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Ah! Vanitas Vanitum! Which of us
is happy in this world? Whieh of
us has his desire, or, having it,
is satisfied? Come, children, let
us shut up the box and the puppets,
for our play is played out.
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PROLOGUE

If Nabokov's works could be summed up in one sentence
it would have to be: Literature does not tell the truth,
it makes it up. Nabokov's view subverts many previous no-
tions and many that might occur in the future. There is no
single perspective or anything in the universe that is the
final truth or the "real"” picture of the world. Nabokov
portrays the complexity of "reality" from a seemingly inex-
haustible number of points of view to demonstrate that "re-
ality" is mysterious and ultimately unknowable. By being
aware of the protean character of "reality," Nabokov leaves
the world of action and the world of the self open to an
infinite variety of interpretations. Nabokov himself is
a character who appears throughout his novels as an elusive
and a magic Proteus. "Reality" is ever-changing, and
Nabokov portrays this illusion of "reality" by numerous
impersonations, playing one role and then another, always
remaining elusive and ultimately indefinable.

Nabokov is basically an iconocclast about coenventional
forms of literary art and creativity. He ridicules the
novelists who tried to capture life or reality through
Naturalism or Realism. Nabokov abplishes all moral abso-
lutes; he offers no solutions, only moral gquestions. He
does not answer the questions that the mind persists in

asking. BSince there are no certitudes, Nabokov deliberate-
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ly creates creatures of the imagination who move on differ-
ent planes of illusion, and these creatures have no "reali-
ty" outside of the illusion in which they are created. But
the mind of the reader insists on geeing a story as somehow
or other representing "reality" as having some sort of veri-
similitude. In reading a story, the reader enters into the
illusion of the fiction; despite reminders that stories are
only stories, the sheer power of fiction has such a strong
hold on the reader's interests that it is almost impossible
to destroy the illusion. Nabokov's attempt to destroy the
illusion of fiction is a problem that he sets up for him-
self and for the reader to solve. The problem that Nabokov
poses is comparable "to the writing of one of those incred-
ible novels where the author, in a fit of lucid madness,
has set himself certain unique rules that he observes, cer-
tain nightmare obstacles that he surmounts, with the zest
of a deity building a live world from the most unlikely
ingredients--rocks, and carbon, and blind thrﬂbhings."l

Art is the new god that Nabokov sets up in the world
of fiction. All his characters are slaves and servants to
his art. HNabokov manipulates them as he would a chess
piece on a board, intellectually. Life can be a metaphoric

expression (i.e., life is a dream), and death can be but a

matter of style. In his aloofness, Nabokov has separated

1V1adimir Nabokov, Conclusive Evidence: A Memoir
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1947), p. 220.
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himself from the "emotional” artist; the artist who sympa-

thizes with his characters 1s a literary hoax for Nabokov,
for a character never will and never can be anything but a
fictitious element, a product of the imagination.

The major purpose of this study is to demonstrate that
Nabokov is a ecynical creator. In Chapter I, the cynical
creator is defined in terms of the "whims and megrims" of
an "anthropomorphic deity" who is impersonated by Nabokov.
Cynicism is a negative enjoyment, a detachment which re-
sults in seeing life as a game or a theatrical performance
within which the characters play their parts and then dis-
appear into thin air, having existed only in the roles they
played. The characters are confined and imprisoned within
the circle of the fictive world. In Chapter II, Nabokov is
contrasted with Dostoevsky, showing that whereas Nabokov
offers no "solution" to life's problems, Dostoevsky offers
the solution of Faith. The main point in the chapter is
that whereas Dostoevsky 1s passionately involved with his
characters, Nabokov is artistically indifferent and de-
tached. In Chapter III, Nabokov is portrayed as a manip-
ulator of characters, creating characters as parts and
pieces of a verbal game. The grotesgue world of fictional
characters is viewed from the perspective of several novels.
Nabokov is characterized as a figure who allows himself
"surreptitious peeps and circumlocutions" as if from behind

the stage of a puppet theater. In Chapter IV, Nabokov is
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geen in the disguise of a magician who demonstrates the art-
ist's role as emperor and god in the fictive world. Nabokov
is lastly seen playing the role of God with an absurd char-
acter who is treated with irony, detachment, and even laugh-
ter, which may be not merely the natural or the best way but
perhaps the only way to deal with such a character, and per-
haps with life itself. In the conclusion, I challenge Nabo-
kov to a game of chess as I try to solve the chess problem

that he creates in Conclusive Evidence.




CHAPTER I
THE SPACIOUS CIRCLE

In Conclusive Evidence, Vladimir Nabokov mentions a

most interesting emigre Russian author named Sirin, whose
best books condemn his characters to the "solitary confine-

ment of their souls."l

In this memoir, Nabokov also relates
his own vision of his lifes "A colored spiral in a small
ball of zlass, this is how I see my own life" (p. 204).

The application of & spiral to Hegel's triadic¢ series of
thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, and hence to "“all things

in their relation to time," is Nabokov's own discovery, as

ig his butterfly, Lyvcaeides sublivens Nabokov. But con-

cealed in the triad, as is pointed out by Strannolyubski
("Strangelove" in Russian), "is a vague image of the circum-
ference controlling all life of the mind, and the mind is
confined inescapably within it. This is truth's merry-go-
round, for truth is always round; consequently, in the de-
velopment of life's forms a certain pardonable curvature

is possible: +the hump of truth; but no more."? As far
back as Nabokov can remember with the help of his muse

Mnemosyne, the "prenatal abyss" that precedes his entrance

lﬂahﬂkov. Conclusive Evidence: A Memoir, p. 217.

E?Iadimir Nabokov, The @Gift (New York: G. P. Putnam's
S0T1LS, 1963}: j= 255-
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onto the stage of time and existence is an “impersonal dark-
ness" that cannot even be faintly distinguished. The con-
clusion that he arrives at, in his memoir, is that "the
prison of time is spherical and without exits" (p. 2). His
attempts to find a "secret outlet" through thought or to
"steal inte realms" of pre-existence by slipping out of his
identity prove to be hopeless, The "colossal efforts" are
as insignificant in gaining results as Sisyphus' toiling
in Hades to roll the rock up the mountain,

The critic's views of Nabokov's struggle to break out
of his spherical prison assume many forms and technigues,
Page Stegner maintains that Nabokov's artistic endeavor in
itself is an escape, an escape from “"vulgarity, ignorance,
and suffering" to "the finding of one's immortal soul
through artistic creatinn.“3 The assumption would be that
Nabokov has indeed escaped, that he has found the exit.

But aesthetics or "the mirror land of the imagination" con=-
taing the same "ecruel jokes" that reality does, and "obses-
sion with beauty and tf'..as:i,,gn"!'F is not an escape but a tech-
nigue, "a game of intricate enchantment and dacePtinn."5
The "deceptive world" that William Woodin Rowe sees in

Nabokov's art is the "strangely insistent sexual perception

jPage Stegner, Escape into Aestheticsi  The Art of
Viadimir Nabokov (New York: Dial Press, 1966), p. 133.

*Ibid., p. 14.

5

Nabokov, Conclusive Evidence, p. O,




of reality" that "imparts a live iridescence to Nabokov's
entire wurld.“6 But Rowe's "“sexual essence" and Stegner's
"meaningful articulation of experience" are descriptions of
Nabokov's art that fail to deal with the thematic concerns
of his fiction. Even Andrew Field admires Nabokov to such
an extent that his concluding statement overshadows his
entire book: "To approach Nabokov's novels with anything
less than complete humility is not only an act of arrogance
but of foalishness.“? Such complete and ultimately self-
indulgent identification with Nabokov is a limitation of
consciousness, for it suggests that Nabokov's novels are
infallible. To appreciate the fictive world that Nabokov
portrays is in a sense to step into Nabokov's fantastic

creation, as Alice does in Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonder-

land. This leads, though, to & harrowing feeling that
Alfred Appel intuits as central to Nabokov's "non-existent

world":

If it is disturbing to discover that the characters in
The Gift are also the readers of Chapter Four, it is
because this sugegests, as Jorge Luis Borges says of the
play within Hamlet, "that if the characters of a fie-
tional work can be readers or spactatogs. we, its read-
ers or spectators, can be fictitious."

The primary thematic concern, then, would be the

5William Woodin Rowe, llabokov's Deceptive World (New
York: MNew York University Press, 1967), p. 102,

?ﬂndraw Field, Habokov: His Life in Art (Boston:
Little, Brown and Company, 19867}, p. 383.

BAlfred Appel, Jr., "Nabokov's Puppet Show--I1I,"
New Republic, CLVI (January 21, 1967), 28.




artifice of the fictive world. And that artifice has al-
ready been described as a spiral in a circle. The problem
of death, exile, and time become secondary concerns--they
are the spiral within the circle, The fictive world is
finite existence, the circle which confines and imprisons,
Thus Nabokov leaves himself in a paradoxical position of
having "to fight the utter degradation, ridicule, and hor-
ror of having developed an infinity of sensation and
thought within a finite existence."? Nabokov's fight be-
comes the fight to expose the "real world" as a fictive
world. 1In order to accomplish this grand task he must cre-
ate his own world, a world that is populated with charac-
ters that are imprisoned, and who engage in a siruggle with
the creator. He must show these characters to be under the
impression of living in a "real world" whereas they are in
"reality" only fictional characters, Nabokov's fictive
world is Cervantes' romance world turned upside down. On
the simplest level, Don Quixote suffers from delusions that
he is in a romance world and collides repeatedly with the
"real world," and the reader whom Cervantes draws into the
world of his novel is likewise shocked out of it into the
realization that the "real world" of the novel is itszelf
only fietive.

The imaginary world that Nabokov creates is the

?Nabnkov. Conclusive Evidence, p. 226,
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novel--geen as a work of art and not as a mirror of reality.
Beginning with the assumption that literature is fiction or
a made-up "truth," Nabokov proceeds to lay out the program
for the characters of his imaginary world. Salvator Waltsz,
whom Nabokov calls "a fellow author," proclaims to the char-
acters in his dream-world:

Once mankind is accustomed to the thought

That in six days I can destroy the world,

You can live free within the spacious circle

That hems you in, and there devote yourself

To Arts and crafts, to Science and romance, -Y
Proceeding from the assumption that literature creates its
own truth, Nabokov creates characters who are seen in the
act of creating the novel or the fiction. Salvator Waltz
in The Waltz Invention is seen entertaining the notion that
his brilliant invention, the deadly Telemort machine, can
destroy the world; but his dream comes to an abrupt end
when one man, General Gump, refuses to obey his whimsical
orders and says "no" in defense of his daughter's honor
(her name, inecidentally, is Annabella, whom Nabokov de-
seribes as "more or less real"”). Even Trance leaves Walisz,
revealing prior to her exit that “the game is up" and that
Waltz never had a machine. The bubble bursts, and Waltsz

finds himself no longer in the "spacious circle" of his

dream-world, but in the Minister of War's coffice, and

10y adimir Nabokov, The Waltz Invention: A Play in
Three Acts (New York: Phaedra, 1966), Ps O7s




10
eventually forced out as a madman. When the bubble bursts,
it becomes clear that the inventor and artist Salvator
Waltz is not a clever artist pretending to be a neurotic,
but a totally demented monomaniac, for he persists in be-
lieving that the machine exists and that he can "wipe out
the whole world" (p. 111).

