlling agent . The modes of 

consc iousnes s  which shape the methods of Ekwilist rule , then ,  

complement a philosophy of l i fe which denies the sub j ectively 

known , distinctive physical , emotional and imaginative features 

of "individual reality . " Th e scripted role-playing demanded 

by the state reali ze s  a theatre o f  the absurd peopled by dim

brained,  brutal , mechanised puppets , a process which i s  

exempli fied in the personality o f  the state ' s  political figure 

head, Paduk . 

In contrast to the mechanical reduplication o f  scripted 

personalities perpetrated by Ekwilist rule , Ember ' s  task o f  

transl ation illus trates a proce s s  o f  styli stic imitation whi ch 

is  dependent on subj ective knowledge and exacting scholarship . 

For Ember the verbal nature o f  the text enables it to be 

translated into another language in a way that will represent 

the original "play upon words . "  Ember ' s  task , then , is one of 

verbal imitation which harnesses his inte llectual skills and 

knowledge in the impersonal discipl ines of scholarship : 

Thi s  proce ss entailed a prodigious amount 
o f  labour , for the neces sity of whi ch no 
real reason could be given . It was as i f  
someone , having seen a certain oak tree 
( further called Individual T) growing in a 
certain land and casting its own unique 
shadow on the green and brown ground , had 
proceeded to erect in hi s garden a 
prodigiously intricate piece of machinery 
which in itsel f  was as unl ik e  that or any 
other tree as the translator ' s  inspiration 
and language were unl ike those of the 
original author, but whi ch ,  by means o f  
ingenious combinations o f  parts , light 
effects , breeze-engendering engine s , woul d ,  
when completed , cast a shadow exactly 
similar to that of Individual T .  (P . 1 0 7 )  

Far from approaching a text a s  a reduplicable typescript o r  

di storting its content to accord with any personal fictions , 

Ember recognizes the unique s tylistic artifice o f  an independent 

' real i ty , ' and he strives through his own inte l lectual 

activities and knowledge to translate the original text exactly . 

The image of the " Individual T "  describes an original work 
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while i t  suggests the scholarship essential to an art of verbal 

translation whi ch can reconstruct the styl i stic outl ines of an 

individual creation . However , Emb er ' s  labour of verbal 

imitation remains distinct from hi s personality s ince the 

imitative modes o f  his  scholarship are not trans ferred to hi s 

personal s tylistic expressions o f  sel f .  Ember ' s  own 

intellectual independence , for instance , i s  revealed in hi s 

complaints about the state ' s  distortion of Hamlet and in the 

verbal games he enters into with Krug which imaginatively parody 

the state ' s  reduction of Hamlet to a political treatise . H i s  

emotional nature i s  shown in h i s  sensitivity t o  Krug ' s  gri e f  

and in his tearful outburst at the news of Maximo v ' s 

disappearance . In turn , Ember ' s  physical fastidiousnes s  i s  

i llustrated a t  the time o f  hi s arres t  by hi s insi s tence that 

he needs a bath before getting dressed.  While the impersonal 

modes of Ember ' s  scholarship translate the properties and 

uniqueness of others ' creations , his scholarship is  one feature 

o f  a personal identity that he reveals in the individual style 

o f  his personality . 

In a way that parallel s  Nabokov ' s  creation o f  the aesthetic 

reality of Bend Sinister , Krug ' s  philosophical mode o f  ' creative 

de struction ' exposes th e artifice of establ i shed representations 

of reality in the process of expres sing original thought . Krug , 

however, is  not only a philosopher but a character within the 

non-fictive context o f  the nove l ' s  ' real ' world . As a character 

hi s ideali zation of creative thought is  coupled with a separation 

of self-conscious analysis from emotional participation in l ife , 

which causes him to equate his intellectual independence with 

his personal s ituation . As we have seen , Krug ' s  belief in his 

own invulnerability arises from an intellectual independence 

which rejects the art of imitation that is also essential to a 

knowledgeable version o f  sel f and world . Krug , for instanc e ,  

questions Ember ' s  scholarly transl ations as well a s  the s tate ' s  

imitative fictions , because he sees both as forms of limi ted 

and authored submi ssion : 

The greates t  masterpiece o f  imitation pre
supposed a voluntary limitation o f  though� 
in submi ssion to another man ' s  genius . 



Could this suicidal limitation and submi ssion 
be compensated by the miracle o f  adaptive 
tactics ,  by the thousand devices o f  
shadography , b y  the keen pl easure that the 
weaver o f  words and their witnes s  experienced 
at every new wile in the warp , or was it , 
taken all in all , but an exaggerated and 
spiritual ized replica o f  Paduk ' s  writing 
machine ? ( P . 1 0 7 )  
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By identi fying with his philosophical independence , Krug 

perpetrates an unwitting split b etween mind and body that 

becomes a form of " creative destruction" when acted upon within 

the ongoing present of the novel ' s  world .  

To recapi tulate : Nabokov ' s  sel f-conscious structuring o f  

Bend Sinister draws attention to the styli stic outlines o f  

ae sthetic reality as a reworking o f  literary conventions that 

depends on knowledge as we ll as arti fice . The techniques o f  

the omniscient narrative dramatize the way in which non-fictive 

reconstructions similarly involve s tyli stic arti fice and a 

knowledge o f  the data and context o f  individual existence . But 

whereas the outer triune o f  author , artwork and reader real i zes 

an imaginative theatre of the mind , the inner triune of ' re al ' 

world ,  state and characters presents a metaphoric dramati zation 

of l i fe that explores the relationship between the s tyliza tions 

of personality and the sub j ectively known physical , emotional , 

and intellectual features o f  individual existence . In the non-

fictive context o f  the characters ' activities the s tate ' s  

suppres sion o f  the imaginative and emotional elements o f  

existence i s  a denial of both the speci fic and general features 

o f  individuality that results in the brutali zed and unthinking 

mechanis ation o f  its citi zens . Alternatively, Krug ' s  independent 

or ' creative ' versions o f  self dismi s s  the ongoing realities 

of his  personal situation and so contribute to hi s des truction . 

Ember too , o f  course , i s  finally destroyed by the s tate but his 

characteri zation suggests that none of the styli zations man may 

engage in , from reduplication , to translation , to creation , need 

preclude the continuing personal expres sion of an " individual 

reality" through style , and it is Ember who , in opposition to 

the scripted role-playing of the s tate , i s  the final spokesman 

for individual choice . Throughout Bend Sinister , the n ,  the 
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paradoxical alliance o f  artifice and reali sm Nabokov achieves 

through the s tructural design of the novel simultaneously 

prepares for the specific e ffects of his characters ' 

styli zations and explore s  the relationship between personality 

and " individual reality . "  
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CHAPTER 5 : NOTES 

J .  Bade r ,  Crystal Land (Berkeley : Univers ity of 
California Pre s s , 1 9 7 2 ) , p .  96 . 

2 
See also Chapter 1 .  

3 
Robert S choles ,  " The Contribution o f  Formalism and 

Structurali sm to the Theory of Fiction " in Nove l :  A Forum on 
Fiction , Vol . 6 ,  No 2 (Winter , 1 9 7 3 ) , points out that the 
Russian Formali sts first made a di stinction between story 
( fable )  and plot ( suj et) : " Th e  s tory i s  the raw materials o f  
the narrative , that i s , the events in their chronological 
sequence . The plot i s  the narrative as it  is  actually shaped" 
(p . 1 3 8 ) . 

4 
See also Chapter 3 .  

5 
L . L .  Lee , "Nabokov ' s  Political Dream" in Nabokov :  the 

Man and his Work , ed . L . S .  Dembo ( London : Univ . o f  Wisconsin 
Press , 1 96 7 ) , sugge sts the way in which public ' identity ' i s  
a political fiction by pointing to the way i n  which Krug and 
his companion gain the guard ' s  acceptance : "Finally he [Krug]  
and another man also held up , sign one another ' s  pass e s --a 
nice irony , for the two prisoners create one another as 
persons , through written words , and so escape " ( p .  9 6 ) . 

6 
Bade r ,  p .  1 0 4 .  

7 
L . L .  Lee suggests the authorial irony underlying 

Skotoma ' s  name : "The name of old Skotoma , the senile 
' philosopher ' of Ekwilism ,  i s  a direct transliteration of the 

Modern Greek Skotoma , that i s  ' murder ' or ' killing ' "  ( p .  1 0 4 ) . 
8 

Krug ' s  association o f  death with rai lway trains stems 
from the death of hi s parents in a railway accident and recurs 
in various forms throughout the novel : pp . 2 2 , 26 , 6 2 ,  89 , 1 1 9 ,  
1 55 '  1 56 '  1 96 .  



CHAPTER SIX 

THE ROLE OF THE NARRATOR IN PNIN 

For the most part critical discussions o f  Pnin have not 

explored the complexities inherent in Nabokov ' s  structuring of 

the novel . Julia Bader hin ts at , but does not pursue , inter 

connected levels ari sing out o f  a poss ible distinction between 

the author and the narrator . 
1 

Similarly , while Stegner and 

Grabes are both concerned to e s tabl i sh the structural unity o f  

the novel in opposition to the view that i t  "might b e  only a 
2 

serie s o f  random sketche s , "  they pay cursory attention to the 

patterns they disclose . Grabes , who provides some valuable 

description of the narrator ' s  strategies , details examples o f  

the continued shi fts from a necessarily restricted vi sion t o  

a position o f  omniscience but argues simply that " s ince the 

narrator employs two di fferent voices , the reader is  able to 

experience from his vantage -point both Pnin ' from outside ' 

( from the viewpoint of his surrounding world) as well as the 

surrounding world from Pnin ' s  point of view ( i . e .  Pnin ' from 

inside ' )  and may thus form hi s own j udgement .  "
3 

Many of the 

s tructural complexities o f  the novel are disregarded because 

the narrator is implicitly equated with Nabokov .
4 

Yet Pnin 

involves similar problems to The Real  Life of Sebastian Knight 

in that it dramatizes a firs t-person narrator creating a 

fictional character from ' biographical ' materials . 

Discrepancies between the conventions o f  biographi cal 

reconstruction and the narrator ' s  s tyli stic strategies are seen 

by Grabes as an admissible expansion of point of view . 

Al ternatively Bade r ,  who recogni zes the narrator ' s  fictional 

re-creation of Pnin , does little more than relate this proce s s  

t o  a central narrative movement which trace s  " the flight o f  a 



1 49 

character from his author . "
5 

Indeed ,  Nabokov ' s  design has been 

rendered largely incidental be cause of a critical preoccupation 

with interpretation of the maj or character o f  the novel . Pnin 

is  discussed variously as the alien and the individual , " th e  

eternal victim" whose exile i s  "magni ficent , "
6 

" an unquesti onably 

comic character" whose refuge from suffering i s  " the beauty o f  
7 

Russian lore and literature , the aesthetics o f  art , " " a  c lown 

whom the reader i s  prepared to take seriously , "
8 

a character 

who in manifesting "discrete identity " is  " l iterally the ' li fe ' 

o f  the novel"  in contrast to tho se who would author him .
9 

My 

aim in devoting a separate chapter to Pnin i s  not to quarrel 

with interpretations such as these , but rather to suggest the 

way in which the " architectonic s "  of Nabokov ' s  novels contribute 

to his characteri zations . For this purpo se Pnin provides a 

s triking example since critical discussions o f  the novel have 

largely neglected any extended cons ideration of the novel ' s  

s tructural des i gn . 

Mos t  immediately , the structural design o f  Pnin repeats 

many of the basic patterns of Bend Sinister. Like Bend 

Sinister , Pnin revolves around its maj or character ;  indeed , 

Grabes suggests that " everything depicted i s  necessary for the 

h . . f . n 1 0  
th . . l c aracterlzatlon o Pnln . Fur ermore , emotlon lS  a centra 

feature of Pnin ' s  characterization : " In psychological terms 

Pnin i s  alive because he has strong feelings . "
1 1  

And j us t  as 

Krug ' s  involvement i s  wi th a dead wi fe and a living son , the 

b eating o f  Pnin ' s  " loving heart" is revealed primarily in h i s  

relationship with hi s ex-wife , Liza Wind, and h i s  would-be 

adopted son , Victor . In Pnin , however , the absence o f  

acknowledged artifice , the ' episodic ' development o f  the 

narrative , and the tragicomic depic tion o f  the main character , 

all e f fect a deceptive simplicity and an anecdotal tone whi ch 

seems to stan d  in direct contrast to the interconnected leve l s  

o f  Bend Sinister . Despite Nabokov ' s  avowal o f  a preconceived 

plan for Pnin , 
1 2  

the s tructural complexities of the novel h ave 

been disregarded . Yet ,  as with Bend Sinister , the interrel ated 

levels o f  Pnin are established through an intrusive ' author . '  

Moreover , Pnin involves a convolution o f  thi s  authorial rol e  

that goes back to The Real Life of Sebastian Knight :  the 
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narrator i s  Timofey Pnin ' s  would-be biographer within the 

simulated non-fic tive context o f  the nove l ' s  world . Like V . , 

there fore , the narrator o f  Pnin i s  governed by non-fi ctive , 

biographical conventions which denote his function as a 

scholarly observer and imp ersonal informant , rather than as a 

creative artist . At the same time , Nabokov ' s  " architectonic s "  

produce interrelated l evels o f  representation that require the 

reader to maintain a critical attitude to the narrator ' s  

s tyli zations , particularly his supposedly ' biographical ' 

depiction o f  Pnin . 

The narrato r ' s  biographi cal sources are o f  three kinds : 

the details he has accumulated about Pnin ' s  l ife which incl ude 

Pnin ' s  letter of proposal to Li za ; the narrator ' s  direct but 

sporadic meetings with Pnin from 1 9 1 1 to the nove l ' s  presen t ;  

the indirect and personal evidence o f  others ' versions o f  Pnin 

from the Winds to Jack Cockerell . The narrator acknowledges 

these ' source s ' in order to e stablish the basis for his 

b iographical pro j ect . At the same time , he sugge sts that h i s  

own Rus sian upbringing and New World exile give him a 

speciali zed insight into Pnin ' s  pers onality . When acknowledging 

his  ' sources ' in the final chapter , the narrator also sugge s ts 

that his speciali zed ' knowledge ' o f  Pnin enables him to c learly 

assess other peoples ' versions o f  Pnin . Despite this apparent 

discernment , he continually repeats information about Pnin that 

he has gained from unrel i able sources , such as Eric Wind or 
1 3  

Jack Cockerell . Although he re j ects Cocke rell ' s  obsessi ve 

mimicry o f  Pni n ,  for instance , Cockere ll ' s  party-pi ece 

impersonations alluded to in the last chapter (pp . 1 56 ,  1 57 ,  

1 6 0 )  provide the basis for many of the narrator ' s  main comic 

scene s  o f  Pnin in the New World ; and Cockerell ' s  comments 

about Pnin even emerge in th e narrator ' s  description of the 

early morning whi ch culminates in a last s i ghting of Pnin in 

Wainde l l : 

A tall l eafless poplar,  as brown as a broom , 
rose on my right , and i ts long morning shadow 
cros sing to the opposite s ide o f  the street 
reached there a crenulated , cream-coloured 
house whi ch, according to Cockere ll , had been 
thought by my predecessor to be the Turki sh 



Consulate on accoun t o f  crowds o f  fe z wearers 
he had seen , entering . ( P .  1 59 )  

1 5 1  

The narrator ' s  ' sources , '  the n ,  combine biographical data wi th 

hi s own and others ' personal versions o f  Pnin , so that what i s  

apparently biographi cal recon struction demands a critical 

assessment of the informants ' personali ti es , and , more 

particularl y ,  of the narrator ' s  use o f  hi s often unreliable 

evidence . 

As in so many o f  Nabokov ' s  nove ls the final chapter in Pnin 

circles back to the firs t ,  to j uxtapose the narrator ' s  

acknowledgement o f  his biographical sources and purpose with 

his s tylistic strategies . Th e first sentence o f  the book adopts 

an appropriately impersonal , descriptive approach to introduce 

Pnin as an observable presence within a moving railway coach . 

In the second sentence , thi s  impersonal tone shi fts to a humorous 

description of Pnin ' s  physical characteristics whi ch re flects 

the sub j ective responses o f  an actual observer who is yet to 

be named : 

Ideally bald , sun-tanned , and c lean-shave n ,  
he ( Pnin) began rather impressive ly with 
that great brown dome o f  his , tortoise -shell 
glasses (masking an infantile absence of 
eyebrows ) ,  apish upper lip , thick neck , and 
s trong-man torso in a tighti sh tweedish 
coat , but ended somewhat disappointingly , in 
a pair of spindly legs ( now flannelled and 
crossed) and frail-looking , almost feminine 
fee t .  (P . 7 ,  my italics ) 

Howeve r ,  the entire account o f  Pnin ' s  j ourney to Cremona i s  

not based o n  direct observation , but is  the narrator ' s  

imaginative version o f  a story about Pni n ,  probably based on 

Jack Cockerell ' s  account of the same incident . Thi s  become s 

clear by the end o f  the second paragraph when the narrator 

admits the absence o f  any di rect observe r  of Pnin ' s  journey : 

Thus he might have appeared to a fellow 
passenger ; but except for a soldier as leep 
at one end and two women absorbed in a baby 
at the other , Pnin had the coach to himsel f .  
( Pp .  7-8)  
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Grabes , in his  discussion of this opening scene , points out that 

the writer ' s  stance here i s  one of " the omniscient-because 

self-creating-narrator . "
1 4  

Thus immediately the narrator ' s  

methods confli c t  with the conventions o f  b iographical 

reconstruction . The implicit acknowledgement o f  the reader which 

follows --"Now a secret must be imparted .  Professor Pnin was 

on the wrong train" (p . B ) --instead o f  admitting to a fictional 

mode of representation , attempts to fuse the writer ' s  and the 

reader ' s  perspective o f  Pnin , "our friend" ( p .  8 ) , into a mutual 

consi deration o f  Pnin ' s  situation and personality arising out 

of the narrator ' s  purportedly factual representation--"How should 

we diagnose his  sad case? " (p . 1 1 ) . In other words l iterary 

omnisc ience i s  used to create the i l lusion of direct observation 

and the reader i s  slyly inveigled into accepting thi s  illusion 

by being involved and inc luded in the writer ' s  attempt to 

analyse Pnin ' s  behaviour . In this way the narrator prepares 

the reader to accept the more obviously fictional , stream-of 

consciousnes s  technique s  which admit the reader t o  Pnin ' s  mind 
1 5  

after hi s seizure in the park . The fatigue whi ch detaches 

Pnin " as it were , from reality"  (p . 1 7 ) provides an excuse for 

the introduction of imagined scenes from Pnin ' s  childhood which 

are superimposed upon the present . Moreover this description 

of Pnin ' s  inner awarene s s  during hi s seizure is s trengthened by 

treating Pnin ' s  ' experience , ' j ust as formerly in the train , 

as a case for diagnosis --was it indigestion or a disease? The 

narrator intrudes to imply hi s presence as one who shares both 

Pnin ' s  outer and inner worlds in a continuance o f  hi s disguised 

omniscience : "My friend wondered,  and I wonder ,  too " ( p .  1 7 ) . 

The discrepancies be tween the scholarly conventions of 

b iography and the narrator ' s  formal techniques e stablish a 

critical perspective on his reworking o f  biographical informa

tion . Mo st immediate ly , o f  course , the reader is confronted 

continually with date s ,  names , facts , and incidents , all o f  

which transmit biographical information : the date o f  Pnin ' s  

birthday , the fac t  o f  hi s escape from Russia , the degrees 

obtained in Prague , the fifteen years in Paris , Pnin ' s  migration 

to the United States , Pnin ' s  own " autobiographical titbits " 

(p . 1 0 )  such as his two-week detention on Ellis Island , his 
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appointment to Waindel l ,  the text used for hi s teaching , the 

names of students enrolled in Pnin ' s  Rus s ian language courses 

for the Fall semester of 1 95 0 ,  and so on . Thi s  bombardment o f  

data di stracts attention from the narrator ' s  use o f  his 

information . His ploy o f  using snippets o f  factual detail to 

authenticate an illusion of biographical reconstruction is 

cons tant , however ,  and is typified in the first chapter of the 

novel by the li sting of the supposed contents of Pnin ' s  wal l et 

as part of the representation o f  Pnin ' s  fears about misplaci ng 

the manuscript of hi s Cremona lecture : 

He carried in the ins ide pocket o f  hi s 
present coat a precious wallet with two 
ten-dollar bil l s , the newspaper clipping 
of a letter he had written� with my help� 
to the New York Times in 1945 anent the 
Yalta Conference� and his certificate of 
naturalization. (P . 1 4 ,  my i tal ics ) 

Here the narrator combines possible with known belongings , while 

us ing the ne\v-spaper clipping to sugges t  his friendship with Pnin. 

At the same time he uses these obj ects to authenticate a ' non

fictive ' des cription which , at both the literal leve l  of Pni n ' s  

wallet and the psychological level of Pnin ' s  fears , i s  a product 

o f  artistic ' omniscience ' rather than direct observation . I n  

the light of these strategies , the authorial omniscience and 

imaginative re-creation of detail s ,  the narrator ' s  frequent 

re iteration of a non-fictive function i s  eith er a deliberate 

attempt at deception or an indication o f  his limited critical 

awareness o f  his own practices . His later fleeting reference 

to himself as " a  litterateur " ( p .  3 8 )  encapsulates his actual 

strategies s ince he brings to hi s biographical undertaking the 

techniques o f  creative writing . 

By inventing a narrator who both recombines and 

imaginatively re-create s biographical materials ,  Nabokov 

integrates the structural elements o f  the novel into a comp lex 

unity . Grabes recognizes an immediate structural unity supplied 

through the narrator . Within the framed context of an 

establ ished reality the narrator ' s  biographical task i s  based , 

Grabes states , on fragmentary evidence , " the sum o f  everything 

an outside observer has managed to find out . "
1 6  

At this 



immediate level , then,  the narrator unites the facts he has 

accumulated about Pnin with personal accounts of Pnin (both 

1 54 

hi s own and others ' ) . Grabes claims that the episodic nature 

of the narrative is there fore a direct reflection of its source 

material s ,  so that "we have , at least technically , solved the 
1 7  

problem of unity in relation to total form . " Fragmentation 

aligned with a consistent sub j ect authenticate s an aura of 

biographical reconstruction . As we have already seen, further 

cohesion is  supplied to the anecdotal format by the continued 

intrusions of the narrator ' s  voice together with the three main 

ploys underlying hi s arti stic re -creation of data : the ' placing ' 

and development o f  o ften tangential biographical detai l s ; a 

similar imaginative recombination o f  data ; and tropes or images 

which are central to the narrator ' s  portrait of Pnin . Examples 

of the first of these ploys , the ' placing ' of biographical 

details , are numerous , but here a few ins tances will suffice 

to illustrate its function in simulating a spurious sense o f  

biographical reconstruction . I n  Chapter the grammar book 

Pnin uses for hi s Rus sian classes at Waindell is said to have 

been brought out "by the Head o f  a Slavic Department in a far 

greater college than Waindell-a venerable fraud whose Rus sian 

was a j oke but who would generously lend hi s dignified name to 

the products of anonymous drudgery" (p . 9 ) ; in Chapter 2 Pnin 

is described trans lating from " Profe ssor Oliver Bradstreet 

Mann ' s  Elementary Russian ( actually written from beginning to 

end by two frail drudges ,  John and Olga Krotki , both dead 

today) " (p . 3 3 ) ; and , finally , in Chapter 6 a remark of " the 

late Olga Krotk i "  (p . 1 24 )  provides the narrator with support 

for a digression on the apparent duplication of observable 

personalities . Miller , a youthful member o f  Waindell ' s  German 

department who transcribes Pnin ' s  Rus sian lectures into English 

in Chapter 1 ,  reappears briefly in connection with Office R 

( Chap . 3 ,  p .  5 7 )  and finally features as one o f  the guests said 

to be invited but unable to attend Pnin ' s  housewarming party 

in Chapter 6 .  Conversely , the indirect presence o f  Pro fe s sor 

Chateau--said in Chapter 2 to have helped Pnin with his 

migratory voyage to the United States in 1 94 0 , and Pnin ' s  

correspondent in letters discus sing the Wind ' s  practices o f  
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1 8  
Group Psychotherapy (p . 4 3 )  --prepares the ground for Chateau ' s  

direct appearance in Chapter 5 as one of the group of Russian 

intellectual s gathered at the Pines . Even at thi s  factual 

level , however , the biographical authenticity simulated through 

the narrator ' s  famil iarity with names , date s , place s and 

incidents i s  fleetingly undermined .  L . L .  Lee picks up the 

narrator ' s  "mi stake "  in assigning the name " Robert Karlovich 

Horn " ( p .  1 49 )  both to the steward of hi s Aunt ' s  estate , who 

with the narrator formed part of an audience to Pnin ' s  1 9 1 6  

venture in theatrical s ,  and to the expectant father at the 

railway baggage office in 1 95 0  who finally provides Pnin with 

the means of reaching Cremona by truck--"Just tell them Bob 
1 9  

Horn sent you" ( p .  2 2 )  . 

At a more obviously fictional level , the narrator repeats 

a similar imaginative interweaving of factual detail and 

omnisc ience in l inked sequential de scriptions which reinforce 

a sense of unity . In Chapter 1 ,  for instance , Pnin i s  said 

to be reading a paper by Betty Bliss on "Dos toyevsky and Ges talt 

Psychology ( p . 1 4 ) , in Chapter 2 Pnin reads a Turgenev poem 

with Betty and toys with the idea of her as the companion o f  

his future senility ( p .  3 6 ) , and finally i n  Chapter 6 Pnin 

invites Betty to hi s party whereupon she supposedly recall s  

" Turgenev ' s  prose poem about ros e s "  (p . 1 23 )  and , later , a t  the 

party acts out the role of a practical , e fficient helpmate . 

In such ways the narrator achieves a unifying artistic 

organization of narrative that , at the same time , sustains the 

illusion of fragmented biographical reconstruction . Pnin ' s  

own story o f  his enforced confinement on Ellis Island (p . 1 0 ) 

in Chapter 1 ,  for instance , provide s a biographical foil whi ch 

i s  capitalized on by the narrator ' s  comic artistry in a later 

scene ( Chapter 2) which depicts Eric Wind ' s  supposed resolution 

that he and the Pnins enter America together :  

Dr Wind re solutely walked up to the Pnins 
and identi fied himself-- ' because all three 
of us must enter the land of l iberty with 
pure hearts . '  And after a bathetic soj ourn 
on Ellis Island , Timofey and Liza parted . 
( P .  4 2 )  
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The narrator ' s  imaginative reworking o f  biographical detai� 

reaches its most obviously artistic level in the third of h i s  

verbal ploys , the development o f  tropes o r  images . In Chapter 

4 the paralleled images of independence and flight which link 

Victor ' s  and Pnin ' s  ' dreams ' are an artistic device to sugges t  

the bonds between Pnin " the water-father" (p . 4 6 )  and his would

be -adopted son , Victo r ;  the fictional dream scenes imaginatively 

rework Pnin ' s  exile from hi s native land and Victor ' s  rej ection 

of and by his  natural father , Eric Wind " the land father" 

(p . 4 6 ) . A more extended exampl e o f  this process is embodied 

in the recurrent allusions to squirrels . The developing pattern 

of squirrel imagery i s  linked to two pos s ible source s :  the 

po stcard o f  the grey squirrel , augmented with Pnin ' s  derivation 

of the word , which initiates the correspondence with Victor ; 

and Pnin ' s  scholarly explanation at hi s party that Cindere l la ' s  

slippers were o f  squirrel fur rather than glass , but that verre 

had come to replace the less evocative vair , " an obvious case 

o f  the survival of the fittest among words " ( p . 1 3 2 )  .
2° 

From 

these ' sources '  p erhaps , the narrator manufactures continual 

associations between Pnin and squirrels . Pnin is  likened to 

a squirrel in the library : 

And many good young people considered it a 
treat and an honour to see Pnin pul l  out 
a catalogue drawer from the comprehensive 
bosom of a card cabine t and take it , like 
a big nut , to a secluded corner and there 
make a quiet mental meal of it . ( P . 64 ) 

The supposed scene on the screen by Pnin ' s  boyhood sick-bed o f  

" an old man hunched up o n  a bench , and a squirre l holding a 

reddish obj ect in his front paws " (p . 2 0 )  i s  juxtaposed with 

Pnin ' s  situation in the park recovering from his seizure : "A 

grey squirrel sitting on comfortable haunche s on the ground 

before him was sampling a peach stone " ( p .  2 1 ) . Similarly , the 

narrator ' s  imaginative portrayal o f  Liza ' s  crass demands on 

Pnin during her fleeting visit to Waindell is j uxtapo sed with 

his imaginative creation of the equally contemptuous demands 

of a squirrel in the park after Liza ' s  departure ( p .  4 9 ) . 

Finally the narrator presents as fact his 1 9 1 1 glimpse o f  
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obj ects in Timo fey ' s  school room which include " a  s tuffed 

squirrel "  (p . 1 48 ) . The narrator ' s  account o f  this 1 9 1 1 vis it 

during whi ch he had his first introduction to Timofey is  flatly 

denied by Pnin during a meeting between the two men in Paris 

during the twenties : 

He denied everything . He said he vaguely 
recalled my grand-aunt but had never met 
me . He said that his marks in algebra had 
always been poor and that , anyway , his 
father never displayed him to patients . 

He repeated that we had never seen 
each other before . ( P . 1 5 0 )  

The narrator ' s  three main ploys come together in thi s  final 

example : the factual report of the meeting in Paris;  the 

imaginative re-creation o f  the detai l s  o f  Pnin ' s  1 9 1 1 schoolroom 

which the factual report re fers back to; and , whatever the 

veracity of the 1 9 1 1 mee ting , the moti f of the squirre l whi ch 

it include s . 

The narrator ' s  methods ,  then , resul t in two narrative 

levels : the first recombines biographical information about 

Pnin ; the second is the product of the narrator ' s  artis tic 

re-creation of such materials . As Pnin ' s  would-be biographer , 

the narrator i s  the mouthpiece for a given world of which he 

is part . Consequently , his undertaking ( like Emb er ' s  in Bend 

Sinister) requires a proce s s  of scholarly imitation or 

impersonal verbal translation . But although the narrator 

reworks biographical materi als ,  we have seen how he artistically 

re-creates such data . Ironically , the narrator ' s  ' creativity ' 

is  a form o f  imitative art in that hi s portrait o f  Pnin is  an 

imaginative version of an observed personality ,  and so is  

arrived at through a process o f  s tyli stic imitation that has 

a parodic counterpart in Jack Cockerell ' s mimicry ( another form 

of imitative art) . Unrecognized by the narrator , two Pnins 

emerge : the narrator ' s  tragicomic clown , and the Pnin who 

consistently rej ects all attempts by others to script his 

individuality and who resists and literally flees from his 

supposed friend and would-be author, the narrator , within the 

world of the novel . Even though the narrator ' s  imitative art 
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reworks the stylistic outlines o f  Pnin ' s  personality , the 

' real ' Pnin eludes him . I sugge st that the narrator does not 

elude the reader , however , since hi s personal consciousness 

is revealed through hi s verbal activitie s . Nabokov combines 

the narrative levels of the novel in a complex and uni fied 

design that is centred in his subtle dramatization of the 

narrator . 

In Pnin the apparently compli cating factor in the 

dramati zed depiction o f  the narrator i s  that , unlike Nabokov ' s  

other first-person narrators , he i s  engaged in an indirect 

rather than a direct process o f  self-characteri zation . Whi l e  

V . , for instance , is  s imilarly engaged in a ' biographical ' 

undertaking , he records the personal activitie s and responses 

that reveal his obsessive que st to become Sebastian Knight . 

By contrast the narrator o f  Pnin i s  a shadowy presence in the 

narrative and , until the final chapter of the novel , he 

maintains a stance of parodic detachment to the experiences that 

he re-create s . Even though he implies that hi s own experiences 

quali fy him to be Pnin ' s  biographer , he seldom depicts his own 

participation in the events he describes . His probable pre s ence 

at the Pines , for instance , is suppres sed in his  account of the 

gathering .
2 1  

Nevertheless , like all Nabokov ' s  firs t-person 

narrators from V .  to Vadim, the narrator of Pnin is engaged in 

a supposedly ' non-fictive , ' b iographical account o f  the world 

o f  which he is  a part . Although he seldom presents himsel f as 

an observable personality in that world, his personal 

consciousne ss is dramatized by hi s analysis and interpretation 

of both his biographical materials and hi s own activities . 

At the mid-point of the lineal s equence o f  Pnin , Chapter 

4 provides a critical perspective on the narrator ' s  conceptions 

about 11  individual reality . 11 In contrast to the rest of the book, 

Chapter 4 takes Victor rather than Pnin as its main sub j e c t . 

Victor , as hi s name suggests , represents an unquenchable 

individual i ty which is demonstrated in both his arti stic and 

personal s tyli zation s . Yet although the narrator acknowledges 

Victor ' s  artistic genius , he relates Victor ' s  intellectual 

independence solely to an arti stic sphere . Even though the 

narrator uses Victor ' s  personality as a foil to the scripted 
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roles perpetrated by Eric and Liza Wind , he explains Vi ctor ' s  

behaviour as a reflection of his  artistic identity : "Genius 

is non-conformity " (p . 7 4 )  . More signi ficantl y ,  the narrator 

associates Victor ' s  artistic genius with an emotional 

de tachment from other people . Despite the evidence he provides 

of Victor ' s  emotional respons ive ness to hi s mother ( and 

subsequently , to Pnin) , the narrator equates Victor ' s  rej ection 

of Liza ' s  intellectual views with an absence o f  fee ling for 

others . In his  conscious summation of the fourteen-year -o l d  

Victor , h e  state s ,  " I  do not think he loved anybody " (p . 7 2 ) . 

Nor does the narrator consider that Victor ' s  s tyli stic "non

conformity "  together with his preoccupation with observation 

and knowledge re flects a personal as well as an artis tic 

individuality . A corollary is  that the narrator never 

consc iously connects Victor ' s  individuality wi th the 

personalities of men who are not arti s ts , but who , unl ike 

Victor ' s  physical p arents , combine scholarship and a re j ection 

of any scripted role-playing in their personal styli zations . 

Instead he describes the personality trai ts o f  all three as 

social handicaps . Thus he claims that Lake is  kept on at S t  

Barts , not because of h i s  admitted scholarship , but only 

"because it was fashionable to have at least one di stinguished 

freak on the s taff" (p . 8 0 )  . Conversely, Pnin is  eventually 

replaced by the narrator at Waindell because the "delicate 

imported article" (p . 1 0 ) , whose personality combines 

scholarship with an individual style ,  is not seen by the 

university as a viable commercial proposition . That such 

personal trai ts are seen by the narrator as social handicap s  

i s  made explicit i n  hi s depiction o f  Victor ' s  behaviour i n  bus 

queue s : 

Because of a streak o f  dreamines s  and 
gentle abstraction in hi s nature , Victor 
in any queue was always at its very end . 
He had long s ince grown used to this 
handicap , as one grows used to weak 
sight or a l imp . ( P . 85 )  

The narrator ' s  comments in Chapter 4 suggest his limited 

understanding o f  an individual style within anything but an 
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artistic sphere . Furthermore , he does not recogni ze how the 

mental , emotional and physical features of experience all 

contribute to a monistic conscious reali ty .
2 2  

And he impli c i tly 

re j ects the notion that "individual realities " may be re flected 

in individual styles of personality by treating such personality 

traits as comic absurditie s .  

Similarly , the narrator fails  to recognize the patterns 

of individuality which are re flected in hi s imitative art . His 

limited awarenes s  is  s trikingly evidenced in hi s treatment o f  

the paralleled dream sequences that h e  creates for Vi ctor and 

Pnin . Mos t  immediately the narrator uses Victor ' s  dream 

replacement of hi s actual father with " the King , hi s more 

plaus ible father " ( p .  7 0 )  to introduce Victor ' s  relationship 

with Pnin . Despite the fact that Victor ' s  abi lity to discern 

the facades and frauds o f  the adult population at S t  Barts i s  

described i n  the same chapter ,  Victor ' s  acceptance o f  and 

emotional response to Pnin i s  portrayed by the narrator as a 

romantici zed adolescent extension o f  a dream which links Pnin 

with "Bulgarian kings or Mediterranean princes " (p . 7 3 ) . I n  

other words , the narrator never considers that both the dream 

father king and the "water father " Pnin reflect patterns o f  

individuali ty which attract Victor . S imilarly , at the end o f  

Chapter 4 ,  the sleeping Pnin ' s  flight " from a chimerical 

palace " (p . 9 1 )  is  explained by the narrator as "one of thos e  

dreams that still haunt Russian fugitive s "  (p . 9 1 ) . Yet 

unwittingly in both Victor ' s  and Pnin ' s  dreams the narrator has 

provided images of the individual ' s  flight from a scripting 

power . In Victor ' s  dream, the king accepts exile rather than 

abdication , while Pnin ' s  dream reflects a choice of exile rather 

than Bolshevik rule . Nor does the narrator see that the 

narrative o f  the dreams forms an analogy with both Victor ' s  and 

Pnin ' s  personal resistance to the scripted roles and 

expectations of society ' s  institutionalized fictions from 

psychiatry to academia .  Moreove r ,  the dream images not only 

rework the narrative pattern of Pnin ' s  pas t ,  the flight from 

Rus s i a ,  they reflect hi s pre sent . and anticipate his later 

behaviour . Pnin ' s  bag abandoned to Witchurch Station 
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bureaucracy pre figures his abandonment o f  Waindell once the 

narrator gains control o f  Pnin ' s  univers ity employment . Pni n ' s  

words to Hagen when he learns o f  the narrator ' s  pending 

position , "I will never work under him" ( p .  1 4 2 ) , are an 

emotionally based assertion of individuality which is enacted 

in a physical flight from a would-be scripting power that 

leaves the narrator hurt and baffle d ,  a thwarted ' author ' o f  

Pnin ' s  l i fe . 

Finall y ,  the narrator seems unaware that hi s discussion 

o f  Vi ctor ' s  approach to artistic re-creation provides an ironic 

perspective on his own approach to the role o f  ' biographical ' 

observer and informant . In terms o f  s cholarship , Victor , whose 

"eye was his supreme organ " ( p .  7 8 ) , i s  l inked not only with 

Pnin ' s  disinteres ted approach to language and literature but 

also with the scienti fic disc iplines represented by Dr Pavel 

Pnin , the eye specialist who , in 1 9 1 1 ,  the narrator blandly 

state s , removed "a speck o f  coal dust that entered my le ft eye " 

( p . 4 6 ) . More particularly as  an artist , Victor i s  associated 

with scholarly research and observation , the products o f  a 

personal curiosity that is  reinforced under the tutelage o f  

Lake , the scholar o f  art itsel f .  The narrator ' s  biographical 

project requires comparable research and exacting observation . 

In contrast to Victor ' s  art , howeve r ,  the narrator ' s  task 

demands a scholarly , impersonal representation of his  non

fictive data . Yet his actual practices parallel the imaginative 

re-creations of Vic tor ' s  acknowledged art . The narrator ' s  

apparent blindness to his  own practices is  highlighted in his  

di scus sions of art . Although he recapitulates Lake ' s  theory 

of the interaction of imaginative artifice and exacting 

observation as the basis of all art , "Thi s mimetic and 

integrative proc ess Lake called th e neces s ary ' naturalization ' 

of man made things "  ( p . 80 ) , he never connects Lake ' s  theory 

to the artistic re-creation o f  biographical data he attempts 

in hi s own writing . Similarly , while he describes Victor ' s  

artistic approach to the given world as " the sort of the ft 

Victor was contemplating" (p . 8 1 ) ,  he never consciously 

considers his portrait of Pnin to be a simil arly planned the ft .  



Thus , j ust as the narrator fails to see that individuality 

include s a resistance to being scripted by other people ' s  

versions o f  l i fe ,  so he fails to recogni ze that hi s attempts 
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to pre-empt personal authorship o f  Pnin ' s  personality constitute 

a the ft which denies Pnin ' s  " individual reality" whi le 

purporting to represent it . Meeting with Pnin in Pari s some 

years after Pnin ' s  marriage to Lisa the narrator i s  astounded ,  

there fore , when Pnin suddenly intrudes on hi s conversation with 

Dr Barkan to announce ,  " 'Now , don ' t  bel i eve a word he s ays , 

Georgiy Aramovich . He makes up everything . He once invented that 

we were schoolmates in Russia and cribbed at examinations . He 

is a dreadful inventor ' "  (pp .  1 54 -5 5 ) . The incident,  which 

reinforces the sense o f  th e narrator ' s  honesty as a reporter ,  

also suggests the limitations o f  hi s conscious assessments o f  

the observed,  since he i s  not able to recogni ze Pnin ' s  attack 

as the res istance o f  the individual to the scripting power o f  

other people ' s  fictions . Con sequently , he cannot understand 

either Pnin ' s  denial o f  episodes from the past ( p .  1 5 0 ) , or 

Pnin ' s  re fusal to work under him (p . 1 42 ,  p.  1 56 ) . The 

narrator ' s  baf fled respon ses to Pnin ' s  behaviour are an inde x ,  

then , to hi s l imited understanding o f  individuality and of h i s  

own activities . Unlike Humbert Humbert i n  Lolita , the narrator 

of Pnin never comes to view hi s would-be authorship of Pnin ' s  
2 3  

"individual reality"  a s  an insupportable the ft . 

In contrast to the narrator ' s  limited awarenes s ,  Nabokov ' s  

structuring o f  the narrative provides an extended exploration 

of "individual reality . " On either side of Chapter 4 ,  the 

chapters in which Pnin i s  the main sub j ect form two 

complementary halves . At the immediate level o f  the narrative , 

the incidents , which the narrator pre sents as a lineal series 

of fragmented anecdotes about Pnin , provide parallel reflections 

of Pnin ' s  " individual reality "  that culminate in his flight from 

the narrato r ' s desire to ' author ' him in Waindell . In Chapter 

Pnin sets out on a j ourney to the Cremona Women ' s  Club mee ting 

which , despite mishaps , he reache s , and during that meeting he 

experiences a ' sei zure ' which leads to scenes from the pas t 

being transposed on the present . S imilarly in Chapter 5 ,  Pnin ' s  

erratic but succe s s ful progres s  to the gathering at the Pines 
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culminate s in another ' sei zure ' during which vi sions from the 

past , whi ch centre around hi s boyhood love for Mira , mould 

and mingle wi th his present perceptions . Both the ' sei zure ' 

at Cremona and that at the Pines simulate the " individual 

reality"  of personal consc iousness . Chapters 2 and 6 sugge s t  

how Pnin ' s  " loving heart" makes him both re sponsive and 

vulnerable to the behaviour of others . In Chapter 2 ,  Pnin ' s  

private l i fe , hi s acceptance in the elements ' household , hi s 

new dentures ,  the tentative relationship with Betty Blis s ,  a l l  

revolve around an emotional centre o f  " individual reality"  

that is epitomized by Pnin ' s  enduring love for Liza . That 

Pnin ' s  emotions affect all aspects o f  his "individual reality " 

is  sugge sted when , a fter Liza rej ects h i s  love yet again , Pnin 

cries out , "I haf nofing " (p . 5 1 ) . Similarly , in Chapter 6 ,  

Pnin is left confronting the emotional centre of his " individual 

reality"  when hi s growing security in the public world o f  

Wainde ll (which encompasses his plans for hi s j ob and for buying 

hi s new-found home in Todd Avenue ) i s  shattered by the 

university ' s  re jection o f  him . In Chapter 3 ,  the past rooms , 

that have formed a context to Pnin ' s  " individual reality , " are 

juxtaposed with his present room in the elements ' house . The 

threat to his present situation i s  made explicit when the abrupt 

return of the elements ' daughter ,  I sabel , neces sitates that 

Pnin vacate her old room and move on to another location . In 

Chapter 7 ,  the narrator ' s  account o f  scenes which chart the 

context of hi s past meetings with Pnin culminate s in his 

replacement o f  Pnin in the academic milieu at Waindell and 

results in Pnin once more moving on . Nabokov ' s  s tructuring of 

the narrative about Pnin , then , explore s  the interdependent 

aspects and emotional centre of " individual reality . " 

At the same time , Nabokov ' s  paired chapters incorporate 

a thematic exploration of the relationship between the ongoing 

"individual real ities "  of conscious experience and the three 

conscious processes of knowledge , logic , and memory . In 

Chapters 1 and 5 Nabokov sugge sts how man ' s  factual information 

is  comparative rather than absolute because knowledge is  always 

part of the ongoing subjective awarenes s  of individual 

consciousne s s .
24 

In Chapter 1 Pnin ' s  j ourney to Cremona 

illustrate s this .  Pnin ' s  inveterate hoarding o f  factual 
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information i s  coupled with his personal pleasure in studying 

such information : he "was inordinately fond of everything in 

the l ine of timetable s ,  maps , catalogue s . .  and took e special 

pride in puzzling out schedules for himse lf"  (p . 8 )  . That 

Pnin ' s  knowledge is not absolute but comparative , however , i s  

demonstrated by his allegiance to an out-of-date timetable which 

results in a discrepancy between his planned organization o f  

time and a subsequent bureaucratic rearrangement o f  public 

transport which determines Pnin ' s  actual situation : 

' I  was thinking I gained twelve minutes ,  
and now I have lost nearly two whole hours , '  
said Pnin bitterly . ( P .  1 5 ) 

Just as the trials o f  Pnin ' s  j ourney are a parodic 

reflection of the changing conditions and comparative nature 

of individual knowledge , so Pnin ' s personal styli stic choices 

re flect his knowledge o f  and responses to society ' s  changing 

mores . The long underwear and the ' mode sty ' of Pnin ' s  

deportment in the staid European period prior to the 1 94 0 s  when 

" to reveal a glimpse of that white underwear by pulling up a 

trouser leg too high would have seemed to Pnin as indecent as 

showing himsel f  to ladies minus collar and tie " (p . 7 )  contrast 

with the enthusiastic choices of Pnin ' s  New World conduct :  

"Nowadays , at fifty-two , he was crazy about sunbathing , wore 

sports shirts and slacks , and when cross ing his legs would 

carefull y ,  del iberately , brazenly di splay a tremendous stretch 

of bare shin" (p . 7 ) . Both Pnin ' s  past and present behaviour 

illus trate the subj ective and comparative aspects of individual 

awarene s s .  A corollary i s  that the stylizations o f  personality 

reflect an interpenetration o f  past and present experience 

wi thin the individual ' s  consciousne s s . At Waindel l  Pnin ' s 

robot-l ike presentation in English of his painfully written 

lectures-- "He preferred reading hi s lectures , hi s gaze glued 

to his text , in a slow monotonous baritone " ( p .  1 3 ) --are a s  

much a styli stic reflection o f  the relationship of h i s  pas t  to 

hi s present experience as are the exuberant digres sions which 

directly recount the past from the perspective of the present : 

He was beloved not for any essential ability 



but for those unforgettable digressions o f  
hi s ,  when h e  would remove his glas ses to 
beam at the past while massaging the lenses 
of the present . Nostalgic excursions in 
broken English . Autobiographical titbits . 
( P . 1 0 )  
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In analogous fashion the narrato r ' s technique s of 

' biographical ' reconstruction simulate the ongoing conditions o f  

" individual reality . "  At the formal level the use of flash

backs are a li terary convention which fuse two time schemes , 

enabling the narrator to maintain the impetus and tension o f  

an ongoing narrative--"Professor Pnin was o n  the wrong train "  

(p . 8 ) --while juxtaposing Pnin ' s  ongoing and past behaviour . 

Less obviously , the narrator ' s  versions o f  Pnin reflect his own 

subj ective knowledge (his portrait of Pnin draws upon the 

narrator ' s  comparable Rus sian upbringing and experiences and 

hi s New World exile) . Finall� his imaginative stream-of

consciousnes s  techniques simulate the comparative nature and 

sub j ectivity of Pnin ' s  inner awarenes s .  The interpenetration 

of past and present within individual consciousness is 

dramatized , for instanc e ,  by Pnin ' s  ' seizure ' and its aftermath , 

the vision of his  parents and past friends which become s 

momentarily intertwined with his awarenes s  o f  the Cremona 

audience : 

Murdered ,  forgotten , unrevenged,  incorrupt , 
immortal , many old friends were scattered 
throughout the dim hall among more recent 
people , such as Mis s  Clyde , who had mode stly 
regained a front seat . ( P .  2 3 )  

I n  Chapter 5 Nabokov further explores subj ective awarenes s . 

As in Chapter 1 ,  the erratic course of Pnin ' s  j ourney confounds 

the schematized ' absolutes ' of his geographical directions . 

Once at the Pines he is  not an alien , but is  one of a group o f  

Russ ian intellectual s .  Moreover , the narrator ' s  affiliations 

with this group , his personal knowledge of Pnin ' s  location , 

hosts and friends , form the basis for his depiction and 

intimated sharing o f  Pnin ' s  experience :  "Thi s was the first 

time Pnin was coming to the Pines but I had been there before " 

(pp . 9 7 -98 , my italics ) . An explicit illustration o f  



1 66 

sub j ectivity , however , i s  initiated through Pnin ' s  first 

conversation . On Pnin ' s  arrival Bolotov , who is re-reading 

Anna Karenina mentions an apparent confusion of time by 

characters at the start of the novel . Pnin immediately supplies 

the correct factual information : " The action of the novel starts 

in the beginning of 1 872 , namely on Friday , February the twenty

third by the New Style"  ( p .  1 0 2 ) . At dinner that evening , Pnin 

returns to the sub j ect to describe the discrepancies between 

measured time and subj ectively experienced time as a literary 

dramatization o f  "relativity" : 

Pnin automatically resumed an earli er 
conversation . 

' You wil l  notice , '  he said , ' that there 
is a s ignificant difference between Lyovin ' s  
spiritual time and Vronski ' s  physical one . 
In mid book , Lyovin and Kitty lag behind 
Vronski and Anna by a whole year . Whe n ,  on 
a Sunday evening in May 1 87 6 , Anna throws 
herself under that freight train, she has 
existed more than four years since the 
beginning o f  the novel , but in the case o f  
the Lyovins , during the same period , 1 87 2  
to 1 87 6 ,  hardly three years have elapsed.  
It is  the best example o f  relativi ty in 
literature that is  known to me . '  ( P .  1 0 8 )  

Lyovin ' s  " spiritual time " denotes a sub j ective individual 

awareness of the four years during which the muted tenor of his 

marriage to Kitty is  seldom disturbed . By contrast Vronski ' s  

"physical time " captures the desperate intensity which Anna ' s  

subj ectivity endows on every moment of her l i fe with Vronski 

to the point where , discarded by him , physical existence becomes 

insupportable for her . In a psychological sense , time is shown 

to be ' relative ' to both the subj ectivity and the situation o f  

the individual , since the differences i n  the relationships 

between the two comparable couples produce Lyovin ' s  " spiritual " 

and Anna ' s  "physical " awareness o f  time . 

At the Pines , di fferent experiences of the pas t  are also 

shown to result in qualities and values which differentiate 

between groups as we ll as between individuals .  Despite the 

genetic and emotional bonds o f  the Old World Russ ians and their 

New World children , for instance , they form two distinct and 



disparate groups : 

Some parents brought their offspring with 
them--healthy , tal l ,  indolent , difficult 
Amer ican chi ldren of college age , with no 
sense of Nature , and no Russian ,  and no 
interest whatsoever in the nicetie s of 
their parents ' backgrounds and pasts . They 
seemed to live at the Pines on a phys ical 
and mental plane entirely different from 
that of their parents : now and then pas sing 
from the ir own level to ours through a kind 
of interdimensional shimmer ;  re sponding 
curtly to a well-meaning Russian j oke or 
anxious piece of advice , and then fading 
away again ; keeping always aloof ( so that 
one felt one had engendered a brood o f  
elve s ) ,  and preferring any Onkwedo store 
product,  any sort of canned goods to the 
marvellous Rus sian foods provided by the 
Kukolnikov household at loud , long dinners 
on the screened porch . 25 ( Pp .  9 8-99 )  
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The final scenes o f  Chapter 5 return from the sub j ectivities 

which underlie group dynamics to a depiction o f  individual 

consciousness . After the croquet match in which Pnin exhibits 
26 

the skills of his phy sical past ,  Roza Supolyanski 

precipitates him back to an emotional past by referring to her 

cousins , Grisha and Mira Belochken .  Pnin ' s  personal memories 

of Mira are coupled with the subsequent knowledge , which he 

has attempted to blot from consciousne s s , of her death in a 

Nazi concentration camp . As in Chapter Pnin experiences a 

' seizure ' and in its aftermath the past intermingles with his 

awarenes s  of the present . The group gathering for tea on the 

porch at the Pines fuses with Pnin ' s  vision o f  his own and 

Mira ' s  father playing chess while an eighteen year old Pnin 

waits in the darknes s  of the garden for Mira ' s  coming . At the 

same time Pnin is aware o f  Mira ' s  history and the fact of 

Mira ' s  death . As at the Cremona meeting , a " democracy of 

ghost s "  ( p .  1 1 3 )  survives in Pnin ' s  consc iousne ss through a 

blend o f  sub j ective knowledge and artifice that makes up Pnin ' s  

ongoing " individual reality . " 

In Chapters 2 and 6 Nabokov suggests how man ' s  capacity 

for reason and logical assessment relate to his " individual 

reality , " or what Joan elements cal l s  " the world of the mind " 
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( p . 5 0 )  . The thematic concerns of the two chapters are 

parodically announced through Laurence Clements ' course in 

E . O . S .  at Waindell , which "had opened and would close with the 

phrase destined to be over-quoted one day : The evolution of 

sense is, in a sense, the evolution o f  nonsense "  (p . 2 7 ) . Both 

elements ' s tatement and Nabokov ' s  characterizations suggest 

the way in which the capacity of intellect for the rational 

application of knowledge is regulated by man ' s  subj ectivity . 

Al though logic i s  a conscious proces s , it  does not determine 

the nature or course of "individual reality . " In Chapter 2 ,  

Pnin ' s  l i fe with the elements dramatizes an interplay o f  

knowledge and emotion within individual responses that has 

little relationship to the capacity for reason or logical 

assessments . In the elements ' household,  Pnin is  a disruptive 

presence . Yet Joan admonishes , cares for and comforts Pnin 

de spite the fact that "he was more of a poltergeist than a 

lodger "  ( p .  3 3 )  , whi le the interaction of Pnin and Laurence 

" led insensibly to a tender mutual concord b e-tween the tuJo men , 

both o f  whom were really at ease only in the warm world of 

natural scholarship" (p . 34 , my italics ) . Subj ective involve 

ment overrides rather than negates rational analysis , although 

both co-exist in consc iousness . At their house party the 

elements are aware o f  Pnin ' s  incongruity . At the same time , 

they try to shield him from the reflected absurdity o f  

Cockerell ' s  mimicry . Later when Liza exclaims o n  seeing the 

elements ' aquarelle that "' They must be terrible people ,"' Pnin 

s imilarly demons trates that emotional involvement with others 

has l ittle to do with taste or reason : " ' No ,"' said Pnin , " - 'they 

are my friends' " (p . 4 5 ) . The irrationality o f  " individual 

reality , " however , is most c learly demonstrated in Pnin ' s  love 

for Liza . After Liza ' s  American reunion with Eric Wind in 

1 94 0 , Pnin , in a letter to Chateau , refutes the evolving 

sc ience of psychiatric rationalizations by reference to the 

emotional centre of " individual reality" : " I s  sorrow not ,  one 

asks , the only thing in the world people really possess? " 

(p . 4 3 ) . In the continuing narrative o f  Chapter 2 ,  Pnin can 

logically assess the potentialities of an admiring Betty Bliss 

as the pos s ible companion of a " serene senility , " but "hi s 
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heart belonged to another woman " (p . 3 6 ) . And although Li za 

once more disperses Pnin ' s  j oy and hope on her visit to 

Waindell , his  feelings still preclude any logical response to 

a rational assessment of her behaviour and personality : "To 

hold her , to keep her--just as she was --with her cruelty , with 

her vulgarity , with her b linding blue eye s , with her miserable 

poetry , with her fat feet ,  with her impure , dry , sordi d ,  

infantile soul " (p . 4 8 )  .
2 7  

After Liza ' s  departure when Joan 

tries to cheer Pnin up by showing him an American cartoon , 

Pnin tries to invoke logic to rej ec t  the pic ture be fore him, 

only to be met with Joan ' s  rebuke : " Really , you are not playing 

fair , Timo fey . You know perfectly well you agree with Lore 

that the world of the mind is based on a compromise with logic " 

(p . 50 , my i talics ) . The comic pathos of Pnin ' s  final cry " I  

haf nothing " ( p .  5 1 )  provides an ironic reflection o f  the 

emotional centre o f  " individual reality , "  "the only thing that 

people really possess , "  which necessitates the mind ' s  constant 

compromise with logi c .  

In the companion Chapter 6 the irrationalitie s perpetrated 

and condoned by the people who control the institutionalized 

world of reason , the Waindell University ,  directly dramati ze 

Laurence ' s  view that " the evolution o f  sense i s , in a sense , 

the evolution of nonsense " (p . 2 7 )  • The absurdity o f  ass i s ting 

the mechanical and indiscriminate accumulation of material s 

rather than scholarly analys is and research i s  epitomi zed by 

the Starrs ' grant to record po st-war folksongs in East Germany 

and by the ten thousand dollars given the Professor o f  

Anthropology to chart physiological behaviour , rather than 

primitive culture , in a s tudy of " the e ating habits of Cuban 

fishermen and palm climb ers " (p . 1 1 6 ) . The academic 

respectability endowed on evolving layers o f  interpretative 

speculation is similarly revealed by the funding of von 

Flaternfel ' s  undertaking to compile a b ibliography of materials 

" devoted in recent years to a critical appraisal of the 

influence o f  Nietzsche ' s  disciples on Modern Thought "  ( p .  1 1 6 ) . 

Finally , economic aid is  shown to promote the evolution of 

nonsense through the scripted enactments in futility which are 

perpetrated by psychiatric tests that reveal nothing other than 



the psychiatrist ' s  enduring absurdity : 

And , last but not leas t ,  the bestowal of a 
particularly generous grant was allowing the 
renowned Waindel l  psychiatri st,  Dr Rudolph 
Aura , to apply to ten thousand elementary 
school pupils the so-called Fingerbowl Tes t ,  
in whi ch the child i s  asked to dip his  index 
in cups o f  coloured fluids whereupon the 
proportion b etween length o f  digit and wetted 
part i s  measured and plotted in all kinds o f  
fascinating graphs . ( P . 1 1 6 )  
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Comparabl e  counterparts to these Swi ftian-like pro j ectors 

are described among th e admini strative and teaching levels o f  

the university ,  the mo st notable example being the Profes sor 

of French : 

Two interesting characteri stics dis tinguished 
Leonard Blorenge , Chairman of French Li terature 
and Language : he disliked l i terature and he had 
no French . ( P .  1 1  7 )  

I ronically, the university ' s  "compromise with logi c "  renders 

Blorenge ' s  flaunted inepti tude in hi s subject irre levant whe n  

placed alongside hi s skills as a financial entrepreneur--he i s  

" a  highly esteemed money-getter" (p . 1 1 7 ) . Furthermore the 

totally imitative undertakings which Blorenge channel s  his 

acquired funds into , the redupli cation o f  a French village on 

a hill near Waindell , provide a parodic demonstration of a 

triumph of quantitative accumulation over intelle ctual 

development . Within thi s  world of sub j ective and 

institutional ized compromises with reason Pnin ' s  genuine 

scholarship and hi s distinctive personality are both stumbl ing 

blocks when Pnin ' s  departing mentor , Hagen , seeks to secure 

Pnin ' s  continued employment in the univers i ty .  Blorenge , whose 

fraudulent scholarship i s  typified by a plagiarized course on 

Great Frenchmen , re j ects Pnin b ecause Pnin can read French as 

well as speak it:  "Then we can ' t  use him at all . As you know , 

we believe only in speech records and other mechanical devi c e s . 

No books are allowed " (p . 1 1 9 ) . On the other hand the guides 

which determine the decisions of the Chairman o f  English , Jack 

Cockerell , are his  own sub j ective responses to people , he 
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"disapproved of everything Hagen did, considered Pnin a j oke , 

and was , in fac t ,  unofficially haggling for the services of a 

prominent Anglo-Russ ian write r "  (p . 1 1 7 )  .
2 8  

Blorenge ' s  and 

Cockere ll ' s  reactions quali fy logic in th e university ' s  choices 

since sub j ective self-rationali zations determine their 

behaviour . Moreover , the two men ' s  fraudulent enactment o f  

their academic roles and responsibilities is  i n  direct contrast 

to Pnin ' s  devoted scholarship and unscripted individuality ,  yet ,  

paradoxically , the ' world o f  reason ' sustains the former , not 

the latter . At Pnin ' s  party , Hagen ' s  suggestion that the only 

solution to the academic moras s  is to eliminate the le cture 

room is met by Margaret Thayer ' s  obj ection that the personal ity 

of the lecturer must count for something . Hagen ' s  reply 

suggests that the university s upports conventional role players 

in preference to an individual style o f  personality : 

' It does not !  ' shouted Hagen.  ' That i s  
the tragedy ! Who , for example , wants him ' 
--he pointed to radiant Pnin-- ' who wants 
his personality? Nobody ! They will 
re j ect Timofey ' s  wonderful pe rsonality 
without a quaver .  The world wants a 
machine , not a Timofey . '  ( P .  1 3 5 )  

That the university i s  prepared to pay for everything from 

me chanized research to mechani zed role playing , but can re j e ct 

genuine scholarship and individuality , epi tomize s the 

irrationality o f  public values in an institution which is 

supposedly devoted to the inte l lectual pursuit of individual 

scholarship and evolving knowledge . Paradoxically , while 

Pnin ' s  hopes of tenure and hi s plans to buy the Todd Avenue 

house are based on a rational assessment o f  hi s circumstance s ,  

hi s actual chances are determined by the i llogical choices o f  

the university ' s  human agencies . Conversely , the logical 

po ssibility of remaining at Waindell under the narrator 

contrasts with Pnin ' s  apparently i llogical re je ction of the 

idea . For Pnin , however , a denial of hi s emotional fee lings 

would require a compromise with hi s own individuality . As in 

Chapter 2 ,  Pnin i s  seemingly le ft with nothing, no j ob ,  no 

home . Yet ,  like Victor ' s  aquamarine bowl , Pnin ' s  "individual 



1 7 2  

reality "  remains intact .  

In the final paired chapters o f  the Pnin narrative , 

Chapters 3 and 7 ,  Nabokov explores the relationship between 

memory and " individual reality . "  On the one hand memory is the 

proces s  by which an individual records and retains knowledge 

within the ongoing pre sent of conscious existence . On the o ther 

hand memory is not merely a mechanical recorder o f  information , 

but a repository o f  the individual ' s  relationship to the past ;  

hence i t  operates not only a s  a basi s  o f  knowledge but as a 

selective and subj ective source of " individual reality . " 

Chapter 3 opens with a discussion o f  memory that e s tablishe s 

a frame for the narrator ' s  depiction o f  Pnin within the present . 

At the same time , the narrator ' s  comments provide unwitting 

reflections of hi s own inner awarenes s . Pnin ' s  past is 

described as " an accumulation o f  consecutive rooms in hi s 

memory " but , since the narrator acknowledges that memory ignores 

" al l  space -time distinctions , "  he l ikens the world of memory 

to a " furniture shop " beyond which , he claims , "nobody real ly 

loves anybody " (p . 5 2 , my italics ) .  Similarly , the narrator ' s  

portrait o f  Pnin ' s  personality embodies a sub j ective respons e  

which is elicited b y  the narrator ' s  personal pas t :  a s  Pnin 

dresses to set out on hi s day in the consecutive rooms of the 

present the narrator comments , " It warmed my heart , the Rus s ian

intelligentskt way he had of getting into hi s overcoat" (p . 5 4 ) . 

The contribution o f  the narrator ' s  memories to hi s observations 

is paralleled in his dramatized depiction of the relationship 

of Pnin ' s  memories to hi s behaviour . As Pnin sets out from the 

elements ' house he recall s  an urgent reques t  from the college 

l ibrary to re turn a book on Soviet l iterature for another 

borrower .  In implicit contrast ,  howeve r ,  to the narrator ' s  

view that " nobody really love s anybody , "  Pnin ' s  memories shape 

his sympathetic identi fication wi th the needs of another scholar 

which , despite hi s own desire s ,  lead him to return the book : 

For a moment he struggled with hims e l f ;  
h e  still needed the volume , but kindly 
Pnin sympathi zed too much with the 
passionate clamour o f  another ( unknown) 
scholar not to go back for the stout 
heavy tome . 2 9  ( Pp .  5 4 - 5 5 )  



The selective contributions of memory to " individual 

reality"  are also i llus trated in the narrator ' s  depiction o f  
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Pni n .  Al though Pnin does not remember that it i s  hi s birthday 

(February 3rd in the Julian Calendar i s  February 1 5th in the 

New World) , hi s scholarly preoccupation wi th Russ ian literature 

involves an exact retention of dates . He writes on the " grey 

board" for the benefit o f  hi s class " December , 26 , 1 8 29 

3 . 0 3  p . m .  St . Petersburg" (p . 5 6 ) , the date and the time 

recorded by Pushkin as marking the composition o f  a poem 

concerned with intimations o f  death that the poe t was constantly 

looking for . Pnin ' s  delight in announcing the actual but 

different day of Pushkin ' s  death (February 29 , 1 8 3 7 )  is thwarted 

by the ominous cracking of hi s chair , but both the details and 

hi s delight persist among the sub j ectively selected data 

re tained through memory . 

Conversely, Pnin re j ects ' corruptions ' o f  hi s personal 

memories . Pnin ' s  brie f visit to Office R ,  a room he had once 

"lovingly Pnini zed" (p . 5 7 ) , reflects his abandonment o f  

interest i n  the place following the unlooked for advent o f  Dr 

Bodo von Flaternfels--" thence forth , so far as Pnin was 

concerned , Office R had gone to seed" (p . 5 8 )  . Again , in the 

faculty club dining room Pnin ' s  subdued warfare with the 

Komarovs ari ses out o f  his own selective and subj ective aware 

ne ss o f  the pas t :  "Only another Rus sian could understand the 

reactionary and Sovietophile blend presented by the pseudo

colourful Komarovs " ( p .  5 9 ) . Ironically , comparable problems 

with English usage that re flect a shared past and dis tingui sh 

Pnin and Komarov as New World aliens , are the direct sparring 

ground for the two men ' s  differences :  

It would be hard to say , without applying 
some very special tests , which of them, Pnin 
or Komarov ,  spoke the worse Engli sh ;  
probably Pnin;  but for reasons o f  age , 
general education , and a slightly longer 
stage of American citizenship , he found it 
possible to correct Komarov ' s  frequent 
English interpolations , and Komarov resented 
this even more than he did Pnin ' s  
antikvarn�y ZiberaZizm. ( P .  60 ) 
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Al though comparable experiences can produce comparable 

styli stic reflections of the retained past , consciousne s s  

consi sts o f  a personal blend o f  selective memories which melds 

past and present into an " individual reality . " Thi s  " individual 

reality"  is parodically re fle cted in Pnin ' s  reactions to Hamlet.  

At the library Pnin reads a scholarly work o n  Russian myths . 

A de scription o f  the Green week festivitie s in which maidens 

and floral wreaths float down the Volga , stirs in Pnin ' s  mind 

literary allusions that he finally connects with Ophelia ' s  

death in Hamlet .  But even as Pnin debates with himself how to 

check the parallels between Russian folk customs and Shakespe are' s 

play , Pnin ' s  planned undertaking i s  coloured by his pas t  

memories o f  the play : 

Whenever you were reduced to look up 
something in the English version , you 
never found this or that beautiful , noble , 
sonorous l ine that you remembered all your 
life from Kroneberg ' s  text in Vengerov ' s  
splendid edition . Sad ! ( P .  66 ) 

The ' original s ' of Pnin ' s  memory are parodically distingui shed 

from the originals of li terature to sugge st the way in which 

memory is not a logically governed source of knowledge , but i s  

a personal activity , a conscious proce s s  that i s  part of an 

individual ' s  ongoing awarenes s  and responses . Later that same 

night at the Starrs ' movie programme , "humourle s s  Pnin remained 

indif ferent" ( p .  67) to Chapl in ' s  New World comedy o f  which he 

has neither prior knowledge nor experience . The contrived 

propaganda of the Russian documentary film which follows leave s 

him equal ly unmoved since , in this case , Pnin ' s  memories cause 

him to re j ect the ideological bias of the film . By contrast 

Pnin re sponds with sudden tears to the unexpected view of a 

Russian wildwood he has known as a boy . The undefiled natural 

scene leads him to re live in hi s mind hi s original experiences 

of walking through those woods to where " the road emerged into 

the romantic , free , beloved radiance of a great field unmowed 

by time " (p . 6 8 ) , a field of the mind which depicts Pnin ' s  

" individual reality . "  Throughout Chapter 3 Pnin ' s  personal 

memories are shown to be the basis of an ongoing " individual 



reality"  which i s  reflected in the stylizations of hi s 

personality .  

The companion Chapter 7 dramatizes the sub j ective and 

se lective processes of the narrator ' s  memory . For the first 

time the narrator abandons hi s artistic strategies and give s 

a direct account o f  his participation in the novel ' s  world .  
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The narrator ' s  resume o f  hi s biographical source materials 

consists principally of a series of scenes which chart his 

remembered contacts with Pnin up to and including hi s arrival 

at Waindel l  and Pnin ' s  departure the following morning . The 

narrator ' s  comments sugges t  his unwillingnes s  to admit that 

hi s memories are part of hi s own " individual reality . "  He 

implicitly separate s his personal past from hi s ongoing pres ent . 

For example , the coal dust lodged in hi s eye which necessita ted 

the 1 9 1 1 visit to Dr Pavel Pnin is not viewed as a selected 

detail of the past which persists in individual consciousne s s . 

Instead the narrator ponders only the separate spatial location 

of the dust within the present : "I wonder where that speck i s  

now? The dull , mad fact i s  that it does exis t  somewhere " 

(p . 1 4 7 ) . Nevertheles s ,  the interpenetration o f  the narrator ' s  

personal past and present i s  unwittingly reflected in his 

description of the furniture of Pnin ' s  1 9 1 1 schoolroom . His 

unrecognized ,  though brie f ,  mistakes in English usage together 

with his comparison of Pnin ' s  monoplane with his own sugges t  

how hi s personal past sti l l  emerges i n  hi s present stylizations : 

. . . through the open door o f  the schoolroom 
I could see a map of Russia on the wal l ,  books 
on a shel f ,  a s tuffed squirrel , and a toy 
monoplane with l inen wings and a rubber motor . 
I had a similar one hut twice higger3 bought 
in Biarritz . After one had wound up the 
propeller for some time3 the rubber would 
change its manner of twist and develop 
fascinating thick whorls which predicted the 
end of its tether. (P . 1 48 ,  my italics ) 

Conversely , the narrator denies the unique ' real ity ' o f  

a specific ob j e c t ,  place , o r  setting . He assumes , for example , 

that comparable settings retained by memory are interchangeable . 

Consequently he argues that because o f  his  familiarity with 

apartments s imilar to the Pnin residence , he " uncons ciously 
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retained a picture of the Pnin flat that probably corresponds 

to reality"  (p . 1 47 ) . Furthermore , he ignores the imaginative 

artifice of his memories of either places or people . Although 

he implicitly allows that memories may fade , he does not 

question hi s own power to reproduce an accurate de scription o f  

Timofey and h i s  father :  

Do I really remember hi s crew cut , his 
puffy pale face , hi s red ears? Yes , 
distinctly . I even remember the way he 
imperceptibly removed his  shoulder from 
under the proud paternal hand, while 
the proud paternal voice was saying : 
' Thi s boy has j us t  got a Five Plus (A+) 
in the Algebra examination . '  ( P .  1 48 )  

Similarly the narrator fail s  t o  recognize that hi s later 

sub j ective knowledge o f  and responses to the adult Timo fey may 

produce imaginative associations rather than exact recall o f  

the young Timofey . The narrator claims that in Pavel Pnin ' s  

waiting room in 1 9 1 1  he witnessed a brie fly enacted drama o f  

a cuckolded husband (pp .  1 46 -47 ) . His association of this role 

with Timofey is  made cle ar in hi s account of the 1 9 1 8 

theatricals at hi s aunt ' s  estate to which he was a re luctant 

audience . Despite the narrator ' s  comment that he took only a 

"minuscule interest" (p . 1 49 )  in Pnin ' s  existence at that time , 

he nevertheless credits Pnin with the role of the betrayed 

husband . When , during the next meeting o f  the two in Paris 

during the early twenties , the narrator attempts to demons trate 

what he sees as " the unusual lucidity and strength of my memory"  

( p . 1 5 0 )  by de scribing the previous contacts , Pnin completely 

denies the 1 9 1 1 encounter and claims that "he had only acted 

the part of Christine ' s  father" (p . 1 5 0 )  in the 1 9 1 8  play . Yet ,  

a s  always , the narrator ques tions neither the accuracy nor the 

imaginative associations o f  hi s own repre sentations . Inste ad ,  

he attributes Pnin ' s  response to Pnin ' s  suppres sion o f  personal 

past--" noticing how reluctant he was to recognize his own pas t ,  

I switched to another , les s  personal , topic " (p . 1 5 0 ) . 

Ironically , the narrator ' s  associations of Pnin with be trayed 

husbands de scribe the role both he and Eric Wind impose upon 

Pnin in adult l i fe . Furthermore the suppression of personal 



past that the narrator attributes to Pnin is  reflected in hi s 

own personality both in the private and the public arenas of 

hi s l i fe . 
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The narrator ' s  suppres sion not only o f  hi s past but also 

of the emotional centre of hi s " individual reality " is revealed 

in his relationships with Li za and Pnin during the Paris era .  

Despite the narrator ' s  intellectual scorn for Liza ' s  artis ti c  

pretensions he use s  her poems a s  an excuse to initiate a 

physical affair that culminate s in Liza ' s  attempted suic ide . 

A fortnight later Liza hands the narrator Pnin ' s  le tter of 

proposal in a last bid to obtain some form o f  emotional response 

from him :  

' I  want a last piece o f  advice from you , ' 
said Liza in what the French call a ' white ' 
voice . ' Thi s is  an offer o f  marriage that 
I have received . I shall wait till midnight . 
I f  I don ' t  hear from you , I shall accept i t . ' 
( Pp .  1 52 - 5 3 )  

The narrator ' s  self-seeking use and critical re jection of Li za ' s  

claims to commitment on hi s part are in direct contrast to 

Pnin ' s  letter of proposal ( p .  1 5 3 )  which expresses the all 

embracing tolerance of Pnin ' s  love for Liza . The narrator ' s  

' indi fference ' to other people ' .s fee lings is  further reflected 

in his parodic depiction o f  Liza ' s  suicide attempt (p . 1 5 2 )  and 

her subsequent reaction to Pnin ' s  proposal : 

Pnin wrote her a tremendous love letter-
now safe in a private collection--and she 
read it with tears of self-pity while 
recovering from a pharmacopoeial attempt 
at suicide because o f  a rather s illy 
affair with a litterateur who i s  now-
But no matter . Five analysts , intimate 
friends of hers , all sai d :  ' Pnin--and a 
baby at once . '  ( P .  3 8 )  

Nor doe s the narrator conceive that hi s past behaviour has any 

bearing on hi s relationship with others in an ongoing present . 

On meeting the Pnins in Paris several years after their marriage , 

the narrator , whi le s ti ll intolerant of Li za , sees no barrier 

towards pursuing a friendship with Pnin even though Liza reveal s 



that Pnin is now comple tely informed about the narrator ' s  

' betrayal s ' of the pas t :  

Liza informed me--with he r usual crude 
candour--that she had ' told Timofey 
everything ' ;  that he was ' a  s aint ' and 
had ' pardoned ' me . Fortunately , she 
did not o ften accompany him to later 
receptions where I had the pleasure of 
s itting next to him, or opposite him ,  
i n  the company of dear friends . ( P .  1 54 )  
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Furthermore , the narrator ' s  inability to recall meetings with 

Pnin in the New World suggests that hi s rei terated claims o f  

friendship with Pnin are a distorted version of the re lation 

ship rather than part o f  a mutual and continuing concord . 

Despi te intermittent encounters in the New World the narrato r ' s  

" only vivid recolle ction" (p . 1 55 )  of Pnin is  during a New York 

bus ride in 1 9 5 2  a fter a programme both men had attended 

commemorating the hundredth anniversary of Gogol ' s  death . 

The final pages of Pnin reiterate the selective 

suppressions o f  the narrator ' s  consciousne s s . In contrast to 

Chapter 3 where the narrator coyly plays with the fact that the 

day described i s  Pnin ' s  birthday , he fails to recognize that 

his first public lecture in Waindell on the day of Pnin ' s  

departure is  once again Pnin ' s  birthday , " Tuesday , February 

fifteenth " (p . 1 56 ) . And , j ust as in Pari s , the narrator sees 

no incongruity in sugge sting that Pnin assist him at Wainde l l . 