The c¢ircle is the boundary within whiech the creator
wills that his characters express the characteristics of
creativity. In the short story "That in Aleppo Once . . "
the narrator tells his story in a letter to a former friend
named V. He tells V. that he has a story to tell because

el His "mangled romance"

he 1s "dying to be described.
with a wife that seems %o have "never existed at all" caus-
es him considerable mental anguish since he 1is not sure of
his own mental stability and hopes that V. can "clarify

things for me through the prism of your art" (p. 153). He
nevertheless feels that he has made a "fatal mistake" some-
where, somehow, and his fear of its ending in Aleppo brings
the vicious circle to a closs, There is no escape for the
narrator and no clarification, and he is not spared the

creator's ultimatum, although he manages a feeble pleai

“Spare me, Ve: you would load your dice . . « 1if you took

that for a title" (p. 153). The word “title" refers back

to "That in Aleppo once . » " and thus the circle is com-

IIVladimir Nabokov, Nabokov's Dozen: A Collection of
Thirteen Stories (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1958),
p. 142,
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pletely drawn. V. 1s still being reguested to write a sto-
ry which the narrator has already written. "Thus the story
describes a full cirecle," as Nabokov would say, "a vicious
circle as all circles are, despite their posing as apples,
or planets, or human faces,"1?

The image of the circle not only controls the arti-
fice of the novel or story, it also describes the operations

of the mind as circular. Professor Adam Krug ("circle" in

Rusgsgian) in Bend Sinister exists in the mind of the creator.

The characters revolving around, or inside, Krug are "only
absurd mirages, illusions oppressive to Krug during his
brief spell of being, but harmlessly fading away when I
dismiss the cast."13 As L. L. Lee has noted, "the first
chapter is apparently set within the mind of Krug. . ."14
The novel opens with Krug staring at an oblong puddle
ghaped "like a fancy footprint,"” and it closes with the
narrator gazing at the same puddle, "the one Krug had some-
how perceived through the layer of his own 1life" (p. 217).
The use of the puddle as a metaphor for the "imprint we

leave in the intimate texture of space" (p. 217) enlarges

the scope of the story to include the creator and his

12y1adimir Naebokov, Nikolai Gogol (New York: New
Directions, 1944), p. 149,

13Vladimir Nabokov, Bend Sinister (New York: Time
Incorporated, 1964), p. xiv.

1%, L. Lee, "Bend Sinister: Nabokov's Political
Dream," in Nabokov: The Man and His Work, ed. by L. 3.
Hsmbg (madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1967),
Ps 9%,
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creation. The puddle appears as a metaphor for the special
space that Nabokov and Krug share. When the puddle appears
in the beginning to reflect a world of "pale blue inky sky"
that becomes a distorted and phantasmagoric world when “a
rudimentary vortex of ripples creases the brightness of the
puddle" (p. 1), the creator is on the verge of creating a
world--the world of Krug. The November wind that causes
the ripples in Chapter One foreshadow's the author's activ-
ity (in the concluding chapter, Chapter Eighteen), which
causes the "chaos of written and rewritten pages" (p. 216).
The moth that appears in Chapter Nine as an interlude re-
appears at the end in connection with the climactic death
of Profegsor Adam Krug. The "speecial puddle" also reap-
pears to desienate the completion of the story.

The story about Adam Krug's revolving in a grotesque
imaginary world of despotism--of the imaginary tyrant,
Paduk, and of the author who manipulates the characters--
is enclosed in the author's mind. The author is that cer-
tain "someone in the lmow," and assuming that the charac-
ters have no reality beyend the mind of the ecreator (assum-
ing hecause Nabokov states that the puddle provides a link
with the world of Krug: "a rent in his world leading to
another world"), then the author's direct intervention by
means of an "anthropomorphic deity" impersonated by Nabokov
provides the key to the novel, and to this thesis: all

fictional characters in Nabokov's novels are manipulated
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by the "whims and megrims" of the deity who creates them.1?
The mechanics of the theatrical performance are intrinsic
components of the story, the story of man strutting his
hour on the stage, and the author's intervention in behalf
of Krug in order to keep him in the happiness of the "lim-
pid darkness" brings the story to a conclusion in the man-
ner of a Greek "deus ex machina"y

It was at that moment, just after Krug had fallen
through the bottom of a confused dream and sat up on
the straw with a gasp--and just before his reality, his
remembered hideous misfortune could pounce upon him--it
was then that I felt a pang of pity for Adam and slid
towards him along an inclined beam of pale light--caus-
ing instantaneous madness, but at least saving him from
the senseless agony of his logical fate (p. 210).
Desplte the unexpected intervention to change the course of
events, supposedly to make Krug unaware of his tragic out-
come, the supreme, game-playing deity does not allow Krug
a refuge in madness, but moves him to play out his life in
a grotesque repeat of the school-day attacks that he led
against Paduk. "Let us get at his guts," yells Krug as he
runs toward the vanishing scenery that Paduk is dissolving
into, and Krug stumbles on "cheerfully" despite bullets
that literally take him apart ("that first bullet took off

part of his ear"). "The main theme of Bend Sinister,"

Nabokov has written, "is the beating of Krug's loving heart,

the torture an intense tenderness is subjected to--and it

15Nahnkuv. Bend Sinister, pp. xiv-xv.
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ig for the sake of the pages of David and his father that
the book was written and should be read" (p. xiv). To main-
tain that the beating of Krug's "loving heart" is the pace-
maker of the book is to overlock the fact that Krug was a
bully at school when he subjected Paduk, niclmamed “"the
Toad," to his own tyranny. "I sat upon his face," confesses
Krug, "every blessed day for about five school years--which
makes, I suppose, about a thousand sittings" (p. 45). The
pleasure that Krug once experienced in torturing Paduk under-
goes a nightmarish turn in the topsy-turvy world that Paduk
creates; the tables are indeed turned when Krug and his son
David are made the butt of Paduk's joke. HNevertheless, they
all fade into the author's imagination as the story con-
cludes. Thus, all characters are products of the "whims
and megrims" of the creator's mind, a mind that is essen-
tially detached from all characters. Krug's death, to the
creator, "was but a gquestion of style" (p. 217).

The detachment of Nabokov from the characters in his
novels is central to my argument, which has already been
expressed in terms of the "whims and megrims" of a supreme,
game-playing deity. To see life as a game or a theatrical
performance within which the characters play their parts
and then disappear inte thin air, having existed only in
the roles they played, is to see the world as Nahokov sees

it from an elevated position. The "anthropomorphic deity"
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that Nabokov impersonates is like the archetypal ironist,
God--"He that sitteth in the heavens shall laugh: +the Lord
shall have them in derision" (Psalm 2i4). The archetypal
vietim of irony is man, who is trapped in time and matter;
he is seen as blind, limited, and unfree; he is seen stum-
bling in darkness and constantly falling and failing. He
that is in the heavens has every inducement to laugh not
gsimply because of what he sees but because of his elevated
position. There is a pleasure in the playing of such a
game as life, especially from the viewpoint of a deity de-
tached and not involved in the suffering and grotesgue void
that faces the characters or pawns played upon. The char-
acters are imprisoned in the fictive world, just like pawns
are imprisoned in the game on the chessboard. Life, in
Pale Fire, is seen as a chess game being played by super-
natural players:

It did not matter who they were. No sound,

Ho furtive light came from their involute

Abode, but there they were, aloof and mute,

Plaging a game of worlds, promoting pawns

To ivory unicorns and ebon fauns;

Kindling a long life here, extinguishing 16

A short one there; killing a Balkan king.

To say that Nabokov is cyniecal, then, is basieally to

gay that he ig ironically detached from his characters (dis-

interested, perhaps even uninterested, at times). Cynicism

is a negative enjoyment--privation and deficiency--an

18y1aginir Nabokov, Pale Fire (New Yorks &. P.
Putnam's Sons, 1962), p. 63.
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en joyment suggesting an ironic satisfaction in the intellec-
tual sphere. Irony is like the negative way, not the truth,
but the way. An example of the negative way occurs in Pale
Fire when Kinbote states: "As S5t. Augustine said, 'One can
Imow what God is not; one cannot know what He is.' I think
1 know what He is not: He is not despair, He is not terror,
He is not the earth in one's rattling throat, not the black
hum in cone's ears fading to nothing in nothing" (p. 227).
When irony appears on the scene it brings the way, though
not the way whereby one who imagines himself to have a re-
sult comes to possess it, but the way whereby the result
forsskes him. An example of irony is Nabekov's own box
trick: "Dezperate Russian erities, trying hard to find an
Influence and to pigeonhole my own novels, have once or
twice linked me up with Gogol, but when they looked again I
had untied the knots and the box was empty.“l? The detach-
ment of Nabokov from hizs characters occurs not only when he
views them from his ivory tower, that is, when he imperson-
ates an "anthropomorphic deity" and plays with his charac-
ters with the same aloocfness and mechanical precision as he
does with chess pieces, but it occurs more annoyingly fo
the reader in its cynical form when he prepares “pleasur-
able torments" for his characters and for his readers. The
problem of Nabokov's amused indifference and negative en-

joyment is the problem that will be dealt with in this work.

1?Nahnkcv, Nikolai Gogol, p. 155
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Why is he cynical? 1Is it a reaction to the easy solutions
to life that are offered by writers like Dostoevsky? 1Is it
because there is a simple pleasure in playing the game of
life from the viewpoint of a detached deity? Or is it a
Joke on the expectant character and the expectant reader?
These gquestions are the main concern of this thesis.

The cruel joke that Nabokov plays on the reader is
the game that he has been playing with the reader--"delu-
sive opening moves, false scents, specious lines of play,
astutely and lovingly prepared to lead the would-be solver

w18  peagerts expectations are manipulated and dis-

astray.
carded. HNabokov's strategy is "deceit, to the point of
diabolism, and originality, verging upon the grotesque"

{ps 219), and any attempt on the reader's part to discover
the key to winning the game is maddening. Despite any ex-
pectation to the contrary, the author creates and controls
all--even the outcome of the game. Nabokov has said: "Ex-
pectation has been the undoing of many a shrewd g;—a.mbler."l9
Anyone appreoaching his novels expecting to find a message
or an idea (although what appear to be ideas or messages
crop up to deceive the would-be believer), be it social,

political or philosephiecal, will be simply laughed at, for

there is no "message" or "idea" in a true work of art for

laﬂabakcv, Conclusive Evidence, p. 220,

lgFladimir Nabokov, "Anniversary Notes," Supplement

in Tri-Quarterly, ed. by Alfred Appel, Jr. & Charles Newman,
XVII (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970), - 11,
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Nabokov. Nabokov has exposed himself and his artifice in
almost every introduction that he has written to his novels,

In Bend Sinister, for example, he states in his introduc-

tion: "I am not 'sincere,' I am not 'provocative,' I am
not 'satirical.' I am neither a didacticist nor an alle-
gorizer. Politics and econcmics, atomic bombs, primitive
and abstract art forms, the entire Orient, symptoms of
*thaw' in Soviet Russia, the Future of Mankind, and so on,
leave me supremely indifferent" (p. xii).