Faced with Pnin ' s  letter o f  curt dismi ssal and hi s obvious 

desire to avoid a meeting at Wainde l l , the narrator ' s  inability 

to understand Pnin i s  reflected in his response :  "His answer 

surpri sed and hurt me " (p . 1 56 ) . Consequently the narrator 

sees no parallel s  between Pnin ' s  refusal to work with him and 

Pnin ' s  reaction to Komarov ' s  attempt to ' author ' Pnin by 

painting him into the faculty club mural of ghostly presences 

from the pas t :  

Although Komarov belonged to another political 
faction than Pnin , the patriotic artist had 
seen Pnin ' s  dismis sal an anti-Russian gesture 
and had started to de lete a sulky Napoleon 
that s tood between young , plumpi sh (now gaunt) 
Blorenge and young , moustached (now shaven) 



Hagen , in order to paint in Pnin;  and there 
was the scene between Pnin and Pres ident 
Poore at lunch--an enraged,  spluttering Pnin 
los ing all control over what Engli sh he had , 
pointing a shaking fore finger at the 
preliminary outlines of a ghostly muzhik on 
the wall , and shouting that he would sue the 
college i f  hi s face appeared above that blouse . 
( P .  1 5 7 )  
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Even though the narrator recounts Cockerell ' s  comic re-enactment 

of the incident he cannot see that , like both Cockerell and 

Komarov , he too may be engaged in trans forming Pnin into a 

figment o f  hi s own artis try . 

Nevertheless , Nabokov ' s  structuring o f  Pnin draws attention 

to the narrator ' s  continued confus ion of art and l i fe .  At the 

mid point of the narrator ' s  ' biography ' his conscious asse s s 

ments of Victor confuse Victor ' s  ' identity a s  an artist ' and 

Victor ' s  individual ity . Throughout the surrounding halves of 

the narrative the narrator similarly confuses hi s own parodic 

versions of Pnin with Pnin ' s  individuality . And , as we saw ,  

the narrator ' s  styl i stic strategies and imaginative re-creation 

of data conflict with his biographical pro j ect . Consequently 

hi s assumption of the role of biographer involves a further 

confusion of art and l i fe , while hi s stylistic practice s 

constitute an unacknowledged ,  and perhaps unwitting , attempt 

to pre-empt the "individual realiti es " o f  the people he 

describes . 

Similarly , the narrator confuses exact observation and 

biographical research with personal memories and versions o f  

Pnin . In Chapter 6 he give s a comic account of how Pnin , " not 

a very observant man in everyday l i fe "  ( p .  1 24 ) , confuses 

certain American colleague s ,  so that whi le Pnin believes he has 

asked Profes sor Thomas Wynn , Head of the Ornithology Department , 

to hi s party , he has actually invited Wynn ' s  "Pninian Twi n "  

(p . 1 2 5 ) , the Professor o f  Anthropology , Tristram W .  Thomas .  

The narrator sugges ts that such confusions arise from a lack 

of exacting observation . In commenting on the apparent 

occurrence of ' twin personalities , ' he describes how both Pnin 

and himself have been s een by others as interchangeable 

personal ities : 



I know , indeed, of a case o f  triplets at a 
comparatively small college where , according 
to its sharp-eyed pre sident , Frank Reade , 
the radix of the troika was , absurdly enough 
myself ;  and I recall the late Olga Krotki 
once tell ing me that among the fifty or so 
faculty members at a Wartime Intensive 
Language School . . . there were as many as 
six Pnins ,  beside the genuine and , to me , 
unique article . ( P . 1 24 )  
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Here the narrator implies that , even though " sharp-eyed " 

observers are capable of absurd confusions , hi s own special ized 

knowledge exempts him from errors in observing , and therefore 

describing , the "unique artic le . "  Again , however ,  Nabokov ' s  

s tructuring of Pnin suggests the narrator ' s  inability to 

di stinguish between impersonal observation and personal vers ions 

of Pnin . The last words o f  the novel circle back to the first 

chapter to j uxtapose Cockerell ' s  account o f  the Cremona incident 

with the narrator ' s  very different version of the s ame incident . 

Like Cockerell ' s  party-pi ece s ,  the narrator ' s  imitative art 

reworks , not scholarly observation and research , but personal 

memories and versions of Pnin . Moreover , the narrator ' s  

imitative stylizations suggest how he denies hi s own potential 

to evolve an individual style in hi s artis tic portrait o f  Pnin . 

In summation , Nabokov ' s  " architectonic s "  contribute to his  

characterization of the narrator by providing a critical 

perspective on the narrator ' s  stylizations . Unrecognized by 

the narrator,  he is indeed part of a " troika" o f  personalities , 

" the radix " of which i s  the individual style o f  Pnin . At the 

end of the novel Pnin ' s  other would-be author,  Cockerell , and 

the narrator are left together with their imitative version s  

of Pnin while Pnin himse l f ,  together with the stray dog he has 

rescued from Todd Avenue , escape along the unscripted road o f  

l i fe "where there was s imply n o  saying what miracle might 

happen "  (p . 1 60 ) . And , although the narrator is  increasingly 

disenchanted with Cockerell ' s  imitations , he i s  blind to his 

own participation in the " troika . "  Confronted with Cockere ll ' s  

endless impersonations of Pnin at the end o f  the nove l ,  the 

narrator does ponder the implications of Cockerell ' s  performance: 

Finally , the whole thing grew to be such a 



bore that I fe ll to wondering i f  by some 
poetical vengeance thi s  Pnin business had 
not become with Cockerell the kind of fatal 
obsession which substitutes its own victim 
for that of the initial ridicule . ( P . 1 58 )  

Yet he doe s not wonder about hi s own comparable " obsession " 

with Pnin . Nor does he recognize that he i s  engaged in a 
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more subtle impersonation of Pnin . On the surface he seems to 

s tand in direct contrast to hi s portrait of Pni n .  Whereas h e  

dramati zes the interpenetration of past and present i n  Pnin ' s  

mind and behaviour , he consc iously suppre sses hi s own personal 

past . Whereas he depicts Pnin ' s  " loving heart , " he detaches 

himself from emotional involvements . And while he de scribes 

how Pnin consistently re j ects authorship , he reveals how his 

own reputation as "a prominent Anglo-Russian writer "  Cp . 1 1 7 ) 

gains him a position re-enacting thi s  public role o f  

literateur a t  Wainde l l . Howeve r ,  I sugges t  that , l ike 

Cockerell , the narrator has reached a point where he can only 

represent an " individual reality"  vicariously through his 

parodic impersonation of Pnin . S ignificantly perhaps , he i s  

the only one o f  Nabokov ' s  first-pe rson narrators t o  have no 

name , not even an initial . 
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Croom Helm, 1 9 8 3 )  sugge sts that certain " similarities " be twee n  
Nabokov ' s  l i fe and hi s invented narrator ' s  history " do not 
lead us to conclude , as some readers have done that the narrator 
is Vladirnir Nabokov" (p . 89 ) . As we s aw in Chapter 3 ,  Nabokov 
admits to giving away autobiographical detail s  to characters , 
but he also s tre s ses that he i s  not to be equated with his 
characters : "I am very careful to keep my characters beyond the 
limits o f  my own identity" (SO ,  p .  1 4 ) . Moreove r ,  whatever the 
" simi laritie s "  b etween Nabokov and the narrato r ,  the reader 
does not conc lude that the narrator who , for instance , seduc e s  
and abandons Liza i n  Pari s ,  is Vladimir Nabokov . 
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Bade r ,  p • 84 . 

6 
L . L .  Lee ,  Vladimir Nabokov (Bo ston , Mass : Twayne 

Publ i she rs , 1 9 7 6 ) , pp . 1 2 8 - 3 1 . 
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S tegner , pp . 9 0 - 1 0 1 . 

8 
Grabes ,  p .  46 . 

9 
Bader , p .  94 . 

1 0  
Grabes ,  p .  5 0 . 

1 1  
B ader , p .  88 . 

1 2  
In an interview with Nabokov, Alfred AppeL JL re fers to 

the publishing history o f  Pnin : 
Four o f  i ts seven chapters were publi shed in 
the New Yorker over a considerable period 
( 1 9 5 3 -5 7) , but the all important last chapter ,  
i n  whi ch the narrator takes control , i s  only 
in the book . I ' d  be mo st intere s ted to know 
i f  the des i gn of Pnin was compl ete whi le the 
separate sections were being publishe d ,  or 



whether your full sense o f  its possibilities 
oc curred later . 

Nabokov ' s  reply i s  unequivocal : 

1 3  

Ye s ,  the des i gn o f  Pnin was complete in my 
mind when I composed the first chapter which , 
I beli eve , in this case was actually the 
first of the seven I phys ically set down on 
paper . (SO, p . 8 4 )  

Lucy Maddox points out , " Two o f  hi s [ the narrator ' s ]  
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source s  o f  information about Pnin are c learly unreliable--Eric 
Wind , the psychiatris t  for whom Li za left Pni n ,  and Jack 
Cockere l l , who sees Pnin as a buffoon , the campus character 
who lends himself wel l  to comic imitation " (p . 88 ) . 

1 4  
Grabes , pp . 4 8-49 . 

1 5  
Grabes ultimate ly accepts the s tream-of-consciousne s s  

techniques a s  an admis s ible method o f  biography , arguing tha t  
"even thus stepping over the limit might b e  regarded as a 
legi timate way o f  solving the problem that naturally arises in 
a biography if the sub j ect ' s  inner world i s  presented--and as 
a rule the reader i s  quite willing to accept such libertie s "  
( p .  4 8 )  . Such a view bypas ses the s tructural dis tinctions o f  
the text and implicitly equates the narrator with hi s author ,  
Nabokov . The narrator,  however , is not merely a convention or 
a mouthpiece for Nabokov ' s  created worl d ,  he is  also a fictional 
character . 

1 6  
Grabes , p .  4 7 .  

1 7  
Grabes , p .  4 7 . 

1 8  
The narrator ' s  apparent access to Pnin ' s  correspondence 

wi th Chateau during the 1 9 30 s  may arise out o f  hi s own contact 
with Chateau in France during 1 9 35 (p . 1 04 ) , or it  may be a 
fiction formulated from the evidence o f  Pnin ' s  letter of 
proposal to Liza which speci fie s  an instance o f  Chateau ' s  
scholarly re futation o f  psychotherapeutic theorie s ( p .  1 5 3) . 

1 9  
Lee , p .  1 2 7 . 

2 0  w . w .  Rowe , in Nabokov and Others : Patterns in Russian 
Literature (Ann Arbor ,  Michigan : Ardis , 1 97 9 ) , points out that 
the surname of Pnin ' s  boyhood sweetheart, Mira Belochkin re fers 
to squirrels : '" squirre l ' is  be lka in Russian " ( p . 1 2 8 )  . Thi s  
may b e  another possible source o f  the narrator ' s  association 
of Pnin with squirrel s .  

2 1  
Lucy Maddox i n  enumerating the " s imilarities " between 

Nabokov and hi s narrator state s , "both are named Vladimir 
Vladimirovich, and both are amateur lepidopterists " (p . 8 9 )  . 
She bas e s  this statement on the conversation at the Pines 
between Chateau and Pnin , where Chateau , on see ing "a score of 
small butterflies , "  remarks " ' Pity Vladimir Vladimirovich i s  
not here . . . . H e  would have told us all about these 
enchanting insects "' (P,  p .  1 0 7 ) . My own view i s  that the 
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narrator as reporter o f  the scene is a peripheral pre sence at 
the Pines . I take Chateau ' s  reference to Vladimir Vladimirovich 
as an example of the way Nabokov frequently in serts hi s own name 
into hi s novels . I sugge st that the narrator o f  Pnin i s  never 
named . 

22 
Nabokov ' s  monism i s  discussed in Chapter 3 above . 

2 3  
In Lolita Humbert Humbert,  when hearing children at play ,  

recognizes that he has deprived Lolita ' s  "voice from that 
concord" (L , p .  3 0 6 ) . 

24 
See also Chapters 1 and 3 .  

2 5  
An intere s ting contrast exi sts between the group 

distinctions of the Old World Russians and their children , and 
the relationship of Pnin and Victor , who re spond to one another ,  
not i n  terms o f  group dynamics , but a s  individuals .  

26  
In Chapter 4 Pnin tells  Victor , " I  was a champion o f  

croquet "  (p . 88) . 

2 7  
The direct criticism o f  Liza is  the narrator ' s , since 

he uses quali fied stream-of-consciousne ss technique s .  

28  
The "prominent Anglo-Russian wri te r "  (p . 1 1 7 ) whose 

services Cockerel l  is  haggling for is , o f  course ,  the narrator . 

29 
Through a mi stake in requesting Volume 1 8 ,  rather than 

th.e next issue Volume 1 9 ,  Pnin himself i s  the ' unknown ' scholar 
as he finds out when he visits the l ibrary (p . 6 2 ) . 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

PALE FIRE AND TRANSPARENT THINGS: 

ANALOGIES AND DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN ART AND LIFE 

Pale Fire and Transparent Things exempl ify the di ffering 

narrative approaches of Nabokov ' s  first two English novels . 

Jus t  as the l i fe and work of Sebas tian Knight constitute a 

focus for V .  ' s  self-revealing ' biography ' of hi s hal f-brother 

in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight ,  so in Pale Fire John 

Shade ' s  autobiographical poem provides a basis  for the critical 

commentary o f  Charles Kinbote whose sycophantic response s to 

the poet,  like V .  ' s  to Sebastian Knight,  combine with his 

solipsistic attempt to trans form his personal existence through 

Shade ' s  art . In Bend Sinister and Transparent Things Nabokov 

employs a different approach . Each novel is  presented as the 

acknowledged artifice o f  an ' omniscient ' author ,  a peripheral 

i f  intrusive figure who involve s the reader in the proces s e s  

of authorial composition , while dramatizing characters engaged 

in non-fictive mode s of repre sentation . Rather than consider 

the narrative approache s of Pale Fire and Transparent Things 

in any detail ,  there fore , I propose to concentrate my discussion 

on the ways in which Nabokov ' s  structuring of these two nove l s  

contribute s to h i s  characterizations . 

Nabokov ' s  structuring o f  Pale Fire reworks the conventions 

of fiction and non-fiction in a unique experiment with the form 

of the novel . He himself points out that " The form of Pale Fire 

is specifically , if  not generically , new" (SO , p .  75 ) . He 

evolves this "new" form by combining the generic characteristic s 

of poetry and of literary exegesis in a nove l which challenges 

traditional expe ctations of verbal genres while it reuses 

established conventions o f  art and o f  scholarship to portray 

the consciousness of the two major characters , Shade and 



Kinbote . Mos t  immediately , Nabokov ' s  structural de sign 

j uxtaposes Shade ' s  self-conscious art and Kinbote ' s  supposed 

' scholarship . ' And while poem and commentary reflect the 

differing awarenesses o f  their re spective writers , in 

combination they dramatize the relationship between artist , 

art work and reade r .  Nabokov exploits this relationship in 
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two ways . Mos t  obvious ly , Kinbote ' s  commentary affords the 

basis for Nabokov ' s  parodic exposure o f  critical exegesis that 

confuses art and l i fe by attempting to explicate the art work 

by reference either to the poet ' s  or the commentator ' s  l i fe . 
1 

At the same time , Kinbote ' s  use o f  ' biographical ' information 

establ i shes him as a mouthpiece for the novel ' s  world . Within 

the simulated non-fictive context o f  thi s world , the conventions 

of impersonal scholarship provide a critical perspective on 

Kinbote ' s  representation of biographical as well as ae sthetic 

' realities . '  As a commentary on Shade ' s  poem , then , Kinbote ' s  

supposedly non-fictive representations o f  art and l i fe contrast 

wi th Shade ' s  artistic re-creation of literary and auto

biographical materials . Thus Nabokov ' s  s tructural design 

explores the analogies and the distinctions b etween literary 

and non-fictive mode s of repre sentation by dramati zing them in 

hi s two invented writers' styli zations . 

Shade ' s  poem is the centrepiece of Nabokov ' s  novel . The 

Augustan form and the autobiographical content o f  the poem are 

fused into a first-person monologue that produces a self

conscious exploration of styli stic strategies . The aesthetic 

worlds o f  previous writers are j uxtaposed with Shade ' s  past 

experiences and fused in the ongoing present of the poem into 

philosophical mus ings which continually return Shade to the 

nature of human existence . On the one han� Shade reuses the 

forms and bel i efs of previous l i terature to evolve hi s own 

twentieth-century vision . On the other hand ; he reworks the 

details o f  hi s own l ife into a metaphoric dramatization of man 

in relation to the data o f  existence . While the poem plays 

with literary allusions ranging from Shakespeare to Joyce , 

Shade ' s  extended reincorporation o f  Pope ' s  Essay on Man into 

a poem of autobiographical experience that echoes Wordsworth ' s  

Prelude brings together Augustan and Romantic metaphysics , and 
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balances the Augustan preoccupation with reason and abstraction 

against the Romantic concern with imaginative response .
2 

Pope ' s  pos ition in the Essay on Man is  that the poet ' s  

work can provide a paradigm for universal experience by using 

a knowledge of the actual to abstract an order that displays 

the ways of God to man . The acceptance of the world as planned 

by God allows a resolution of earthly suffering and death 

through the concept of an afterlife or Heaven . By contrast,  

the Romantic approach to immortality attributes primary 

significance to the poet ' s  personal responses to the world . 

Spiritual signi ficance is located in the operations o f  

consciousnes s  and provides intimations o f  survival after de ath . 

Yet in their different ways both Augustan and Romantic views 

do not distinguish between factual and imaginative versions o f  

existence . Shade " in the framehouse between Goldsworth and 

Wordsmith" ( 11 .  4 8-49 ) s tands apart by parodically opposing 

Augustan and Romantic metaphysics . The diachronic perspective 

of his philosophical endeavours to re concile l i fe with its 

eventual termination sugge sts that all such attempts are 

fictional illusions . The synchronic perspective provided in 

Shade ' s  personal knowledge of existence distinguishes betwe e n  

the data of his experience and hi s subj ective versions of 

exi stence . In the sense that Shade has not created the data 

of his " given world , "  he is authored . In the sense that he 

consc iously recons tructs such data in subjective versions o f  

his life h e  i s  also a n  author . Finally , Shade ' s  j uxtaposition 

of a diachronic and a synchronic perspective suggests that , 

since all man ' s  versions o f  existence are s tylizations , l i fe 

is  a lexical " game o f  worlds " ( 1 .  8 1 9 ) . 

Similarly , Shade ' s  s truc tural division of the poem into 

four cantos together with his use of heroic couplets rework 

the organization and form of Pope ' s  four epis tles , thereby 

acknowledging the comparable arti fice o f  his own undertaking . 

In Canto One the abstract canvas o f  Pope ' s  Epis tle One , "Of 

the Nature and State of Man with Respect to the Universe , "  is  

parodi cally explored by Shade ' s  analytical account of hi s 

personal relationship to the data o f  experience . The first 

lines of Shade ' s  poem reverse Romantic idealizations o f  poetic 
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consciousnes s  by suggesting the des tructive power of artistic 

imagination which does not represent the ' realities ' of nature , 

but rather , as Bader points out , creates a new reality ,  the 
3 

work of art . Most immediately , however ,  Shade explores the 

paradox that even man ' s  direct perceptions o f  nature constitute 

a co-exi sting but separate ' conscious reality ' which blends 

knowledge and imaginative artifice .
4 

First Shade suggests how 

direct perception provides the material s of consciousness : 

All colors made me happy : even gray . 
My eye s were such that literally they 
Took photographs . ( 11 .  29- 3 1 ) 

Jus t as consciousnes s  artificially reproduce s  such perceptions , 

so it interweaves past and present knowledge in ongoing 

individual awarenes s . The poet ' s  awareness o f  the pass age o f  

time through h i s  relationship to nature , his own failing s i gh t  

and the young shagbark "now s tout and rough" ( 1 .  5 4 ) , i s  

complemented by h i s  knowledge o f  man-made changes ,  the removal 

of Hazel ' s  swing , the revamped wing of Shade ' s  house ,  and the 

technological advances evidenced by " the new TV" ( l .  7 0 ) . 

Thus wi thin ongoing ' conscious reality ' a certain factual 

permanence is provided through individual memory . However , 

memory involves imaginative arti fice as well as factual 

information . Shade wryly acknowledges that his few known 

facts about his parents evoke "a thousand parents " ( 1 . 7 4 )  

within h i s  consciousness . Moreove r ,  thes e  few known facts 

about his parents contrast with hi s personal memories of his 

Aunt Maud , and with the styli stic reflections o f  her 

personality that remain in her old room : " Its trivia create I 

A still l i fe in her styl e "  ( 11 . 9 1 -9 2 ) . 

Confronted with deaths of parent figures in his l i fe , 

Shade , unlike Pope , reverses Augus tan metaphysics which seek 

to immortali ze the dead : "My God died young" ( 1 . 9 9 ) . And ,  

unlike the Romantics , Shade ' s  boyhood experiences reinforce a 

sense of confinement within nature : "How fully I fe lt nature 

glued to me " ( 1 . 1 0 2 ) . Whereas Wordsworth views li fe as a 

progre s s ive loss of the " intimations o f  immortality"  he 

perceives in the young child ' s  relation to nature , the young 
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Shade experienc es only the impri soning arti fice o f  hi s 

perceptions of nature , " the painted parchment" ( 1 .  1 06 ) , whi ch 

suggests hi s conscious separation from the independent 

' realitie s ' of nature : "For we are most artistically caged" 

( 1 . 1 1 4 ) . Again , in contrast either to Pope ' s  view that human 

deformi ties are part of God ' s  plan , or to Wordsworth ' s  view 

that the child has a special affinity with nature , Shade 

sugges ts how his personal uncouthnes s  restricts his boyhood 

participation in physical activities . The progression from 

the opening lines of the Canto to " I  was the shadow of the 

waxwing s lain I By feigned remotenes s  in the windowpane "  

( 1 1 . 1 3 1 -3 2 )  initiate s Shade ' s  de scription of h i s  physical 

isolation from others --" I was a cloutish freak " ( 1 .  1 3 2 )  . At 

the same time , his conscious acceptance of his uncouthness 

is  evident in the words , "But really envied nothing " ( 1 . 1 36 ) . 

Final ly ,  in a parodic reversal o f  Wordsworthian imagery , Shade ' s  

perception o f  a man-made clockwork toy , "A tin wheelbarrow 

pushed by a tin boy" ( 1 .  1 44 ) , precedes a swoon during which 

an imaginative dream world provides alluring , but corrupting 

vi sions of the boy ' s re lationship to space and time within a 

state that itsel f  seems a phy sical intimation of death . 

The Wordsworthian opening of Canto Two elaborates Shade ' s  

personal preoccupation wi th immo rtality . In opposition to 

Wordsworth ' s  images of the " celestial l ight "  adhering to chi ld

hoo d ,  Shade recalls the youth ' s  baffled feelings o f  ignorance 

and o f  human conspiracy : 

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 . 
( 11 . 1 6 8- 7 2 )  

Shade ' s  resolve to explore the mystery of death takes up the 

sub j ect of Pope ' s  Epi stle Two , "Of the Nature and State of Man 

with Respect to Himself as an Individual , "  but in place of 

Pope ' s  generalizing abstractions , Shade ' s  poem focuses on his  

individual experience , the nature o f  love and death in his own 

life . Maud Shade ' s  stroke provides no order or pattern for 



understanding since , as Shade re flects , death remains outside 

the temporal perspective of his own expe rience : 

A syllogism : other men die; but I 
Am not another; therefore I ' l l  not die . 
Space i s  a swarming in the eyes ; and time , 
A singing in the ears . In thi s  hive I ' m  
Locked up . ( 11 .  2 1 3- 1 7 )  
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For Shade , therefore , the Wordsworthian notion of pre -existence 

is envisaged only as a s tate in which the absurdities of human 

exi stence might have been registered . Alternatively , human 

attempts to construct figments of a hereafter denote for Shade 

a failure of imagination , "a dome s tic ghost " ( 1 .  2 3 0 ) . And 

just as Shade re j ects the Augustan belief in a divine order so 

he is  unable to accept poetic imagination as a key to spiritual 

significance . For him , death poses an opposite problem to the 

previous l iterary movements : 

How ludicrous these efforts to translate 
Into one ' s  private tongue a public fate ! 
( 1 1 . 2 3 1 - 3 2 )  

Thus h e  articulates a twentieth-century vision o f  lexical chao s , 

"Life is a message scribbled in the dark" Cl . 23 5 )  . All that 

survives are the styli stic outlines of man ' s  verbal re -creations: 

" Dead is the mandible ,  alive the song " ( 1 .  244) . 

I t  follows that whereas Pope sees the ends o f  Providence 

in man ' s  imperfections - - " see some strange comfort every state 
5 

attend" - -Shade sees no divine plan , but only man ' s  e fforts to 

order or pattern the chaotic data o f  conscious experience . 

Shade ' s  personal reconciliation o f  body and mind as a boy i s  

paralleled by the fusion o f  the beastly and the beautiful that 

he see s represented in the union which i s  achieved through his 

love for Sybil . But for Shade , unlike the Romantic s , there 

seems to be no plan at work in nature , s ince his union with the 

beautiful Sybil produce s  a daughter ,  Hazel , who inherits not 

only Shade ' s  intellectual abilities but also his physical 

uncouthne ss . Shade recognizes that it i s  not nature but hi s 

love for his daughter that make s him accept her imperfections : 

She was my darling : difficult ,  morose--
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But s till my darling . ( ll .  3 5 7 - 5 8 )  

Shade also s e e s  the pain Hazel experiences from h e r  many social 

defeats and he believe s that it is  Hazel ' s  persistent longing 

for a social acceptance ,  despite her natural characteristic s ,  

that precipitates the human tragedy o f  her suicide : " I  think 

she always nursed a small mad hope"  ( 1 .  3 8 3 ) . Shade ' s  account 

of the night of Hazel ' s  death opposes imaginative wi th factual 

experiences to present the way in whi ch nature may contribute 

to the de struction of an individual . The inclusion of the l ine 

from Pope , " See the blind beggar dance , the cripple sing "  

( 1 .  4 1 9 ) , i n  Shade ' s  poem stands i n  ironic j uxtaposition to the 

unspoken despair o f  Hazel ' s  suicide . The forking of time , 

which separates Hazel ' s  ride towards death from the illusory 

scenes of the television h er parents watch , is brought together 

only by the patrol car which Shade would trans form into another 

film scene- - " Retake , retake " ( 1 .  4 87 ) . But j us t  as imaginative 

experience cannot reverse factual events , s o ,  for Hazel , nature 

provides no panacea but merely accepts her as the victim of i ts 

own processes : 

A blurry shape stepped off the reedy bank 
Into a crackling ,  gulping swamp , and sank . 
( 11 . 499-50 0 )  

In Canto Three o f  " Pale Fire , " Pope ' s  third Epistle , "Of  

the Nature and S tate of Man with Respect to Society , " 

constitutes a backdrop to Shade ' s  reactions to society ' s  ' non

fictive , ' secular attempts to confront death . His engagement 

to lecture at the Institute o f  Preparation for the Hereafter 

causes him to examine his personal fear of death . He recognizes 

that temporal exi s tence involves a constant lineal abandonment 

of actual experience : 

For we die every day ; oblivion thrives 
Not on dry thighbones but on blood-ripe l ive s ,  
( 11 . 5 1 9-20 ) 

Since memory i s  the only means by which man sus tains a sense 

of personal continuity Shade ' s  fear of death is de fined in 

terms of a possible loss of consciousness : 



I ' m  ready to become a floweret 
Or a fat fly , but never , to forget .  
( 11 .  5 2 3 -2 4 )  

1 92 

By contrast the I . P . H .  transfers the patterns o f  temporal 

existence to i ts preparation for the new and timeless state i t  

envis ages .  The society ' s  absurdities are encapsulated i n  i ts 

concerns : "How not to panic when you ' re made a ghost" ( 1 .  5 5 3 ) , 

for ins tance , or "Prec autions to be taken in the case I Of 

freak reincarnation " ( l l .  5 6 0 -6 1 ) . Moreove r ,  whil e  the I . P . H .  

recogni zes a pos sible disarrangement o f  temporal " s chedules o f  

sentiment" ( 1 .  5 6 9 ) , i ts domes tic conception o f  afterli fe i s  

represented b y  i ts advice to the twice -married widower .  Shade ' s  

re j ection of prescription-- "But who can teach the thoughts we 

should roll -cal l "  ( 1 .  5 9 7 ) --returns him to his obs ervation o f  

death , the essential i solation of the individual from other 

people , which is apparent not only in the deaths of Maud or 

Hazel Shade , but in all human deaths : 

Nor can one help the exile , the old man 
Dying in a motel 
( ll . 6 0 9 - 1 0 )  

Society ' s  ' non-fictive ' attempts to explicate death , l ike those 

o f  literature , do not provide Shade with any ' knowledge ' o f  an 

afterl ife , but only with verbal images which he reworks in 

order to describe his ongoing personal respon ses to Hazel ' s  

death : 

Who ride s so l ate in the night and the wind? 
It is the writer ' s  grie f .  It is the wil d  

6 
March wind . It i s  the father with his child . 
( ll .  662-64)  

Conversely , Shade ' s  personal image o f  eternity is not 

reinforced by the experience of other individuals wi thin 

society .  Shade ' s  vision during a heart attack o f  a tall white 

fountain echoes Pope ' s  introductory image of the poetical 

world he creates in the Essay on Man :  "I am here only opening 
7 

the fountains , and clearing the passage . "  Shade ' s  account o f  

h i s  attempt t o  verify his  vision through Mrs z .  j uxtaposes 

Pope ' s  fountain wi th Shelley ' s  "Mont Blanc , "  an allusion that 
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i s  made speci fic in Mrs Z . ' s  "idioti c "  social chat with the 

poet ,  " I  loved your poem in the B lue Review . I That one about 

Man Blon "  ( 11 . 7 8 3 -84 ) . The typographi cal error which has 

initiated Shade ' s  visit together with the personality of Mrs 

z .  forces him to confront the illusory signi ficance he has 

attached to hi s vision : " Li fe Everlasting-based on a mi spri nt ! " 

( 1 . 8 0 3 ) . Thi s recognition returns him once more to the data 

of life . He abandons the search for final answers and attempts 

instead to discern patterns within the texture s of his temporal 

existence . Shade sugges ts that , in terms o f  the non-fictive 

data of l i fe ,  he is the product of an unknown author or authors , 

"Playing a game o f  worlds " ( 1 .  8 1 9 )  over which he has no 

control . In applying the art metaphor to the " texture " of 

existence , however , he depicts himself as a reader who can 

perce ive "a web of sens e "  ( 1 .  8 1 0 ) in the game : 

Yes ! It sufficed that I in l i fe could find 
Some kind of l ink-and-bobolink , some kind 
Of correlated pattern in the game , 
Plexed artistry , and something o f  the same 
Pleasure in it as they who played it found . 
( 11 . 8 1 1 - 1 5 ) 

The injunction o f  Pope ' s  fourth Epistle , "And all our 
8 

knowledge is , I Ourselve s  to know , " is  parodically explored 

in Shade ' s  autobiographical portrait of himself as an artist . 

The Romantic aspiration of the first lines of Canto Four is  

undermined by hi s de scription of poe tic consciousness as  " th i s  

wonderful machine " ( 1 .  8 3 9 ) . Similarly , Shade parodies Neo

classical and Romantic de scriptions of their differing authorial 

"methods . "  In contras t to either Pope ' s  or Wordsworth ' s  views 

of poetic inspiration , Shade describes hi s art as a product o f  

both the unsought and the consciously sought word ( 1 1 . 869 - 7 2 ) .  

Thus he re j ects established versions o f  the Muse . In stead , he 

sugge sts how the ' authored '  dream worlds o f  sleep which 

imaginatively recombine his diurnal experiences provide a 

parodic analogy with hi s own conscious blending o f  sub j ective 

knowledge and individual fancy in his art . At the same time , 

Shade points out , the subj ective knowledge that he re -creates 

in "Pale Fire , "  from the proce sses of his  artis ti c  composi tion 

to hi s physical experiences of shaving , eating , and drinking , 
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all revolve around the emotional centre o f  his " individual 

reality . "  This emotional centre i s  reflected in Shade ' s  love 

for Sybil :  

And all the time , and all the time , my love , 
You too are there , beneath the word , above 
The syllable , to underscore and stres s 
The vital rhythm . ( 11 . 949-5 1 ) 

Shade ' s  account of hi s own artisti c  re-creation o f  

experience , leads him t o  reconsider the textures o f  l i fe . To 

the extent that man is the product of an unknown author or 

authors , man ' s  representations of ' real i ty ' rework hi s knowledge 

of a "given world" in a continuing narrative of which he has 

no precognition . Shade sums up this ongoing process in the 

line s ,  

Man ' s  life as commentary to abstruse 
Unfinished poem. ( 11 .  9 3 9 -4 0 )  

Within this ' authored ' narrative , however , man ' s  personal 

styli zations may expres s  his distinc tive " individual realitie s . "  

In arriving at a title for his poem , Shade illustrates how 

human creativity is both a parasitic activity and a proof o f  

an individual contribution to the data o f  existing worlds , 

' real ' or invented:  

(But this transparent thingum does require 
Some moondrop title . He lp me , Will ! Pale Fire . )  

( 11 .  96 1 -6 2 )  

Furthermore , Shade ' s  autobiographical poem suggests the 

analogies between art and l i fe . Within the non-fictive context 

of life , Shade may expres s  a comparable sub j ective contribution 

to the facts of conscious exis tence through the individual 

style of his personality . Consequently Shade feels that he 

understands at least a part o f  hi s exi s tence , "only through my 

art I In terms of combinational delight" ( 1 1 . 9 7 0 -7 1 ) . 

In the final s tanzas of " Pale Fire , "  Shade also sugges ts 

how sub j ective knowledge and imaginative artifice are inter

dependent in his non-fictive as well as hi s arti stic constructs . 

Although there are no absolutes in l i fe , Shade says he retains 
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a reasonable certainty about Hazel ' s  continued exi stence . 

S imilarly , knowledge and imagination combine in Shade ' s  

expectations of a forthcoming day : " . . .  I am reasonably sure 

that I I Shall wake at six tomorrow" ( 11 .  9 79 -80 ) . At the s ame 

time , Shade distinguishes between factual and imaginative 

experiences . The last lines of the poem contrast with the last 

stanzas o f  Canto One . The clockwork toy , which precipitated 

the imaginative " intimations o f  immortality" that Shade trie d  

to pursue as a n  adult ,  is now repl aced by Shade ' s  re-creation 

of the data of direct perception in a personal expression about 

the yet unfini shed poem of hi s l i fe : 

Some neighbor ' s  gardener ,  I gue s s --goes by 
Trundling an empty barrow up the lane . 
( 1 1 . 9 98 -99 ) 

The " archi tectonics"  of Shade ' s  poem and of Kinbote ' s  

commentary are equally important.  Whereas in the poem Nabokov ' s  

structural strategies depict the sel f-conscious art o f  Shade- 

"by far the greatest o f  invented poets " (SO , p .  5 9 ) --in the 

accompanying commentary they expose the unacknowledged solipsism 
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o f  Nabokov ' s  " invented commentator" (SO , p .  1 8 ) . In contrast 

to Shade , Kinbote ' s  proj ect i s  governed by th e non-fictive 

conventions o f  l i terary scholarship ; he divides his exeges i s  

according to a n  established format o f  Foreword , Commentary and 

Index . However, the progres sive development from foreword to 

index re flects Kinbote ' s  replacement of scholarly information 

wi th solipsistic fantasies . Most immediate ly ,  the foreword 

becomes an account of Kinbote ' s  experiences in New Wye and 

after , while his inversion o f  scholarly formats i s  pre figured 

in his suggestions to the reader : 

Although those notes� in conformity with 
custom� come after the poem� the reader is 
advised to consult them first and then s tudy 
the poem with their help , rereading them of 
course as he goe s  through i ts text , and 
perhaps , after having done with the poem , 
consulting them a third time so as to 
complete the picture . ( P .  2 5 ,  my italics)  

In complementary fashion , Kinbote ' s  fusion and confusion o f  art 



and l i fe and his view o f  hi s own central position in relation 

to both , is made explicit in the final statement of the 

foreword : 

Let me state that without my notes Shade 's 
text simply has no human reality at  all since 
the human reality of such a poem as his 
(being too skittish and reticent for an 
autobiographical work) , with the omis sion of 
many pithy lines carelessly re j ected by him, 
has to depend entirely on the reality of its 
author and his surroundings� attachments and 
so forth� a reality that only my notes can 
provide . To thi s  s tatement my dear poet 
would probably not have subscribed , but , for 
better or wors e ,  it is the commentator who 
has the last word. ( P .  2 5 , my italics)  
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Thi s conflict between the conventions which govern Kinbote' s 

scholarly pro j ect and hi s actual styli zations i s  continually 

illustrated throughout the commentary . In hi s role as 

biographical informant, for instance , Kinbote at times uses the 

device o f  recorded conversation in order to portray himsel f as 
1 0  

a Boswell to Shade ' s  Johnson . Moreover , when the scene moves 

beyond Kinbote ' s  experience , he has no hesitation in creating 

the dialogue and stage directions of an invented drama script , 

"The Haunted Barn " ( p .  1 5 2 ) . Conversely , hi s ' scholarly 

translation ' of Shade ' s  poem recombines aesthetic and 

biographical materials in a ' hi story ' o f  Zembla which purports 

to be the disguised Kinbote ' s  autobiography . Finally Kinbote ' s  

s tyli zations reflect hi s obsess ion to estab l i sh his Zemblan 

fantasy as the source of Shade ' s  " Pale Fire . "  

The index capture s and completes Kinbote ' s  transformation 

of both " facts of fiction" and biographical data into a 

solipsi stic fantasy . In the index Kinbote presents hims e l f  

directly a s  Charles the beloved:  the li sting for K reads " see 

Charles I I  and Kinbote " ( p .  24 1 ) . That both names represent 

Kinbote is  reflected by the way in which the Zemblan characters 

are re ferred to , not through their relationship with Charle s  

a s  in the commentary , but through their relationship to Kinbote : 

"Al fin , King , " for example , i s  "K ' s  father " ( p .  2 3 9 ) , William 

Campbell "K ' s  tutor" ( p .  240 ) , and "Conmal , Duke of Aros " i s  

recorded a s  "K ' s  uncle " (p . 240 ) . The explanatory note at the 
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beginning o f  the index re flects Kinbote ' s  trans formation o f  an 

" apparatus criti cus into the mons trous semblance of a novel " 

( p .  7 1 ) ; the main ' biographical ' personages o f  the commentary , 

two of whom do not feature in Shade ' s  poem ( Grey and Kinbote ) ,  

are now explicitly termed characters : 

The italici zed numerals re fer to the l ines 
in the poem and the comments thereon . The 
capital Zetters G� K� S (which see) stand 
for the three main characters in this work. 
( P . 2 3 9 , my i talics)  

In addi tion , the index suggests how the three main biographical 

sub j ects in Kinbote ' s  commentary , Jack Grey , Kinbote and Shade , 

have become the stock characters o f  a melodrama : Gradus , the 

assassin ; Charle s ,  the beloved king ; Shade , the hero poe t who , 

like the Zemblan poet Romulus Arnor ,  "perishes in the clash 

between two figments " ( p .  2 3 6 ) . 