The "pleasurable torments" that are prepared for the
would-be solvers of Nabokov's problems, whether they be
chess or fiction, lead to a dead end, Nobody, Nabokov has
pointed out, has yet solved the chess problem in Conclusive
Evidence., It appears as if he is disposed to deny and
sneer at the sincerity of human motives; anyone who classi-
fies anything except butterflies and words is scorned. He
spurns artificial institutions and human conventions, most
emphatically the sexual conventions of Freud (or Fraud).
There is a tendency in him to despise or disregard the com-
mon amenities of life that are dear to other people; his
feelings range from distrustful doubt to contemptuous and
mocking disbelief; in general, he expects nothing but the
worst of human conduct and motives. It appears that he is
pleased 1o make the world as barren for others as he has

made it for himself. He believes: "One cannot hope to
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understand an author if one cannot even pronounce his

name."zg

ing rhyme:

And for his own name, he has composed the follow-

The querulous hawk of
A heron at night
Prompts Nabokov

To write.2l

In an introduction to one of his books, Nabokov gathers all

his inner forces together to make a mockery of all:
Despair, in kinship with the rest of my books, has no
soclal comment to make, no message to bring in its
teeth, It does not 1ift the spiritual organ of man,
nor deoes it show humanity the right exit. It contains
far fewer 'ideas' than do those rich wvulgar novels that
are acclaimed so hysterically in the short echo=-walk
between the ballyhoo and the hoot. The atiractively
shaped object or Wienerschnitzel dream that the eager
Freudian may think he distinguishes in the remoteness
of my wastes will turn out to be on clnseE inspection
a derisive mirage organized by my agents.<2

Nabokov is the eynic par excellence.

"Look at it objectively," Nabokov has declared, "I
have never seen a more lucid, more lonely, better balanced
mad mind than mine."?? The style of Nabokov is similar to
what he says of (Gogol's style: "It gives one the sensation
of something ludicrous and at the same time stellar, lurk-

ing constantly around the corner--and one likes to recall

Eﬂiiab::kov, Nikolai Gogol, p. 150.

21

Nabokov, "Anniversary Notes," p. 15.

2z‘i!ladimir Nabokov, Despair (New York: G. P. Put-
man's Sons, 1965), p. B.

23Time (Chicage), May 23, 1969, p. 82,
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that the difference between the comic side of things, and
their cosmic side, depends upon one sibilant."?* Habokov's
relation to his world is that of a writer's relation to his
art--he is the sole creator. Alfred Appel has recorded
Nabokov's guintessential statement: "Philoscophically, I
am an indivisible maniat."25 As a monist, who believes
that reality is an organic whole without independent parts,
the organic whole being only one ultimate substance whether
mind or matter, Nabokov perceives reality as an impression
in the mind of a creator. As a monist in relation to his
art, Nabokov sees his novels as impressions in the mind of
the author, and the life of the fictive world is the life
of the mind. In Ada, Van Veen states that the mind of man
is "by nature a mnnist."26 Hegel's monism describes the
world as one (non-duality) and as being the idea or Logos.
Logos is the controlling prineiple of the universe, In
Christian theology, Logos is the Word: "In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God" (John 1:1). Logos or God is manifested by speech; and
the manifestation of God appears in the mind. Therefore,

the world is manifested in the mind as the Word, which is

Euuabakov. Nikolai Gogol, p. 142,

25p1fred Appel, Jr., "An Interview With Vladimir
Nabokov," Nabokov: The Man and His Work, p. 39.

EEVladimir Nabokov, Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle

(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1969), p. 333.
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to say, in relation to Nabokov's novels, that the fietivae
world is an impression in the mind of the creator. Page

Stegner observes, in his analysis of The Real Life of Sebas-

tian ¥Knight, these aspects of the mind: "If reality is,

as Nabokov once said, 'an infinite succession of levels of
perception, false bottoms, and hence unguenchable, unattain-
able,' then existence itself may be only an impression in
the mind of the creator, whether he be a writer of fietion
or & supernatural puwer.“z? In an interview with Philip
Toynbee, Nabokov combines his cynicism and his monism:

What I feel to be the real modern world is the world
the artist creates, his own mirage, which becomes a
new mir ("world"” in Russian) by the very act of his
shedding, as it were, the age he lives in. My mirage
is produced in my private desert, an arid but ardent
place, with the sign No Caravans Allowed on the trunk
of a lone palm, No doubt, good minds exist whose
caravans of general ideas lead scmewhere==to curious
bazaars, to photogenetic temples; but an independent
novelist cannot derive much true benefit from tagging
along.

E?Page Stegner, Escape into Aesthetics, p. 72=73.
Stegner's quote appears in an interview: Peter Duval Smith,
"Vladimir Nabokov on His Life and Work," The Listener,
LAVIII (November 22, 1962), p. B56.

28Philip Toynbee, "Nabokov on Nabokov and Things,"
N. Y. Times Book Review, May 12, 1968, p. 51.




CHAPTER II

NABOKOV AND DOSTOEVSKY

In Nikelai Gosol, Nabokov traces his dislike of the

"morbid inclination we have to derive satisfaction from the
fact (generally false and always irrelevant) that a work of
art is traceable to a 'true stury.'"l He goes on to say
that a work of art should be accepted as "fiction" and not
as a truth, such as little children would have it when they
ask the storyteller, "Did it really happen?" Nabokov 1in-
sists that the characters be seen as "true" only in the
sense that they are true creatures of fancy. There can be
no artistic value in attributing a social or a moral "mes-
sage" to any work of art, since the characters are not
"real"; if the characters are not real then how can the
megsage or moral that they are supposed to be carrying be
"real"? The logic of the argument is clear, and Nabokov
ends his discourse on the guestion of reality (reality in
this sense social and moral reality) and the function of
art by saying: "I have a lasting grudge against those who
like their fietion to be educational or uplifting, or na-

tional, or as healthy as maple syrup and clive 0il."2

lvladimir Nabokov, Nikolail Gogol (New York: New
Directions, 1944), p.u4oO,

21pid., p. 42.
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Dostoevsky has long been one of Nabokov's primary tar-
gets mainly because of Dostoevsky's predilection for making
hisg fietion uplifting or spiritual. Spiritual in this con-
text means Christian. For the purpose of this study I will
refer mainly to Dostoevsky's apparent love for, and trusst
in, God. His belief will be contrasted with Nabokov's dis-
belief. Dostoevsky's Raskolnikov and his progression toward
redemption will be contrasted with Nabokov's Hermann and his
eternal predicament: "Hell shall never parole Hermann."3

But why choose Dostoevsky to contrast to Nabokov? The
reason for choosing Dostoevsky is not only because of the
numerous references to Dostoevsky in Nabokov's work, and not
enly because of the Russian heritage that both have in com-
mon, but because of the difference in their approach toward
their characters. Nabokov is artistically indifferent and
detached; Dostoevsky ls passionately invelved. Nabokov
reveals a lack of sympathy with his characters; Dostoevsky
expresses human warmth and leve for his fellow human beings.
Gleb Struve writes of Nabokov's artistic preference "for the
portrayal of morally and physiecally deformed creatures, but
it would be no use to look in his portrayal of them, as one

would in Dostoevsky, for love and pity for these monaters.“u

3¥ladimir Nabokov, Despair (New York: G. P. Putnam's
Sons, 1965), pe« T

iFGlab Struve, "Nabokov as a Russlan Writer," HNabokovi
The Man and His Work, p. 55.
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As Sartre suggests, Dostoevsky "believes" in his char-
acters, whereas Nabokov no longer "believes" in his. The
two points of reference are Dostoevsky's Crime and Punish-
ment and Nabokov's Despair. Sartre is also right when he
makes the following accusation: "“He does not conceal bor-
rowing Dostoevsky's artistic method, even as he ridicules
it."? The "artistic method" that Nabokov seems to be bor-
rowing, according to Sartre, is the "desperate eagerness to
attack and destroy himself," but such an affinity is too
melodramatic for Nabokov, who retorts that Sartre uses his
characters for philosophic ends and that "the task to make
the world exist as a work of art was beycnd 3artre's pow-
ers."5 This same claim could be applied to Dostoevsky, who
could not conceive of his art as separated from some reli-
gious goal,

The purpose of this study will be to show that Nabo-
kov borrows from Dostoevsky in order to ridicule him. Her-
mann thinks of calling his book "The Double," but Russian
literature already has one; he rejects "Crime and Fun" as
a title because it is "a little crude" (p. 211), Else-
where, Hermann refers to "old Dusty's great book, Crime and
Slime" (p. 187); he mocks his own feeling of "the Dusty-and-

Dusky charm of hysterics” (p. 198); he denounces the "great

SField, Nabokov: His Life in Art, p. 232.

61vid,
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novelists who wrote of nimble criminals" (p. 132), including
Dostoevsky, ds "blundering fools" in comparison to himself;
he recognizes "a grotesque resemblance to Raskolnikov" in
himself when he suspects people's designs on him, but he
immediately corrects himself: "No, that's wrong. Canceled"
(ps 199). He even plays with the notion of "unburdening"
himself by writing a "slightly licenticus sort" of tale,
only to realize "that I would never free my dusty, dusty
goul by this method" (p. 118). In fact, Hermann doesn't
free his soul by any method, whereas Raskolnikov, despite
moral and spiritual confusion, is able finally to strive
for, and to achieve, through great suffering, "a full res-
urrection into a new life." In short, Nabokov ridicules
Dostoevsky because of his place in the then prevailing tra-
dition ef Russian literature, "the tradition that places
the writer's interest in the moral or religiocus implica-
tions of man's interrelationship with other men above in-
terest in studying what is actually taking place.“?

Nabokov uses Dostoevsky mainly as an example of what
art is not supposed to be, "Frankly," Nabokov has admitted,
"a national, folklore, class, Masonic, religious, or any
other communal aura involuntarily prejudices me against a

novel, making it harder for me to peel the offered fruit

?Alfred Appel, Jr. & Charles Newman, ed., Nabokov:
Criticism, reminiscences, translations and iributes
(Evanston: Neorthwestern University Press, 1970), p. 13.
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so as to get to the nectar of possible talant."a By cling-
ing to art for art's sake, Nabokov avoids the pitfalls that
Dostoevsky falls into. Dostoevsky's major pitfall is, ac-
cording to Nabokov, his religious approach to art. From
Dostoevsky's angle of vision, God is the ultimate solution
to all finite problems and faith in God renders meaningful
all the contradietions of experience, all evil and suffer-
ing and injustice. Nabokov resists this vision. In an in-
terview, Nabokov reveals his contempt for Dostoeveky:

Non-Russian readers do not realize two things: that
not all Russians love Dostoevsky as much as Americans
do, and that most of those Russlans who do, venerate
him as a mystic and not as an artist. He was a proph-
et, a claptrap journalist and a slapdash comedian. I
admit that some of his scenes, some of his tremendous
farcical rows are extracordinarily amusing. But his
sensitive murderers and soulful prostitutes are ngt to
be endured for one moment--by this reader anyway.
Dostoevsky's "sensitive murderer" is Raskolnikov and his

"soulful prostitute" is Sonya in Crime and Punishment.

Raskolnikov struggles within himself to commit a
murder. He wants to find out for himself whether a man is
free to act as he wills and whether this freedom is abso-
lute, whether it may extend so far as the deliberate taking
of another life, After all, he argues, there are murderers

on 2 large scale, like Napoleon; they are heroes, and their

E!'Phili.p Toynbee, "Nabokov on Nabokov and Things,"
N. Y. Times Book Review, May 12, 1968, p. 51.

9Field, Nabokov: His Life in Art, p. 261.
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right to kill has never been disputed. There must be, he
decides, two kinds of men: +the ordinary and the extraordi-
nary. To the ordinary nothing is allowed; they must live
according to prescribed rules; the others, the supermen,
may do what they please, may even take lives, He deter-
mines to find out, once for all, whether, as he puts it,

10 and he com-

he is "a louse like everybody else or a man,"
mits murder not on impulse nor for personal gain, but to
test a theory, choosing as his viectim an insignificant lit-
tle cld woman pawnbroker, a vile louse, who was herself
responsible for "sucking the life out of poor people”
(p. 457). But the crime he commits leads tco a punishment
he had not foreseen. An inexplicable sense of guilt hsunts
him. Within him, as he seeks to justify his crime, rages
the battle between head and heart, reason and conscience,
logic and morality, the negation of God and Gods, The real
punishment is psychological, the torment of complete isola-
tion from human beings which his guilt imposes and which
makes him abhorrent to himself until he has confessed the
murder.

It is Raskolnikov's realization that he is a louse
that causes him to come to Sonya for understanding and to

the police for expiation. But it is not expiation for a

lngcdor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, trans. by
CunsganCE Garnett (London: William Heinemann, Ltd., 1914),
p. 360,
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erime that he surrenders to a life in Siberia, for he does
not repent of his crime; he surrenders because of Sonya,
who promises to go with him to Siberia to help him to be-
come & renewed man. The story that Sonya, the prostitute,
reads to Raskolnikov earlier out of the New Testament, the
story of Lazarus rising from the dead, becomes the symbol
of Raskolnilkov's regeneration and of his passing from one
world into another: "he had risen again and he knew it and
felt it in all his being . . ." {(p. 481). In Siberia,
Raskolnikov finds the answer to his mental suffering in
love, finding the life of feeling and compassion that Sonya
had exemplified in her simple faith. Love replaces logic.
Raskolnikov and Sonya stand together in the end, their
faces "bright with the dawn of a new future, of a full res-
urrection into a new life, They were renewed by love; the
heart of each held infinite sources of life for the heart
of the other" (p. 481).

The struggle of Hermann Karlovich, in Nabokov's
Despair, is not internal, of the soul; it is "external".
The struggle is to achieve a perfect work of art, his own
murder. This idea comes to his mind when he meets a vaga-
bond named Felix Wohlfahrt, whom Hermann miscalculates to
be a perfect double, Hermann takes every vprecaution to cre-
ate a scene where Felix's corpse will pass for his. Her-

mann expects to collect insurance money as a result of the
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deception, but the deception does not work because Felix is
not a perfect double, and alsc because Hermann's masterpiece
contains a blunder--Felix's stick (his name is branded on
it) was left at the scene of the crime. When Hermann re-
alizes that his masterpiece didn't work, he resorts to an
attempt to convince the reader through his writing (which
becomes the novel Despair) that he is the master of his art,
The ma jor strugele, then, is Hermann's struggle against the
control of his creator, striving to become his own master.
Hermann's struggle reminds one of Milton's Satan, who also
struggles to become his own master. Hermann cannot believe
in God because he did not invent him; therefore, according
to Hermann, there are no "grounds for anxiety" over the
supposition that he makes:
ITf I am not master of my life, not sultan of my own
being, then no man's logic and no man's ecstatic fits
may force me to find less silly my impossibly silly
position: that of God's slave; no, not his slave even,
but just a match which is aimlessly struck and then
blown out by some inquisitive child, the terror of his
toys (p. 112).
The true explanation of the abrupt "movie rehearsal" con-
clusion to Despair, according to Andrew Field, may be "an
insanely impetuous last effort on the part of Hermann to
snatch the story away from his creator, Sirin, who smiles

gently from behind the mask which is Hermann,"11

The major difference between Raskolnikov and Hermann

11pield, Nabokov: His Life in Art, p. 236.
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is that the former struggles in a moral world whereas the
latter struggles in an amoral fictive world. Whereas Ras-
Kolnikov tries to assert himself above the moral strictures
of socliety, Hermann tries to manipulate himself out of the
"vainly invented world" (p. 220). There is the strong pos-
sibility, for Hermann, that his existence is nothing more
than an April Fool's joke: "Maybe it is all mock existence,
an evil dream; and presently I shall wake up somewhere; on
a patch of grass near Prague" (p. 221). The patch of grass
near Prague is the place where the story starts, when Her-
mann meets Felix. Perhaps Hermann is actually experiencing
an evil dream, and his attempt to exorcise the dream in the
end becomes a nightmare, for there is no escape. The stick
that becomes the blunder for Hermann in his attempt at a
perfect crime is used by Felix earlier in the novel to in-
gscribe a circle, which to Hermann is a reminder of his in-
escapable position: "Our eternal subjection to the circle
in which we are all impriscned!" (p. 73).

The major similarity between Raskolnikov and Hermann
is that both are driven to commit murder., Raskolnikov goes
to the old woman pawnbroker to rehearse his project of mur-
dering her; he calls his experiment a "hideous dream,"
which he renounces after he has a nightmare in which a
horse is beaten to death. But then a strange coincidence
gccurs. As he returns nome by the Hay Market he overhears

a conversation in which Lizaveta, the pawnbroker's sister,
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says that she won't be home the following night at seven
o'clocks This, to Raskolnikov, is "the predestined turning-
point of his fate" (p. 55). From this moment on Raskolnikov
is driven to commit the murder as if not of his own free
will: "he felt suddenly in his whole being that he had no
more freedom of thought, no will, and that everything was
suddenly and irrevocably decided" (p. 57). The sensation
that Hermann has previous to his meeting Felix is somewhat
similar to a fated one: "if anything did echo in my vast
inward wilderness it was merely the dim sensation of some
force driving me along" (p. 18). Hermann later makes an
appointment with Felix so as to rehearse the minute details
of his plan to murder Felix, but when Hermann arrives at
the assigned place he hesitates in his mind and decides to
wander down a side street, "so giving fate a chance of al-
tering its programme" (p. 79). And later when both are in
a hotel room, Hermann has a dreadful dream, after which he
decides "to take the advice of fate and now, at once, leave
that room, forever leave and forget, and spare my poor dou-
ble" (p. 107). Hermann leaves Felix in the hotel room and
it is quite some time before chance brings the two together
again. A strange pressure starts to work on Hermann; he is
compelled to go to the post office to pick up several let-
ters from Felix that he knows are there. In the letters
Felix offers his services once again, and Hermann is drawn

toward the murder. But the final outcome for Raskolnlikov
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and Hermamn is guite different. Whereas "fate" takes a turn
for the better with Raskeolnikov, fate is indifferent to Her-
mann. Raskolnikov in the end is drawn to Sonya, who con-
vinces him to confess his crime; Hermann in the end is left
in despair. For Raskolnikov, the cure for the disease of
religious doubt and denial and egocentric self-assertion is
faith, acceptance, and self-renunciation. For Hermann,
there is no cure.

Crime and Punishment is again ridiculed in Nabokov's

novel of imprisonment, Invitation to _a Beheading., Here the

conventional fictional pattern of crime and punishment,
where the saﬁtencing of the hero takes place toward the end,

is subverted, In Crime and Punishment, Hodion Raskolnikov

is sentenced in the epilogue. In Invitation to a Besheading,

Cincinmnatus C. is sentenced in the first sentence of the
novel. The eplsode that occurs between Raskolnikov and
Svidrigailov, where Svidrigailov tells Raskolnikov that he
sometimes fancies eternity to be not something vast, but
"one little room, & bath house in the country, black and
grimy and spiders in every corner" (p. 256), seems to be
reconstructed by Nabokov in the cell that Cincinnatus C.
occupies. The spider appears as a mechanical toy dangling
in the corner of the cell. Curiously enough, Rodicn is
the jailor in charge of Cincinnatus. Other names also ap-
pear from Dostoevsky's more conventional novel of imprison-

ment. Raskolnikov's patronymic name, Romanovitch, appears
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as Roman Vissarionovich, the lawyer assigned to Cincinnatus
Cu; and Pyotlr Petrovich Lughin, the suitor of Raskolnikov's
sister, appears as M'sieur Pierre (alias Pyotr Petravich},l2
the executioner. The entire novel is reduced in the end to
a masquerade that is staged in the brain of Cincinnatus, who
decides to abandon the medioccre production.

It would seem that Nabokov is baffled by the religious
resolution that Dostoevsky must have in his novels. Dos-
toeveky must have a cure for the disease of doubt, He must
resolve the problem of life by faith in God. Dostoevsky's
Raskolnikov cannoct go to shoot himself, as Dostoevsky de-
signed for him to do nriginally:l3 Raskolnikov must find
"solutions" in faith. Nabokov, on the other hand, offers
neither a precise diagnosis of the human soul, nor a cure
for the disease of madness that seems to plague many of his
characters. Nabokov escapes from the problems of life by
refusing to deal with them. Problems, conflicts or issues
are as fictitious as his characters. As Nabokov points out
in a poem that he dedicated to Dostoevsky, Dostoevsky was,
no doubt, too involved in his moral and spiritual dilemmaq

Grieving in the world as though in Hell
misshapen, convulsively inspired,

in his prophetic delirium
he outlined our disastrous century.

12¥ladimir Nabokov, Invitation to 2 Beheading (New
York: G. P. Putnam's Sens, 1959), p. 168.