S imilarl y ,  the index re fle cts the way in which Kinbote ' s  

solipsis tic fantasies replace biographical information about 

Shade . Shade , his daughter Hazel , and Sybil , who is  cursorily 

dismi ssed with the entry " Shade , Sybil ,  S ' s  wi fe , pas sim" 

( p .  246) , are the only New Wye inhabitants to be l i sted .  Where 

references to Shade ' s  academi c contemporaries occur , Kinbote 

draws attention to the fact that such people do not merit an 

individual li sting , but are only peripheral figures in Kinbote ' s  

l i fe . The entry for Kinbote includes the following example s : 

--hi s  contempt for Pro f .  H ( not in the Index) , 3 7 7 ; 
--his final rupture with E ( not in the Index) , 894 ; 
--he and Shade shaking with mirth over titbits 

in a college text book by Prof . C ( not in 
the Index) , 929 . ( Pp .  2 4 2 -4 3 )  

The four li stings which apparently refer to existing figure s 

outside Zembla are either incognitos or ' known ' through books : 

Botkin , V .  is Kinbote ' s  New Wye incognito ; Flatman , Thomas i s  

an English poet apparently invented by Kinbote ; Lane , Franklin 

Knight is  an American statesman who wrote the little known book 

f 1 ' nb d . h ' d ab '  
1 1  

d 1 o e tters K1 ote re a s 1n 1 s  Ce arn c 1n;  an Marce , as 

Kinbote himsel f  points out , is Prous t ' s  "not always plaus ible 

central character "  (p . 244 ) . All other li stings of either 
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people or places refer to the society and geographical settings 

of Zembla whi le the word Zembla is the final entry in the index .
1 2  

Thus the index completes the solipsistic developments o f  

• b I f • 
1 3  

Kln ote s antasle s . 

Nabokov ' s  structural design not only draws attention to 

the diffe rences between Shade ' s  artisti c  and Kinbote ' s  ' non-

fictive ' use of the conventions of art and l i fe ,  but also 

j uxtaposes the reasoned development and exhibi ted scholarship 

of Shade ' s  art with the contradictions and flawed scholarship 

of Kinbote ' s  exegesis . Kinbote ' s  immedi ate categori zation on 

first reading the poem as " an autobiographical , eminently 

Appalachian , rather old-fashioned narrative in a neo-Popean 

prosodic style " ( p .  2 33 )  i s  contradicted in the foreword by his  

claim that the poem i s  " too skittish and reticent for an 

autobiographical work " ( p .  2 5 )  . O ften he destroys his own 

analysis of Shade ' s  images by the addition o f  irrelevant 

personal ' insights ' into the people described : although he 

analyses the pun incorporated in the doctor ' s  response to 

Shade ' s  c laim that he was dead during a heart-attack-- " ' Not 

quite ; j ust half a shade , ' he s aid" ( l .  7 2 8 )  --Kinbote 

volunteers an irrelevant , personal obj ection : "Knowing the 

parti cular medical man who treated my friend at the time , I 

venture to add that he i s  far too s todgy to have di splayed any 

such wit" ( p .  2 0 0 ) . Conversely , while Kinbote continual ly 

makes claims for the importance of biographical information , 

he dismisses the hunt for source materials when it suits him : 

o f  lines 7 4 7 -4 8  whi ch refer to " a  story in a magazine about 

Mrs Z . , "  for instance , Kinbote states , "Anybody having acces s  

to a good l ibrary coul d ,  n o  doubt , easily trace that story to 

its source and find the name o f  that l ady ; but such humdrum 

potterings are beneath true scholarship" (p . 2 0 2 )  .
1 4  

The inadequacies o f  Kinbote ' s  critical scholarship are 

particularly evident in his approach to Shade ' s  use of personal 

and l iterary allusions . Despite either Kinbote ' s  academic 

background--he is " the author of a remarkable book of surnames "  

( p .  2 1 0 ) --or his acknowledgement of Harley ' s  information that 

Shade ' s  father had a bird named for him "Bombycil la shadei " 

( p .  8 2 ) , Kinbote fail s  to recognize the play Shade makes on 



waxwing until the compilations of the index force it to his 

attention : 

Waxwings ,  birds o f  the genus Bombyci lla , 
1 -4 ,  1 3 1 ,  1 0 0 0 ; Bombycilla shadei , 7 1 ; 
interesting associ ation belatedly 
reali zed . ( P .  24 7 )  

Comparable limitations are evident i n  Kinbote ' s  approach to 

Shade ' s  use o f  literary allusions . Although Kinbote points 

1 99 

out that the title o f  Shade ' s  essays , " The Untamed I Seahorse "  

( 11 . 6 7 1 - 7 2 ) , i s  a re ference to Browning ' s  "My Last Duchess , "  

he fails to comment on Shade ' s  parodic reversal of " taming a 

seahorse , "  which in Browning ' s  poem reflects the Duke of 

Ferrara ' s  attempts to control l i fe by trans forming hi s wife 

into an art object . Instead Kinbote denounces Shade ' s  practice 

of using l iterary allusions for titles : 

See it and condemn the fashionable device 
of entitling a collection of es says or a 
volume o f  poetry--or a long poem , alas-
with a phrase l i fted from the more or less 
celebrated poetical work of the past .  
Such titles possess a specious glamor 
acceptable maybe in the names of vintage 
wines and plump courtesans but only 
degrading in regard to the talent that 
substitutes the easy allusivenes s  o f  
literacy for original fancy and shifts onto 
a bust ' s  shoulders the responsibility for 
ornatenes s  since anybody can flip through 
A Midsummer-Night 's Dream or Romeo and 
Juliet ,  or , perhaps , the Sonnets and take 
hi s pick . ( P .  1 89 )  

Ironically , not only does the name o f  Kinbote ' s  ' kingdom , ' 

Zembla , derive from Pope but Kinbote ' s  ' hi s tory ' of Zembla 
1 5  

echoes Shakespeare ' s  historical -political plays . Furthermore , 

Kinbote ' s  ' creation ' o f  the three main characters of his  

commentary , provides an unwitting illustration of the comic 

insight of A Midsummer Night 's Dream--"The lunatic , the love r ,  

and the poet I Are o f  imagination all compact" (Act V,  se i ,  

1 1 . 7 -8 ) . Finally in his search for the title o f  Shade ' s  

poem Kinbote unwittingly re fers to the correct Shakespearean 

source , Timon of Athens . 
1 6  

At the s ame time , his inability to 
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recogni ze this source illustrates his mistranslations of both 

' real ' and invented worlds . Absurdly , he ' acknowledges '  such 

mis translations by ' giving them away ' to his fictional uncle , 

Conmal ( p .  6 6 ) . 

Kinbote also attempts to alter the documentation o f  " Pale 

Fire . "  The role o f  scholarly informant demands that Kinbote ' s  

editorial comments be scrupulously imitative and controlled by 

the existing text of the poem . However , in the foreword he 

claims that one line o f  Shade ' s  poem remained to be written , 

" ( namely verse 1 0 0 0 )  which would have been identical to line 1 "  

( p .  1 4 ) . In the commentary he discusses l .  1 0 0 0  as i f  it were 

indeed part of the poem . Thi s  addition typi fies Kinbote ' s  

negation of punctuation and meaning . Line 999  ends with a 

full stop , while the whole of the final stanza dramatizes 

Shade ' s  view o f  l i fe as a commentary to an unfini shed poem . 
1 7  

Kinbote ' s  tampering with the text is not confined to 

' Shadean ' additions , however . Kinbote ' s  obsession is to 

e s tabl ish his influence on poet and poem by proving that his 

' hi story ' of Zembla constitute s Shade ' s  maj or source material , 

yet the only evidence he can produce of any pos s ible relation

ship is Shade ' s  one use of the Popean word , " Zembla " ( l .  9 3 7 ) , 

and the draft variants . Most immediately the se drafts , 

regardle s s  of their authorship , are not part of Shade ' s  

completed poem . In the foreword Kinbote describe s Shade ' s  

practice o f  destroying all drafts but claims Shade had delayed 

destruction of twelve . In the commentary Kinbote admits that 

the primary reflections o f  his Zembla are to be found not in 

the poem but in the drafts : "Here and there I discovered in it 

and e specially , especially in the invaluable variants , echoes 

and spangles of my mind " ( p .  2 3 3 )  . In the very next paragraph 

he adds , "Mrs Shade will not remember having been shown by her 

husband who ' showed her everything ' one or two of the precious 

variants " ( p .  2 3 3 ) . But it is the index entry under variants 

that strengthens the implication that they are Kinbote ' s  

creations . Not twelve , but seventeen draft versions are l i s ted . 

Of these , the three that most directly repeat the Zemblan 

narrative are actually attributed to Kinbote : 



. . .  the Zernblan king ' s  escape ( K ' s 
contribution , 8 l ines) , 7 0 ; the Edda 
(K ' s  contribution , 1 l ine ) , 7 9 ; 
chi ldren finding a secret passage ( K ' s 
contribution , 4 line s ) , 1 30 . 1 8  ( P .  2 4 7 )  

2 0 1  

Two other variants are accompanied by the bracketed s tatement 

" ( possible allusion to K) . "  Both are totally opposed to the 

anti-Popean vision of Shade ' s  poem . The first ( 1 .  2 3 1 , 

commentary , p .  1 34 )  extols an a fterli fe which reconci le s  the 

pains of earthly existence and particularly of deranged minds 

who resort to suicide .
1 9  

The second ( 1 . 4 1 7 ,  commentary , 

p .  1 6 1 ) echoes Kinbote ' s  personal problem with the loud musi c  

outside h i s  Cedarn motel room-- " I  fled upstairs a t  the first 

quawk o f  j azz . "  I t  then adds a further l ine o f  Pope to Shade ' s  

one l ine quotation , " The sot a hero , lunatic a king " which 

epitomizes Kinbote ' s  Zernblan vis ion . And in contrast to Shade ' s  

s tatement that Pope ' s  first l ine , "See the blind beggar dance , 

the cripple sing , "  has " the vulgar ring I Of its preposterous 

age " ( 11 .  4 2 0 -2 1) , Kinbote describes the two lines from Pope as 

a reflection o f  s ociety ' s  indifference to physical and mental 

deformities -- " Smack of the ir heartless age " ( p . 1 6 1 ) . 

The other variants all similarly evidence Kinbote ' s  

contributions and suggest hi s inability to understand either 

the methods or the statements of Shade ' s  poem . In contras t  to 

Shade ' s  sub tle play on the association of hi s name wi th 

waxwings , Kinbote produces a variant to line 275 which attempts 

to dismis s  Shade ' s  description in the poem of hi s marriage to 

Sybil ,  and , at the s ame time , represents a near mis s  in terms 

of both association and pun : 

I like my name : Shade , Ombre , almost ' man ' 
In Spanish . . .  
One regrets that the poet did not pursue 

thi s  theme--and spare hi s reader the 
embarrassing intimacies that follow . ( Pp .  1 39 -4 0 ) 

Alternatively , in a variant to l ines 9 0 -9 3  Kinbote reverses the 

image s through which Shade describes the continuing evidence 

of Maud Shade ' s  personality .
20 

Shade ' s  picture o f  the " trivi a "  

o f  Maud ' s  room a s  "A still l i fe in he r s tyle " ( 1 .  9 2 )  is  

changed by Kinbote into images o f  death : 



In the draft instead o f  the final text : 
. . • . . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . .  her room 
We ' ve kept intact . Her trivia for us 
Retrace her sty l e :  the leaf sarcophagus 
(A Luna ' s  dead and shriveled-up cocoon) . 
( P .  9 3 , my i tal i c s )  

2 0 2  

The sarcophagus is  a stone coffin " so called because it was made 

of stone whi ch , according to Pliny , consumed the flesh in a few 
2 1  

weeks , "  while Shade ' s  account of Maud ' s  verse book opened " at 

the Index ( Moon , Moonrise , Moor ,  Moral) " ( 11 .  94-9 5 ) , becomes 

Kinbote ' s  image o f  the dead remains o f  a moth . 

Perhaps the most reveal ing variant , which shows Kinbote ' s  

additions to Pope as we ll as to Shade ' s  poem , i s  a variant to 

Canto Four designated in Kinbote ' s  index "parody of Pope , 

89 5 -89 9 " ( p .  2 4 7 ) . The actual lines o f  Shade ' s  poem parodically 

describe his co-existent awareness o f  hi s phy sical as well a s  

hi s intellectual activi ties while shaving . Kinbote ' s  commen tary 

is as follows : 

Instead o f  these facile and revolting lines , 
the draft give s : 

895 I have a certain l iking , I admit ,  
For Parody , that last resort o f  wit ;  
' In nature ' s  strife when fortitude prevail s  
The victim falters and the victor fail s . '  

899 Yes ,  reader , Pope . ( P . 2 1 1 )  

As usual Kinbote reacts against Shade ' s  undercutting o f  any 

romantici zed view o f  the arti s t .  Kinbote ' s  re j ection of the 

actual l ine s of the poem sugges ts hi s failure to understand 

parody . In his respon se to the ' Romanti c ' opening of Canto 

Four , Kinbote complains that Shade does not ful fil the promise 

of the first lines : " Instead o f  the wil d  poetry promi sed here . 

we get a j est or two , a bit of satire . . .  " Cp . 2 0 7 ) . In his  

variant , there fore , Kinbote attempts to dismiss Shade ' s  methods 

as wel l  as those of Pope by inventing Shade ' s  view of Popean 

parody as " that last resort o f  wit . "  Nabokov himself points 

out Kinbote ' s  authorship of the variant . When in an interview 

Nabokov was asked the unwary ques tion "Why in Pale Fire do you 

call parody the ' last resort of wit ' ? " his answer makes i t  

clear that the words are Kinbote ' s  and are a reflection o f  

Kinbote ' s  character : " I t  i s  Kinbote speaking . There are people 
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whom parody upsets " (SO , p .  7 7 ) . The illus trative ' quotatio n ' 

from Pope within the variant is  s imilarly Kinbote ' s  

contribution . While it imitate s Pope ' s  style it i s  not from 

the Essay on Man , but rather echoes l ines from Pope ' s  " The 

Dying Christian to hi s Soul " :  Kinbote ' s  words " In nature ' s  

strife " are taken from Pope ' s  "Cease , fond Nature , cease thy 

strife "  ( 1 .  5 ) , while the final l ines of Pope ' s  poem , " O  grave ! 

Where is thy Victory? I 0 Death , where is  thy sting ? "  are a 

pos sible source both for Kinbote ' s  l ine , " The vic tim falters 

and the victor fails , "  and for Kinbote ' s  reiterated view , the 

" anti-Darwinian aphorism: The one who kills is always his 

victim ' s  inferior " ( p .  1 85 ) . Together the two line s of 

' quotation ' in the variant are not parodic , but are a 

contradictory acclamation o f  fortitude . At the same time the 

lines stand as a synopsis of Kinbote ' s  vers ion of the events 

which result in Shade ' s  death . The last line of the variant , 

"Ye s , reader , Pope , " employs the technique , never used by Shade 

in hi s poem but frequently evidenced in Kinbote ' s  commentary , 

of directly addressing the reader . That Kinbote attempts to 

attribute the supposed ' quotation ' within the variant to Pope 

indicates the dire ctly fraudulent nature of the ' scholarship ' 

with which he attempts to disguise his own imitative production 

of all the variants . 

The first-person autobiographical mode and data o f  John 

Shade ' s  poem constitute a rationale for Kinbote ' s  inclusion o f  

biographical information throughout hi s commentary . As I 

suggested earlier ,  Kinbote functions as an informant about 

Shade ' s  l i fe and the non-fictive world of the novel of which 

both men are part . However , l ike V .  in The Real Life of 

Sebastian Knight ,  Kinbote ' s  practices go well beyond providing 

biographical information about Shade . Unrecogni zed by Kinbote , 

his first-person accounts o f  hi s New Wye contacts with Shade 

not only e stab lish the differences between the two men but also 

pre sent Kinbote ' s  unwitting revelation of hi s own character . 

De spite Kinbote ' s  sense o f  personal identification with 

Shade , the poet,  the two men mani fest antithetical personalities.  

From the ir appearance ,  to the food they eat , to their sexual 

activities the two men are physical opposites . Ellen Pi fer 
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points out the way in which Shade and Kinbote are emotional 

opposite s  al so .
2 2  

From Shade ' s  love for Sybil ,  to his unsel fish 

response to Kinbote ' s  outburst of tears on the telephone ( p .  2 0 3 )  

and hi s final attempt to pull Kinbote away from the line o f  Jack 

Grey ' s  fire ( p .  2 3 1 ) , Shade ' s  l i fe demonstrates concern and 

feeling for other people . By contrast Kinbote i s  an embodiment 

of self-love . He exploits Shade ' s  weakne ss for alcohol even 

though he knows it may be physically harmful to the poe t ;  he 

longs for Shade to have another heart attack so that he can act 

the role of the poet ' s  healer ; and when Shade is actually shot 

Kinbote ' s  first and main concern is not for Shade ' s  person but 

for hiding and securing the manuscript of Shade ' s  poem for 

himself . Ellen Pifer neatly sums up Kinbote ' s  self-love and 

solipsism when she s tates that "The man who narcissistically 

perceives others only as reflections o f  himself is  bound to 

prove indifferent to their fate as unique beings . "
2 3  

The di fferences between Shade and Kinbote are force fully 

reflected in their mental attitude s .  Shade delights in his own 

observations of the natural world whereas Kinbote i s  primari ly 
24  

interested in " Tom-peeping " (SO , p.  79 )  . Shade ' s  interest 

in the natural world is complemented by the des ire for exact 

information which is an aspect of hi s friendship with Hentzne r :  

"Delighting a s  he did in the right word , h e  esteemed Hentzner 

for knowing ' the names of things ' "  ( p . 1 4 8) . However ,  when 

Shade attempts to share such knowledge with Kinbote the latter 

is merely frustrated s ince he i s ,  

. . . considerably more interested in 
discuss ing with him [ Shade ] literature 
and l i fe than in being told that the 
' diana ' ( pre sumably a flower) occurs 
in New Wye together with the ' atlanti s ' 
(pre sumably another flower) , and things 
of that sort . ( P .  1 36 )  

The two men also reveal very different attitudes to 

literature . As with the natural world , Shade i s  concerned to 

study the textual detail s  o f  the art work and totally re jects 

symbol hunting , on the one hand , and real ist-based value 

j udgements on the other : "When I hear a critic speaking of an 

author ' s  sincerity I know that either the critic or author is  
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a fool " (p . 1 26 ) . Kinbote ' s  stated agreement with thi s  view 

masks a contrary approach . Apart from the continuing evidence 

of the commentary itsel f ,  Kinbote ' s  lack of concern for 

scholarly information and exactitude i s  hinted at in his 

re ferences to the Head o f  the Russian Department ,  Professor 

Pnin , which are accompanied by the remark that "happily,  Pro f .  

Botkin , who taught in another department ,  was not subordinated 

to that grotesque ' perfectionis t ' " ( p .  1 2 5 )  • 
2 5  

That Kinbote ' s  

concern is not with gaining an increased knowledge of either 

non-fictive or aesthetic realities , but rather with the power 

o f  art to transform his own personal existence is  suggested 

during a reported conversation in which Kinbote offers Shade 

the story o f  Zernbla to use in "Pale Fire " : 

' That ' s  all very wel l , Charles . But 
there are j ust two questions . How can you 
know that all thi s  intimate stuff about 
your rather appal ling king is true ? And 
if  true , how can one hope to print such 
things about people who , presumably , are 
still alive ? ' 

' My dear John , ' I repli ed gently and 
urgently , ' do not worry about tri fle s .  
Once transmuted by you into poetry , the 
s tuff wil l  be true , and the people wil l  
come alive . ' ( P .  1 7 0 )  

In my view , Kinbote ' s  confusion o f  art and l i fe i s  rel a te d  

t o  hi s attitudes to language . Robert Alter points out , " The 

Goldsworths , whose house Kinbote i s  renting , are perceived by 

h 
• I 1 h b 

• 
f ' 1 I 11

26  • • 
t e1r tenant as an a p a et1c arn1 y .  My suggest1on 1 s  

that,  although Kinbote ' knows ' the shapes o f  words , he doe s  not 

regard language as a ' sc ienti fic ' or precise medium for non 

fictive representations of exi sting ' realities . '  As we have 

seen , he cannot understand Shade ' s  exacting concern to know 

" the right word" or " the names of things , "  but would pre fer to 

discus s generali ti es of " l i fe and literature " ( p .  1 48 ) . Nor 

does he follow Shade ' s  resi stance to imprecise or generali ze d  

use s  o f  words which o ften embody the speaker ' s  pre j udices ;  

instead he wants to understand Shade ' s  "artistic obj ection to 

' colored "' ( p .  1 7 3 ) . And he scoffs uneasily at Judge 

Goldsworth ' s  domes tic index until ,  after he takes Shade on a 
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tour of inspection , Shade ' s  "robust hilarity dissipated the 

atmosphere of  damnum infectum in which [Kinbote ] was supposed 

to live " (p .  7 0 ) . 

Kinbote ' s  mental attitudes underlie hi s inability to use 

language to represent hi s own "individual reality . "  The 

imitative stylizations o f  hi s personali ty re flect his des ire 

to be authored by others . In metaphysics , he clings to the 

unacknowledged fictions of established religion . Whereas 

Shade rej ects the doctrine of original sin-- " Personally , I am 

with the old snuff-takers : l 'homme est ne bon " --and formulates 

a personal morality for l i fe ,  Kinbote accepts the doctrine o f  

Divine Wil l  and a Judgement Day so that he i s  tormented by h i s  

own feelings o f  guilt . In l i fe ,  Kinbote ' s  private fear of 

insanity i s  temporarily overcome by Shade ' s  ' authorship . '  

Shade ' s  obje ction that an old man who thinks himself God and 

starts redirecting trains is not a " loony" as Mrs H .  claims , 

but " a  fel low poet , " i s  immediately taken up by Kinbote who 

tells Mrs H .  that "We all are , in a sense , poets , Madam" 

( p .  1 88 ) . Finall y ,  of course ,  Kinbote ' s  des ire to be authored 
2 7  

underlies h i s  obse ss ion with both Shade and Shade ' s  poem . 

In seeking to prove that he has provided Shade with the 

supposed materials for " Pale Fire " Kinbote turns hi s personal 

' autobiography ' into the purported history o f  Zembla . Even in 

this Kinbote imitates other people ' s  fictions . His ' history 

of Zembla ' recombines the images of previous literature from 

Shakespearean drama to stock elements of political intrigue 

to John Shade ' s  poem . Paradoxi cally his imitative styl i zations 

sugges t  the very features o f  hi s personal existence that he 

seeks to trans form through art and through his relationship 

with a contemporary artist , John Shade . 

At the outset of hi s ' hi story ' Kinbote shows that , in 

contrast to Shade , he does not understand the way artistic 

worlds re-create materials from other worlds , ' real ' or 

invented . In the Zemblan palace he describes the artist 

Eystein ' s  insertion o f  a decoration "which was really made o f  

the material elsewhere imitated by art" a s  an " e ssential flaw "  

i n  Eystein ' s  talent ( p .  1 0 6 ) . That he immediately goes on to 

describe the independent aesthetic reality of art is  ironic 
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i n  terms of hi s de sire for a poet who will make hi s existence 

" true " and the people " come alive " ( p .  1 7 0 )  by reworking the 

material s o f  his ' history ' of Zembla : 

' reality ' i s  neither the sub j ect nor 
the obj ect o f  true art which creates its own 
special reality having nothing to do with 
the average ' reality ' perceived by the 
communal eye . ( P .  1 0 6 )  

Conversely , Kinbote shows no awarene s s  that hi s ' history ' 

reworks previous art and incorporates a Popean metaphysic in 

a Shakespearean political canvas . A further irony is  that 

Kinbote ' s  Zemblan characterizations do not simply replace the 

' real ' with imitative fictions but , unrecognized by Kinbote , 

they reveal his personal attempts to deny the feature s of hi s 

" individual reality . " Most immediately,  Kinbote ' s  assassin , 

Gradus , is  a fictional embodiment of physicality . Kinbote ' s  

narrative rids Gradus o f  hetero sexual desires ( p .  1 99 ) , and 

also o f  spiritual or moral considerations : " Spiritually he did 

not exis t .  Morally h e  was a dummy pursuing another dummy" 

(p . 2 1 8 ) . He i s  des cribed as an " automatic man" ( p . 2 1 9 )  who 

in bringing death to king or poet is  like the clockwork toy 

that prec ipitated Shade ' s  boyhood intimations o f  immortality : 

"Mere springs and coils produced the inward movements of our 

clockwork man" (p . 1 23 ) . In addition Kinbote state s that " our 

half-man was also hal f-mad" ( p . 2 1 9 ) . In other words, Gradus 

reflects the physical and mental feature s that Kinbote wishe s  

to deny i n  his own l ife . Similarly,  Gradus ' s  lack of conscience 

suggests Kinbote ' s  de sire to free himself from the tormenting 

guilts which impinge upon his solipsism through an act of 

physical de struction . 

Opposed to Gradus is Charles the Beloved , the scholar-king 

born the same year as Gradus , 1 9 1 5 .  On the one hand, Charles 

is a homosexual who is  pre ssured into a heterosexual marriage 

which is neither physically consumated nor emotionally unified . 

On the other han� he i s  a hero who escapes a network of pol itical 

intrigue with the help of loyal supporters who are adept at 

acting out impersonations of the king . Moreover Charles and 

the ' marriage ' are Kinbote ' s  reworked version not only of his  

own homosexuality , but of the way in which Shade ' s  poem 
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de scribe s his marriage to Sybil . At the outset the two couples 

are j uxtaposed : " John Shade and Sybil Swallow ( see note to l ine 

24 7 )  were married in 1 9 1 9 ,  exactly three decade s before King 

Charles wed Disa , Duche s s  of Payn" ( p .  1 39 ) . Sybil and Disa 

are both twenty-one when they marry . And Kinbote claims that 

even though Sybil was twice Di sa ' s  age when " Pale Fire " was 

writte n ,  "Disa at thirty , when last seen in September 1 95 8 ,  bore 

a singular resemblance not ,  of course , to Mrs Shade as she was 

when I met her ,  but to the idealized and stylized picture 

painted by the poet in those lines of Pale Fire " ( p .  1 64 ) . 

Like Sybil , Disa love s  her husband , de spite the king ' s  betrayal s  

and his direct avowal that "he did not love her" ( p .  1 6 7 ) . 

Kinbote can only depict any love or remorse towards Disa by the 

king through the " dreaming sel f "  ( p .  1 66 )  of Charle s .  And 

although the sleeping Charles echoes the emotions o f  Shade ' s  

artistic portrait in "Pale Fire " of hi s love for Sybil , the 

king ' s  "heartrending dreams" fade throughout the day to glanc ing 

reflections "not affecting at all hi s attitude towards the real 

Disa" (p . 1 66 ) . Charles , like hi s perpetrator Kinbote , lacks 

any emotional feeling for others .  Both Charles and Gradus , then, 

sugge st aspects of Kinbote ' s  personal ity . 

Finally , the activities of Gradus in the glass business 

where he " started as a maker o f  Carte sian devil s "  ( p .  1 2 2 )  

suggest Kinbote ' s  attempts throughout h i s  " autobiographical " 

hi story o f  Zembla to sustain a Cartesian split between the 

intellectual qualities depicted in Charles and the physicality 

o f  Gradus . Kinbote ' s  constant re j ection of the character of 

Gradus throughout his  narrative and his idealization of the 

intellectual Charles once more indicate hi s desire to trans form 

the components of hi s " individual real ity . " That Charles is  

depicted as king , scholar , hero , impersonator , but not poe t ,  

and that Gradus is  only a clockwork man , finally sugge sts 

Kinbote ' s  personal need to be authored by other arti sts . With 

the death of Shade , Kinbote is left without his  poet.  He  can 

and does rework the data of Shade ' s  poem , but he cannot continue 

his imitative styli zations in an ongoing present without an 

author and a script . 

The ' real-life ' tragedy o f  Shade who is killed by Jack Grey 
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i n  mistake for Judge Goldsworth not only provides the narrative 

c limax for Kinbote ' s  Zemblan hi story , it al so precipitate s the 

paradoxical tragedy of a man who formulate s constant incognitos 

for himself in order to disguise his " individual real ity , " but 

who finally commits suicide because he cannot continue to exi st 

other than as a scripted personality . In the last paragraph 

of hi s commentary Kinbote write s ,  "My note s and self are 

petering out" ( p .  2 3 5 ) , and then , "My work is finished . My 

poet is  dead" ( p .  2 3 6 )  . 

Within l ife Kinbote is  left with only one continuing author 

to turn to : 

God will help me , I trust ,  to rid myself o f  
any de sire to follow the example of two 
other characters in this work . I shall 
continue to exis t .  ( P .  2 3 6 )  

For Kinbote ,  however ,  "God " is the author of a non-fictive 

world that Kinbote can never accept . He turns back to the two 

people whom he has always vaguely recognized mirror certain 

aspects of himself ,  Hazel Shade and Jack Grey/Gradus , both o f  

whom have destroyed their ongoing " individual real ities " 

through suicide . Kinbote finally follows their example .  More

over , even in approaching suicide , he attempts to transform 

hi s actions . He aligns himself not with the insanity of Jack 

Grey , nor with the emotional despair of Hazel , but with his own 

index version of Hazel ' s  death : 

Shade , Hazel , S ' s  daughter , 1 9 3 4 - 1 9 5 7 ;  
de serves great respect , having preferred 
the beauty of death to the ugliness of 
life . ( P .  2 4 5 )  

T o  sum up : Nabokov ' s  structural de s ign e stabl ishes a 

critical perspective on the styli zations of his " invented 

poet [ s ]  and "invented commentator" (SO , p .  5 9 )  . Thi s perspective 

draws attention to the way in which the opening l ines of Shade ' s  

poem , " I  was the shadow of the waxwing slain I By the fal se azure 

in the windowpane " (11 . 1 -2 ) , acknowledge the destructive 

potential of man ' s  conscious constructs , while initiating Shade' s 

parodic exploration of the blend o f  sub j ective knowledge and 

imaginative artifice in all man ' s  representations of existence , 
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l iterary and non-fictive . Shade ' s  self-conscious art describe s 

how his search for final answers about l i fe and death develops 

into a concern for the textures of conscious existence that 

incorporates Shade ' s  distinctions between imaginative and 

factual experiences . At the same time Shade ' s  art evolves an 

individual style which expresses his ' identity as a writer . ' 

And complementing Shade ' s  artistic styl i zations , the 

biographical picture o f  him we gain from the commentary suggests 

how , in l ife , his personality reflects a comparable " individual 

reality . " By contras t ,  Kinbote ' s  de scription of Gradus , the 

automatic man-- " In the vicinity o f  Lex he lost his way among 

steep tortuous lanes "  ( p .  1 5 7 ) --sugge sts the confusion of art 

and l i fe that is  re flected throughout hi s commentary . The 

critical perspective Nabokov builds into the " architectonic s "  

of the novel reveals how Kinbote ' s  personal but imitative 

styl izations attempt to suppress not only the independent 

reality o f  Shade ' s  poem , but also Kinbote ' s  " individual 

reality . " "The miracle o f  a few written signs " ( p .  2 2 7 )  which 

can expres s an individual contribution to the data of 

existence , in Kinbote ' s  repre sentations become a destructive 

rather than a creative force , which , as we have seen , 

contribute to his eventual suicide . 

Nabokov ' s  structuring o f  his penultimate English nove l ,  

Transparent Things ,  combines a self-conscious commentary on 

the relationship between an author , his main character , and his 

reader with a parodic reworking o f  the conventions of the " non

fiction novel . "  In A Glossary of Literary Terms , M . H .  Abrams 

describes the " nonfiction nove l "  as follows : 

A recent offshoot of the hi storical novel is  
the form that one of its  innovators ,  Truman 
Capote , named the nonfiction nove l .  Thi s  
form uses a variety o f  novelistic techniques 
to render recent historical events , and is 
based not only on historical records , but 
often on personal interviews with the chief 
agents . Truman Capote ' s  In Cold B lood ( 1 96 5 )  
and Norman Mailer ' s  The Executioner 's Song 
( 1 9 7 9 )  are instances o f  this mode , sometime s 
called al so the " new j ournalism" ; both these 
books offer a detailed study of the life , 
personality ,  and actions of murderers , based 
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In Transparent Things , published in 1 97 2 ,  Nabokov reworks thi s  

" nonfiction" form by having Mr R . , an intrusive author ,  who i s  

al so a character in his  own omni scient narrative , describe the 

' history ' and personality of his former proof-reader,  Hugh 

Person , a man " tried twice for throttl ing an Ameri can girl " 

( TT,  p .  1 0 0 ) . This delightfully parodic narrative struc ture 

is complemented by an authorial commentary which invite s the 

reader to consider the proces ses of consciousness involved in 

everything from the artistic re -creation o f  ' history , ' to  Hugh 

Person ' s  personality ,  to the reader ' s  relationship to the 

novel ' s  speci fic world . At the same time , in drawing attention 

to the analogies and the distinctions between novel istic rea l i sm 

and non-fictive representations of " so-called ' real l i fe , ' "  

Nabokov challenges anti-empirical efforts to attach ' truths ' 

to man ' s  experience of either fictive or dream worlds , the sort 

of efforts made by literary movements in revolt against reali sm 

such as expressionism and symbol ism ,  or , at the level of non 

fictive representation , b y  the psychiatric analysis o f  

' subconscious ' experiences such as dreams . 

The last five and the first three chapters of Transparent 

Things constitute a c ircular frame for the characterizations 
3 0  

of the novel . The main narrative event within this frame 

occurs in the last page s o f  the novel , the death of a man during 

a fire in a Swiss hotel . The last l ine s of Transparent Things 

which , as in Bend Sinister , describe the death of the main 

character ,  c ircle back to the opening lines of the novel , the 

invented author ' s  selection of this "person" to be the sub j ect 

of a nonfiction novel : "Here ' s  the person I want.  Hullo , 

person ! Doesn ' t  hear me " (p . 7 ) . Before proceeding with a 

' historical ' re-creation of events , however , the author sugge s ts 

how , at the s tart of the novel , for both author and reader the 

l ineal progre ssion towards the descriptions of the main 

character ' s  death and the end of the novel , parallels the l i neal 

progres sion o f  temporal existence in which " the future is but 

a figure o f  speech , a specter o f  thought "  ( p . 7) . 

In an implicit warning to the reade r ,  the authorial voice 
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suggests that , " Perhaps i f  the future exis ted , concretely and 

individually . . . the past would not be so s eductive " 
3 1  

( p . 7 ) . The recognition that within a continuing pre sent the 

reader shares the same potential for an individual 

reconstruction of data as the author of a " nonfiction nove l "  

i s  initiated b y  the textual change from the authorial " I "  to 

the first-person plural : 

When we concentrate on a material obj ect , 
whatever its situation , the very act o f  
attention may lead t o  our involuntari ly 
sinking into the history of that ob j ect . 
Novices must learn to skim over matter if  
they want matter to stay at the exact 
level of the moment . Transparent things 
through which the past shines . ( P . 7 )  

Throughout the novel transparency i s  used a s  a metaphor for the 

"nownes s "  o f  consciousnes s .  At the same time " transparent 

things " provide s an image whi ch suggests the relationship 

between consciousness and the data of ongoing perception . To 

the perceiving consciousnes s  all natural and man-made objects , 

from " a  hillside stone " ( p .  7 )  to the " arti ficial matter" ( p . 8)  

of this novel , have a "veneer of immediate reality" : 

A thin veneer o f  immediate reality is  
spread over natural and artificial matter ,  
and whoever wishes to remain in the now , 
with the now , on the now , should please 
not break its tension film . ( Pp .  7 -8 )  

A s  we saw i n  Part One o f  thi s  study , Nabokov suggests that in 

order to study an obj ect in any world , natural or arti ficial , 

an observer must use " impersonal imagination" and distinguish 

the independent reality of the observed obj ect or " transparent 

thing " from his own personal " imaginary , but generally far les s  

plausible , world" (SO , p .  2 6 3 ) . At the beginning o f  Transparent 

Things , I sugge s t ,  the reader is instructed to remain with the 

" nownes s "  of observing the fictive world . In this way , what 

Charles Kinbote refers to as " The miracle of a few written 

s igns " (PF,  p .  2 2 7 )  unfolds " the specific world that the author 

places at his  [ the reader ' s ] disposal (LL , p .  4 ) . The ideal 

reader,  then , must " stay at the exact level of the moment" in 
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order to observe , "Transparent things through which the past 

shine s "  ( p .  7 ) . The authorial voice describes the al ternative : 

Otherwise the inexperienced miracle
worker will find himself no longer 
walking on water but de scending upright 
among staring fish . More in a moment . 
( P .  8 )  

A t  thi s point , I will attempt t o  clari fy the way i n  whi ch 

Nabokov ' s  structural strategies play upon the analogies between 

di fferent but co-exis ting s tates of consciousnes s .  The reader 

enters the fictional world by a mental manoeuvre to a different 

state o f  consciousne s s  that , at the same time , does not negate 

hi s ongoing personal world or " i ndividual reality . " Similarly 

the author composes his fictional world through a mental 

manoeuvre to a different state of consciousness that doe s  not 

negate hi s ongoing "individual reality . "  Nabokov presents us 

with a further twist to the se analogies between reader and 

author . The invented author o f  Nabokov ' s  "nonfiction novel "  

i s  also a minor character who , l ike many o f  the novel ' s  

characters , ' dies ' in the course of the narrative . In thi s  

sense hi s mental manoeuvre t o  a different s tate o f  consciousness 

does not negate either hi s commentary on or ' identity ' within 

the fictional world; rather he also becomes one of the possible 

" ghosts " or observers who "will keep intruding upon the plot "  

(SO ,  p .  1 96 )  • 
3 2  

At the same time Nabokov ' s  structuring o f  the novel 

reworks fue distinctions be tween artistic and non-fictive 

representations . R . ' s  commentary describes an ongoing proce s s  

o f  composition that involves the artistic s trategies o f  

omniscient narration and qualified stream-of-consciousness 

techniques . Howeve r ,  R .  is  a narrator who i s  engaged in 

rendering hi storical events that have occurred in the s imul ated 

non-fictive context of a world in which he is , or has been , a 

member ; consequently, to reconstruct his ' hi s tory ' R .  must 

involve himsel f  in " the ooze o f  the past" (SO , p .  1 95 ) . In 

Strong Opinions Nabokov describes R . ' s  acts o f  " sinking into 

. . .  history" as "a falling through the present ' s  ' tension 

film ' " which constitutes " the structural knot of the s tory " 
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(SO , p .  1 94 ) . Furthermore , the structural distinctions between 

R.  ' s  ongoing artistic techniques and hi s ' non- fictive history ' 

are incorporated into the j uxtaposed tenses o f  the commentary 

and the narrative : as H .  Grabes points out , "A change of tense 

separates the narrator ' s  remarks from the res t  of the story : 

the narrative appears in the traditional past tense , whereas 
3 3  

the comments are i n  the present tense . "  

Comparable dis tinctions between R .  ' s  'identity as a writer ' 

and his personality within the novel ' s  world are re flected i n  

his style . In R . ' s  ongoing commentary , his authorial voice i s  

consistently correct . Within R .  ' s  representation o f  himsel f  

a s  a personality who is  also an artis t  i n  the novel ' s  world , 

the styl i stic surfaces o f  R . ' s  verbalizations fluctuate . 