L3Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Notebooks for Crime and Pun-
ighment, ed. and trans. by Edward Wasiolek (Chiecago: Ini-
versity of Chicago Press, 1967), p. 243,
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Hearing his nightly wail,
God thought: Could it really be
that everything which was given Eﬁ Me
was so terrible and complicated?
The fietion that Nabokov creates is an artistic game,
a verbal adventure. The artist dwells in the new imaginary
and illusory world created by himself, luxuriating in it,
playing with its various combinations like a child with
spap-bubbles. Art becomes a "nonutilitarian delight," as

Nabokov points out in Conclusive Evidence, ". . . & form of

magic « « « & game of intricate enchantment and deception"
(p. 84%). But to those like Dostoevsky, who are impelled to
explore the depths of human existence, art is not a form of
magic nor a means toward achieving nonutilitarian delights,
but a means of expressing spiritual tragedy. For Dostoev-
sky, creative art is an endless search after a solution of
the insoluble problem of Life, with all its psychological
arid moral conflicts and all its spiritual agonies. Thus,
whereas Nabokov becomes the superb fictionist, Dostoevsky
becomes the religious novelist par excellence. Nabokov
offers no seclution teo life's problems; Dostoevaky offers
the solution of Feith. Nabokov's path is that of the magi-
cian, who deceptively maneuvers the elements of the Cosmos
to the tastes of his personal Ege. Dostoevsky's path is
that of the mystic, who envisions himself to be on a spiri-
tual quest. Nabokov's path leads to a fietive world; Dos-

toevsky's path to a moral world.

luFiEld. Nabokov: Hig Life in Art, p. 71l.




CHAPTER III
MANIPULATED CHARACTERS

As I have mentioned, the characters that Nabokov imag-
ines have no existence outside of the fiction in which they
appear. They are put on display with the skill and dexter-
ity of a belletrist, a writer who intensely enjoys playing
with words. The characters that come to life in Nabokov's
novels do so in a verbal manner; their existence depends on
a play of words, and in the words their lives are defined
and manipulated. They are, in the truest sense of the word,
characters in a verbal game. The characters themselves are
gometimes delineated as writers in the process of writing
the words that will allow them to exist.

But to view the characters of Nabokov's novels as
characters in a verbal game is to limit their existence to
words and to forbid them "life". A Russian critie, P. M.
Bitsilli, explains this confinement in terms of parody:
"But these creatures want to live. They seem to remember
now and then the possibility of feelling as a human would,
of having contact with one another; and these efforts of
theirs to regain sight, to awaken, efforts hopelessly
doomed to fail, are the most terrifying of all. . + . all
the time it seems that just around the corner we shall hear

human speech, but hardly have its faint syllables begun to
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be heard when it lapses once again into parady."l The pos-
sibility of characters' coming to life and of their dictat-
ing the course of action is treated scornfully by Nabokovi
"No, the design of my novels iz fixed in my imagination and
every character follows the course I imagine for him. I am
the perfect dictator in that private world insofar as I
alone am responsible for its stability and truth, "2

Nabokov*'s fiction, in essence, is a literary perform-
ance. 1t is a stunning feat of ingenuity. Like James
Joyce and William Shakespeare (Nabokov shares a birthday
with Shakespeare), Nabokov is a magician of words, endowed
with the ability to conjure worlds into existence through
words. The world that Nabokov conjures into existence is
a grotesque world. It is a world of books heaving and toss-
ing and dying like human beings, a world of card-board fig-
ures plotting and scheming like human beings; it is a world
of a fictional character refusing te go along with the plot
of a story, of a fictional character writing a book about
a real person. The characters can be methods of composi-
tion, sketches, metaphors, or merely words. Chess pieces,
and thelr various configurations in a Nabokovian chess prob-

lem, are transfigured into characters in a novel, reset

'p. M. Bitsilli, "The Revival of Allegory," Nabokov,
ed, by Alfred Appel, Jr. & Charles Newman, p. 1l15.

EAlfred Appel, Jr., "An Interview with Vliadimir
Nabokov, Nabokov: The Man and His Work, p. 25.
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into literary configurations. The same enjoyment that Nabo-
kov found in chess iz shifted to verbal adventure: ". . . a
kind of swift dumb show, suggesting new harmonies and new
conflicts; . . . it belonged to an especially exhilarating
order of sensation, and my only quarrel with it to-day is
that the maniacal manipulation of carved figures, or of
their mental counterparts, during my most ebullient and pro-
lific years engulfed so much of the time I could have de-
voted to verbal adventure."3

The verbal adventure that Nabokov sets out on is full
of intricate magic, To watch Nabokov perform literary
stunts in his literary impersonations of various artists
is to watch the great magician and conjuror perform as he
has in every novel that he has written. The effect that
Nabokov achieves, finally, is something akin to a poetiza-
tion of trivia--everything becomes significant as the Maes-
tro animates words into characters and manipulates charac-
ters into fictive worlds. The fietive worlds that Nabokov
creates not only have a special reality, but they also con-
tain a special language, a language which bedazzles the
reader as he watches words and characters manipulated into
attaining as much significance as any event or idea that
exists in "reality": "it was like a traveller realising
that the wild country he surveys is not an accidental as-

sembly of natural phenomena, but the page in a book where

3

Nabokov, Conclusive Evidence, p. 219.
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these mountains and forests, and fields, and rivers are
disposed in such a way as to form a coherent sentence; the
vowel of a lake fusing with the conscnant of a sibilant
slope; the windings of a road writing its message in a round
hand, as clear as that of one's father; trees conversing in
dumb-show, making sense to one who has learnt the gestures
of their language . ."h

The attempt that is made in this chapter is to clarify
and deepen this sense of Nabokov as a great illusionist, a
protean impersconator, a trickster. The several novels that
are discussed only partially reveal what Nabokov does. The
focus is on the artist and the manner in which Nabokov works
through, in, and around the artist to amaze, to baffle, and
to trick the reader. The reason why the focus is on the
artist is because few other writers have treated this sub-
ject so extensively. Also, the artist is the perfect medium
through which Nabokov can step personally into the novel.
In The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, a narrator named V.
tries to uncover facts about his half-brother, Sebastian,
so as to write a biography about him. The steps taken be-
come the structure of the novel, and the reader is led on
to believe that something important will be uncovered about
Sebastian. In Lolita, the poet Humbert Humbert longs for

a nymphet named Lolita; the only relief for his misery is

li"u':s.aaziimir Nabokov, The Real Life of Sebastian Knight

(Norfolks New Directions, 1959), p. 179.
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the "loeal palliative of articulate art."? In The gift,

Russian literature is examined by a fictitious character
named Koncheyev. In Pnin, a tragicomic figure named Timo-
fey Pnin is harassed by a narrator, whom Pnin calls "“a

Ilé

dreadful inventor. In The Defense, a game of literary

chess is played by grandmaster Luzhin against an invisible

opponent., In Invitation to a Beheading, a plot falls to

pieces because its principal actor, Cincinnatus C., refuses
to act out his part. In Pale Fire, a madman writes about
the imaginary kingdom of Zembla in a commentary to a poem
that deals with the life of poet John Shade. In Ada, a
uniiverse is re-imagined and the history of the earth 1s
reconstructed.

In Nabokov's novels the entire book must be viewed
from the ending, for it is the ending that reveals the

manipulator behind the scene, as in The Real Life of Sebas-

tian HKnight. Sebastian Knight, from the viewpoint of the

bald little prompter who shuts his book in the end, is the

book that is shut. The Doubtful Asphodel, Sebastian's mas-

terpiece, prefigures Sebastian's existence: "The man is
the book; the book itself is heaving and dying, and drawing

up a ghostly knee" (p. 175). What the reader finds out

5?1adimir Nabokov, Lolita (New York: G. P. Putnam's
Sons, 1955), p. 285.

EFladimir Nabokov, Pnin (Garden City: Doubleday &
Company, Inc., 1957), Pp. 185,
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about Sebastian is mainly contained in his books; it is fi-
nally the artist that is discovered, not the man. After all
the masks are removed, and the books unfeolded, and the dark-
loves questioned, and the friends interviewed, Sebastian's
real life is 3till not known. The entire process is summa-
rized in the portrait painted of Sebastian in which his eyes
are "mirrored Narcissus-like in clear water": "Thus Sebas-
tian peers into a pool at himself" (p. 119). The mirror
that Sebastian looks into is actually many mirrors, and his
life is composed from many sources, The protagonist in an-
other novel, The Eye, only exists insofar as he is reflected
in other brains. One eritic, Dabney Stuart, says: "Sebas-
tian's life is, quite literally, composed, as a painting is
composed,"’ The identity of Sebastian is not a real man be-
hind the author; it is an imaginary author in the world of
words: "his mind was a turmoil of words and fancies, un-
complete fancies and insufficient words, but already he lnew
that this and only this was the reality of his life" (p. 50).

What Nabokov said of Sirin in Conclusive Evidence, that his

best books condemn his characters to the "solitary confine-
ment of their souls" (p. 217), is true of Sebastian, who was
"hlissfully condemned to the solitary confinement of his own

self" (p. 46).

"Dabney Stuart, “"The Real Life of Sebastian Knight:
Angles of Perception," Modern lLanguage Quarterly, XXIX
(1968), 312,
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The impression that a reader might have after reading

Nabokov's The Real Life of Sebastian Knight is doubtless

the same impression that the narrator V. has after reading

Sebastian's The Doubtful Asphodel:

The man is dead and we do not know. The asphodel on
the other shore is as doubtful as ever. We hold a dead
book in our hands. Or are we mistaken? I sometimes
feel when I turn the pages of Sebastian's masterpiece
that the "absolute solution" is there, somewhere, con-
cealed in some passage 1 have read too hastily, or that
it is intertwined with other words whose familiar guise
deceived me. I don't knew any other book that gives
one this special sensation, and perhaps this was the
author's special intention (p. 180).
And yet it seems that V., in the conclusion of his narra=-
tion, finds out that the end result is not important; it is
not important whether Sebastian's 1life is related complete-
ly. The important thing is the realization that "the soul
is but a matter of being--not a constant state--that any
soul may be yours, if you find and follow its undulations”
(p. 204), V. may have not found the "absolute solution,"
whatever that may be, but he has found the secret to his
own identity--he iz an impersonator of Sebastian. The mask
of Sebastian clings to his face as "the masquerade draws to
a close" and the bald little prompter, the old conjuror who
"waits in the wings with his hidden rabbit" (p. 205), shuts
his book. But even V.'s identity is gquestionable: "I am
Sebastian, or Sebastian is I, or perhaps we both are some=-

one whom neither of us lnows" (p. 205). Nabokov is, of

course, that “someone whom neither of us nows." What
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started out as a search for the man behind the author ends
up as a discovery of the actual author behind the charac-
ters.

The only immortality that an artist, like Sebastian,
can have is in a world of words., "“The refuge of art," says
another artist, Humbert Humbert, ". . . this is the only

w8 As has been

immortality you and I may share, my Lolita.
suggested by such critics as Page Stegner and Andrew Field,
Humbert is imprisoned in art. Page Stegner, in his chapter
on "Lolita: A Palliative of Articulate Art," regards Hum-
bert as a "servant of his art": "Humbert perverts life,
and art eventually perverts him because his life becaomes
art.,"”? Andrew Field says: "The notions of man being es-
sentially an invisibly caged animal and of art itself as a
kind of beautiful caging can be followed throughout Nabo-
kov's writing-"lD Nabokov, in an Afterword to Lolita, re=-
marks that he was first inspired to write the book after
reading "“a newspaper story about an ape in the Jardin des
Plantes who, after months of coaxing by a scientist, pro-
duced the first drawing ever charcoaled by an animal: +this

sketch showed the bars of the poor creature's cage" (p. 313 )

Humbert is like the ape drawing the bars of the cage, except

aHabaknv, Lolita, p. 311.

9Stegner, Escape into Aesthetics, p. 115,

lﬂField. Nabokov: His Life in Art, p. 324,
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that the bars in Humbert's drawing are words. The art of
producing words (Humbert sometimes claims to be a poet) is
his pleasure and pastime in his confinement.

Humbert's attempt to justify his acts to the world is
not a confession but a flaunting of art. Names are but
words for him to play with. Lolita is Lo, Lola, Dolly, and
Dolores. Quilty can be Qustav Trapp, McFate, or Clare Ob-
scures. Quilty's name is a pun: "Guilty of killing Quilty™
(p- 34); Humbert kills Quilty in the end for stealing Lolita,
Nabokov's name appears as an anagram of Vivian Darkbloom, an
author who collaborates with Quilty in writing the play The

Lady who Loved Lightning., Humbert's own name is scattered

throughout the novel like clues along a trail; the labels
attached to his name are like the bars that he draws around
nimeelf.?! At times Humbert deplores his plight: "Oh, my
Lolita, I have only words to play with!" (p. 34). At times
words are a prelude to pleasure: "I kept repeating chance
words after her--barmen, alarmin', my charmin', my carmen,
ahmen, ahahamen--as one talking and laughing in his sleep
while my happy hand crept up her sunny leg as far as the

shadow of decency allowed" (p. 62). The pleasurable scund

llHumbart the Terrible and Humbert the Small (p. 31),
Humbert le Bel--Humbert the Fair (p. %43), Humbert the Hoarse
(p. 50), Humbert the Wounded Spider (p. 56), Humbert the
Hummer (p. 59), Humbert the Hound (p. 62), Humbert the
Cubus (p. 73), Humberg and Humbug (p. 120), Humberland and
Humberger (p. 168), Mr. Humbird and Dr. Humburg (p. 179),
Tr. Hum?erson and Dr. Hummer (p. 180), Mr. Edgar H. Humbert
p’- 191 L]
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of words always turns back to the pleasure of love in Lo=-
lita. "It is a little like an extended trope on the pathet-
ic fallacy, in which verbal hocus-pocus makes the obsessive
object light up, in intellectual neon, ever};whare."lE

If Humbert must play with words it is because he has
nothing else to play with, not even Lolita, who is really
an unattainable ideal, for even a nymphet like Lolita grows
up to become a mother. What Humbert is obsessed with is not
just nympholepsy, but a desire to remain forever "on that
intangible island of entranced time" (p., 19). Lolita is
Humbert's attempt to capture the moment when the little girl
is in the intermediate stage of being metamorphosed into a
woman, just like the pupal stage of a butterfly before it
takes on an adult form. Humbert's passion is to immortalize
that moment. In the midst of his desire to relive a moment
in time and to resurrect the "princedom by the sea" (p. 11)
and the girl-child, Annabel, he becomes obsessed with that
moment to the point of perversion: "that little girl with
her seaside limbs and ardent tongue haunted me ever since"
(p. 17). He desires nothing more than to be left alone in
his "pubescent park" and to have the nymphets play around
him forever.

In Lolita, Nabokov creates a nymphet, the first her-

gine of her kind. In The Gift, Nabokov creates anocther

inchn Hollander, "The Perilous Magic¢ of Nymphets,"
Partisan Review, XXII (Fall 1956), 559.
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kind of heroine, Russian Literature.l? There are literary
worlds within literary worlds in this novel, The narrator,
Fyodor Godunov-Cherdyntsev, writes poetry at the beginning
of his literary career. Then he begins to study Pushkin to
such an extent that Pushkin enters his blood. He tries to
imitate Pushkin's prose; he attempts to describe his fa-
ther's zoological expedition. Later he writes a book on

The Life of Chernyshevski; Nikolay Gavrilovich Chernyshev-

ski, of course, was a real person (1828-1889), as was the
Minister of Justice, Habokov.lq Throughout the novel there
are discussions and allusions to every significant Russian
author, including Pushkin, Gogol, Turgenev, Nekrasov, Ler-
montov, Chekhov, Tolstoy, and even Dostoevsky. Second-rate
artists follow at the heels of the major authors; critics
and others intermingle. The most interesting character is
Koncheyev, an admired and envied rival poet, with whom Fyo-
dor has a long conversation about Russian literature. Kon-
cheyev turns out to be a fictitious character; Fyodor has
been reciting a fictitious dialogue with himself “as sup-
plied by a self-teaching handbook of literary inspiration"
{p. B88). Koncheyev is, nevertheless, an authority on Rus-

sian literature, Jjust as the nonexistent Strannolyubski is

o iadinie Nabokor; The Gl {lew Yorks G B Pubs
nam's Sons, 1963), p. 9.

141bid.. p« 304. See Conclusive Evidence, p. 33.

———

Dmitri Nabokov was Vladimir Nabokov's grandfather; he was
State Minister of Justice from 1878 to 188s5.
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an authority on the 1ife of Chernyshevski in Fyodor's book.

The literary world of The Gift is composed of fietion,
reminiseences, and biography; these elements play against
cne another, denying each other's kind of truth. The novel
that Fyecdor wants to write some day becomes the novel that
Nabokov has written: "it must be built up, curtained, sur-
rounded by dense life--my life, my professional passions
and cares" (p. 376). Koncheyev sums up for Nabokov all that
needs to be said about Russian literature. Koncheyev is an
appropriate name; it means "the ending" in Russian. The
Gift is a final tribute to Russian literature and to the
Russian language, for it is the last book that Nabokov
writes in Russian. Koncheyev is also an appropriate fie-
titious character, for what he says of Russian literature
i1s as fantastic and imaginary as the world of The Gift that
Fyodor imagines and that Nabokov creates. There is an in-
cidental character, the novelist Vladimirov, in whom odds
and ends of Nabokov can be distinguished. Vladimirov is a
member of the Committee of the Society of Russian Writers
in Germany; he 1s blamed "for being derisive, supercilious,
cold, incapable of thawing to friendly discussions" (p. 333)
As an incidental character, Vliadimirov is barely noticed,.
Fyodor notices him only in relation to his own fancy: "I
wonder, thought Fyodor, glancing sideways at Vladimirov, I
wonder if he has read my book? Vladimirov put down his glass

and looked at Fyoder, but said nothing" (p. 332). Nabokov
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seems to look on from within the novel, not from without as
he usually does in his manipulative role,

In Pnin, Nabokov looks at Timofey Pnin from inside and
from outside the frame in which Prof. Pnin's existence is
sketched. The narrator looks at Pnin at times with sympathy
as Pnin struggles with his surroundings; then at times the
narrator, who hates happy endings, watches with satisfaction
as Pnin rides on the wrong train or brings the wrong lecture
to a women's club. The view that the narrator has from the
tower in Chapter Five.is characteristic of his outloock on
the tragicomic Pnin. Professor Timofey Pnin, a teacher of
Russian at Waindell College, has recently learned from a
Driver's Manual how to drive an automebile. Pnin is driv-
ing to The Pines, a place where Russian liberals and intel-
lectuals who had left Russia meet; he loses his way, and a
gas station attendant gives him wrong directions; he con-
tinues groping warily and unsteadily in the maze of roads.
The narrator, an omniscient observer at this point, looks
on with complete detachment at the luckless and lost car
operator:

Hig various indecislons and gropings took those bizarre
visual forms that an observer on the lookout tower might
have followed with a compassicnate eye; but there was no
living creature in that forlorn and listless upper re-
gion except for an ant who had his own troubles, having,
after hours of inept perseverance, somehow reached the
upper platform and the balustrade (his autostrade) and
was getting all bothered and baffled much in the same

way as that preposterous toy car progressing below
(p. 115).
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Pnin happens to stumble onto a sign directing him "to The
Pines," but only after a long arducus struggle with his sur-
roundings.

The tragicomic elements of Pnin are expressed in the
use of his name as well as in the manner of his existence.
He is "pinned Pnin" (p. 49), and he is "Professor Pun-neen"
(ps 26). Pnin's name is taken from the name of the eigh-
teenth~-century Russian poet Ivan Pnin, as Andrew Field has
noted, and this Pnin was "the illegitimate son of FPrince
Repnin--at that time such truncated names were gquite common
for the bastard offspring of noble men--and his most famous

work, The Wail of Innocence, is a passionate protest against

his position as '"half a person' in the eyes of scciety-“15
Pnin is cut-off from his Russian heritage and language, and
only at The Pines is he reunited with his treasured past.
But in the college world he is isolated and alone; he strug-
gles with a foreign language, English; his former wife, Liza
Bogolepov, has left him. He is like the solus rex, "as
chess problem makers term royal solitude" (p. 86), when he
wails, "I haf nofing left, nofing, nofing!" (p. 61).

The manipulator of Pnin's world is "the evil desigm-
er--the destroyer of minds, the friend of fever" (p. 23).
and he is the “dreadful inventor" (p. 185), whom Pnin rec-
ognizes as the narrator who is coming to Waindell College

to replace him, Pnin flees from this narrater, as if

15pie1d, Nabokov:i His Life in Art, p. 139.
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"through great pools of ink" (p. 109). HNabokov is only in-
cidentally mentioned in a conversation in Pnin when a score
of small butterflies flutter around at The Pines: "Pity
Vladimir Vladimirovich is not here, . . . he would have told
us all about these enchanting insects” (p. 128). And yet
his presence is felt as he uses mimetic techniquesls through
Jack Cockerell to imitate Pnin (Jack Cockerell's impersocna-
tion of Pnin is similar to Nabokov's impersonation of the
narrator).

In The Defense Nabokov is not even incidentally men-

tioned, but his imprint is unmistakable. Luzhin is the men-
tal counterpart of the carved figure that is manipulated on
a chessboard. Nabokov points ocut in the Foreward that
Luzhin's name rhymes with illusion~--this word defines
Luzhin's existence. The game of chess is not just a meta-
phor for life, it more strongly suggests the enactment of

a strategy composed in the mind of the author. The char-
acters enact the composer's dream as he watches "the nice
way oneé piece is ambushed behind another, within the com-
fort and warmth of an out-of-the-way square; and there is
the smooth motion of a well-ciled and polished machine that

runs sweetly at the touch of two forked fingers lightly

15& comic example: Jack Cockerell has a brown cocker
spaniel named Sobakevich (the patronymic of the word "dog"
in Russian); Pnin's little white dog yaps at Sobakevich as
Pnin concludes.
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lifting and lightly lowering a piace."l? Luzhin is like
the chess piece that 1s concealed (in the concluding chap-

ters of The Defense he is kept away from chess); the warm

square is the shelter Luzhin's wife builds around him;
Luzhin is lightly lifted from childhood and lightly lowered
to a grown-up boy and a chess prodigy in the concluding
paragraph of Chapter Four.