Nabokov points out that as an American writer of German 

extraction Mr R .  "writes Engli sh more correctly than he speaks 

it . In conversation R .  has an annoying habit of introducing 

here and there the automatic ' you know ' of the German emigre , 

and more painfully yet , o f  misus ing , garbling , or padding the 

commonest American cliche " (SO , p .  1 95 ) . Whenever R .  depicts 

himself as a character within the narrative his conversational 

idiosyncrasies accompany him into the text : "My liver you know 

was holding something against me " ( p .  3 5 )  he tells Hugh when 

they first meet " in the flesh " ( p .  3 4 ) . At the same time , R .  ' s  

spoken utterances o ften reflect the inventive artifice of his  

books : 

The streak o f  nasty inventivenes s  so 
conspicuous in his writings also appeared 
in the prepared parts of his speech , as 
whe n  he said, as he did now , that far from 
' looking fi t '  he felt more and more a 
creeping re semblance to the cinema star 
Reubenson who once played old gangsters in 
Florida-staged films ; but no such actor 
exi sted . ( P .  3 5 )  

I n  order to portray himself a s  a character R .  realizes the 

structural knot o f  the story by reconstructing the past within 

the ongoing present o f  his stylizations . His authorial voice 

us ing the present tense introduces a synopsi s  of hi s own hi story 

with the words , " This part of our translucing is pretty boring , 
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yet we must complete our report" ( p .  3 7 ) . R .  i s  depicted as 

"a sentimental leche r "  ( p .  3 7 )  whose fourth and final failed 

marriage is distinguished by the obsession which he develops 

for hi s stepdaughter , Juli a  Moore . Within R . ' s  personal past 

Hugh Person has been a subsidiary and fleeting pre sence : 

In the midst of all this ,  our Person , in 
his discreet li ttle way ( though actually he 
was half an inch tal ler than big R . ) ,  had 
happened to nibble , too , at the corner of 
the crowded canvas . ( P .  3 7 )  

Hugh Person ' s  contact wi th R . ' s  ' hi story ' i s  through h i s  

position a s  R . ' s  proof-reader and through h i s  having o n  his one 

night with Julia "embraced a great writer ' s  sweetheart" 

( p .  4 0 ) . Since R .  is  this ' great wri ter , '  his history include s 

a l i st o f  past publi cations , one o f  whi ch ,  Figures in a GO lden 

Window , said to be " the best of our author ' s  nove l s "  ( p .  3 7 ) , 

contains a scene in which the narrator ' s  daughter " sets her 

new dollhouse on fire and the whole villa burns down " (p . 3 1 ) . 

Thi s novel assume s a comparable function to R .  in the narrative : 

Hugh guides it into publicatio n ;  i t  initiates hi s conversation 

with Armande on their first meeting ; Armande approaches the book 

as another of those " surreal istic novels of the poetic sort" 

( p .  3 1 ) whereas Hugh terms it " al l  rather symbolic " (p.  3 1 ) ; 

and it represents the first example of fire that recurrently 

features throughout the narrative . That the author of Figure s  

in a GO lden Window is  concerned not with surrealism , nor with 

symbol s ,  private or public , but with a form of ' historical , '  

though artistic re-creation , however ,  i s  suggested in R . ' s  

second meeting " in the flesh "  with Hugh Person . At this mee ting 

R .  de fends and describes his artistic re-creation o f  

b iographical personages , " too recognizable people , "  by arguing 

that any rewriting to disguise such characters "was tantamount 

to destroying the l iving prototype " ( p . 7 3 ) . R .  ' s  concern 

with art as a metaphoric re-creation of l i fe is summed up in 

the title of his novel Tralatitions , which he re fuses to give 

up , explaining that it " i s  a perfectly respectable synonym o f  

the word ' metaphor ' "  (p . 7 3 ) . 

R . , however ,  l ike "Adarn von Librikov" ( p .  7 8 )  in hi s 
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Tralatitions , i s  only a minor and peripheral participant in the 
. T t Th "  

34 
Th 1 k f h narrat�ve o f  ransparen �ngs . e s tructura not o t e 

story is  more fully i llustrated in the characterization of Hugh 

Person . The structural organi zation of the narrative divides 

the characterization of Hugh Person into three distinc t parts . 

As already de scribed , the last five chapters of the novel whi ch 

culminate in Hugh ' s  death c ircle back to and are initiated by 

the first three chapters in which R .  selects his " person" and 

describes his  arrival at the scene of his  impending death , the 

Ascot Hotel . The authorial commentary in Chapter 1 is followed 

by the transi tion from person to Hugh Person in Chapter 2 ,  a 

character who now has a name , memory and emotions : 

As the person , Hugh Person . . . extricated 
hi s angular bulk from the taxi . . . his 
eyes went up . . . to check the aspect o f  
the Ascot Hotel (Ascot ! )  against a n  eight
year-old recollection , one fifth of his 
l i fe , engrained by grief . ( P .  9 )  

Nevertheles s , in this first paragraph , the forty-year old Hugh 

i s  still l ittle more than "a specter o f  thought" in the 

narrative . Thi s  is reinforced by the momentary use of the 

present tense as Hugh pays off the taxi driver-- "Person pays 

alert driver" ( p .  9) . That he i s  a name rather than a 

personal ity as yet is parodically suggested by the way no-one 

remembers him . Thus , while scene and situation are establi shed , 

the main "ob j ect" in that scene lacks definition . He is  a 

named " transparent thing . "  Howeve r ,  he only assume s ' li fe ' 

through the imaginative arti fice o f  hi s author ' s  s tyli zations . 

To prove this point , R .  demon strates his  power by endowing the 

ob j ects o f  Hugh ' s  hotel room with a complementary surface 

animation during Hugh ' s  vis it to the bathroom : 

Upon leaving that ignoble lavatory , Hugh 
gently closed the door after him but like a 
stupid pet it whined and immediately fol lowed 
him into the room. Let us now illustrate 
our di fficulties .  ( P .  1 1 )  

In Chapter 3 the j uxtaposition o f  Hugh and the ' inanimate ' 

pencil which he discovers wedged behind the drawer o f  a desk 
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11 illustrates 11 the authorial 11difficulties . 11 R .  proceeds to 

' animate ' both penci l  and person through his styli zations . He 

acknowledges , however , that the di fference between pencil and 

person resides in consciousness . Either R .  or HugQ may 

' characterize ' the pencil through the arti fice of consciousne s s ;  

in this sense the ' hi story ' o f  th e pencil conforms to the 

structural knot of the story . At the same time , the pencil 

itself remains an independent and elusive ' reality ' : 

Thus the entire little drama , from crystal i zed 
carbon and felled pine to thi s humble 
implement , to thi s transparent thing , unfolds 
in a twinkle . Alas , the solid pencil itself 
as fingered briefly by Hugh Person s till 
somehow eludes us ! But he won ' t , oh no . 
( Pp .  1 3 - 1 4 )  

Like Adam Krug ' s  ' theatre o f  the mind ' in Bend Sinister , R .  ' s  

1 1entire little drama11 of the pencil illustrates the relationship 

between the data of perception and consciousnes s  that 11unfolds 

in a twinkle 11 an individual awarenes s  of 11 thi s transparent 

thing , n  which man may represent in his s tylizations , j ust as 

R .  has represented it in the novel . Although 11 the solid penci l  

somehow eludes us , 11 R .  suggests that Hugh Person wil l  not 

elude us because Hugh ' s  inner awarenes s  is reflected in his 

styli zations . In reconstructing Hugh ' s  history , then , R .  will 

characterize Hugh by re-creating the relationship be tween the 

data o f  Hugh ' s  life and the s tylizations o f  his personality in 

a nonfiction novel which draws attention to the ' theatre s '  of 

consciousnes s  through its very title , Transparent Things .  

R .  now begins the maj or 11part o f  our translucing 11 ( p .  3 7 )  

by dramatizing the relationship be tween Hugh Person ' s  history 

and Hugh Person ' s  personality . Most immediately R.  announce s  

a t  the beginning of Chapter 4 that Hugh ' s  visit to the Ascot 

hotel was the last of four trips to Switzerland . The previous 

three trips provide the points of a chronological sequence 

within Hugh ' s  history . Chapters 4 to 7 revolve around Hugh ' s  

first visit to Switzerland with hi s recently widowered father . 

In these chapters , the young Hugh constantly responds to the 

data o f  his  existence as i f  they were the signs or symbols o f  

a n  imaginative world ; hi s personality reflects h i s  inner desire 
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to spl it mind and body . At the hotel he dislikes having to 

sleep in c lose proximity to his  father because "He hated thi s  

common grave o f  sleep" ( p .  1 5 ) . H e  i s  annoyed by hi s father ' s  

increasing di fficulties in manipulating material ob jects 

precisely because he shares a similar inability to control 

matter : "Hugh had inherited some of that clumsines s ;  its 

present exaggeration annoyed him as a repetitious parody " 

( p .  1 6 ) . Finally , Hugh i s  frightened by hi s personal proclivity 

to somnambulism.  As a boy he had begged to be locked in his 

bedroom because he "did not care ' to behave like a ghost ' "  

( p .  2 5 )  . In Switzerland , after his sexual initiation at twenty

two , a fear of consequent s leep-walking causes him to remain 

awake in the armchair of his hotel room unti l  dawn . 

Hugh ' s  attempts to separate mind from matter include an 

implic it suppression of emotional bonds . At school he finds 

the easiest course is to acquiesce in cruel remarks about his  

father . On hi s father ' s  death he is aware of " a  number of 

recollected unkindnes se s "  but uppermost is the sense of relief 

when he finds that by having hi s father ' s  body cremated in 

Switzerland he i s  able " to get rid of the dreadful ob j ect 

practically at once " ( p .  2 1 ) . The only appreciable effect of 

Person Senior ' s  death for Hugh is that it provides him wi th 

independent economic means with which , most immediately , he 

visits a prostitute and effects a physical transition from 

"virgin" ( p . 2 0 ) . Final ly ,  Hugh ' s  conscious suppres sion of the 

physical and emotional features of his existence is coupled 

with an imaginative preoccupation wi th symbolic interpretations 

of the actual ; he "had always been harrowed by coincident 

symbols "  ( p . 1 9 ) . 

In Chapter 8 which provides a resume of the ten years 

between Hugh ' s  first and second vis its to Switzerland, Hugh ' s  

imaginative preoccupations continue . His only three published 

pieces of  writing all reflect hi s concern with "coinc ident 

symbols :  his poem juxtaposes " suspens ion dots . . •  " and a 

spatial metaphor , " The sun was setting I a heavenly example to 

the lake . . . " ( p .  2 7 ) ; his le tter to the London Times 

describes Anacreon choked by "wine ' s  skeleton " and Alyokhin 

"killed in Spain by a dead bul l "  ( p .  2 7 ) ; and his association 
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with " a  notorious fraud , the late symbolist Atman " (pp .  2 7 - 2 8 )  

is  reflected i n  the symbolist interpretations of his  editorial 

footnote s .  His "greates t  achievement " is to have his  name 

become a symbol for the pen he promotes , " The Person Pen" 

( p . 2 8 ) . And , finally , he takes up the occupation of ghost

writer and proof-reader o f  other people ' s  fictions , a job which 

initiates his contact with the author ,  Mr R . .  

In the second phase of the hi story , Chapters 9 to 1 7 ,  

Hugh ' s  personality undergoes a change . Hugh i s  given a new 

awareness o f  l i fe through love , and emotion brings about an 

admission o f  the physical as well as the imaginative featur e s  

of existence i n  Hugh ' s  s tylizations . As Hugh travel s  through 

Switzerland towards an actual meeting with R .  he i s  confronted 

with another character ,  a " new , irresistible person" ( p .  3 1 ) ,  

Armande , who assumes a far greater attraction for him than h i s  

previous ly longed for meeting with ' a  great writer ' :  " It was 

indeed all sham and waxworks as compared to the reality of 

Armande " ( p .  3 5 ) . The change in Hugh ' s  personality is 

parodically suggested by comparison with a previous affair he 

has had . In the description o f  Hugh ' s past affair with R . ' s  

stepdaughte r ,  Jul ia Moore , a fire in a theatre leads the two 

to return to Hugh ' s  flat . However , Jul ia has had an intimate 

relationship with the previous occupant of Hugh ' s  flat , the 

now dead Jimmy Maj or ; as a consequence ,  Hugh as sume s for her 

the ghostly presence of her past lover and the affair does not 

continue . In Witt , however , the author states "A lot of 

construction work was going on " ( p .  4 0 ) . For Hugh , Armande is 

being given a personal past , a dead father who has produced an 

avante garde " transparent house " ( p .  45)  , a physically abundant 

mother , and a collection of photo albums whi ch record Armande ' s  

physical development from birth right up until the time o f  

Hugh ' s  visit . And in implicit competition with the authorial 

voice o f  the novel ' s  first lines , Armande ini tiates a 

continuing relationship by calling Hugh on the telephone , " You 

Person? " and endowing him with her own choice of name , " Percy" 

(pp . 46-47 ) . The turning point Armande represents in Hugh ' s  

' history ' is suggested by the imposition of a scene from Mr R . ' s  

" famous novella , " Three Tenses , on Hugh ' s  meeting with Jul i a  
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and Armande a t  a sidewalk cafe which j uxtaposes the inter

penetration of past and present dramatized by both the meeting 

and Hugh ' s  consciousnes s ,  with the author ' s  knowledge of what 

i s  to come in Hugh ' s  history : 

Julia and he (alias Alice and the narrator) 
formed a pact of the past , an impalpable pact 
directed against reality as represented by 
the voluble street corne r ,  with its swish
pas sing automobiles , and trees , and strangers .  
The B .  of the trio was Busy Witt , while the 
main stranger--and this touched off another 
thrill --was his sweetheart of the morrow , 
Armande , and Armande was as little aware of 
the future (which the author ,  o f  course , knew 
in every detail )  as she was o f  the past that 
Hugh now retas ted with his brown-dusted milk . 
( P .  5 1 ) 

In order to pursue a relationship with Armande , Hugh first 

confronts the physical ' world ' of matter in the form of Armande's 

mountain which , because of love , he manages " to scale " after 

several ill-fated attempts : 

Our Person was obstinate and monstrously in 
love . A fairy-tale element seemed to imbue 
with i ts Gothic rose water all attempts to 
scale the battlements o f  her Dragon . Next 
week he made it and thereafter e stablished 
himself as less of a nuisance . ( P . 5 5 )  

Not only does Hugh ' s  love lead him to conquer a mountain , he 

also precipitates " the minor miracle " in Armande when her 

practical , unemotional approach to physical love -making is 

momentari ly transformed by "A shiver o f  tendernes s "  ( p .  59 ) • 

On her return to Villa Nastia Armande confirms the union by 

announcing to her mother , " I ' ve brought my fiance " (p . 5 9 ) . 

The change in Hugh ' s  personality is  refle cted in his 

approach to s leep and played out through the three tenses o f  

Chapter 1 6 .  Hugh ' s  one physical succe s s  o f  the pas t was his  

invention o f  " the Person S troke " in tennis .  Thi s  stroke , 

though unbeatable , i s  al so ineffectual since it " never won him 

a match " ( p .  6 1 ) , but Hugh uses it as a centre pi ece in the 

fantasies through which he induces sleep . With hi s marriage 

to Armande , Hugh abandons hi s conscious reworking of " the 
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Person Stroke " into a fantasy . He now experience s  " dream 

angui sh , " distinguished in particular by erotic scenes which 

have no connection with hi s conscious realiti es : "Those one i ric 

torments had nothing to do , either directly or in a ' symboli c ' 

sense , with anything he had experienced in conscious life "  

(p . 6 3 ) . This re futation of symboli st interpre tations of 

dreams by pointing to the separation between conscious real i ties 

and the dre am worlds of  s leep is  illustrated by the difference 

between Hugh ' s  personal fantasies to induce s leep and his 

sleeping dreams over which he has no control . That Hugh now 

regards these sleeping dreams as fictions ' written ' by someone 

else is  sugges ted by Hugh ' s  awakening from avalanche night

mare s "when their imagery turned into the movement of verbal 
35  

colluvia in the valleys of  Tos s and Thurn " (p .  6 4 ) . The 

third tense of the chapter , the future , de scribes Hugh ' s  

personal re j ection o f  any symbolic interpretation of the 

relationship between his  sleeping worlds and his "individual 

reality . " After Armande ' s  death Hugh s tolidly resists Freudian 

attempts to conne ct hi s personality with either his dreams o r  

his sleeping actions : " ' I  shall vomit , '  said Hugh , ' if you 

persist in pestering me with all that odious rot ' " ( p .  65 ) . 

The importance of love in overcoming Hugh ' s  s tyli stic 

attempts to split mind from body is underl ined by the first and 

last lines of Chapter 1 7  which complete the second phase of 

Hugh ' s  characterization : "We shall now discuss love " ( p .  6 6 )  

. "we must end now our discus sion o f  love " ( p . 7 1 ) . Hugh 

and Armande are p ersonality opposites who ,  nevertheless , show 

how love may overcome apparent splits between the mental and 

physical features of " individual reality . " Hugh ' s  " conscious 

attempts " to find ways to express his love to the " dry-souled , 

essentially unhappy" ( p .  66)  Armande fail whereas " something 

he said by chance " ( p .  6 6 )  finds a response .  Furthermore , 

Hugh ' s  love for Armande , like Pnin ' s  for Liza Wind , reveals that 

emotional responses have l i ttle to do with the mind ' s  potential 

for rational assessments--"He loved her in spite of her 

unlovablene s s "  ( p .  6 7 )  . And he accepts all her traits " as 

absurd clues in a clever puzzle " ( p . 6 7 )  . 

In contrast to Hugh ' s  unselfish personali ty ,  Armande ' s  



solips is tic approach to reality i s  reflected in her attitude 

to her carefully planned parties--she " saw her gues ts as the 

extremities of  her own personality"  ( p .  6 7 ) --in her attempts 
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to centre all phy sical hi stories o n  herse l f ,  and i n  the 

imposition of her personal whims on Hugh . The last of these , 

Armande ' s  "whims , "  are illustrated by her re sponse to a 

television newsreel of a fire which she and Hugh view during 

their honeymoon .  In the escape from their S tressa hotel room 

that Armande ins is ts on rehearsing , Hugh i s  cast in a supporting 

role to hold an electric torch and he lp Armande who abandons 

him without a qualm whe n his physical ineptitude causes him to 

bungle his part . Converse ly, the one physical act for which 

Armande requires a partner is transformed at her direction into 

a social stage scene , making love at tea-time " to the steady 

accompaniment of casual smal ltalk , with both performers decently 

clothed" ( p .  6 9 ) , or , on rarer occasions , in bed , wi th Armande 

chatting on the telephone . The excitement Armande cannot 

compl etely conceal from Hugh during these bizarre performances 

is  initiated by " the contrast between the ficti tious and the 

factual " ( p .  7 0 ) , but , as in Witt , both are fused by the "dazed 

ecstasy" ( p .  7 0 )  of emotional response .  Thus while Hugh i s  

unselfish and Armande complete ly " sel f-centred" ( p .  6 7 ) , s o  that 

their marriage seems incongruous to observers , both of them 

achieve a fusion of " the fictitious and the factual , "  through 

love . Thus both o f  them dramatize the authorial discussion o f  

love a s  the centre of "individual reality . " 

Chapters 1 8  to 2 0  j uxtapose Hugh and Mr R .  as two 

characters who are brought together,  not by emotional bonds , 

but through their interdependent occupations as author and proof

reader . In contrast to the first phase of Hugh ' s  ' hi story ' when 

he tried to suppres s  the phys ical features of his "individual 

reality , " Hugh ' s  personal fusion of " the fictitious and the 

factual " i s  coupled with hi s changed attitude to would-be 

authors of his exis tence and to their fictions . Meeting with 

Mr R .  in the flesh for the second time on a third visit to 

Switzerland Hugh argues against the artis t ' s  incorporation of 

recognizable people in TraZatitions and irreverently sugge sts 

that the tongue tends to replace the metaphoric analogies be tween 



art and l i fe sugge sted by R . ' s  title with meaningles s , though 

musical , phrases : 

Hugh made bold to remark that the tongue 
tended to substitute an ' 1 '  for the second 
of the three ' t ' s ' . 

' The tongue of ignorance , '  shouted Mr R .  
( P .  7 4 )  
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Back i n  New York checking the proofs o f  TraZatitions , Hugh 

questions all aspects o f  R .  ' s  text . Just as he checks the work 

for " the defects of the type " (p . 7 7 ) , so he ' checks ' R .  ' s  

images against hi s own individual experience to wonder "how did 

a ' balanic plum ' look " (p .  78) . And just as he is " not so sure 

he entirely approved of R.  ' s  luxuriant and bastard style , "  so 

he recognizes his own attempts to relate R . ' s  art to R . ' s  l i fe : 

"He al so caught himsel f  trying to establi sh on the strength o f  

fictional data a t  what age , i n  what circumstance s ,  the writer 

had begun to debauch Jul i a "  (p . 7 8) • In other words , Hugh now 

distinguishe s between his personal awareness and other people ' s  

fictions . 

Ironically,  it  i s  to be other people who attempt to impose 

their unacknowledged fictions on the 'authored ' actions of 

Hugh ' s  sleep . The oppos ition of Hugh ' s  conscious motivations 

and his ' authored '  role in murdering Armande is suggested by 

the way in which he carefully s lips into bed in the dark so a s  

not t o  di sturb the s leeping Armande . Perhaps to induce sleep , 

he continue s to mentally scan the proofs of  Mr R . ' s  fictions . 

Once asleep , however , Hugh ' s  hands become the tools of a force 

outside hi s control as he carries out " the horrible automatic 

act" (p . 8 3 ) . At the same time , the dream he has o f  a fire 

from which he attempts to save a chance bedmate , Guilia Romeo , 

who becomes " a  silly Jul ia" to Hugh ' s  "Mr Romeo " ( p .  84 ) , bears 

the recurrent imprint of Mr R . ' s  fiction . The automatic and 

authored nature of Hugh ' s  sleeping activities is  j uxtaposed with 

society ' s  ' symbolic ' attempts to interpret Hugh ' s  dream world 

activities . Thanatology tries to attribute motivations to the 

physical methods o f  Hugh ' s  automatic act ,  while psychiatry 

refuses to accept that dreams are no more than " anagrams of 

diurnal reality"  (p .  8 3 ) . Because the prison psychologist can 
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attach no symbolic s ignificance to Hugh ' s  account , he dismi s s e s  

the dream a s  Hugh ' s  own cons cious fabrication : " Thi s is a 

bravura piece and not a patient ' s  dream , Person . I shall have 

to report you " ( p .  84 ) . 

By contrast , certain analogies between Hugh Person and Mr 

R . , as individual s within the novel ' s  world , are reflected in 

Mr R . ' s  letter to Phi l , his edito r ,  which Phil notes is 

"Received on the day of the writer ' s  death . File under 

Repos -R . "  ( p .  86) . The use of the French s ource for repose , 

" repos , "  draws attention to the word to suggest that R . ' s  death 

is not a cessation of " individual reali ty"  but is , like Hugh ' s  

sleeping state , a temporary automatic act despi te the way in 

h .  h . . . d f h f .  f 1 . 36 
w lC lt lS vlewe rom t e con lnes o tempora exlstence . 

In his letter Mr R . ' s  resistance to would-be authors of his 

" individual reality" is instanced by his attempts to thwart 

Tamworth ' s  plans to "boswell the dead man j ust as he had bos sed 

very we ll the living one " ( p . 85 ) . At the same time , R .  ' s  

acceptance of physical facts is shown by his discus sion of the 

botched operation which he recognizes wi ll terminate his l i fe . 

The persistence of a personal emotional centre in the midst of 

R . ' s  rational asses sments is reflected in his re ference to 

Julia : 

The only child I have ever loved is  the 
ravishing , silly , treacherous little Julia 
Moore . Every cent and centime I possess 
as well as all l iterary remains that can 
be twisted out of Tamworth ' s  clutches must 
go to her . ( P .  86 ) 

In contras t  to Tamworth ' s  attempts to ' posses s ' R .  ' s  remains ,  

R .  acknowledges that the interdependent working relationships 

he has in life ( author and secretary , author and proof-reader) , 

do not involve ' ownership ' or control of other people ' s  

exi stence . Thi s  i s  seen first in R . ' s  regrets that Hugh wil l  

not oversee his last publi cation and , second , by R . ' s  plea for 

more information about Hugh during the eight years which have 

intervened since Armande ' s  death . R . ' s  personal preoccupation 

with the relationship between l i fe and death ends the letter , 

while his actual death completes the third phase of the 

narrative history . 
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The final group of five chapters are a continuation of 

the first three chapters . As in the first chapters the now 

dead R .  is  only an intrusive authorial pre sence in Hugh ' s world . 

Having built up a history for h i s  maj or character in the 

intervening chapters , R .  now brings the ongoing present of 

Hugh ' s  narrative towards a completion . Hugh ' s  fourth visit to 

Switzerland is  a further attempt to fuse " the fictitious and 

the factual " through hi s continuing love for Armande . S ince 

the dream images Hugh experiences of Armande are always set 

agains t  a Swiss background , he now revis its the scenes of their 

past in an emotional attempt to unite the two : " The desideratum 

was a moment of contact with her essential image in exactly 

remembered surround ings " ( p .  9 7 )  . 

Chapters 2 2  and 2 3  dramatize the personal interpenetration 

of pas t  and present that makes up Hugh ' s  " individual reality . " 

The shoes which Hugh buys for his  mountaineering remind him o f  

the bl isters caused by a similar pair which were acquired 

"eight years ago" ( p .  88) , and they produce s imilar results when 

he relives the efforts of the pas t :  "As then the pres sure o f  

the shoecap upon his  right foot had soon scraped off a round 

of skin at the j oint of the third toe , resulting in a red eye 

burning there through every threadbare thought "  ( p .  92) . The. 

changes in the Swis s  landscape are , like the new shoes ,  

additional details which co-exist with the rememb ered past a s  

part of Hugh ' s  "individual reality" : the old white dog which 

Hugh recognizes has become even older ; a new road and houses 

have been built in Witt ; Villa Nastia i s  "now painted a 

celestial blue " and "all its windows were shuttered " ( p .  9 0 )  . 

Similarly,  the physical act of mountaineering is  also an 

imaginative re-enactment of Hugh ' s  past experience of panting 

in Armande ' s  "merciless wake" ( p . 9 2 ) . And de spite his disl ike 

of insects, Hugh , when confronted with a white butterfly , 

resists " the impulse to crush it under a bl ind boot " ( p .  9 3 )  

and tries to help i t  j ust as eight years before he had not 

consciously killed Armande but rather , in an " anagram of 

diurnal reality"  (p .  8 3 ) , sought to rescue a chance bedmate . 

The co-existence of past and ongoing experiences that make up 

Hugh ' s  " individual reality" is parodically summed up by the 
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quotation from Tralatitions which follows a description o f  the 

raindrops Hugh feels on his  bald spo t :  "Raining in Wittenberg , 

but not in Wittgenstein " ( p .  94 ) . 

At the mid-point o f  the final five chapters ,  the authorial 

voice of Chapter 24 interrupts the narrative to discuss certain 

analogie s and distinctions between art and l i fe . Although R .  

uses the technique s o f  artistic re-creation , he i s  writing a 

nonfiction novel . He points out , there fore , that " direct 

interference in a person ' s  life does not enter our scope o f  

activity"  ( p .  9 5 ) . Nor doe s  R .  ' s  re construction o f  Hugh ' s  

hi story reveal that man ' s  des tiny i s  " a  chain of predeterminate 

l inks " ( p . 9 5 ) . R .  ' s  artistic imagination i s  quali fied by his  

sub j ect . While he can re -create Hugh Person ' s  history , he 

cannot prescribe the course o f  Hugh ' s  existence . At the same 

time , R . ' s  characterization o f  Hugh suggests how in l i fe as i n  

art " individual reality" consists of a blend o f  sub j ective 

knowledge and imagination that is re flected in personal 

stylizations . R .  argue s ,  therefore , that , "Human l i fe can be 

compared to a person dancing in a vari ety of forms around his 

own self "  (p .  9 5 ) . Conversely , in both l i fe and art these 

forms may provide the s tylistic outline s  of an " individual 

reality , " " forming a transparent ring of banded colors around 

a dead person or a planet" ( pp .  9 5 -9 6 )  . At the same time , R .  

suggests that even our awareness o f  th.e artifice o f  conscious 

real ities may be an imaginative illusion : 

How much more dreadful it would be i f  
the very awarene ss o f  your being aware 
of reality ' s  dreamlike nature were also 
a dream , a built-in hallucination ! 
( P .  9 6 )  

R .  points out , however , that whether o r  not the conscious 

real itie s of life as well as art are i llusions , an individual 

style reflects an individual contribution since someone has to 

be there to assign a boundary : 

One should bear in mind,  however ,  that 
there i s  no mirage without a vanishing 
point , j ust as there is no lake without 
a closed circle of reliable land . 20 

( P .  9 6 )  
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The closing remarks of Chapter 24 take up the preoccupation 

with death that runs throughout Transparent Things . A statement 

wri tten in Hugh ' s  diary by a fe llow inmate of a mental hospi tal , 

points out that the ideas we have about death are always part 

of an imaginative and temporal perspective : 

It is  generally assumed that i f  man were 
to establish the fact of survival after 
death , he would also solve , or be on the 
way to solving , the riddle of Being . 
Alas , the two problems do not necessarily 
overlap or blend . ( P .  9 6 )  

B y  drawing attention to the analogies between a l l  man ' s  

conscious construc ts , fiction and non-fiction , R .  undermines 

any conventional acceptance of ' facts ' to show the need for 

quotation marks in the use of such terms as " reality "  and 

"dream . " The remainder of the novel goes on to suggest that 

since death can only be imaginatively conceived of in life , 

then death may be analogous to a movement from one state of 

consciousness to another ,  a mental manouvre that we make every 

time we read a novel and temporarily suppres s  our co-existing 

"individual reality"  in order to enter the specific world an 

author places at our disposal . 

In approaching the imaginative depiction of death which 

ends the nove l ,  the last two chapters of Transparent Things 

continue to illustrate the combination of imaginative artifice 

and knowledge inherent in all man ' s  stylizations . In the 

Ascot Hote l ,  while trying to regain the factual settings of 

the past ,  Hugh is engaged in conversation by Monsieur Wilde who 

describes a magazine article about a man who had murdered his  

wi fe eight years be fore : 

Wel l , that murderer had been given l i fe 
eight years ago (Person was given i t ,  in 
an older sens e ,  eight years ago , too , but 
squandered ,  s quandered all of it in a sick 
dream ! ) and now , suddenly , he was set 
free , becaus e , you see , he had been an 
exemplary prisoner . ( P .  9 9 )  

The play o n  the opposed connotations of " given l i f e "  juxtaposes 

creativity and confinement .  Wilde , however ,  is concerned only 
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wi th the " appalling "  way "crime was pampered nowadays " ( p .  1 0 0 ) . 

He indicates the need for stricter law enforcement : "Eh bien , 

on a higher ( or lower) level the situation i s  simi lar . Had the 

bilinguist ever considered the problems of prisons ? "  ( p .  1 0 0 ) . 

Hugh ' s  reply effects a parodic reversal of the conventional 

fictions which inform Wilde ' s  attitudes to corrective measures .  

Announcing himself to be a murderer " tried twice for throttling 

an American girl ( now Lady X) " ( p .  1 0 0 )  ,
3 7  

Hugh claims that the 

purpose of prisons i s  neither to cure nor to punish but " to 

prevent a killer from killing again" ( p .  1 0 0 ) . I f ,  on the one 

hand , the murdere r consciously chooses to kill he i s  beyond 

correction . I f ,  on the other hand , he is  an automatic agent 

wi thin a dream state , he is seen by society as insane and 

expected to conform to society ' s  vers ions o f  insani ty : "My 

only chance to remain sane was by appearing subnormal " ( p .  1 0 0 ) . 

Yet neither actual prison nor other people ' s  versions of  Hugh ' s  

personality or behaviour can alter Hugh ' s  " individual reality" : 

' I  am s adly happy to say ,  s adly proud , too , 
that neither the guards ( some of them 
humane and witty) nor the Freudian inquisitors 
( all of them fools or frauds ) broke or o ther

wise changed the sad person I am . ' ( P . 1 0 1 )  

In Bend Sinister Adam Krug has a continually self-consc ious 

perspective on his own l i fe :  " The s tranger quietly watching the 

torrents of local grief from an abs tract bank " (BS , p .  1 7 ) . 

In Transparent Things Hugh Person has a comparable analytical 

awareness : 

All his li fe ,  we are glad to note , our Person 
had experienced the curious sensation . . . 
of there exi sting behind him--at his shoulde r ,  
a s  it  were --a large r ,  incredibly wiser,  calmer 
and stronger s tranger , morally better than he . 
Thi s was , in fact , hi s main ' umbral companion ' 
( a  clownish critic had taken R .  to task for 
that epithet) and had he been without that 
transparent shadow , we would not have bothered 
to speak about our dear Person . ( P .  1 0 1 , my 
italics)  

Although Hugh ' s  ' consc ience ' or  " transparent shadow" describes 

the self-conscious perspective of his personality ,  he does not , 
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like Adam Krug , identi fy his capacity for intellectual analys i s  

with his " individual reality . " Nor does he follow the 

promptings of reason whi ch seem to warn him against staying i n  

Witt to pursue h i s  emotional longing for contact with Armande : 

"He did not heed his shadow , and fundamentally he may have been 

right" ( p .  1 0 1 ) . 

Furthermore , while R .  can re-create Hugh ' s  hi story in a 

nonfiction novel , he cannot control or alter Hugh ' s  personal 

choices . Just as Hugh ' s  personality re flects an individuali ty 

that questions the unacknowledged fictions o f  society ,  so also 

hi s history res i sts an observer ' s  arti s tic designs . Despite 

the imaginative pos s ibilities either R. or the reader may 

envisage for Hugh he chooses to remain in Witt , a decision which, 

ironically , leads to his death in the world of the nove l : 

We thought that he had in him a few years 
of animal pleasure ; we were ready to waft 
that girl into hi s bed , but after all i t  
was for him to decide , for him t o  die i f  
he wi shed . ( P .  1 0 1 ) 

In the final chapter the approaching separation o f  author 

and reader from the nove l ' s  world i s  reflected in the verb 

tenses of R .  ' s  description of the hotel restaurant and its 

occupants :  "And there was to be , or would have been ( the folds 

o f  tenses are badly disarranged in regard to the building under 

examination) quite a nice little stream of Germans in the 

second , and cheaper ,  half of August" ( p .  1 0 3 ) . At the same 

time , R . ' s  description subtly plays upon the interpenetration 

of past and ongoing pre sent in the reader ' s  awarenes s  of the 

fictional world : in the restaurant the homely girl who has 

replaced the younger of the two waiters , and the patch on the 

remaining waiter ' s  eye are reminders of a brie fly mentioned 

" farcical fight" (p . 9 8 )  the previous night . A comparable 

interpenetration of pas t  and present with an imagined future 

( ' known , ' of course , to R .  both as a writer of ' history ' and 

as a dead person) is i l lustrated in Hugh ' s  view o f  the hote l 

bedroom where he hopes to renew his past contact with Armande : 

The room was exactly as he wanted it or had 
wanted it ( tangled tenses again ! )  for her 



visit . The bed in its south-wes tern corner 
stood neatly caparisoned,  and the maid who 
would or might knock in a little whil e  to 
open it was not or would not be let in--i f 
ins and outs , doors and beds still endured . 
( P .  1 0 3 )  
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Despite Hugh ' s  desire to fuse " the fictitious and the 

factual " ( p . 7 0 ) , he doe s  not confus e art and l i fe ,  as he did 

in the first phas e  o f  his  history , by viewing the obj ects in 

his hotel room as "coincident symbols " ( p .  1 9 ) . For Hugh , the 

green figurine of a girl skier in the box next to his bed i s  

an independent art ob j ect which does not ' symboli ze ' Armande , 

but rather provides an analogy with his  personal images of 

Armande . Similarly , R .  warns the reader not to confuse the 

characters o f  his nonfiction novel with the reader ' s  personal 

images of l ife . That the author at the completion o f  the novel 

joins the reader as an observer only of Transparent Things and 

must like the reader avoid the proclivity of novices to impo se 

further imaginative re-creations on the novel ' s  world is 

sugges ted as Hugh ' s  history nears its end : 

Person , this person , was on the imagined 
brink of imagined bliss when Armande ' s  
footfalls approached--striking out both 
' imagined ' in the proo f ' s  margin ( never 
too wide for corrections and queries ! ) . 
( P .  1 0 5 )  

Like the completed nove l ,  the moment o f  compl etion for Hugh i s  

not a temporal fus ion with Armande but a fusion o f  known and 

imagined experience that renders him a transparent thing : " I ts 

ultimate vision was the incandescence o f  a book or a box grown 

completely transparent or hollow" (p . 1 0 7 ) . Final l y ,  R .  ' s  

ultimate authorial vis ion o f  death elaborates hi s own as wel l  

a s  Hugh ' s  death as characters to sugges t  that death is  not a 

cessation o f  " individual reality , " but is  simply another " s tate 

of being" : 

Thi s is , I believe , i t :  not the crude 
anguish of physical death but the 
incomparable pangs of the mysterious 
mental maneuver needed to pass from 
one state of being to another . ( P .  1 0 7 )  
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To sum up : Nabokov ' s  structural design i n  Transparent 

Things involves the reader in a critical consideration of the 

analogies and di stinctions be tween art and l i fe that Nabokov 

explore s through his characteri zations . In the last line o f  

Nabokov ' s  parodic "nonfiction novel , "  the character R .  gree ts 

the newly dead Hugh with the words , "Easy , you know , does i t ,  

son" (p . 1 0 7 )  . As we have see n ,  the last line circles back to 

the first line of the novel , R . ' s  selection o f  Hugh Person to 

be the main character in hi s artistic re -creation o f  recent 

historical events . Thi s circular framework o f  the narrative 

reminds us of R . ' s  authorial activities and their completion . 