The chess master Luzhin is, like Pnin, a solus rex
figure. The move that Luzhin makes at the end of the novel,
the suicide mate, is a futile move; his leap is into an
eternity of "dark and pale squares . . . obligingly and

inexorably spread out before him.":S

Luzhin, as a solitary
King, cannot escape from the chessboard, for even though

all the pieces are removed from the chessboard during a
game, the King always remains. Luzhin is like the "exposed
helpless King" (p. 55) who dashes out of a jumble of pieces.
He is like the mad young man, in one of Nabokov's short sto-
ries, "Signs and Symbols," who suffers from delusions that
everything is a consplracy against him; he wants "to tear a
hole in his world and escapa."lg

The mysterious opponent against whom Luzhin sets up

his defense seems to be Valentinov, former tutor and manager

1
?Nahckov. Conclusive Evidence, p. 221,

18 .
Vladimir Nabokov, The Defensge (New York: G. P,
Putnam's Sons, 1964), p. 2%56.

lgﬁahokﬂv, Nabokov's Dozen, p. 69.
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of the chess prodigy. Valentinov seems to move Luzhin
around like a wax dummy (Luzhin at one time takes a liking
to a wax dummy of a man with two faces, one sad and the
other joyful, that he sees in the window of a stationery
store and that he thinks of buying). Valentinov appears
in the beginning to tutor and manase Luzhin, to make him
a grandmaster; Valentinov reappears in the end to make a
movie star out of Luzhin--he will play the role of a famous
chess player playing against real chess players in a "kind
of real tournament" (p. 248). The moves of Luzhin's life
are to be repeated in the making of a film directed by Val-
entinov, but Luzhin senses that the movie is an illusion,

a trap that would inveigle him into playing chess again, and
ultimately “leading once more to that same passion which
would destroy the dream of life. Devastation, horror, mad=-
ness" (p. 246). In order to avoid this trap Luzhin decides
to "drop out of the game" (p. 252), and he breaks a hole in
the window of his bathroom and leaps to his eternity.

Eut Valentinov and the other characters are just con-

figurations in the chess novel, The Defense. They are all

subject to the overall pattern of the game. The major char-
acters in Luzhin's life, his wife, mother, and father, are
nameless. Luzhin's first name and patronymic, Aleksandr
Ivanovich, are heard only when there is no more Aleksandr
Ivanovich. They are all like wax figures set and manipu-

lated within the intricate and harmonious magic of the
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chess novel. The over=-all conjuror and manipulator is Nabo-
kov, who "greatly enjoyed taking advantage of this or that
image and scene to intreduce a fatal pattern into Luzhin's
life and to endow the description of a garden, a journey,

a seguence of humdrum events, with the semblance of a game
of skill, and, especially in the final chapters, with that
of a regular chess attack demolishing the innermost elements
of the poor fellow's sanity" (p. 8). Like many of Nabokov's
characters, Luzhin is involved in a clash with the author,
The author is the real villain, as Robert M. Adams suggests:
"As for that cunming antagonist whom parancid Luzhin senses
behind the play, and whose strategy he is unable to fathom,
who drives him to suicide--surely that is the author him-
self. If, then, the author is himself something of a vil-
lain, the absence of a villainous character in the book can
be partly explained. . .“EEII

The fictional artifice that is created in Cincinnatus

Ce's life in Invitation to a Beheading is an exercise in

literary expression. He surrounds himself with a "structure

of words" that is merely "the froth of my excitement, a

21

senseless transport"; his desire to grasp an external

world, symbolized by the unattainable Tamara Gardens, and

20Rovert M. Adams, “Nabokov's Game," New fork Review
of Books, III (January 14, 1965), p. 18.

Zlviadinir Nabokov, Invitation to a Beheading (New
York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1959), P. 205,
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his desire to express what he knows ("there is something I
know"--p. 95), get him nowhere: "No, I have as yet said
nothing, or, rather, said only bookish words" (p. 95). The
problem that Cineinnatus faces in a world of mechanical time
is whether he will have enough time to write "a record of
verified thoughts" (p. 51). The record that Cincinnatus
hastily assembles is like the various forms of art, paint-
ings, the photohoroscope, and the nonnon, that are hastily
assembled in the novel. After Cincinnatus has written the
last word in his record, "death" (which he immediately
crosses out), he completes his self-created world; the moth
that appears in Bend Sinister at the moment of Krug's cli-
mactic death reappears in Cincinnatus C.'s prison cell to
signify the completion of the artistic creation, and also
to signify Nabokov's presence as the real producer of the
phantasmagoric performance,

What Cincinnatus eventually expresses in the novel is
his realization that he had been duped into believing that
the imaginary world around him was real and promised some
hope of salvation. He had fellowed a little girl cutside
the walls of the prison to freedom, only to be brought in-
gide the room of the prison director. He had listened in-
tensely to the knocking on the wall he thought was his
chance to escape, only to watch in dismay as the execution-
er and the prison director step out of the hole in the

wall. Everything enacted around him, the props, the settiing,
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and the various roles of director, jailor and executioner,
is realized to be a fake. Cineinnatus has been tricked,
and the reader has also been tricked. Instead of a behead-
ing taking place, Cincinnatus walks away from the execution-
er's block. Instead of Cincinnatus keeping his promise and
acting "to the end my role in your idiotic production®
(pe 209), he changes his mind. After asking himself the
question of "why am I here?" and answering it by walking
off the platform, he finally exerts his freedom and refuses
To act out his part in the mediocre production, The stage-
setting, no longer needed, collapses; the two-dimensional
world comes apart, and Cincinnatus makes his way "in that
direction where, to judge by the voices, stood beings akin
to him" (p. 223). As an artist, Cincinnatus parodies his
own self-created world, a world the reader expects to have
some credibility. Any fietional world that tries to estab-
lish a credible setting is parodied. A believable setting,
character or plot, in short, is a literary illusion.

The setting of Invitation to a Beheading is an imagi-

nary land without a name in Nabokov's gpace-time world, an
imaginary land where matter is in a state of suspended ani-
mation, and there is no one who can speak Cincinnatus's

language. In Bend Sinister, the setting is an imaginary

land with Padukegrad as its center, and the hybridization
of tongues that occurs there produces a distorted world of

words--everybody is an anagram of everybody else. In Glory,
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the imaginary land is a forbidden Zoorland, a fairy-tale
land of the nostalgic past that the hero, Martin Edelweiss,
enters adventurously and fatally; the languagze is that of
people in exile in various countries of Europe. In Pale
Fire, the imaginary land is Zembla, a fantasy kingdom, in
which everything, inecluding language, is a corrupted re-
semblance of something else--"the name Zembla is a corrup-
tion not of the Russian Zemlya, but of Semblerland, a land
of reflections, of 'resemblers',"%%

The theme of Pale Fire is the artist and his creation.
But it is a unique creation in that an imaginary world,
Zembla, is transformed from the elements of art inte a fan-
tastic pogsibility. It is Nabokow's view of the artist at
work in creating a fictive world of his own, "taking it in
and taking it apart, re-combining its elements in the very
process of storing them up so as to produce at some unspec=
ified date an organic miracle, a fusion of image and music,
a line of verse”" (p. 27). The trick that the artist per-
forms is that, like a conjurer, he "put a pack of index
cards into his hat--and shook out a poem" (p. 28). The
pattern that the artist, John Francis Shade, and his crea-

tiun.23 Charles Kinbote, weave throughout the novel is an

22 A
Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire (New York: G. P. Put-
nam's Sons, 1962), p. 265.

. 23 pndrew Field's interpretation in Nabokov: His Life
in Art: "“We have the artist, Shade, and we have his crea-
tion, another artist . « « whose work orbits about Shade in
a complete circle, Foreword to Index" (p. 316).
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arabesque of elaborate and intertwined patterns of words.
This pattern, which defines the movements and existence of
the characters, is like Shade's muse Versipel, which means,
literally, "changing the skin," and, by extension, "a crea-
ture capable of changing from one form to annther.“z#

The guestion of what constitutes a novel is crucial
to understanding Pale Fire, which seems to be twisted into
"the monstrous semblance of a novel" (p. 86). 4 novel is
not just index cards, as Kinbote suggests, gathered together
and magically combined into & book; it is a thematic unity
of the special reality that is created. To see the imagi-
nary world of Zembla come alive (become "real®) in fiction
is to see the magic power that unified words have in a work
of art. Kinbote answers Shade's guestion about the truth
of Charles II, last King of Zembla, by saying: "Onece trans-
muted by wyou into poetry, the stuff will be true, and the
people will come alive. A poet's purified truth can cause
no pain, no offense. True art is above false honor"
(p. 214), True art "creates its own special reality having
nothing to do with the average 'reality' perceived by the
communal eye" (p. 130).

Zemblan, "the tongue of the mirror" (p. 242), takes

on 2 magic significance when it is seen as a special real-

ity. Characters' names become like crogsword puzzles, with

n
Donald Malcolm, "Noetic License," New Yorker,
XXXVIII (September 22, 1962), 168,
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multiple combinations possible in the final analysis of any
word; for example, Jakob Gradus (anagram of Sudarg of Bokay,
a mirror maker of genius), "alias Jack Degree, de Grey,
d'Argus, Vinogradus, Leningradus, ete." (p. 307). Hide-and-
seek games are played with words: +the Zemblan crown jewels'
hiding place is not revealed in the text (or is it?); in the
index, under "crown jewels," the reader is told to see "hid-
ing place," which is potaynik, which is taynik, which is
“"secret place" in Russian; under "taynik," the reader is
told, "see Crown Jewels." Alfred Appel, in his interview
with Nabokov, asked Nabokov to reveal the hiding place.
Nabokov answered: "In the ruins, 3ir, of some old barracks
near Kobaltana (g.v.); but do not tell it to the Russians."?
Kobaltana, in the Index of Pale Fire, is "a once fashion-
able mountain resort near the ruins of some old barracks
now a cold and desclate spot of difficult access and no
importance but still remembered in military families and
forest castles, not in the text" (p. 310). The entire game
is a vicious circle as all circles are.