In hi s role as an invented author , R .  reflects Nabokov ' s  own 

mental manoeuvres from l i fe into the imaginative sphere of 

artistic re-creation and back to li fe ,  thereby illustrating 

Nabokov ' s  distinctions between hi s ' identi ty as a writer ' and 

his  personality . But since R. is Nabokov ' s  invented author he 

does not,  like Nabokov at the end o f  the nove l ,  return to the 

ongoing temporal sphere o f  l i fe . Instead , like Hugh and all 

the other fictional characters who have ' died ' in the course 

o f  the novel , R .  returns to the sphere of ghostly observers who 

intrude upon the plot . In the sense o f  a ghostly observer,  

however ,  R . ' s  situation suggests certain analogies with the 

reader ' s  relationship to the novel ' s  world . To enter the 

novel ' s  world the reader makes a mental manoeuvre from one 

state of consc iousness to anoth er , but hi s ' ghostly ' or 

peripheral presence as an observer of that world does not 

negate hi s ongoing "individual reality . " In analogous fashion , 

the dream images and actions Hugh Person participates in when 

as leep co-exist with but are not a reflection of his " individual 

reality . " Nabokov ' s  characteri zations draw attention to the 

analogie s  and distinctions between l i fe and art , whi le 

illustrating how the movement from non-fictive to imaginative 

worlds is a mental manoeuvre from one state of consciousne s s  

to another that does not negate a p erson ' s  "individual reality . " 

And since , within life , death i s  only ' known ' as an imaginative 

construction , Nabokov ' s  ' nonfiction novel ' al so i llustrates how 

the movement from l i fe to death may be a mental manoeuvre that 

ends our temporal physical existence , but does not obliterate 
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our "individual realities . "  



1 

CHAPTER 7 :  NOTES 

Lucy Maddox , in Nabokov 's NoveZs in EngZish ( London : 
Croom Helm , 1 9 8 3 )  s uggests also that,  "Kinbote ' s  mad commentary 
on the poem is , in part , a deliciously comic parody of the k ind 
of scholarly pro j ect that Nabokov himself undertook in his 
edition of Pushkin ' s  Eugene Onegin " ( p .  1 5 ) . 

2 
The allusions in Shade ' s  poem , particularly the allusions 

to Pope , Wordsworth ,  and Shakespeare , were first pointed out 
by Mary McCarthy in "Vladimir Nabokov ' s  ' Pale Fire , ' "  Encounter , 
1 9  ( Oct . 1 96 2 ) , pp . 7 1 -84 . In examining these allusions I do 
not pretend to be providing new information about the poem, 
"Pale Fire . "  Rather , I am concerned to show how Shade ' s  parodic 
incorporation of allus ions to the Augus tans and Romantics 
contributes to hi s self-conscious art and to his individual 
vision of "Man ' s  l ife as commentary to abstruse I Unfini shed 
poem" ( 11 . 9 3 9 -40 ) . 

3 
See J .  Bader , CrystaZ Land ( London : Univ.  of Cali fornia 

Press , 1 9 7 2 ) : "The arti stic process o f  trans fo rmation does not 
end in death , but in the birth of another ob j ect:  ' I  was the 
smudge o f  ashen fluff--and I I Lived on , flew on in the 
reflected sky ' "  ( p .  4 1 )  . 

4 
See also Chapter 1 of this study . 

5 
Alexander Pope , "Essay on Man , " I I .  2 7 1  , in AZexander 

Pope : Se Zected Poetry and Prose , ed . William K .  Wimsatt , Jr . , 
1 2 th ed . ( New York : Hol t ,  Rinehart and Winston , 1 9 5 1 ) ,  p .  1 45 .  
All subsequent re ferences to Pope ' s  poetry will be to this 
edition o f  hi s works . 

6 
In the commentary Kinbote correc tly identi fies 1 .  662 

o f  "Pale Fire " as an allusion to a "poem by Goethe " (p . 1 88 ) . 

7 
Pope , "Essay on Man : the Design , " p .  1 2 8 .  

8 
Pope , "Essay on Man , " IV . 39 8 ,  p .  1 6 7 .  

9 
Throughout my discussion o f  PaZe Fire I follow Nabokov ' s  

discus sions of th.e novel in tre ating John Shade and Charles 
Kinbote as separate characters within the fic tional world . A 
number o f  critics have suggeste d ,  however , either that John 
Shade and his poem are Charles Kinbote ' s  invention or that 
Kinbote and hi s commentary are Shade ' s  invention . David 
Packman in The Structure of Literary Desire ( Columbia : Univ . 
of Mis souri Press ,  1 98 2 )  gives some examples o f  thi s  critical 
equation of Shade and Kinbote : " Page S tegner sugges ts that a 
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deranged Kinbote is the source of the novel ' s  world . . . .  
Stegner proposes that perhaps Kinbote wrote the poem attributed 
to Shade " ( p .  69 ) ; " Field displaces Stegner ' s  uns atis factory 
reading of the text with another :  Shade is proposed as the 
source o f  the novel ' s  world" (p . 70 ) ; "Like Field , Bader 
proposes Shade as the controlling author who will thus account 
for the text" (p . 7 1 ) . Packman sugges ts that such readings 
either "ignore [ s ]  the text ' s  specificity" (p . 7 0 )  or are " an 
evas ion o f  the problems it [the text] poses"  (p . 7 1 ) . In my 
view , such readings disregard Nabokov ' s  'architectonic s "  as we ll 
as the specifici ty o f  hi s characters . Perhaps , as Nabokov ' s  
sel f-conscious arti s t ,  John Shade says , "Re semblances are the 
shadows of di fference s "  (PF, p .  2 0 8) . 

1 0  

1 1  

Lucy Maddox state s : 
In fact , the nature of the Kinbote-Shade 
relationship s trongly sugges ts that Nabokov 
intentionally modelled it on the Boswell
Johnson relationship : in both cases the 
insecure and unsettled younger man attaches 
himself to the olde r ,  estab l i shed literary 
figure , not only looking to him for 
direc tion but eventually seeing in him the 
agent of the disciples own fame and even 
immortality . ( P .  3 1 )  

Brian Boyd in "Nabokov and Human Consciousnes s "  
(manuscript) points out that in Kinbote ' s  commentary 
(PF, pp . 20 5 -0 6 ,  Penguin ed . ) , "Nabokov has quoted faith ful ly 
from The Letters of Franklin K.  Lane� Personal and Political ,  
ed . A . W .  Lane and L . H .  Wall (Boston : Houghton Mi fflin , 1 9 2 2 ) , 
p .  4 6 4 "  (pp . 1 5 2-53 ) . 

1 2  
Mary McCarthy describes how the word Zembla comes from 

a l i terary and a geographical source : 

1 3  

The word Zembla can be found in Pope ' s  
Essay on Man ( Epi stle 2 ,  V) ; there it 
signi fies the fabulous extreme north , the 
Hyperborean land o f  the polar s tar . . .  
To leave Pope momentarily and re turn to 
Zembla , there i s  an actual Nova Zembla , a 
group o f  i slands in the Arctic Ocean , 
north o f  Archange l . The name is derived 
from the Russian Novaya Zemlya, which 
means " new land . "  Or terre neuve , 
Newfoundland , the New World . ( P . 7 4 )  

Lucy Maddox gives a succinct account o f  th.e way Kinbote 
solips i zes Zembla : 

As for the land of Zembla itse l f ,  Kinbote 
has not created it ex nihilo ; the geography 
of Pale Fire includes a real Zembla with 
a real king who was deposed by revolution 
shortly after Kinbote ' s  arrival in New 
Wye , and whose fate i s  a matter o f  
speculation . The form o f  the private 
fantasy i s  therefore largely de termined 



by a chance concatenation of public 
events . ( P . 2 1 )  
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1 4  
That Kinbote ' s  superior dismi s sal of such source material 

is rather an attempt to disguise his own sense of l imitations 
is sugge sted in the foreword when he lets it slip that Sybi l ' s  
failure to supply him with biographical data include s  her lack 
of any reply to Kinbote ' s  letter from Cedarn " l i sting some o f  
my most desperate que rie s , such as the real name of ' Jim 
Coates ' e tc "  (p . 1 7 ) . Jim Coates is , o f  course , the reporter 
in Shade ' s  poem who wrote up the s tory of Mrs Z .  

1 5  
See also Robert Al ter,  Partial Magic ( Cali fornia :  Univ . 

o f  California Press ,  1 9 75 ) . In Chapter 6 Alter examines Shade ' s  
use o f  Pope , and Kinbote ' s  debts to Shakespeare . Alter argues 
" that not only is the novel bui l t  upon the reve rsed images of 
two dif ferent kinds o f  poet but the two figure s repeatedly 
allude to two antithetical English poets , and through them to 
the two opposite poles of Engli sh poetry " ( p .  2 0 1 ) . 

1 6  
Mary McCarthy s tates , " The source o f  ' pale fire ' i s  Timon 

of Athens , Act IV , Scene 3 ,  Timon speaking to the thieve s "  
(p . 82 ) . 

1 7  
In Strong Opinions Nabokov points out that " o f  course 

' lane ' is the last word of Shade ' s  poem" ( p .  7 3 ) . 

1 8  
Lucy Maddox also points to Kinbote ' s  authorship of thes e  

four variants : "At least four of those valuable ' pi thy ' 
variants , Kinbote confesses in the index , are his own 
contributions " (p . 20 ) . 

1 9  . . 
In Strong Op�n�ons Nabokov makes it clear that Kinbote 

himself commits suicide " after putting the last touches to his 
edi tion of the poem" ( p .  7 4 ) . 

2 °  
Kinbote ' s  inabil ity to discern the way in which the 

"trivia" o f  Maud ' s  room provide s tyl i stic outlines of her 
personality is shown in the note which immediately follows the 
variant . He relates how Shade shows him Maud ' s  scrapbook whi ch 
include s two clippings from the magazine Life . The first is  
an advertisement in the i ssue o f  May 1 0 ,  1 9 3 7 , for the Talon 
Trouser Fastener ; the second from March 2 8 ,  1 949 advertises 
Hanes Fig Leaf Briefs , and both pre sent Joycean puns . Kinbote 
see s  no connection between Maud ' s  selections and Joyce ' s  
Ulysses or the character o f  Blazes Boylan . Instead he see s 
the clippings as " i nvoluntarily ludicrous or grotesque " and 
concludes hi s note with a moral invective agains t " devils whom 
Satan commissions to make disgusting mischief in s acrosanct 
place s "  ( pp .  9 3 -9 4 )  . 

2 1  
Brewer 's Dictionary of Phrase and Fab le , revised by 

Ivor H .  Evans , Centenary e d .  (London : Casse l l , 1 93 2 ) , p .  9 6 3 . 

2 2  
Ellen Pifer , Nabokov and the Novel ( Cambridge , 

Massachusetts and London , England:  Harvard Univ . Pre s s , 1 9 8 0 ) , 
Chap . 5 .  
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2 3  
Pi fer , p .  1 1 1 .  

24 
Ellen Pifer notes the " ironies " which "often arise 

from the ostentatious , but unconvincing display of dignity with 
which Kinbote embe llishes his most scurrilous activities as 
peeping Tom and woman-hater "  ( pp .  1 1 4 - 1 5 ) . 

2 5  
In the Foreword Kinbote s tates tha t  after Shade ' s  de ath 

he was forced to leave New Wye and " the writing o f  the 
commentary had to be pos tponed until I could find a new 
incognito in quieter surroundings "  (p . 1 6 ) . Thi s sugge s ts that 
the name Charles Kinbote i s  his Cedarn " incognito " while the 
name V .  Botkin has been his New Wye " incognito . "  

26 
Alte r ,  p. 1 94 .  

2 7  
Lucy Maddox suggests , "Kinbote ' s  be lief i n  the literally 

l i fe -giving and l ife-sustaining power o f  art is a function o f  
a need to e stablish a sati s fying vers ion o f  his own ide ntity "  
(p . 1 8 ) . 

28  
M . H .  Abrams , A Glossary of Literary Terms , 4 th e d .  

( London & New York : Hol t ,  Rinehart and Winston, 1 9 8 1 ) , p .  1 2 1 . 

29 
Nabokov points to Mr R .  as the authorial voi ce o f  the 

novel in Strong Opinions , pp . 1 95 -96 . 

30 
Lucy Maddox claims , "The opening and closing lines o f  

the book--addre ssed to Hugh , whose death in a hotel fire i s  
described in the final paragraph--are continuous . . What 
comes in between i s  a commentary , in the form of a series o f  
marginal annotations and emendations , on the last eighteen 
years of Hugh ' s life"  ( p .  1 34 )  . 

3 1  
Paul S .  Brus s , " The Problem o f  Text: Nabokov ' s  Last Two 

Nove l s "  in Nabokov ' s  Fifth Arc : Nabokov and Others on his Life 's 
Work , states : 

32  

Recognizing that the past is parti cularly 
seductive because the future enjoys " no 
such reality . . .  as the pictured past and 
the perceived present posse s s "  (p . 1 ) , the 
narrator sugge sts that mo st people , in the 
proces s  o f  perceiving an obj ec t  (person , 
place , or thing) , " involuntarily [ sink ] 
into the hi story [ the text] o f  that obj ect . "  
( Pp .  298-9 9 )  

w . w .  Rowe , in Nabokov and Others : Patterns in Russian 
Literature (Ann Arbor , Michigan : Ardis ,  1 9 7 9 ) , gives a suc c inct 
account o f  these ' ghostly observers ' in his Chapter 1 3 .  Rowe 
notes " that readers tend to attribute first person references 
to the author " but that "such words ( I ,  me , my , we , us , our) 
are sometimes not authorial but ghostly " (p . 1 76 ) . I sugges t ,  
however,  because Rowe does not discuss Transparent Things a s  
a form of the nonfiction novel h e  does not recognize that not 
j ust the ghostly observers intrude upon the past but also the 
ongoing proces s  of authorial composition involvffi a s inking 
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into the past to re -create Hugh Person ' s  hi story . Paul S .  
Bruss in " The Problem of the Text" in Nabokov 's Fifth Arc , 
similarly disregards Nabokov ' s  parodic reworking o f  the 
nonfiction novel so that al though he recognizes the narrator ' s  
warning to the reader not to sink into the past ,  he states , 
" It i s  striking that the narrator o f  T::r>.ausparent Things 
himself seems to fall into the trap he foreswear s "  (p . 3 0 0 )  . 

33  
H .  Grabes ,  Fictitious Biographies ( The Hague : Mouton , 

1 9 7 7 ) ' p .  1 0 0 .  

34 
Lucy Maddox points out that j ust as Nabokov "appears 

anagramatically as Adam Von Librikov in R .  ' s  Tralatitions " s o  
also "Hugh ' s  third trip to Europe i s  made , ' at hi s firm ' s  
request , to look up Mr R .  and another American writer , also 
residing in Switzerland ' ( p .  6 8 ) . Hullo , Mr Nabokov" (p . 1 3 3 )  

3 5  
Hugh ' s  recognition that the avalanche nightmares are 

lexical or scripted worlds , "verbal col luvia in the valleys o f  
Toss and Thurn " ( p .  6 4 ) , incorporates parodic overtone s ,  not 
only of personal waking, but of the Sturm und Drang ( S torm and 
Stre s s )  literary movement in late eighteenth-century Germany 
which s ought to portray great personal emotional and spiritual 
struggles through the lexical worlds of art . 

36 
The O . E. D.  l i s ts the French repos as the source o f  the 

word repose which it de fines as " Temporary rest or ces sation 
from activity in order to re fresh or res tore the physical or 
mental powers ; esp . the rest given by s leep" ( O . E . D . , Vol .  
VII I , p .  4 7 6 ) . 

3 7  
The reference to Hugh ' s  " victim" a s  Lady X underlines 

R. ' s  role as the invented author of Hugh ' s  hi story since Lady X 
is  Jul ia and Armande is another of R . ' s  fictional versions o f  
Julia : Wilde , for instance , is  described as "using an 
expression Armande had got from Julia ( now Lady X ) " ( p .  9 9 ) . 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE MEMOIRS : 

LOLITA , ADA , AND LOOK AT THE HARLEQUINS! 

In examining how the " architectonics "  o f  Nabokov ' s  Eng l i sh 

novels contribute to his characterizations , I have described 

some of the main features of Nabokov ' s  s tructural designs in 

each of the works discussed : the differing narrative approaches 

of The Real Life of Sebastian Knight and Bend Sinister ; the 

structured examination o f  " individual reality "  in Pnin ; and the 

parodic exploration o f  analogies and distinctions between art 

and l i fe in Pale Fire and Transparent Things . In the three 

remaining English novels , Lolita , Ada , and Look at the 

Harlequins ! ,  Nabokov reworks the conventions o f  memoirs ; each 

of his first-person narrators is engaged in direct acts of 

self-characterization within the context of each novel ' s  world .  

Because o f  the complexi ty and allusivene s s  o f  all the memoirs , 

my purpose in this final chapter is  only to give a brief and 

selective account of some of the structural features in thes e  

novels . I wil l  first examine how Nabokov ' s  s tructuring o f  Ada 

reflects his preoccupation with memory . I will then offer some 

tentative suggestions about the relationship Nabokov 

establishes between s truc ture and his narrators ' styli zations 

in Lolita and in Look at the Harlequins ! 

Nabokov ' s  struc turing o f  Ada draws attention to the 

functioning of memory in Van Veen ' s  narrative . Mos t  immediately, 

the full title o f  the novel , Ada or Ador : A Family Chronicle 

recombines the conventions of biography , love story and history , 

while acknowledging Ada as the emotional centre o f  Van Veen ' s  

memoirs . 
1 

The narrative i s  pre faced by two complementary 

abs tractions , a family tree leading to two remaining members , 



2 39 

" Ivan (Van) [ 1 87 0 - ] " and "Adelaida (Ada) [ 1 8 7 2 - ] " ,  and an 

editorial note which announces the death of "all the persons 

mentioned by name in thi s  book " wi th the exception of Mr and 

Mrs Ronald Oranger ,  Van ' s  editor and hi s typis t ,  Violet Knox , 

"now Mrs Ronald Oranger,  Ed . "  (p . 4 5 1 )  .
2 

The editorial 

presence at the beginning of the book circles back to the last 

page s o f  Part Five which mimic the abs tractions of a 

publisher ' s  dust j acke t .  Part Five , in turn , encompasses a 

physiological time span which incorporate s the conception o f  

Van ' s  memoirs i n  1 95 7 , the writing process i tse l f  interlaced 

with details of Van ' s  and Ada ' s  concurrent activities , and , 

finally , the proof corrections and alterations of 1 96 7 . Tha t  

Part Five i s  " the true introduction " (p . 445 ) to Van ' s  memo i rs 

i s  reinforced by the recurrent re ferences throughout the book 

to Van as "a crotchety old wordman" ( p .  9 8 )  . Thus the 

circular framework of Ada draws attention to the functioning 

o f  memory , the ongoing interpenetration o f  past and pre sent 

wi thin individual consciousness or the "nownes s "  which Van 

claims is " the only reality we know" ( p . 4 3 1 ) .
3 

The narrative selections of Van ' s  history illustrate the 

emotional basis o f  memory implicit in the first part of the 

title Ada or Ardor : each part o f  Van ' s  memoirs concerns hi s 

experiences with Ada and hi s attempts to find some comparable 

experience when apart from her .  In Part Two , for example , 

during a period o f  separation from Ada , Van describes his 

adventures in the " floramors " as an attempt to recapture his 

l i fe wi th Ada : "How I used to seek , . wi th what tenacious 

anguish , traces and tokens of my unforgettable love in al l the 
4 

brothel s  o f  the world ! "  ( p .  85 ) . Alternatively , the 

emotional selectivity o f  individual memory i s  re flected by the 

way in which the period from 1 9 0 5  to 1 92 2  during which Ada 

nurses Vinelander and Van takes up the Rattner Chair of 

Philosophy at Kings ton is  dismissed by Van in a few sentences . 

And while the narrative focus o f  Van ' s  memoirs suggests the 

emotional basis o f  memory ' s  selections , the dis tribution o f  

narrative space within the parts o f  the book re flects the 

cumulative e ffects o f  experienced time within memory . Wel l  

over hal f the memoirs are devoted t o  the Ardis experiences o f  
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Van ' s  youth in Part One , while the subsequent parts decrease 

to a mere sixteen page record of the thirty-five years 

encompassed in Part Five . In Van ' s  " Texture o f  Time " he claims 

that a ' quickening ' process occurs as he grows older : 

At fi fty years o f  age , one year seems to 
pass faster because it is a smaller fraction 
of my increased stock of existence and also 
because I am less o ften bored than I was in 
childhood between dul l  game and duller book . 
But that ' quickening ' depends precisely upon 
one ' s  not being attentive to Time . ( P .  4 2 3 )  

Although Ada remains a s  the emotional pivot o f  Van ' s  memorie s , 

the apparent lack o f  balance in the narrative space devoted to 

Van ' s  youth as compared with hi s later l i fe suggests the 

" quickening" that results from the accumulation o f  experience s ;  

and , perhaps , as Van implies , i t  also depicts an increasing 

absorption in intellectual as we ll as physical activitie s . 

One of the critic isms levelled at Ada i s  that i t  lacks a 

structured narrative development . D .  Fowler , for instance , 

claims that "Novelistic structure has been replaced by 
5 

tenuous ly related tab leau . "  J .  Bader maintains that " the 

elements of Nabokov ' s  novels remain discrete mosaic s "  and 

argues that " instead of contributing to the fleshing out o f  

character o r  sub j ect , the detail s  o ften form unrelated blocks 
6 

in the airy buildings of the novels . "  The " tableaux" methods 

o f  narrative in Ada , however ,  reflect the operation of memory . 

In his own autobiography , Speak , Memory , Nabokov describes 

"memory ' s  luminous disc as so many magic-lantern projection s "  

(SM, p .  1 54 ) . I n  Part Five o f  Ada , Van and Ada sugge st thi s  

slide pro jector imagery when re ferring to their remembered 

past :  "Eighty years quickly passed-a matter of changing a 

slide in a magic lantern " (p . 4 5 8 ) . With Ada ' s  help the 

ninety-year-old Van reworks these "magic lantern" slide s  o f  

memory into a structured narrative account o f  "passionate , 

hopeless , rapturous sunset love " (SO , p .  9 1 ) . 

Similarly , Van ' s account o f  historical events is  part o f  

a structured narrative development . The " tableaux" o f  Ada 

chart a "War o f  the Worlds " (p . 2 2 )  whi ch dis solves into " a  

hi story of Terra [ that ]  turns out to b e  a caricatured but 
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es sentially accurate summary o f  the history o f  our own fami l i ar 
7 

planet in the twentieth century . "  Critical debate s about 

interpreting the cosomology of Ada have tended to neglect the 

ways in which the "worlds " of the novel contribute to narrative 

developments . Nabokov says Ada i s  "mo stly set in a dream 

America" (SO , p .  1 1 6 ) . His invented narrator , Van Veen re fers 

to " two earth s "  (p.  2 1 ) ,  Antiterra which is the world of Van ' s  

personal memorie s ,
8 

and Terra which Van parodie s in his "Letters 

from Terra , ' a  philosophical novel ' "  (p . 2 6 5 )  . When asked about 

Van ' s  " two earths , "  Nabokov s ays , "Anti terra happens to be an 

anachronistic world in regard to Terra--that ' s  all there is to 

it " ( SO ,  p .  1 2 2 ) . In what Nabokov re fers to as "Mr Appel ' s  

. brilliant essay ' Ada Described ' "  (SO , pp . 285-86 ) , Appe l  

sums up Van Veen ' s  depiction o f  Ada 's cosmology : 

Mo st o f  Ada i s  set in an antiworld . . . 
where the entire universe has been re 
imagined , including Space-Time . God i s  
called "Log" i n  Ada , and the universe 
consis ts of two sibling planets , "Antiterra " 
(or "Demonia " )  on whi ch the action i s  set,  
and " Terra " the sub j ect of endles s  debate . 9 

"Antiterra . . .  in regard to Terra , "  then ,  is  Van ' s  

recons truction o f  " a  dream America "  which disrupts our 

traditional , historical correlations of measured time , events 

and geographical locations . Robert Alter s tates , "From a 

terres trial viewpoint • . . historical periods as we ll as 

cultural boundaries have been hybridi zed . "
1 0  

It is  thi s  

" terrestrial viewpoint" that Van dis sociates himsel f from i n  

his discussions o f  Terra : 

Sick minds identified the notion o f  a 
Terra plane t with another world and this 
' Other World ' got confused not only with 
the "Next World "  but with the Real World 
in us and beyond us . ( P .  2 3 )  

For Van , the " Real World i n  u s  and beyond u s  " i s  the ' world ' 

of individual consc iousne s s , Antiterra and its imaginative 

extens ion , Demonia . By contrast ,  he sees Terra as "another 

world" divorced from the subj ective awarenes s  and imagination 

of individual consciousness , a supposedly ' obj ec tive ' and 
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depersonalized world whi ch is  a negation of " individual reality . "  

Furthermore , Van suggests , the notion o f  Terra spawns a "Next 

World" or afterl i fe which is an extension of Terra . Robert Alter 

comments , " Terra the Fair , by the way , is a supposedly celestial 

place believed in mainly by the deranged on Antiterra . "
1 1  

And 

Appel points out that "when in her madne ss Aqua Veen envisage s 

' a minor hymnis t ' s  paradi se , '  her de lus ions depict l i fe in our 

d . . , 1 2  
mo ern c1t1es . 

In my view , the Antiterra-Terra divi sion in Ada reflects 

the oppos ition of Van Veen ' s  " individual reality"  to conventional 

versions of " so-called ' real l i fe "' (LDQ , p .  1 )  that make up what 

Nabokov calls " average reality . "  At the same time , Van ' s  self

consciousness in regard to the nature of hi s own and others ' 

' world histories ' is made explicit in Part Five of hi s memoirs . 

In commenting on the popular re sponse to Vitry ' s  distorted film 

version o f  Letters from Terra , Van acknowledges that both 

Antiterra and Terra are sub j ective versions of the ' facts ' o f  

conscious exi stence , although Antiterra is Van ' s  individual 

re -creation o f  his "position in regard to the universe embraced 

by consciousnes s "  (SM, p .  2 1 8 ) , whereas , for Van , Terra is a 

conventional account o f  " thi s ' Other World ' "  (p . 2 3 )  of 

twentieth-century his tory that he associates with other people s '  

imitative styli zations : 

From the tremendous correspondence that pi led 
up on Van ' s  desk during a few years o f  world 
fame , one gathered that thousands o f  more or 
less unbalanced people bel i eved ( so striking 
was the visual impact of the Vitry-Veen film) 
in the secre t  Government-concealed identity 
of Terra and Antiterra . Demonian reality 
dwindled to a casual i llusion . Actually , we 
had passed through all that.  Politicians , 
dubbed Old Felt and Uncle Joe in forgotten 
comics , had really exis ted . Tropical countries 
meant , not only Wild Nature Reserves but famine , 
and death , and ignorance , and shamans , and 
agents from distant Atomsk . Our world was , in 
fact , mid-twentieth-century . Terra convalesced 
after enduring the rack and the stake , the 
bullies and beast that Germany inevitably 
generates when fulfilling her dreams of glory . 
Rus sian peasants and poets had not been 
transported to Estotiland , and the Barren 
Grounds , ages ago-they were dying , at thi s 
very moment, in the slave camps of Tartary . 



Even the governor o f  France was 
Chose , the suave nephew of Lord 
bad-tempered French general . 1 3  

not Charlie 
Goal , but a 
( Pp .  455-56)  
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A t  the same time , in re constructing hi s personal past the 

ninety-year-old Van portrays his former attempts to separate 

the "Real World" of his  individual fancies from hi s sub j e ctive 

knowledge of the ' facts ' of phy sical exi stence . At an 

autobiographical level , the young Van ' s personality re flects 

hi s unacknowledged splitting of mind and body . In Ardis ,  Van 

associates his pass ionate love for Ada with the ' worlds ' of 

other artists that he reworks in hi s personal vers ion of 

Antiterra .
1 4  

However , the love that Van delights in with Ada 

also involves the physical aspect of Van ' s  individuality with 

its attendant pains , a ' world ' that Van associates with the 

imitative stylizations of Terra that are the sub j ect of his 

scienti fic and philosophical re search . When Nabokov was asked ,  

"Do you di stinguish between Van the artist and Van the 

scientist? " he sugges ts how both Van ' s artistic and his 

impersonal representations o f  his  research about Terra challenge 

the systematized conventional beliefs other people impose upon 

the data of consc ious exi stence : 

Objective , or at least one -mirror-removed,  
opinions o f  Van ' s  efforts are s tated quite 
clearly in the case of his Letters from 
Terra and two or three other compositions 
of his . I --or whoever impersonates me-
is obviously on Van ' s  side in the account 
of his anti-Vienna lecture on dreams . 
(SO ,  p .  1 2 3 )  

Nevertheless , to the young Van , Terran versions of ' reality ' 

are based on " a  system o f  generaliti es " that has no relation 

to hi s Antiterran love for and delight in Ada . 

Conversely , the ' ob j e ctive ' information that Van sees 

recombined in Terran scientific representations o f  ' reality ' 

supports a depersonalized materialism that i s  a denial o f  the 

ongoing contributions of hi s individual fancy to conscious 

existence : 

Our enchanters ,  our demons ,  are noble 
iridescent creatures with translucent 



talons and mightily beating wings ; but in 
the eighteen-sixties the New Beli evers urged 
one to imagine a sphere where our splendid 
friends had been utterly degraded,  had 
become nothing but vicious monsters , disgusting 
devils , with the black scrota of carnivora and 
the fangs o f  serpents , revilers and tormentors 
of female souls ; while on the opposite s ide of 
the cosmic lane a rainbow mist o f  angelic 
spirits , inhabi tants o f  sweet Terra , restored 
all the stalest but still potent myths of old 
creeds , with rearrangement for melodeon of all 
the cacophonies o f  all the divinities and 
divines ever spawned in the marshes o f  this 
our sufficient world . ( P .  2 3 )  
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Consequently , i n  re j ecting the "Other World"  o f  Terra , the 

young Van formulates a solipsistic anti-world that reflects h i s  

individual fancie s ,  but attempts to deny the physical facts and 

pains of ongoing conscious existence that Van sees as 

associated with Terran versions o f  ' reality . ' Although Van ' s  

Antiterran " enchanters " and " demons "  are always the continuing 

source of his  individual contributions to the data of hi s 

existence , the " tableaux" of his  memoirs plot the young Van ' s  

progression towards a reconciliation o f  the imaginative with 

the phys ical aspects of hi s " individual reality , " a 

reconciliation which i s  final ly achieved because o f  his love 

for Ada . The "discrete mos aics " o f  the novel , then ,  recombine 

the slides and data o f  personal memories with a s el f-conscious 

art of characterization by the nonagenerian Van who has 

achieved a synthesis of mind and body , and of individual fancy 
1 5  

and subj ective knowledge . 

Since Van ' s  memoirs are written from a point of s elf

conscious synthesi� each o f  the parts o f  Ada simultaneously 

admi ts the imaginative and physical aspects of conscious 

existence Van connects with the s ibling planets of Antiterra 

and Terra , and uses a conflict between two ' worlds ' to provide 

a critical perspective on Van ' s  former selve s . In re -creating 

their Antiterran world of Ardis, Van and Ada us e a conventional 

chronological framework to provide a sequence of fixed points 

for their memorie s :  "Calendar dates were debated, sequence s  

s ifted and shi fted" ( p .  88) . Within thi s  framework , however ,  

the young Van wil l  only acknowledge the ' reality ' o f  hi s 
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personal Antiterra . Yet whi l e  in 1 884 Van "had still not tasted 

the Terror of Terra" ( p . 6 2 ) , he is  aware of Terra ' s  force on 

others , on Aqua , for instance , who i s  destroyed by the 

dis crepancy be tween her " individual reality "  and Terran versi ons 

of ' reality . ' And despite the Byronic and solipsistic images 

Van imposes on his relationship with Ada , he is  shown to be 

involved constantly with re search about Terra . In 1 887 , for 

example , Van works under Tyomkin on an essay entitled "Terra : 

Eremitic Reality or Colle ctive Dream? " ( p .  1 44 ) . In 1 888 Van 

is reading " Rattner on Terra " (p . 1 80 )  whi le Ada visits a doctor 

to see if she is  pregnant . Ironi cally,  after Ada ' s  sexual 

betrayals ,  Van attempts to resolve the pain of his solips i s ti c  

Antiterra through physical action : "Van felt that for him to 

survive on thi s  terrible Antiterra , in the multicolored and evil 

world into which he was born , he had to destroy , or at least 

to maim for l i fe ,  two men "  ( p .  2 3 8 ) . 

From Part Two on not only dates but places become the fixed 

points to which Van ' s  memories are attached . Telephones , ships 

and aeroplanes now connect conventional Terran locations . Ada ' s  

letters came from Americ a .  Van works at Kingston University , 

Mayne , in the Department of Terra and writes his own " Letters 

from Terra . "  The 1 89 2  reunion with Ada in Manhattan ends with 

Van accepting Demon ' s  conventional codes o f  morality ( a  

morality that prevail s  in Terra) and leaving Ada . Consequently , 

when Ada marries Vinelander , Antiterran ' real i ty ' becomes a 

game to Van , while " Terra seems bent on mechanizing hi s mind" 

(p . 3 5 4 )  • During the same period the physical forces Van 

as sociates with Terra destroy the members o f  h i s  immediate 

family : "Three elements , fire , water and air des troyed , in that 

sequence , Marina , Lucette , and Demon" ( p .  3 5 4 ) . And though the 

deaths of Marina and Demon seem to remove obstacles to Van and 

Ada ' s  relationship , physical ' facts ' intrude once more in the 

form of Vinelander ' s  terminal i llnes s . Seventeen years later 

in 1 9 2 2  it is Van ' s  reaction to Ada ' s  changed physical appearance 

that causes him initially to re j ect her . Love effects the 

reconciliation of physical with imaginative images so that Van 

comes to recognize that the ' facts ' of Terra and the imaginative 

delights of Antiterra are interdependent aspects of hi s 
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" individual reality . "  The narrative of Ada is s tructured to 

depic t the styles of Van ' s  former selves as we ll as to plot 

Van ' s  growth towards a self-consc ious acknowledgement of the 

ongoing and interdependent aspects o f  physical and imaginative 

experience that make up conscious exis tence . 

Alternative ly ,  Van ' s  hi story depicts how genetic ' inheri

tance ' o f  either physical or imaginative personali ty traits are , 

nevertheless , part o f  a unique " individual reality . " The 

setting of Van ' s  memoi rs within a fami ly chronicle j uxtapos e s  

van ' s  ancestral and personal past to disclo se the individual 

di fferences of members within a his torically and physically 

defined group . The opening sentence o f  Ada , "Al l  happy fami l i e s  

are more o r  less dissimilar ; a l l  unhappy ones are more o r  l e s s  

alike " (p . 9 )  i s  an antithetical aphorism which parodically 

reverses " the dubious generali zation which begins Tolstoy ' s  Anna 

Karenina ( pub . 1 87 5 - 7 7 ) : ' Al l  happy families resemble one 

another , but each unhappy family i s  unhappy in i ts own way . ' "
1 6  

In Ada analogous biological and behavioural traits within family 

l ines de fine dif fe rences through simi l arities . Within the 

perspective of a family chronicle , for instance , Van discerns 

" an older ancestral strain of whimsical , and not seldom 

deplorable , taste " ( p . 9 ) . The recurrent manifestations of thi s  

ancestral strain , howeve r ,  take widely differing forms : i n  Van ' s  

maternal grandmother it is  "well reflected,  for instance , in  the 

names she gave her daughters : Aqua and Marina" (p . 9 ) ; Ada ' s  

behaviour while she and Van examine Kim ' s pornographic photos o f  

the Ardis idyll is  seen t o  evidence a comparable lapse , "and 

taking advantage of their looking at the album in bed (which we 

now think lacked taste) odd Ada used the reading loupe on l ive 

Van" ( p .  3 1 5 ) . The examples which point to analogous traits alro 

describe the differences be tween the individuals concerned .  

At the more immediate parental level , Marina ' s  and Demon ' s  

affair ( and the duping o f  Aqua) which ends with the D ' Onsky duel 

seems to parallel Van ' s  and Ada ' s  affai r ,  the duping o f  Lucette , 

Van ' s  betrayal by Ada and the ensuing duel with Captain Tapper .  

But in both the physical and imaginative aspects the similari

ties reveal the differences between the two relationships . 

Demon ' s  and Marina ' s  union is a materialist , ' Terran ' affai r . 



2 4 7  

I t  is  physically productive resulting i n  Van and Ada . Demon ' s  

due l with Marina ' s  lover ends in D ' Onsky being wounde d .  Demon ' s  

subsequent marriage to Aqua is a form o f  surface reduplication 

which Marina claims must have been influenced by " incestuous " 

pleasure (p . 1 22 ) , the possession o f  " flesh (une chair) that 

was both that of hi s wi fe and that o f  hi s mi stre s s , the blended 

and brightened charms of twin peris , an Aquamarina both single 

and double , a mirage in an emirate , a germinate gem , an orgy 

of epithel ial alliteration s "  (p . 2 2 ) . For her part , Marina , 

pregnant by Demon a second time (Ada) , accepts Demon ' s  first 

cousin Dan as a physical replacement and goes on to produce 

"Another daughter , thi s  time Dan ' s  very own " ( p .  1 1 ) , Lucette . 

Marina ' s  and Demon ' s  affair results in physical scars and 

children . Demon ' s  marriage to Aqua ends with Aqua ' s  suicide . 

The analogies between the two generation s expose the 

differences . Most immediately both Van ' s  and Ada ' s  ' Antiterran ' 

re lationship and Ada ' s  marriage to Vine lander are physically 

unproductive . After Ada ' s  sexual betrayals of Van , her lover s , 

Percy de Prey and Phillip Rack , are killed , not by Van but by 

the " comically exaggerated zeal Fate was to display in leading 

him on and then muscling in to become an over-cooperative 

1 1  ( 2 38 )  d '  d . h . l 
1 7  

agent p .  : Percy 1es at war an Rack 1n osp1ta , 

while Van fights a duel with " an incidental clown " ( p .  2 4 3 ) , 

Captain Tapper ,  a man who is previously unknown to Van and Ada . 

Van is  wounded while Tapper walks away unharmed . After a short 

stay in hospital Van replaces Ada temporarily with a physically 

distinctive surrogate , Cordula de Prey . And late r ,  unlike 

Demon , Van wil l  not accept an imitative reflection of incestuous 

pleasure with his  and Ada ' s  hal f-sister , Lucette , even though 

" she tasted exactly as Ada at Ardis "  (p . 3 6 7 ) . By setting his  

memoirs within the ancestral perspective o f  a family chronicle 

Van shows how apparently s imil ar personality traits and 

experiences reflect the individual differences between 

genetically linked memb ers of a fami ly . 

Van and Ada themselves reveal the differences between two 

individuals who share the same gene tic parentage and who have 

an intimate physical , emo tional and imaginative relationship 

wi th one another throughout their live s . Even at an 
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informational level , while they work together to verify date s 

and details of their shared pas t ,  the dis crepancies in accounts 

that s till occur di s c lose the different and subj ective way in 

which details of the same event are retained by two minds . 

Van , for instance , maintains that the children ' s  first full 

sexual exploration took place in the library at Ardis on the 

night of the burning barn and he describes how , after Ada ' s  

fingertrips induce climax , the young Van quips "Well , now the 

Nile is settled stop Speke " ( p .  9 7 ) , but Ada interrupts to 

disagree with Van ' s  personal vers ion of events : 

I wonder , Van , why you are doing your best to 
transform our poetical and unique past into a 
dirty farce ? Honestly , Van ! Oh , I am hones t ,  
that ' s  how it went . I wasn ' t  sure of my 
ground , hence the sauciness and the simper . 
Ah� parlez pour vous : I ,  dear , can affirm that 
those famous fingertrips up your Africa and to 
the edge o f  the world came considerably later 
when I knew the itinerary by heart . Sorry , 
no--if people remembered the same they would 
not be different people . ( P . 9 7 )  

Ada ' s  final retraction acknowledge s that memory i s  not an exact 

factual record but rather the source of an ongoing " individual 

reality . " 

In " Texture of Time , " Van points out that "Memory like s 

the otsebyatina ( ' what one contributes onesel f ' ) "  (p . 4 3 3 ) . 

Thi s personal contribution encompasses a selective blend o f  

subj ective knowledge and imagination within individual 

cons ciousness . Van ' s  picture of Ada after the 1 888 "betrayal , "  

for instance , when he walks away from her without looking back , 

illus trates how individual fancy makes a personal contribution 

to the subj ective knowledge of memory : 

He could swear he did not look back , could 
not--by any optical chance , or in any prism 
--have seen her physically as he walked 
away ; and yet , with dreadful distinction , 
he retained forever a compos ite picture of 
her standing where he left h er .  The pic ture 
--which penetrated him, through an eye in 
the back o f  hi s head , through his vitreous 
spinal canal , and could never be l ived down , 
never--consisted o f  a selection and blend of 
such random images and expres sions o f  hers 



that had affected him with a pang of 
intolerable remorse at various moments 
in the past . ( Pp .  2 3 4 - 3 5 )  

Van describe s his 1 888 vis ion of Ada a s  a " lethal entity "  

2 4 9  

(p . 2 3 5 ) , a picture which he had never witnessed but which 

seems "more real than any actual memory " (p . 2 36 ) . Since Van ' s  

picture compri se s  an imaginative association of known detai l s , 
1 8  

imagination is shown to be a form o f  memory . Conversely , 

both sub j e c tivity and imagination are a source o f  Van ' s  

personal contribution to the data o f  hi s conscious existence . 

As we have seen , Nabokov ' s  structural de sign in Ada 

reveal s how the materials and operations o f  memory are the basis 

of an ongoing "individual real i ty . " As a result , Nabokov ' s  

structuring o f  the novel establishes a critical perspective on 

his characters '  styli zations that explores the relationship 

between memory and personality .  Mos t  immediately , Van Veen 

conceives of hi s memoirs as " a  playground for a match betwee n  

Inspiration and Des ign" (p . 4 5 2 ) . Van ' s  " inspiration " in 

writing hi s memoirs is  an ongoing inner awareness that has an 

emotional centre in his  love for Ada : "He saw reflected in her 

everything that his  fastidious and fierce spirit sought in 

l i fe "  (p . 449 ) . Van ' s  " design " consists of the s tyl izations 

of hi s personality . In recons tructing hi s past with Ada , Van 

sugges ts how his " former selve s "  ( p .  89 ) were concerned with 

creative contributions to the data of hi s existence . From "Mr 

Plunkett , a reformed card sharper" ( p . 1 3 7 ) , young Van first 

learns to use memory to create the magical illusions of card 

tricks . From King Wing he learns an analogous art o f  "hand

walking" which achieves a phy sical reversal of gravi ty . Thes e  

two activities pre figure Van ' s  artis tic attempts to re-create 

an "individual reality "  through his s tylizations : " It was the 

standing o f  a metaphor on its head not for the sake of the 

trick ' s  difficulty , but in order to perceive an ascending 

waterfall or a sunrise in reverse : a triumph , in a sense , over 

the ardis of time . Thus the rapture the young Mascodagama 

derived from overcoming gravity was akin to that o f  arti stic 

reve lation" (p . 1 46 ) . 

At the same time , young Van ' s  creativity is  coupled with 
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hi s re j ection o f  all forms of personal authorship . H e  is , for 

instance , " secretly nauseated" ( p . 3 3 4 )  by Ada ' s  acting career 

because he believes it makes her merely a vehicle for other 

people ' s  art. And even though in his own career he works wi th 

the established conventions o f  academic scholarship , he rej ec ts 

any imitative representations of the data of hi s personal 

existence and take s a ' solipsisti c ' attitude to language : 

For him the written word existed only in 
its abs tract purity , in i ts unrepeatable 
appeal to an equally ideal mind . It 
belonged solely to its creator and could 
not be spoken or enacted by a mime ( as 
Ada insi sted) without letting the deadly 
s tab of another ' s  mind des troy the artist 
in the very lair o f  his art . ( P .  3 3 4 )  

B y  contrast ,  the nonagenerian Van uses language a s  a 

re ferential as well as a creative medium for representing the 

physical as well as the emotional and imaginative aspects o f  

hi s " individual reality . "  H i s  physical body and its decay 

within an ongoing present are now parodically acknowledged:  

"At ninety , he s till danced on hi s hands -in a recurrent dream " 

(p . 4 4 8 ) . He no longer imaginatively transforms but rather 

de scribes hi s sexual respon ses , including the inevitable 

organic decline which saps his potential for sexual performance .  

Nor does Van now see sexual activity with others as a betrayal 

of his relationship with Ada but merely as a continuing aspe ct 

of his individuality which co-exists with his emotional and 

imaginative responses to existence . Finally , Van reali zes that 

the academic ' revelations ' of his  past intellectual pub lications 

are primarily personal exercises in literary style which pos i t  

no absolutes or truths but are rather a reflection o f  his 

"individual reality " : 

It suddenly occurred to our old polemicist 
that all his  published works --even the 
extremely abstruse and specialized Suicide 
and Sanity ( 1 9 1 2 ) , Compitalia ( 1 9 2 1 )  1 and 
When an A lienist Cannot Sleep ( 1 9 3 2 )  1 to 
cite only a few-were not epistemic tasks 
set to himself by a savant , but buoyant and 
bellicose exercises in l iterary s tyle . 
( P . 4 5 2 )  
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In his memoirs , then , Van combines knowledge and imagination , 

memories and style in a sel f-conscious art o f  characteri zation 

that reflects hi s ongoing inner awarene s s . 

Most immediatel� in setting out to expres s  his 

individuality through wri ting hi s memoirs , Van searches for a 

styli stic approach that wil l  reflect his sel f-consciousness . 

Within the ongoing present o f  writing , Van employs parody to 

recombine hi s awarenes s  of hi s own and others ' styli zations 

with a critical depic tion of his " former selve s "  ( p .  89 ) . Tony 

Tanner suggests that there is "a special value in parody as a 

way o f  writing which lib erates itself from the style it seems 

to be emulating . "
1 9  

In the Ardis section o f  the book Van uses 

parody to j uxtapose an artistic tradition , which shapes Van ' s  

Antiterran s tances , with Van ' s  and Ada ' s  individuality. Van ' s  

description o f  an arrangement for a secret meeting , for 

instance , distinguishes the young people ' s  romanticized sense 

of their own activities from their physical actuality and 

purpose : " They had one moment to plan things , it  was all ,  

historically speaking , at the dawn o f  the novel which was still 

in the hands o f  parsonage ladies and French academicians , so 

such moments were precious . She stood scratching one raised 

knee . They agreed to go for a walk be fore lunch and find a 
2 0  

secluded place " ( pp .  1 0 2 -0 3 ) . Alternatively, the ninety-year-

old Van ' s  depiction of the emotional and the physical pains o f  

existence constitute s a parodic undermining o f  young Van ' s  

solipsistic rej ection o f  all but personal authorship . Van ' s  

farewell letter to Ada in Part Three , for instance , after he 

has bowed to Demon ' s  ' moral ity ' is both an emotional and a 

parodic reflection of his belief that any personal acceptance 

either of other people ' s  vers ions of ' reality ' or of 

conventional Terran codes of behaviour is destructive to his 

and Ada ' s  individuality :  

You see , girl , how i t  i s  and must be . In 
the last window we shared we both s aw a 
man painting [us ? ]  but your second-floor 
level of vision probably prevented you 
seeing that he wore what looked l ike a 
butcher ' s  apron , badly smeared .  Goodbye , 
girl . ( P .  3 5 0 ) 
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As we s aw ,  at the end of Part Four Van achieves a sel f-conscious 

synthesis of the imaginative and the physical features of 

existence that he has previously attempted to split by oppos i ng 

his Antiterran " dream America" to conventional Terran versions 

of ' real i ty . ' And in Part Five , Van recogni zes that all his 

representations of ' reality ' are " exercises in literary style " 

(p . 4 5 2 ) . At ninety , Van combines a passion for re fining all 

aspects o f  his  personal past wi th an awareness o f  the formal 

contrivance o f  hi s styli zations . In hi s memoirs , he parodically 

reworks established forms in order to evolve an individual s tyle 

that wi ll express his ongoing "individual reality . "  In the 

last pages o f  Ada an ailing Van acknowledges that even when 

physical pain makes him indifferent to either his  virtues or 

his vices , he is s till concerned with a personal style : 

Rather humil iating that physical pain 
makes one supreme ly indif ferent to such 
moral issues as Lucette ' s  fate , and 
rather amusing , if that is the right 
word, to constate that one bothers about 
problems of style even at those 
atrocious moments . ( P .  4 5 9 )  

The j uxtapos ition o f  Van and Ada throughout the novel 

suggests how, even "as lovers and siblings " ( p .  456 ) their 

distinc tive identities are re flected in their personal 

stylizations . In Part One Van describes hi s response to Ada ' s  

preoccupations as " the abstract scholar ' s  envy which a 

natural i s t ' s  immediate knowledge sometimes provokes "  (p . 6 1 ) .  

Although Ada , in contrast to Van , is  concerned with a detailed 

and specifi c  knowledge o f  the natural world,  her activities 

s till involve imaginative powers of association . As a child 

at Ardis ,  for ins tance , her paintings reveal a personal 

manipulation of botanical details :  " She might choose , for 

instance , an insect-mimicking orchid which she would proceed 

to enlarge with remarkable ski l l . Or else she combined one 

species with another ( unrecorded but po ssible ) , introducing odd 

l i ttle changes and twi sts that seemed almost morbid in so young 

a girl so nakedly dressed" ( p .  8 1 ) . Whereas Van ' s  fascination 

with imaginative abs tractions is  reflected in his superiority 

at chess , Ada ' s  comparable but distinctive ability to recombine 
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given forms i s  epitomized i n  her superiority at "Flavita" 

( p .  1 74 ) , a form of scrabble in which she becomes " trans formed 

into a sort of graceful computing machine . . . and would 

greatly surpass baffled Van in acumen , foresight and 

exploitation o f  chance , when shaping appeti zing long words f rom 

the mo st unpromising scraps and collops " (p . 1 76 ) . 

However,  despite Ada ' s  concern with natural science , she 

attempts to negate certain de tails of her pas t ,  though in 

different ways to those of Van . After the two children have 

analysed Marina ' s  revealing Swis s  album Van decide s  they mus t  

bury or burn i t  but Ada suggests they must al so erase it from 

memory : " ' Right , ' answered Ada . ' Destroy and forget ' "  ( p .  1 4 ) . 

Later , during the 1 888 summer at Ardis ,  Ada i s  troubled by the 

memory o f  her phy sical infidelities : " She was on bad terms with 

memory" ( p .  1 5 2 ) . When Van learns o f  her "betrayal s "  through 

Blanche ' s  letter , Ada attempts to handle the information in the 

same way as Marina ' s  album : '" Destroy and forget i t , ' said Ada " 

(p . 229 ) . Coupled wi th this attempt to eradicate uncomfortab l e  

patches of personal past is Ada ' s  imaginative rearrangement o f  

detail s  o f  the past which , l ike the botanical patterns o f  h e r  

paintings , produce possible rather than actual vers ions o f  the 

facts : 

She (Ada) had , hadn ' t  she , a way o f  always 
smoothing out the folds of the pas t--making 
the flutist impotent ( except with his wife ) 
and allowing the gentleman farmer only one 
embrace ,  with a premature eyakulyatsiya , one 
of those hideous Russ ian loan-words ? ( P .  3 1 0 )  

Nevertheles s ,  Ada fai l s  to acknowledge any creative or 

personal contribution in her activities .  In her acting career , 

for instance , she maintains that she is  solely a translator whose 

performance is not concerned with developing a character , but , 

ins tead , is focused "exclusively on the sub j ective unique poetry 

of the author " (p . 3 3 5 )  . Because she denies the arti stry o f  

her own " individual reality" she feels secure when acting i n  

a good play : " In ' real ' l i fe we are creatures of chance i n  a n  

absolute void--unle s s  we be artists ourselve s ,  naturally;  but 

in a good play I feel authored , I feel pas sed by a board of 

censors , I feel secure , with only a breathing blacknes s  befo re 
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me ( instead o f  our Fourth-Wall Time ) " (p . 3 3 5 )  . And in ' real ' 

l i fe , as on the s tage , the young Ada negates aspects of her own 

individuality : j us t  as she never challenges Van ' s  Anti terran 

versions of their relationship so she accepts Van ' s  de ference 

to Demon ' s  morality which directs her to marry Vine lander . I n  

simil ar fashion she welcomes " the alberghian atmosphere " o f  the 

1 90 5  and 1 92 2  reunions at the Three Swans " as a frame , as a 

form , something supporting and guarding l i fe , otherwise 

unprovidenced on Desdemonia ,  whe re arti sts are the only gods " 
2 1  

( p .  4 0 8) . Ironically , i t  i s  the knowledge o f  Vinelander ' s  

terminal illnes s  that results in Ada pursuing a personal de s i gn 

in her l i fe ,  while it i s  Van ' s  art that causes him at first t o  

re j ect the physically changed s tyle o f  Ada when she initiate s  

their reunion seventeen years later . Their mutual love e ffects 

a recognition o f  the interdependence o f  the physical and 

imaginative aspects o f  each othe r ' s  individual ity . Ada 

continues to pursue her scienti fic research but now recogni zes 

the contributions of her individual scholarship . Van now 

acknowledges that his  abstract phi losophy produces artistic 

exercises in literary style . The two combine their distinctive 

talents in the eo-authorship of "Information and Form" (p . 4 5 2 )  , 

before going on to debate and re fine their personal memorie s , 

which Van re -creates by using e stabli shed forms to evolve an 

individual style . 

Nabokov ' s  structural design in Ada provides the same 

critical perspective on hi s other characters ' styli zations . 

Lucette , for example , attempts to redupli cate Ada ' s  personal 

style--"She ' s  a wonderful imitatrix , by the way" (p . 3 1 1 ) , Van 

tel l s  Ada . Because Lucette love s  Van , she draws on her 

memories , not to re fine her own subj ective awarenes s , but to 

imitate Ada ' s  personality .  Lucette ' s  negation o f  her 

individuality i s  sugges ted when , at dinner with Van on board 

the Tobakoff , she describes her sense of personal being as an 

unsub stantial illusion : " ' I ' m like Dolores--when she says she ' s  

" only a picture painted on air " ' "  ( p .  365 ) . Luce tte ' s  physical 

act o f  suicide completes the negation of her " individual 

reality "  that she has enacted in her stylizations .
2 2  

Demon , 

on the other hand,  i s  unable to reconcile memory wi th the 

physical changes o f  an ongoing present . At the family reunion 
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when ,  after sixteen years , h e  confronts Marina , h e  i s  unable 

to relate his  love for her past beauty to the course , middl e 

aged woman h e  sees be fore him : "It aggrieved him-that comple te 

col lapse of the pas t ,  the dispersal of its itinerant court and 

music-makers , the logical impossibility to relate the dubious 

reality of the present to the unquestionable one of remembrance " 

( p .  1 98 ) . Demon uses styli stic artifice to disguise his own 

physical age ing , dyeing his hair progre ssively blacker , whitening 

his teeth ,  and tak ing younger and younger mi stresse s . In other 

words , Demon tries to redupli cate his former appearance . Marina 

engages in a different form of imitation by acting out stereo

typed roles such as " the hackneyed part o f  a fond mother" 

( p .  5 5 ) . Alternatively , when confronted with paral lels between 

film scripts and her own life , Marina " always tended to discount, 

out of sheer self-pre servation , the con siderable more solzhn�e 

patterns out of her own past" ( p .  1 59 ) . Marina ' s  negation o f  

her own individual ity i s  reflected by the way i n  which she 

reduce s  her memories to trite film scripts : at the family 

reunion she is  not troubled by memories of her past love for 

Demon and its physical re sults , but rather views the affair and 

the tragedy of Aqua' s involvement as "a stale melodrama " ( p .  1 99 ) . 

Marina ' s  suppression of any personal contribution in her 

s tylizations renders her a ce lluloid figure , "a dummy in human 

disguise" who lacks " third sight ( individual , magically detailed 

imagination) " ( p .  1 99 )  . 

In Ada Nabokov ' s  structural de sign draws attention to the 

way in which the nonagenarian Van combines a critical awarene s s  

of forms with a self-conscious artistic re-creation of the 

"magic lantern " slides of memory . In Lolita and Look at the 

Harlequins ! ,  by contrast , the styli stic strategies of the first

person narrators as they rework the materials of memory produce 

' hypertrophied ' worlds which attempt to di sguise rather than 

to acknowledge each narrator ' s  " individual reality . " In Lolita , 

for instance , Hyde points out that " the charlatan [Humbert] 

pas se s off his delusions as art and hi s wonderfully sick soul 

as creative sensibility , "
23 

whi le in Harlequins Vadim equate s 

all aspects of his l i fe with artistic illus ions . Nabokov ' s  

structuring of both these nove l s  provide s a critical perspective 
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on his first-person narrators '  stylizations . 

The last four paragraphs o f  Lolita circle back to the 

editor ' s  preface to provide an encompass ing framework . This 

framework pinpoints the disparate structural features o f  

Humbert ' s  narrative and , a t  the same time , juxtaposes the 

narrato r ' s assessments o f  his s tylizations--"This then is my 

story . I have re -read it" ( p .  3 0 6 ) --with tho se of another 

reade r ,  John Ra� Jr . ,  a character who share s not only Humbert ' s  

actual and re-created ' worlds ' but also Humbert ' s  sense of 

morality . Mos t  immediately, the frame establishes the fac tual 

co-ordinates of Humbert ' s  j ournal : from behind the bars of 

society ' s  prison , Humbert Humbert , at the instigation of his 

lawyer, Clarence Choate Esq. , has produced an autobiographical 

' history ' originally intended for use during his trial for the 

murder o f  Clare Quilty . Yet even in the frame it is  apparent 

that Humbert ' s  " story " is primarily an artistic account of his 

relationship with Lolita rather than o f  the murder of Quilty . 

Humbert ' s  reason for the deferred publication of his ' de fense ' 

--" In mid-composition , however ,  I realized that I could not 

parade l iving Lolita" ( p .  3 0 7 ) --toge ther with " the remotene s s  

of tone a t  the end" (SO ,  p .  7 3 )  i s  completed by the editorial 

preface which announce s  the death of Humbert on November 1 6th 

1 9 5 2  and o f  Lolita six weeks later-- "Mrs ' Richard F .  Schiller '  

died in childbed , giving birth to a stillborn girl , on Christmas 

Day 1 95 2 "  ( p .  6 ) . In comparable fashion to Ada , the frame o f  

Lolita thus l imits the physiological time span o f  Humbert ' s  

narrative to the period of his personal existence . 

In addition , the period of imprisonment that encompasses 

the ongoing present o f  Humbert ' s  verbal reconstructions , is 

di stinguished from the past experiences he describe s .  The two 

time spans involve an unadmitted discrepancy which intimates 

Humbert ' s  disregard of Quilty . On the last page of his j ournal 

Humbert claims to have started writing " fi fty-six days ago " 

( p .  3 0 7 ) which in conjunction with the date of hi s death , 

November 1 6th , means his j ournal must have been s tarted by 

September 22nd , yet the morning on which Humbert drives to his  

last meeting with Lol ita i s  " September 2 2 "  (p .  265 ) . The 

detailed indications o f  time during the ensuing two days whi ch 



culminate in the murder o f  Quilty on September 24th i s  thus 

• • umb I d • • f h • l • 
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tacitly denled ln H ert s eslgnatlon o aut orla tlme . 
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I n  comparable fashion Humbert ' s  j udgement o f  the factual deta i l s  

o f  hi s story recogniz e s  only the physical crime against Lolita : 

"Had I come before mysel f ,  I would have given Humbert at least 

thirty-five years for rape , and dismis sed the res t  of the 

charge s "  ( p .  3 0 7 ) . The paradoxical ' morality ' of Humbert ' s  

j udgement is  complemented by his attempt to justify Quilty ' s  

death in terms of hi s own creative sensibility ,  while his final 

claim to have immortali zed Lolita , and of cour se himsel f ,  in 

the " re fuge o f  art " ( p . 3 0 7 )  contradicts the non-fictive 

conventions of " the se note s "  Humbert sets out to use "in toto 

at [his ] trial " ( p . 3 0 7 ) . 

The conflicting features o f  Humbert ' s  final s tatements are 

reaffirmed in the preface . The immediate announcement of the 

title of Humbert ' s  memoirs , "LoZita , "  superimposes Lolita ' s  

name on Humbert ' s  personal story , while , as Appe l points out ,  

the subtitle "or the Confessions o f  a White Widowed MaZe " ( p .  5 )  

combines the titles o f  psychi atric case histories with those 

of "the titillating confessional nove l "
25  

to mirror Humbert ' s  

fusion of l i fe and art . Yet , e choing the manner of Defoe ' s  

preface to MoZ Z  Flanders , Ray goes on to assert and defend the 

non-fic tive context and conventions o f  Humbert ' s  j ournal . Ray 

points to the necessity to conceal the " true " name s ,  the 

heroine ' s  first name excepte d ,  and further implies the 

' hi storical reali sm '  o f  the work by providing some additional 

facts concerning " the des tinies of ' real ' people beyond the 
26 

' true ' story" ( p . 6) . Alternatively, Ray invoke s  modern 

literary conventions to affirm the non-fictive authenticity o f  

LoZita : the lack o f  obscene language i n  Humb ert ' s  j ournal i s  

opposed to conditioned expectations of four letter words in 

banal nove l s , while the s cene s which might disturb a 

"paradoxical prude ' s  comfort" are claimed to be " the mo st 

strictly functional one s "  ( p . 6 ) . Yet ,  like Humbert , Ray admits 

of no contradiction in labelling Lo Zita both a " case history" 

and a novel or "work o f  art" ( p .  7 )  . Ray is  beguiled by the 

fus ion o f  art and life through which Humbert mounts the subtle 

defense of his moral , emotional and imaginative sensitivity : 



"A desperate honesty that throbs through hi s confession doe s  

not absolve him from sins o f  diabolical cunning . . . . But 

how magically his s inging violin can conj ure up a tendresse , 
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a compassion for Lolita that makes u s  entranced with the book 

while abhorring its author ! "  ( p .  7 ) . Ironical ly , Humbert ' s  

"diabolical cunning" has manipulated Ray as a reader not only 

into accepting Humbert ' s  dismi s sal o f  Quilty ( Ray mentions 

"H . H . ' s  crime " only once in the pre fac e )  but also into 

reiterating the book ' s  "ethical impact" (p . 7 )  as its mos t  

important feature . Ray ' s  judgements confirm Humbe rt ' s  artis try 

in that he sees Lolita as " a  tragic tale tending unswervingly 
2 7  

to nothing les s  than a moral apotheosis " ( p .  6 )  . 

The structural framework of Lolit� then ,  reflects a 

contradiction b etween Humbert ' s  non-fictive pro j e c t  and hi s 

arti stic trans formation o f  evidence ,  between Humbert ' s  " case 

history " and his "work o f  art" ( p .  7 )  . At the biographical 

l evel , Humbert ' s  j ournal is  an elaborate attempt to divert 

attention from hi s di sregard of "all laws of humanity"  ( p .  3 0 4 ) , 

the brutal and artful use of others which i s  neither controlled 

nor confined by Humbert ' s  sense o f  the " immorality"  of his 

relationship with Lolita . Furthermore , Humbert ' s  s tylistic 

devices are artistic ploys to e stablish sympathy for his own 

" sick soul " by trans forming brutality and murder into a tragic 

love story . 

The conflict between the s tructural components of Humbe rt ' s 

memoirs s tems from hi s use o f  style to superimpose artistically 

constructed masks on the details o f  his past .  Humbert ' s  

arti stic trans formation o f  biographical data i s  epitomi zed in 

the first chapter . Rather than de scribing Lolita , the first 

line , " Lolita ,  l ight of my l i fe ,  fire o f  my loins . My sin , my 

soul " ( p .  9 ) , subsumes Lolita ' s  exi stence into Humbert ' s  

artis tically pre sented claim to a personal and moral 

sensitivity :  on the one hand, Humbert endows light imagery on 

the imaginative and phy sical aspects of his l i fe in order to 

portray mind as illumination and lust as passionate fire ; on 

the other hand , the cumulative effe ct of the possessive 

pronouns links his mind and body to a moral and spiritual 

acknowledgement . Humbert ' s  succeeding separation of Lol ita ' s  
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name into syllable s ,  "Lo-lee-ta . . . .  Lo . Lee . Ta . " (p .  9 ) , 

however ,  far from establishing Humb ert ' s  love for Lolita , 

provides an inadvertent reminder that hi s memoirs are 

s tylizations , a play upon words . The factual aspects of 

Humbert ' s  sexual relationship with a twelve-year-old " girl

child " -- " She was Lo , plain Lo , in the morning , standing four 

feet ten in one sock " ( p .  9 ) --is subtly overshadowed by 

Humbert ' s  apparent tenderness--"But in my arms she was always 
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Lol ita" (p .  9 ) . Humbe rt ' s  ploys to trans form his own 

actions into a story o f  tragic love , whil e  subsuming Lolita ' s  

individuali ty ,  are typified by hi s introduction of a precursor 

to Lolita : "there might have been no Lolita at all had I not 

loved , one summe r ,  a certain initial girl -child" ( p .  9 ) . Even 

the proce s s  of representing facts through verbal arti fice i s  

admitted and then null ified by the parodic detachment o f  

Humbert ' s  apparent self-consciousness : "You can always count 

on a murderer for a fancy prose style"  ( p .  9 ) . Finally , the 

image with which the chapter ends endows Humbert ' s  " trial " with 

allus ive overtones of martyrdom : " Ladies and gentlemen o f  the 

j ury . . . .  Look at thi s tangle o f  thorns " ( p .  9 ) . Ironically , 

the narrative which follows reveals that neither Humbert ' s  

conscious artistry nor hi s moral awareness halt him in the 

pursuit of the personal des ires which resul t in the brutali ty 

o f  his actions towards both Lolita and Quilty . 

Like the rhetoric o f  Humbert ' s  prose , the stylizations o f  

hi s personality within the narrative reveal hi s recurrent 

public and private use s of style to transform or to disguis e  

hi s world and himself . A t  the same time , the divi sion of the 

narrative into two parts s eparates Humbert ' s  vanity in the 

power of hi s personal arti stry from hi s growing fears of 

exposure and hi s loss of ' artistic ' control over others . In 

Part One Humbert deploys public masks (which range from his use 

of his own physical appearance to hi s marriage with Charlotte ) 

in order to pursue a solipsi zed neurosis which he imposes , at 

first imaginatively , but finally literally,  on Lolita by 

physically and emotionally isolating her from others . In so 

doing , Humbert shatters the illusions about his own person that 

he has traded upon and promoted in Lol ita : "She had entered my 



world , umber and black Humb erland , with rash curiosity ;  she 

surveyed it with a shrug o f  amused dis taste ; and it seemed to 

me now that she was ready to turn away from it with something 

akin to plain repul sion" ( p .  1 64 ) . In Part Two Humbert ' s  
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vanity in respect to hi s ability to manipulate others through 

arts o f  deception i s  eroded by the people and world outside 

himsel f .  Now fear o f  discovery rather than self-congratulation 

dominates in hi s assessments of hi s public masks : at Beardsl ey ,  

for instance , he says , " I  used to review the concluded day by 

checking my own image as it  prowled rather than passed be fore 

the mind ' s  red eye " ( p .  1 86 ) . And unable to control Lolita ' s  

respons es through his personal masks or to gain her love through 

hi s actions , Hurnbert resorts to spying , induced fears , threats , 

and bribes to sustain Lolita ' s  ' isolation . ' Humb ert ' s  anxie ty 

that the money with which he bribe s Lolita to gain her sexual 

cooperation wi ll provide her with the means to escape him, leads 

him to substitute payments for permi ssion to participate in her 

school ' s  theatrical programme at which ,  ironically , she learns 

to act wel l  enough to deceive Humbert and re j oin the agent o f  

her escape , Qui l ty .  Hurnbert ' s  final murder o f  Quil ty i s  not 

only a complete negation of his solips istic certainties , it also 

shatters once and for all hi s public masks and resul ts in his 

l iteral isolation in prison . 

Nevertheless , through a written ' de fens e , ' he attempts once 

more to as sume a public mask by using l iterary devices to 

di ssociate himself within the ongoing present from hi s ' former 

selves , '  and to camouflage the facts o f  hi s past through style . 

Yet even one brief example i llustrates the contradictions which 

provide a critical perspective to Hurnbert ' s  ' non-fictive ' 

reconstructions . Humbert claims that Exhibit number Two , the 

diary that records the days in June leading to hi s marriage and 

Charlotte ' s  death i s  reproduced "by courte sy of a photographic 

memory "  ( p .  4 0 ) . At the same time , he invokes artis tic 

responsibility and moral sensitivity to dissociate himself from 

the outline s  of his former selve s : 

And now take down the following important 
remark : the artist in me has been given the 
upper hand over the gentleman . I t  is  with 



a great effort o f  wil l  that in thi s memoir 
I have managed to tune my style to the tone 
o f  the journal that I kept when Mrs Haze was 
to me but an obstacle . That journal of mine 
is no more ; but I have considered it my 
artistic duty to preserve its intonations 
no matter how false and brutal they may seem 
to me now . ( P . 7 1  ) 

Paradoxically , in the very next paragraph Humbert also seeks 
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to reiterate the non-fictive conventions o f  hi s memoirs by dis 

claiming his artis try-- "But I am no poet . I am only a very 

conscientious recorder" (p . 7 1 ) . 

Even though Humbert ' s  depiction o f  his ' former selves ' 

reveals hi s constant use o f  styli stic masks , the hi story of 

Humbert ' s  relationships with women reflects the individual 

behind the masks by describing the physi cal and emotional as 

well as the imaginative aspects of Humbert ' s  past . Annabel and 

Humbert are youthful contemporaries who engage in exploratory 

sexual adventure s ,  the physical possibiliti es of which are 

circumscribed first by the adult world and then by Annabel ' s  

subsequent death . Years later an adult Humbert formulates a 

romantic ized picture o f  hi s boyhood passion for Annabel in 

order to excuse and to trans form a sexual obsession for young 

girl s which is not the consequence of any physical peculi arity 

--"Humbert was perfectly capable of intercourse with Eve , but 

it was Lilith he longed for" (p . 20 ) . And , as in hi s youth , 

Humbert i s  aware o f  society ' s  moral prohibitions which prevent 

the open pursuit of hi s desires-- "My world was split . . .  

One moment I was ashamed and frightened , another reckle s s ly 

optimistic " (p . 1 8) . 

Humbert ' s  ' moral ' awarenes s , however , results only in 

attempts to conceal his " individual reality "  from the outside 

world . His marriage to Valeria ,  for instance , involves no 

reciprocation of her love . Initially it is both a ploy to 

a ssume conventional respectability and a response to Valeria ' s  

arti fice , her stylistic imitation of a little girl . He rapidly 

regards her as a " s tock character "  (p . 2 7 )  whose primary 

purpose is to sustain hi s domestic ease . When Valeria 

announce s her intention to disrupt Humbert ' s  personal ' world ' 

by leaving him for another man , Humbert i s  consumed with a 
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sel f-centre d ,  suffocating fury : "matters of legal and i llegal 

conj unction were for me alone to decide , and here she was , 

Valeria ,  the comedy wi fe , brazenly preparing to dispose in her 

own way o f  my comfort and fate " ( p .  2 8 ) . Humbert ' s  re solve to 

punish Valeria physically is only thwarted by the presence and 

stature of her lover , Maximovich . In hi s memoirs his arti s ti c  

" little revenge " is hi s grotesque caricature o f  Valeria and h e r  

second husband earning a living in America b y  crawling about 

on all fours in the course o f  a year long experiment to 

de termine "human and racial re actions to a diet of bananas and 

dates "  ( pp .  3 0 - 3 1 ) .  

Similarly , Humbert ' s  second marriage coldly exploits 

Charlotte ' s  love for him in order to engineer an easier acces s  

to Lolita . The brutal tones o f  Humbert ' s  s e lf-reveal ing diary 

depict Charlotte as another comedy wife and finally contribute 

to the de struc tion of her illusions and her l i fe . And after 

the period with Lol i ta ,  Humbert ' s  final re lationship wi th Rita 

reiterates his  self-centred exploitation of others as wel l  as 

hi s capacity to find sexual satisfaction with an adult woman 

- - " Two years o f  mon strous indulgence had left me with certain 

habits of lust . Thi s is how Rita enters the picture " 

( p .  2 5 5 ) . Humbert ' s  description o f  Rita as an admi rable and 

compass ionate , though unintelligent , companion underline s  hi s 

own heartless use o f  her :  during their second year toge ther ,  

for instance , when he takes a position at Cantrip College , he  

hides hi s association with her from public view-- "Rita whom I 

preferred not to di splay vegetated--somewhat indecorously , I 

am afraid--in a roadside inn where I visi ted her twice a week" 

( pp .  2 58-59 ) . Humbert ' s final cruelty i s  hi s comic abandon

ment o f  Rita "with a note o f  tender advice which I taped to 

her navel --otherwise she might not have found it"  ( p .  2 6 5 ) . 

The history o f  Humbert ' s  re lationships with women provides 

a self-revealing background which reinforces the brutality o f  

his behaviour with the twelve -year-old Lolita . I n  hi s memoi rs 

Humbert attempts to trans form his past into a tragic love s tory 

by employing an armoury of s tylistic devices which range from 

a network of hi storical and li terary devices to parodies o f  

himsel f  and othe rs . Ye t the content as opposed to the s tyl i stic 
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arti fice o f  Humbert ' s  narrative , reveals the same ruthless and 

self-centred treatment of Lolita that is evidenced in his 

relationships wi th adult women . He infli cts physical pain on 

her , he abruptly confronts her with h er moth er ' s  death and her 

own helpless isolation , he promotes mental fears o f  reprisal 

should she reveal their activitie s ,  and all the while he 

ignores "her sobs in the night-every night , every night-the 

moment I fe igned s leep" ( p .  1 7 3 ) . In hi s dealings with 

Lolita , "the b eastly and the beauti ful " (p . 1 34 )  never merge . 

Even as he pros trates hims e l f  b efore her with protestations o f  

selfless tendernes s  and love , physical desire reasserts its e l f  

and is  pursued to its conc lusion : " all a t  once , ironically , 

horribly , lust would swel l  again . . .  and the next moment the 

tenderness and the azure -all would be shattered" ( p .  284)  

As Lolita becomes hi s " ageing mi stress " ( p .  1 88 ) , Humbert 

alternates with cold calculation b etween plans to get rid of 

her and plans to marry her in order to produc e eventually for 

his delectation " a  Loli ta the Second " ( p .  1 7 2 ) . Humbert ' s  

egocentric treatment of Lolita involve s  a physical , mental , 

and emotional brutality that define s hi s own individuali ty .  

Moreover ,  the history o f  Humbert ' s  pas t  relationships with 

Lolita and with adult women undermine the ' purified ' and s e l f 

less love h e  claims t o  fee l  for the pregnant Lolita a t  their 

last mee ting and after . Her age and state null i fies Humber t ' s  

temptation and he fee ls desire ne ither for sex with her nor 

for revenge on her husband , Dick . Similarly , hi s invitation 

to Lolita to come away wi th him i s  an ambiguous gesture in the 

light of his sel f-confessed dreams of some future "litter o f  

Lol itas " ( p .  298) . And neither hi s ' love ' for Lol ita nor his 

' moral ' awarene s s  divert him from a personal revenge whi ch i s  

enacted i n  the drawn out brutality o f  hi s murder o f  Quilty . 

Nabokov ' s  s truc tural design in LoZita provide s a critical 

perspective on Humbert ' s  stylizations which draws attention to 

the individual behind the artistic masks . 

In Strong Opinions Nabokov makes it clear that "Humbert 

Humbert is a vain and cruel wretch who manages to appear 

' touching "' (SO , p .  9 4 ) . The effectivenes s  o f  Humbert ' s  

styli zations arises out of hi s ability to manufacture an 



emotional sensitivity that is  totally alien to hi s character . 

In both his l i fe and hi s written memoirs his  calculated acts 
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of deception trade on the emotional feelings and expectation s  

of others and , so too , o f  the reader . In l ife Humbert ' s  

deployment of a synthesized emotion to manipulate others is 

typified by his behaviour following Charlotte ' s  death . Before 

the growing audience at the scene of Charlotte ' s  accident 

Humbert gives a masterful performance : "The widower ,  a man o f  

exceptional self-control , ne ither wept nor raved . H e  staggered 

a bit , that he did" ( p .  98 ) . After a drunken but sound night ' s  

sleep Humbert invents a previous love affair with Charlotte to 

implant with the Farlows the notion of hi s physical parenthood 

of Lolita . Later that day , when John Farlow unwittingly 

threatens Humbert ' s  move s to keep Lolita away from the funeral , 

Humbert enacts the role of distraught father :  " I  broke down . 

I pleaded with John to let things remain as they were . I s aid 

I could not bear to have the child all around me , sobbing , 

clinging to me " ( p . 1 0 0 ) . Finally , as the dis traught widower ,  

Humbert gleefully takes up Beale ' s  o ffer to pay for Charlotte ' s  

funeral : "With a drunken sob o f  gratitude , I accepted it" 

( p .  1 0 2 ) . 

Similarly , synthesized emotion is  at the centre o f  Humbert' s 

ploys to manipulate the readers o f  his journal . On the one 

hand, Humbert presents himsel f  a s  the doomed victim o f  an 

enduring love . On the othe r hand , while he continually analyses 

his crimes against Lolita , he  uses a constantly avowed remorse 

to sugges t  hi s emotional and moral sens itivity . Thi s apparent 

' remorse ' does not prevent him turning Quilty into a symbolic 

scapegoat and Humbert the ' hero ' who kills  him : as Ellen Pifer 

says of those critics who seriously reiterate Humbert ' s  symbols ,  

" Specific reality i s  boiled down to ' synthetic j am ' ; and the 
29 

murder i s  dubiously regarded as both necessary and laudable . "  

H .  Grabes points out that " In Humbert Humbert , then , we 

encounter a conscious narrator who is very much aware of the 
3 0  

effect his method o f  pre sentation has o n  the reader . "  The 

methods o f  Humbert ' s  memo irs , however , draw not only on 

styl istic artifice but on a knowledge o f  human value s  and 

emotions in order to create a fictional , but " touching" Humbert . 
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Ironically , i t  i s  Humbert ' s  vani ty in hi s own arti stry that 

d . h . l . . 1 1  3 1  
f tl un ermJ.nes J. s sty J. StJ.c masks . "  · A  ter the apparent moral 

apotheos i s "  in which Humbert remorsefully acknowledges his 

destruction of Lolita ' s  childhood freedoms , for instance , he 

invents two line s o f  poetry
3 2  

which subtly argue that any 

necessity for retribution i s  an inevitable consequence of 

artistic sensibility : 

The moral sense in mortals is  the duty 
We have to pay on mortal sense o f  beauty33 

( P .  2 8 1 ) 

And Humbert ' s  overriding vanity i s  to beli eve that he can 

manipulate hi s readers in order to di smi ss both the narrative 

content and the non-fictive conventions of his history . Thus 

in the final pages o f  Lolita he reduces the crime against 

Lolita ' s  individual freedom to the mere physical act of rape , 

he dismi sses Quilty ' s  murder , and he dire ctly as serts the claims 

of his own artistry as superior to those of Quilty ' s  existence 

-- "And do not pity C . Q .  One had to choose between him and H . H . , 

and one wanted H . H .  to exist at least a couple of months longe r ,  

s o  as t o  have him make you live i n  the minds o f  later 

generations "  ( p .  3 0 7 ) . Neverthele ss , the critical perspective 

Nabokov e stablishes through the structural design of Lolita 

disclose s the " diabolical cunning " with which Humbert attempts 

to transform himsel f  from murderer to artist and from a vain 

and cruel wretch to a sensitive and " touching " human being . 

Mos t  obviously , Nabokov ' s  s tructuring o f  the third memoir , 

Look at the Harlequins ! involves a re-creation o f  his  own 
34 

artis tic output , that parodically exposffi critical attempts 

to confuse his art with hi s l i fe ,  by dramatizing a comparable 

confusion of art and l i fe in the memoirs o f  his invented artist , 

Vadim .
35 

Vadim ' s  literary autobiography prescribes the non

fictive genre of a personal history which includes Vadim ' s  

literary achievements .  Within this history , however ,  Vadim 

regards the detail s of hi s artistic works and his l i fe as 

interchangeable .
3 6  

I n  contrast to Humbert Humbert and to Van 

Veen who both , albe it in entirely different ways , recognize 

the distinctions between art and l i fe , Vadim parallels the 

status o f  his l i terary creations and hi s personal exi stence by 
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regarding them as comparable illusory worlds .
3 7  

Within the 

structural framework of a literary autobiography , Vadim equates 

the shadows o f  art with the substance of li fe .  Consequently ,  

Vadim ' s  s tylizations conflict with the non-fictive conventions 

of literary autobiography . On the one hand , the n ,  Nabokov ' s  

structural design establi shes a critical perspective on 

Vadim ' s  depiction of his  ongoing "individual real ity . "  On 

the other han� Nabokov parodically reworks the analogie s  between 

the arti stic and ' non-fictive ' conventions o f  reali sm to explore 

the way in which memory remains as a continuing basis of Vadim ' s  

" individual reality"  whatever the context or conventions he 

acknowledge s in his  stylizations , 

The only di scernible frame to Harlequins i s  a l i st of 

"othe r books by the narrator " compri sing six Russian and six 

T d .  
3 8  

English works from amara ( 1 9 2 5 )  to Ar � s  ( 1 9 70 ) . The book 

that follows repeats the structural elements of the frame to 

sugge st the analogie s  b etween the repres entations of art and 

of l i fe . Most immediate ly Vadim ' s  memoirs chart a care fully 

declared time span from 1 9 2 2  to July 1 9 70 .  In turn the 

structural divisions o f  the narrative into chapters and parts 

combine two forms of numbered sequence : the chapters constitute 

selected scenes from the past and the se are organised by the 

parts into blocks that demarcate separate ' stories ' or phase s  

o f  Vadim ' s  l ife . Thus , just as the narrator ' s  li terary works 

constitute a l i st o f  different aesthetic worlds which are 

linked in a lineal sequence as the creative products of Vadim ' s  

individual consciousness , so hi s memoirs are a linked sequence 

o f  stages in Vadim ' s  life which describe hi s ongoing 

"individual reality . "  

Within the framework o f  a l i terary autobiography , Vadim ' s  

stylizations reveal the way in which he recognizes only the 

analogies and not the distinctions between hi s art and his 

life . Vadim approaches hi s autobiography as a "catalogue 

raisonne " (p . 1 3 )  of the origins o f  his  art and continually 

reiterate s examples whi ch treat the details of hi s ae sthetic 

and actual ' worlds ' as interchangeable . Moreover ,  Vadim states 

that his memoirs are not " a  pedestrian hi story" but " the 

mirages of romantic and literary matters " ( p .  7 2 ) . This 
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equation of his  art and hi s l i fe reflects his belief that h i s  

"individual reality"  is  a mirage . Moreover , the methods o f  

Vadim ' s  memoirs accord hi s personal l i fe a comparable status 

to the characterizations of his novels , so that his memoirs 

return to the frame to constitute a further ' novel ' by the 

narrator . These methods are also self-defining because they 

reveal Vadim ' s  equation of l i fe and of art as interre lated 

illusory state s . The frame in conj unction with the styl i s ti c  

s trategies o f  Vadim ' s  memoirs suggest how he represents the 

phase s  of hi s l i fe , like the l i st of hi s li terary publications , 

through a numbered lineal sequence o f  imaginative ' worlds ' i n  

which the movement from one part t o  anothe r ,  l ike the reading 

of any o f  his books , is  merely a mental manoeuvre . 

From the outset Vadim establishes an i llusory context for 

hi s personal l ife by regarding it as an authorial invention . 

At the beginning of Harlequins Vadim describes hi s pas t  as a 

lexical plot , " a  clumsy conspiracy" perpetrated by an inept 

main plotter who " unwi ttingly wove a web , in which a set o f  

rec iprocal blunders o n  my part caused m e  to get involved and 

ful fill the destiny that was the only aim of the plot" ( p .  9 )  .
3 9  

Thi s  treatment of the context and course o f  hi s l i fe as an 

authorial arti fice is complemented by Vadim ' s  view of reality 

as a personal manipulation of illusions retained by memory . 

As a youth his propensity for day-dreaming i s  extended to his  

perceptions of the data of ongoing experience when a grand

aunt as serts that things , situations , words and sums are 

"harlequins "  or illusory figments o f  consciousness , and she 

challenges him to , "Play !  Invent the world !  Invent real i ty ! "  

( p .  1 3 ) . From thi s  point , Vadim ignores the speci fity and 

independent ' reality ' of the observable data of conscious 

existence , so that even his account o f the past incident with 

his grand-aunt is  a conscious invention for whi ch memory 

supplies imaginable detai l s : " I  invented my grand-aunt in honor 

of my first daydreams , and now, down the marble s teps o f  

memory ' s  front porch , here she slowly come s , sideways , sideways , 

the poor lame lady , touching each step edge with the rubbe r  tip 

of her black cane " ( p .  1 3 ) . Consequently , Vadim regards 

language as a man-made invention for formulating hi s consc ious 
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illus ions : Vadim c laims "we think i n  images ,  not i n  words , "  but 

adds that " the images we think in are , of course , verbal " 

( p . 1 0 2 ) . His elaboration o f  this phi losophy o f  consciousne s s  

completes hi s personal equation o f  all ' realities ' with 

authorial artifice : "We do not usually think in words , s ince 

mo st of l ife is  mimodrarna , but we certainly do imagine words 

when we need them , j ust as we imagine everything else capable 

of being perceived in this , or even in a s till more unlikely , 

world" ( p .  1 0 2 ) . 

Since Vadim ' s  philosophy proposes that both the physical 

and mental aspects o f  conscious existence ( the ' non-fictive ' 

and the ' fictive ' )  are equally illusory , he feels that the only 

evidence of " individual reality "  is  through his artis tic 

styli zations . Thus hi s sense o f  personal identity i s  only 

sustained through artis tic artifice , "only the writing of 

fiction , the endle ss re-creation o f  my fluid self could keep 

me more or less sane " ( p . 8 2 ) . Howeve r ,  even in the public 

arena in whi ch he estab l i shes a reputation as an arti s t ,  he is 

continually being confused with another author , so that he is 

forced to confront the logical extens ion o f  his philosophy , 

the possibility that all hi s s tylizations may be the product 

of another man ' s imagination , in which case both his life and 

his art may be " an inferior variant o f  another man ' s  l i fe , 

somewhere on this or another earth "  ( p .  7 6 ) . Vadim ' s  sanity 

is further threatened by what he terms a personal " dementia . "  

His recognition that he cannot mentally e ffect a physical 

reversal of dire ction undermines hi s certainty that all 

realities are imaginative illusions s ince it suggests 

dis tinctive rather than parallel worlds whi ch co-exis t  and are 

retained within memory . 

Vadim ' s  consistent attempts to treat all l evels of human 

' reality ' as parallel forms of mental activity are epi tomi zed 

in hi s emotional re lationships . His treatment o f  the emotional 

centre of individuality as an imaginative dream state or mirage 

supports his  philosophy that existence is the product o f  

authorial artifi ce and renders the physical aspects o f  his life 

comparabl e  illusions .
4 0  

In his first love poem to Iris he 

writes , "While the dreaming is  good . . .  do not torment us by 
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waking us up or tel ling us too much " ( p .  2 6 ) . By pre facing 

each of his  proposals with a s tatement of hi s " dementia "  he 

invites his future wives , in accepting him , to unite themse lves 

with his i llusory worlds . Moreove r ,  he sees his marriages a s  

furnishing him with further materials for artistic re-creation : 

he sees Iris , for instanc e ,  as a ballerina , " a  dim diamond with 

all the facets of talent ready to blaze" once she is  jointed 

by the "marble thighed athlete " ( p .  49 ) who wi ll realize her 

artistry . His subsequent statement that,  "We thought I had 

been chosen for that part but we were mi staken" ( p .  4 9 ) , renders 

even Iris ' s  murder by Starov an authorial invention which i s  

paralleled i n  Vadim ' s  fictions , the writing o f  Iris into his 

memoirs as wel l  as into his novel , Ardis . 

In each o f  Vadim ' s  three marriages hi s phys ical expre ssions 

of love disintegrate as the artistic re -creations of himself 

and world proceed .  At the physical level , Vadim ' s  " infrequent 

love-making" ( p .  1 0 6 )  with increas ingly abstracted Annette , who 

continually forgets Vadim ' s  books , re sults in an unplanned 

pregnancy . Later , Vadim ' s  marriage to Louise i s  an attempt to 

incorporate hi s emotional relationship with Bel into a 

conventional fiction which leads to a physical separation from 

Bel and an eventual divorce from Louise . Ironi cally , when the 

supposed mirages of his  physical and emotional re lationships 

are threatened he suffers bouts of insanity , as when Annette 

and Bel leave with Ninel while Dolly von Borg turns into a 

" live mon ster "  (p . 1 1 7 ) . Al ternatively , when the lexical 

setting Vadim creates for Bel a fter Annette ' s  death , "we ighing 

and reweighing every paragraph o f  the house ,  every parenthes i s  

of i t s  furniture " ( p .  1 29 ) , is  first ques tioned b y  the school 

authorities Vadim, having not ye t formulated the solution o f  

Louise ,  fee l s  engul fed i n  " a  nightmare that I had had o r  would 

have in some other existence , some other bound sequence o f  

numbered dreams " ( p .  1 38 ) . Thus Vadim doe s not achieve any 

synthesis of the imaginative and the physi cal aspects of his 

consc ious existence in his emotional relationships with others . 

And when hi s personal "mirage s "  are threatened he views his own 

loss of authorial control as bouts o f  insanity or nightmares .  

Yet whatever the i llusory status Vadim attributes to his 
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conscious experiences ,  memory remains a continuing basi s  for 

his styli zations , and , s ince hi s artis tic re-creations and his 

memoirs recognize no distinctions between art and l i fe , both 

reflect the s tyli stic outlines of his "individual reality . "  

My final sugge stion i s  that the s tructural components o f  

Harlequins together with Vadim ' s  styli zations explore the 

pos s ibility that memory remains the continuing basis of 

" individual reality"  not only in the consc ious re-creations or 

illusory worlds o f  Vadim ' s  earthly existence but in other 

possible , hence imaginative , s tates of conscious being . Mos t  

immediatel� the time span o f  Vadim ' s  autobiography extends 

from 1 9 22 to 1 9 7 0  and Vadim makes comments on hi s memoirs wi thin 

the boundarie s of thi s  time span : "Nowadays ( 1 9 7 0 ) , when my 

British passport has been superseded by a no less potent 

American one , I still treasure that 1 9 2 2  photo " ( p .  4 7 ) . In 

terms of this time span , however , the writing of Harlequins i s  

a physical impossibility . A t  the end o f  Part Six Vadim has just 

completed the writing o f  Ardis ( 1 97 0 )  and hi s memoirs conclude 

three weeks later with a discussion arising out of the Ardis 

material . That the writing o f  Vadim ' s  memoirs occurs from a 

non-phys iological state o f  consciousne s s  wi thin which both 

psychological and lineal time are retained and continued by 

memory is subtly suggested by a combination of factors . Midway 

through hi s memoirs Vadim re fers to the time of actual writing 

as 1 9 7 4 : " I f  Bel is  alive today , she i s  thirty-two-exactly 

your age at the moment of writing (February 1 5 ,  1 9 74 ) " ( p . 1 3 3 ) . 

On the surface this would indicate Vadim ' s  autobiography to 

have been written during the period from 1 9 7 0  to 1 9 74, but that 

the statement is addressed to his last love also supports the 

pos sibility that Vadim is writing from a new sphere of consc ious 

existence s ince , while he regards all hi s loves as harlequins , 

he terms only hi s last love immortal : "Look at the harlequins , 

everybody look-Iris , Annette , Bel , Louise , and you , you , my 

ultimate and immortal one ! "  ( p .  1 0 1 ) . The structural divisions , 

that demarcate the phases o f  Vadim ' s  history , posit the same 

possibility by suggesting that he dies in 1 9 7 0 . Vadim claims 

that Part Five of his memoirs constitutes " Thi s penultimate part 

of LATH " ( p .  1 5 7 )  . That Part Six , therefore, describes the e nd 



of Vadim ' s  physical or ' earthly ' existence i s  reinforced whe n  

i n  de scribing his  heart attack he s ays , "What used t o  happen 

so often in thought , now had happened for keeps : I could not 

turn " ( p .  1 85 ,  my italics ) . In other words , Vadim admi ts to 

2 7 1  

a cessation o f  phys ical activities that des cribes earthly dea th . 

At the beginning o f  Part Seve n ,  Vadim ' s  "old " rule , that "The 

I of the book I Cannot die in the book " (p . 1 8 7 ) , parodically 

j uxtaposes the artistic and non-fictive ' worlds ' of Vadim ' s  

exi stence : at the ae sthetic leve l Vadim doe s  not die into the 

book because he i s  Nabokov ' s  invented creature and the novel 

i s  not yet completed by Nabokov; within the simulated non

fictive context of the novel ' s  world , howeve r ,  Vadim may have 

died ( like Mr R .  in the created world of Transparent Things ) . 

Thus both as Nabokov ' s  invented author and as a first-person 

narrator within the novel ' s  world , it may be argued that Vadim 

writes his personal memoirs from a ' non-temporal ' s tate of 

consc iousness within which memory is  the basis o f  Vadim ' s  

. . d '  ' d l '  
4 1  

ongo1ng 1 n  lVl ua 1ty . 

In terms o f  Vadim ' s  narrative , Part Seven i s  a plausible 

account o f  a physical state of "paresis " in which Vadim ' s  mental 

activities continue . At the same time, it is a separate , though 

interre lated , " autobiography" (p . 1 9 5 ) , s ince it describes a 

complete conscious re-creation o f  hi s personal past made 

pos sible through memory and the power of association which i s  

a form of memory . Thus while Part Seven i s  a plausible 

continuance of Vadim ' s  earthly existence , in combination wi th 

the structural components o f  Harlequins Part Seven repeats the 

patterns of Vadim ' s  personal earthly reality to suggest that 

the movement from life to death i s  a mental manoeuvre to a new 

state of conscious being within which memory provides a 

continuum and an ongoing record o f  individuality : 

I had some sense o f  duration and direction--
two things which a beloved creature seeking 
to help a poor madman with the whitest o f  
lies , affirmed, i n  a l ater world , were quite 
separate phases o f  a s ingle phenomenon . (P . 1 9 1 ) 

Moreover,  that memory provides the ongoing basi s  o f  Vadim ' s  

s tylizations is sugge sted by the final scene in whi ch he once 



more pre faces hi s proposal to hi s " immortal " love with the 

discussion of a scene from Ardis which reflects his personal 

" dementia , "  and re-invents his last harlequin as part of hi s 

illusory worlds . 
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A re sistance to the idea that physical death involves a 

termination of individuality recurs throughout Nabokov ' s  work . 

In Pale Fire , for instance , John Shade rejects the equation o f  

death and dissolution o f  consciousness with the words , " I ' m  

ready to become a floweret I Or a fat fly, but never, to forget "  

(PF ,  p .  4 4 ) . I n  Transparent Things Nabokov uses the ability 

o f  consciousness to move between the distinctive but analogous 

"world s "  of art and of l i fe to suggest that the movement from 

l i fe to death involves a comparable mental manoeuvre from one 

state of consciousnes s  to another .  In Look at the Harlequins ! 

Nabokov brings together the structural components o f  the novel 

and the characterization of Vadim to show that whatever the 

context admitted to by consciousnes s ,  memory remains as the 

individual basis for the ongoing stylizations of personality . 

The structural components further extend the dramatized 

depiction of memory to sugges t  that death i s  a di f ferent but 

interrelated state of consciousness within which memory provide s 

a continuum o f  " individual reality . "  



CHAPTER 8 :  NOTES 

1 
Nabokov himself indicated the central importance of love 

in Ada. When asked in 1 966  how he was progre s sing with his 
nove l , The Texture of Time , Nabokov replied : 

. . .  my Texture of Time , now almost 
half-ready , is  only the central rose-
web of a much ampler and richer nove l ,  
entitled Ada , about passionate , hopeless , 
rapturous sunset love , with swallows 
darting beyond the stained window and 
that radiant shiver . . . .  (SO ,  p .  9 1 )  

2 
Lucy Maddox , in Nabokov 's Novels in English ( London : 

Croom Helm , 1 98 3 ) , sugge sts why there are no death date s 
recorded for Van and Ada on the family tree : " They [Van and Ada ] 
create themselves in creating the book , and when they die they , 
being themselves matters of style , die into the book , so that 
the family tree has no death dates for either of them" ( p .  1 1 7 ) . 

3 
Nancy Ann Zeller , "The Spiral o f  Time in Ada , " in A Book 

of Things About Vladimir Nabokov , Ed . earl R. Pro ffer (Ann 
Arbor ,  Michigan : Ardis , 1 97 4 ) , state s ,  " the whole idea of 
memory ( voluntary or involuntary) as being able to overcome 
time and death by fusing past to pre sent underlies every novel 
that Nabokov has written" ( p .  28 1 ) . 

4 
Nabokov says that in hi s own Speak� Memory : An 

Autobiography Revisited he "was mainly concerned with being 
faithful to the patterns of [his ] past , " whereas he suspected 
that in Ada , "Van Veen , having le s s  control over his imagination 
than [Nabokov] , novelized in his indulgent old age many images 
of his youth " (SO ,  p .  1 2 1 ) . Van ' s  prodigious adventures in the 
" floramors " are perhaps an example of the way he nove lizes 
"many image s  of hi s youth . " 

5 
Douglas Fowler , Reading Nabokov ( Ithaca : Corne ll Univ . 

Press , 1 9 7 4 ) , p .  1 9 1 . 

6 
Julia Bader , Crystal Land (Berkeley : Univ .  of California 

Press ,  1 9 7 2 ) , pp . 1 3 9-40 . 

7 

8 

Maddox , p . 1 1  2 . 

Jeffrey Leonard , " In place o f  lost time : Ada " in Nabokov: 
Criticism� Reminiscences� Trans lations and Tributes , E d .  Alfred 
Appel ,  Jr . and Charle s Newman ( London : Weidenfeld and Nicol son , 
1 9 7 0 ) , sugges ts ,  "Anti terra i s  a rememb ered land , an imagined 
land ; here space is less malicious than on Terra" ( p .  1 39 ) . 
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9 
Alfred Appel ,  Jr . ,  "Ada De scribed" in Nahokov : Criticism, 

Reminiscences� Trans lations and Tributes ,  Ed . Al fred Appel ,  Jr . 
and Charles Newman ( London : Weidenfeld and Nicolson , 1 9 7 0 ) , 
p .  1 65 .  

1 0  
Robert Alte r ,  "Ada , or the Perils o f  Paradise " in 

Vladimir Nahokov : His Life� His Work� His World,  Ed . Peter 
Quennell ( London:  Weidenfe ld and Nicolson , 1 9 79 ) , p .  1 0 7 .  

1 1  

1 2  

1 3  

Alte r ,  p .  1 0 7 • 

Appel ,  p .  1 6 5 .  

Julia Bader sugges ts , " Terra and Anti-Terra are distorted 
reflections of each other and of the ' real ' world "  ( p . 1 29 ) . 
Alternative ly , Brian Boyd , "Nabokov and Human Consciousness " 
( manuscript) , points out , " The novel ' s  world ,  hitherto accepted 
as Antiterra , as comically distant , proves to have been our own 
world , with its Rooseve lt ( Old Felt) and Stalin ( Uncle Joe ) , 
its Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia,  even its de Gaul le . This 
disturbing collapse of the book ' s  world insists on the fact o f  
evil and suffering i n  the world we know" ( pp .  344-4 5 )  . 

1 4  
Ellen Pifer , "Heave n ,  Hel l ,  and the Realm o f  Art :  Ada ' s  

Dark Paradise " in her Nahokov and the Novel  ( Cambridge , Mas s . :  
Harvard Univ . Pre s s , 1 9 80 ) , carries out a de tailed examination 
of the allusions Van Veen reworks in hi s Antiterra , Chapter 7 .  

1 5  
Van Veen ' s  ' se lf-conscious synthe s i s ' does not mitigate 

against his personal vice s . Nabokov cal l s  Van a "charming 
vil lain "  (SO, p .  1 4 3 ) . And when asked about apparent similar
ities between " the rhythm and tone of Speak� Memory " and Van 
Veen ' s  memoirs , Nabokov says : 

The more gi fted and talkative one ' s  
characters are , the greater the chances 
of their resembling the author in tone 
or tint of mind . It is a famil iar 
embarrassment that I face with very 
faint qualms , parti cularly since I am 
not really aware of any special 
similaritie s -- j us t  as one is  not aware 
of sharing mannerisms with a dete stable 
kinsman . I loathe Van Veen . (SO , p .  1 2 0 )  

Similarly , Nabokov re j ects as absurd the sugge stion that " [his ]  
fictional character ,  bitchy and lewd Ada , is , [he ]  quote [ s ] , 
' in a dimension or two , Nabokov ' s  wife ' "  (SO , p .  1 46 ) . In the 
narrative o f  Ada , Van Veen ' s  crue lty , for example , i s  shown in 
his blinding o f  Kim , the prying kitchen boy , who use s  the 
photographs he take s o f  the 1 884 summer at Ardis Hal l to 
blackmail Ada . And in the final pages o f  Van ' s  memoirs , both 
Van and Ada admit respons ibility for contributing to Lucette ' s  
suicide : 

' Oh ,  
enough . 
married 

Van , oh Van , we did not love her 
That 's whom you should have 

have been all 
with you both 

and then everything would 
right--I would have stayed 
in Ardis Hal l , and instead 



o f  that 
instead 
death ! 

happines s , handed out 
of all that we teased 
(A , p .  4 5 9 )  

gratis ,  
her to 

1 6  
earl R .  Proffer ,  "Ada as Wonderland : A Glossary of 

Allusions to Russian Literature " in A Book of Things about 
VZadimir Nabokov , Ed . earl R .  Prof fer (Ann Arbor , Michigan : 
Ardis , 1 97 4 ) , p .  2 5 1 . In Strong Opinions Nabokov points out , 
" The opening sentences o f  Ada inaugurate a seri es o f  blasts 
directed throughout the book at trans lators of unprotected 
masterpieces who betray their authors by ' transfigurations ' 
based on ignorance and self-as sertivene s s "  (SO , p .  1 2 3 ) . 

1 7  
Pro ffer sugges ts that Phillip Rack ' s  surname , "Rak 

meaning ' cancer ' "  ( p .  2 6 2 ) , denotes the cause of hi s death . 

2 7 5  

1 8  
Nabokov in Strong Opinions , writing o f  the mixture o f  

knowledge and imagination in hi s work , states dire ctly h i s  view 
of the interdependence of memory and imagination : " I  would s ay 
that imagination i s  a form of memory . Down , Plato , down , good 
dog . An image depends on the power of association , and 
association is  supplied and prompted by memory" (SO ,  p .  7 8 ) . 

1 9  
Tony Tanner ,  City of Words ( London : Jonathan Cape Ltd , 

1 9 7 1 ) '  p .  5 8 . 

2 0  
Appel describe s  how "Ada i s  a kind o f  museum i n  more ways 

than one . As the family chronicle to end all such chronicle s , 
i t  is  also a museum o f  the nove l , and it employs parody to 
rehearse its own history "  ( p .  1 6 1 ) . After tracing through thi s  
parodic survey o f  " the Nove l ' s  Evolution " i n  Part 1 o f  Ada , 
Appel sugges ts , "Having leisurely rehearsed the nove l ' s  past , 
Nabokov then points to its future , and the book in hand , by 
doing some bravura handstands of his own . The opening chapters 
o f  Part Two successively offer an assemblage of letters ; a 
physics fiction within a phys ics fiction that is  the entire 
novel ; a fantastic parody ; a classroom lecture ; and a de scription 
of photographs " (p . 1 73 ) . 

2 1  
Ada ' s  allusion here to Van ' s  Demonia as "Desdemonia "  

( p .  4 0 8 )  suggests how Van the artist , l ike Othello , may also 
have the power to destroy Ada ' s  individuality . 

22 
By pointing to the way Lucette ' s  imitative style invo l ve s  

a suppres s ion o f  he r own individuality ,  I do not mean to deny 
either the tragedy of Lucette ' s  suicide or Van ' s  and Ada ' s  
contribution to Lucette ' s  death . In "Ada Described , "  Appel 
points out : 

Van may call hims e l f  " a  romantic character "  
( p .  1 9 3 ) , but Nabokov undermines our hero ' s  

estimation of himsel f .  Van i s  hardly a 
"homme fatal , "  and as presented in Ada , the 
unfettered s e l f  i s  not always a j oy to 
behold ; the ego i s  seen as the monster it 
o ften i s , calmly and coldly trans fixed by 
an anti-Freudian writer who o f fers no 
redeeming causation . In addition to the 



artist ' s  suffering , we witness the 
suffe ring he causes others , some thing 
the Bildungsroman has never stre ss ed . 
Thus Ada and Van contribute to Lucette ' s  
self-destruction , and her suicide 
movingly records the high price their 
freedom exacts . ( P .  1 8 1 )  

2 76 

2 3  
G . M . Hyde , Vladimir Nabokov : America 's Russian Nove list 

( London : Marion Boyars , 1 97 7 ) , p .  1 0 2 .  

2 4  
Christina Tekiner , "Time in Lolita" in MFS , 25 , 3 ( Autumn 

1 9 79 ) , points out this discrepancy in chronology . In contrast 
to my reading of the nove l ,  however ,  Tekiner argue s : 

2 5  

On the morning of September 22 , 1 9 5 2 , 
that i s  on the day Humbert rece ived 
Loli ta ' s  and John Farlow ' s letters , 
Humbert did not set off at once for 
Coalmont to murder Richard Schi lle r ,  
he did not meet with Lolita , he did 
not subsequently return to Ramsdale ,  
and he did not kill Clare Quilty . 
Rather ,  he began to write Lolita in a 
"psychopathic ward" ( p .  3 1 0 ) . To 
reite rate : I f  the chronology is  
correct then it implies that the events 
which Humbert claims had occurred prior 
to September 22 have s ome basis in the 
" real ity" of his l i fe , but the events 
which he tel l s  us occurred after 
September 22 are hi s fabrication . 
( Pp .  465-66)  

Al fred Appel ,  Jr . , ed . ,  Vladimir Nahokov: The Annotated 
Lolita ( London : Weidenfeld and Nicolson , 1 9 7 1 ) , p .  3 2 1 . 

26  
Nabokov ' s  parody of conventional realism and readers ' 

expectations is a recogni zed aspect of Ray ' s editorial preface 
which is acknowledged but not discussed in thi s chapter .  

2 7  
Lucy Maddox argues that such " readings o f  the novel are 

not so much wrong as over 
Ray as an "unre flecting morali s t "  ( p .  6 8) whose opposite in the 
novel is Clare Quilty ,  " an amoral aes thete " (p . 6 9 ) , and 
sugge sts that in contrast to both these characters , Humbert ' s  
" agoni zed examination o f  hi s own motives and hi s own style" 
( p .  7 1 ) does lead , though not unswervingly , to "a moral 
apotheosis . "  My own view i s  that the critical perspective 
Nabokov establ i shes through. hi s s tructuring of the novel reve a l s  
Humbert ' s  "diabol ical cunning " i n  trying t o  convince reader s  
o f  hi s j ournal o f  hi s artistic , emotional and moral 
sensitivitie s .  

28  
Wh • t en J. 

New York . . .  
and girls very 

was suggested to Nabokov that " In Hollywood and 
relationships are frequent b etween men of forty 
l i ttle older than Lolita , " he makes it c lear that 



Lolita ' s  situation i s  very di fferent from that o f  Hollywood 
starlets : 

Cases of men in the ir fortie s  marrying 
girls in their teens or early twenties 
have no bearing on Lolita whatever . 
Humbert was fond o f  " l i ttle girls " -not 
s imply "young girl s . "  Nymphets are 
girl -chi ldren and not s tarlets and " s ex 
kittens . " Loli ta was twelve , not 
eighteen , when Humbert met her . You 
may remember that by the time she is  
fourteen , he refers to her as his  
"aging mistres s . "  (SO , p.  9 3 )  

29 
E llen Pi fe r ,  Nabokov and the Nove l (Cambridge , 

Mas s . :  Harvard Univ . Pre s s , 1 98 0 ) , p .  1 0 7 .  

3 0  
H .  Grabes ,  Fictitious Biographies ( The Hague : Mouton , 

1 9 77 ) ' p .  34 . 

2 7 7  

3 1  
The idea o f  styli stic masks i s  introduced in the Foreword 

where John Ray , Jr . , acknowledges that Humb ert Humbert is a 
pseudonym : 

32  

Its  [ the memoir ' s ] author ' s  bi zarre cognomen 
is his own invention ; and , of course ,  this 
mask-through which two hypnotic eye s seem 
to glow-had to remain unl i fted in accordance 
with its wearer ' s  wi sh.  (L , p .  5 )  

Appel in The Annotated Lo lita points out that , while 
Humbert prefixe s these lines of poetry with the s tatement " to 
quote an old poet , "  the old poet " i s  invented" ( p .  4 3 1 ) . 

3 3  
Lucy Maddox examine s how Humbert Humbert continually looks 

to "his own literary genealogy to find those like-minded 
precursors whose analogous situations might enlighten or instruct 
or 1 more important , j ustify him" ( p .  7 2 )  . Maddox quotes passages 
" from Proust ,  Keats , and Poe ( " The Poetic Principle " ) " that show 
how " these three dissimilar writers all suggest that the ultimate 
source of ae sthetic pleasure is located outs ide the boundari e s  
of mortal experience "  ( p .  7 7 ) . I n  particular , Maddox ' s  
discussion of the analogie s  between Poe ' s  essay ,  "The Poetic 
Principle "  and Humbert ' s  language when speaking of hi s "own 
re sponse to the beautiful " ( p . 7 3 )  may also sugge st a source for 
the argument Humbert puts forth in his two l ine s o f  invented 
poetry . 

34 
Lucy Maddox state s : 

Look at the Harlequins ! is the fictitious 
autobiography of Vadim Vadimovich N . , a 
pompous ,  fastidious , intermittently lecherous 
and usually obtuse novelist whose curriculum 
vitae looks enough like that of another 
V . V . N .  [Nabokov] to tempt the unwary to 
suspect that the novel may be an oblique , 
satiric self-portrait .  ( P .  1 44 )  



2 7 8  

3 5  
Maddox suggests , " John Shade , Nabokov ' s  sanest artist ; 

knew that even the most vi sionary and enchanting o f  imagined 
worlds could allure only by offering a replica of ordinary , 
sublunary l i fe . . . . The artist must be abl e  to l ive in one 
world whi le he creates another , and to recognize the 
treacherousne ss o f  the created world o f  words " ( p .  1 43 )  

36 
H .  Grabes i n  Fictitious Biographies provide s a 

comprehensive analysis o f  the ways in which , throughout Look 
at the Harlequins ! ,  Nabokov satiri zes " the naive expectation 
of a unity be tween author and work" ( p .  1 29 ) . 

3 7  
Maddox argue s ,  "Nabokov ' s  madmen--Kinbote , Humbert ( fo r  

part o f  his book) , and the narrator o f  Look at  the Harlequins ! 
( for part o f  his  book) --are mad precisely b ecause the siren 
song they hear in the dream of art has lured them away from the 
world of ' bles sed matter , '  as Humbert puts i t ,  and of mortal , 
vulnerable , human beings ( pp .  1 43 -4 4 ) . In my own comments on 
Lolita I suggested that Humbert ' s  confusion o f  art and life was 
a delibe rate attempt to deceive hi s readers and to j usti fy his  
own existence . 

38 
Vadim writes six Russian and six English novels and his  

' autobiography ' whe reas Nabokov , o f  course , has produced nine 
Russian and eight Engli sh nove l s , an autobiography , short 
storie s , plays , poems , scholarly and non-fictive writings . 
Richard Patterson , in "Nabokov ' s  Look at the Harlequins ! :  
Endless Re-creation o f  the Self , "  RLT 1 4  ( 1 9 7 6 ) , 84-89 examines 
some o f  the parallels between Nabokov ' s  career and that of his 
invented arti st,  Vadim . Lucy Maddox describes the simi lari ties 
between Nabokov ' s  biographical hi story and Vadim ' s  ' life , ' but 
also points out the " important differences "  ( p .  1 44 )  . 

39 
Paul S .  Bruss , " The Problem o f  Text : Nabokov ' s  Last Two 

Nove l s "  in Nabokov 's Fifth Arc : Nabokov and Others on His Life 's 
Work , Ed . J . E .  Rivers and Charles Nicol ( Austin : Univ.  of Texas 
Pre s s , 1 9 8 2 ) , points out : 

4 0  

The pas sage alludes to a "main plotte r , " 
who , as opposed to Vadim himsel f ,  initiates 
certain actions that re semble "a clumsy 
conspiracy , "  of whose exi stence even the 
plotter himself is  unaware . Despite all 
their complex posturing in full view of 
each othe r ,  apparently neither Vadim nor 
the "main plotter" posses s  an authoritative 
text of experience to which he i s  commi tted . 
( P .  3 0 4 )  

Maddox suggests "Vadim al so uses hi s art to de fend 
himse l f  against truths he does not want to recognize and 
emotions he i s  afraid of succumbing to" ( p .  1 5 2 ) . 

4 1  w . w .  Rowe , in Nabokov and Others : Patterns in Russian 
Literature (Ann Arbor ,  Michigan : Ardis ,  1 9 79 )  state s " Look at 
the Harlequins ! may be deemed a refined culmination of 
Nabokovian hints at alternative real ities" (p.  1 7 3 ) . 
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