The poem that John Shade writes is his attempt to un-
derstand his existence in art--"For we are most artistical-
ly caged" (p. 37). John Shade's life is a "richly rhymed
life" (p. 68). His name, like all the other names, is part

of the "correlated pattern in the game" (p. 63). Everything

2
Ealfred Appel, Jr., "An Interview with Vladimir
Nabokov," MNabokov: The Man and His Work, p. 44,
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is coordinated and combined through art--the imaginary world
of Zembla is juxtaposed with the poetic world of John Shade,
and the two come together in the end when Gradus, the gun-
man sent by the Shadows to assassinate the exiled King of
Zembla, kills John Shade: "I was the shadow of the wax-wing
slain"--the first and the unwritten last line of John Shade's
poem. A butterfly, a dark Vanessa ("the Red Admirable"),
appears at the climactic moment when Shade is concluding
his poem, just before his artistically created death, and
just before he crosses from his realm into Kinbote's realnm,
John Shade's existence is ultimately defined in art:

I feel I understand

Existence, or at least a minute part

Of my existence, only through my art,

In terms of combinational delight;

And if my private universe scans right,

S0 does the verse of galaxies divine

Which I suspect is an iambic line (p. 69).
Charles Kinbote (anagram of Botkin, V., American scheolar of
Russian descent) also defines his existence in terms of art.
What he says, at the end of his commentary, concerning his
plans for the future is precisely what he has already com-
pleted doing: "I may pander to the simple tastes of theat-
rical critics and cook up a stage play, an old=fashioned
melodrama with three principles: a lunatic who intends to
kill an imaginary king, another lunatic who imagines him-
self to be that king, and a distinguished old poet who
gtumbles by chance into the line of fire, and perishes in

the clash between the two figments" (p. 301).
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In Ada, the entire universe is re-imagined and re-
created., Old-storytelling devices are parodied; new ones
are set in motion. There are new modes of expression; Van
Veen (Vladimir N., Vliadimir Vladimirovich N.) writes a work

of physies fietion, Letters from Terra, and he also writes

a philosophical treatise, The Texture of Time--these works

are cast in what seems to be an autobiographical novel.

The full title is Ada; or, Ardor, a Family Chronicle. The

ending of the novel contains its own synopsis: "Ardis
Hall--the Ardors and Arbors of Ardis--this is the leitmotiv
rippling through Ada, an ample and delightful chrenicle,
whose prineipal part is staged in a dream-bright America--
for are not our childhond memories comparable to Vineland-
born caravelles, indolently encireled by the white birds of
dreama?“26

The verbal circus that Nabokov creates and the pass-
ing of time that he performs with a flick of his wandlike
pencil are all "a matter of changing a slide in a magic
lantern" (p. 622). Time is "a& structural trick," says
Nabokov: "Van's theory of time has no existence beyond

the fabric of one part of the novel ggg."z? The two worlds,

Terra and anti-Terra, supplement each other like Van and Ada

(Vaniada), the two lovers who are reunited at the end of the

Eévladimir Nabokov, Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1969), D §25.

2?‘i{ladimir Nabokov, "Anniversary Notes," p. 5.
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novel--the space of time that occurs after their separation
and before their reunion is the crux of the story, which
leads Van into an investigation of the structure and tex-
ture of time, "an investigation of its veily substance,
with illustrative metaphors gradually increasing, very grad-
ually building up a logical love story, going from past to
present, blossoming as a concrete story, and just as grad-
ually reversing analogies and disintegrating again into
bland abstraction" (p. 599). The structure forms the cen=-
terpiece of Van's perception of time, "the glittering ‘now'
that was the only reality of Time's texture" (p. 592).

Everything is possible in the re-imagined universe
of Ada with its many intricacies of plot and psychology and
pictorial detail and much more, There can be a "Van in
Nirvana," and Ada can be "with him in the depths moego ada,
of my Hades" (p. 620). There can be reversals of history
(Amerussia), and there can be a complete elimination of
death; after all, "if our time-racked, flat-lying couple
ever intended to die they would die, as it were, into the
finished book, into Eden or Hades, into the prose of the
book or the poetry of its blurb" (p. 625). But Van and Ada
do not die; they achieve the same form of immortality that
other characters of Nabokov's works achieve--an immertality
in art. With "all art a game" (p. 481), and all characters

participating in the gzame, Nabokov succeeds in bringing
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literature back to its Edenic form: "Great novels are above
all great fairy tales . . « literature does not tell the

truth but makes it up."za

Esﬁlfred Appel, Jr. & Charles Newman, ed., Nabokov:

Criticism, reminiscences, translations and tributes, p. 160.




CHAPTER IV
THE ARTIST AS GOD

Nabokov's manipulation of characters implies an au-
thorial presence at all times in his novels. The author is
himself a character, however invisible or disguised, in the
body of action he is bringing to life. Nabokov's intrusion,
as I show in Chapter III, occurs in the form of an angram-
matic character like Vivian Darkbloom in Lolita or in the
form of a masked character like the dreadful inventor in
Pnin. In short, Nabokov allows himself "surreptitious peeps
and circumlocutions"t as if from behind the stage of a pup-
pet theater. The conclusions sometimes abruptly end with

stage scenery coming apart as in Invitation to a Beheading.

The intrusions of Nabokov are obvious, but the magnitude of
the artist as God is not felt. This chapter is included in
my thesis to show that Nabokov is not just a figure behind

the scenery, but an emperor and god in his ficticnal world.
This god is nowhere portrayed with such magnificent and

magical splendor as he is in King, Queen, Knave.

In King, Queen, Knave, Nabokov uses the disguise of

an old magician, Enricht, to "play God" with his characters.

The main characters in the novel are Dreyer, a businessman,

lﬂabukuv. Despair, p. 111.
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Martha, his adulterous wife, and Franz, a nephew. Franz
comes to Berlin to work for his uncle, Dreyer; while Fransz
waits for Dreyer to set up a job for him in his sporting
goods store, Franz looks for an apartment. He finally
agrees, for economical reasons, to a reasonable apartment,
whese landlord is old Enricht. Enricht in his god-like role
is not only a witness of the character's movements, but he
is at the same time their accomplice. Up to the moment that
Enricht makes his appearance, the characters seem to act
freely in time; they seem to be natural products, having
their own separate goals and desires. But when Enricht ap-
pears on the scene, all motion is reset and all characters
are redirected. Enricht's famous words seem to echo Nabo-
kov: "I do everything. . . . I make everything. I alone,"?
Enricht knows about Franz's lustful nature and provides a
picture above Franz's bed showing a bare-bosomed slave girl
on sale "being leered at by three hesitant lechers" (p. 53).
Enricht seems to use the power of suggestion to invent a
job for Frangz; Enricht tells Franz not to be late for work
and hurries Franz ocut of the apartment every morning; Franz
has "no alternative but leave the house for the whole day in
order to perform the job that the old fellow had invented
for him" (p. 57). Another piece of magic that Enrichti per-

forms is his sudden appearance to prevent Dreyer from

Zy1adinir Nabokov, Kin ueen, Knave (Londons
Weldenfeld and Nicolson, 19 s Ds SH.



b4
discovering the secret of Franz and Martha's affair; Dreyer
wants to see Franz's apartment, and when Dreyer tries to
open the door Martha braces her body against it; Franz
thinks that "maybe it's some joke of my landlord's" (p. 221),
and noisy Dreyer wants to kick in the door when Enricht ap-
pears to utter the "magic anti-sesame: 'Your girl is in
there,'"

Enricht is not just "a harmlessly mad magician," as
Andrew Field suggests, "a digression with absolutely no
significance in the context of the novel's plot . . o3
Enricht is the famed illusionist and conjuror Menetek-El=-
Pharsin. His name comes from the biblical passage concern-
ing King Belshazzar's feast and the handwriting on the wall
(Daniel 5:1=31). Belshazzar was not only a man of profli-
gate habits, but he also arrocgantly provoked God's anger
by using the vessels of the Temple of God in drunken revelry
in the presence of his assembled lords, wives, and concu-
bines. In such a carousal, Belshazzar revealed his char-
acter, and in such a manifestation of arrogance "against
the Lord of heaven" (5:23), there came the announcement of
his doom. There appeared on the wall the miraculous hand-
writing of his end and that of his kingdom. As the hand of
an unseen man etched out the message on the wall, the rev-

ellers were awed and Belshazzar stiricken with fear. In

jField. Nabokov: His Life in Art, p. 157.
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desperation he sought for an interpretation of the message,
but the king's wise men were unable to interpret the meaning
of the writing. Daniel, who was not present at the profane
feast and therefore knew nothing of the mystic handwriting,
was sent for and, under God's inspiration, interpreted the
cryptic message. Daniel proclaimed God as seated high over
the thrones of earth, and interpreted the writing as indi-
cating God's knowledge of the kingdom, and His determination
to end it and divide it among the Medes and the Persians.
Belshazzar, nevertheless, honored Daniel according to his
promise by clothing him in a scarlet robe and making him
the third ruler in the kingdom. And, of course, "the hand-
writing on the wall" (Mene, Mene, Tekel, Upharsin) has be-
come almost a metaphor for any omen of impending calamity
or imminent doom.

0ld Enricht, alias Menetek-El-Pharsin, is the master
of magicians, for he has the ability to bring anything into
existence. He can create, and he can destroy. He can give
life, and he can take life away. Enricht tells Franz, "You
na longer exist, Franz Bubendorf" (p. 229), and Franz's exis-
tence dwindles into that of one of the Inventor's automan-
nikins. Enricht (anagram of richten, "to direct") is the
director of the whole show. Enricht had previously created
Franz and everyone else as if for his own entertainment, and
so he could bring about the conclusion in any manner that

suited his fancy:
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He Mnew perfectly well that there was no Franz behind
the door, that he had created Franz with a few deft
dabs of his facile fancy. Yet the jest had to be
brought to some natural conclusion. It would be silly
to have a figment of one's imagination using up expen-
give electricity or trying to open a jugular vein with
& razor. Besides, old Enricht was getting bored with
the particular creature of his. It was time to dispose
of him, and replace him with a new one. One sweep of
his thought arranged the matter: let this be the fic-
titious lodger's last night; let him go tomorrow
morning--leaving the usual insolent mess as they all
do. « + « For he knew perfectly well--had known for
the last eight years at least--that the whole world
was but a trick of his, and that all those people--
eight former lodgers, doctors, policemen, garbage col-
lectors, Franz, Franz's lady friend, the noisy gentle-
man with the noisy dog, and even his own, Pharsin's
wife, a gquiet little old lady in a lace cap, and he
himself, or rather his inner roommate, an elder com-
panion, so to speak, who had been a teacher of math-
ematics eight years ago, owed their existence to the
power of his imagination and suggestion and the dex-
terity of his hands., In fact, he himself could at any
moment turn inte a mousetrap, & mouse, an old couch,

a slave girl led away by the highest bidder. Such
magicians should be made emperors (pp. 227-228).

The analogy between Daniel, master of the magicians
in the Qld Testament, and Enricht, master of the magicians
in Nabokov's novels, is that both play a god-like role.
What Daniel predicted about the king and his kingdom was
fulfilled-~the king was slain and the kingdom was divided
between the Medes and the Persians. Enricht invents the
necessary conclusion for Franz, nonexistence; the doom that
is predicted in his name, Menetek-El-Pharsin, is fulfilled
in Martha's death., The mystic hand that appears to write
the cryptic message is the authorial hand of God (there is
a similarity to the hand that wrote the ten commandments).

The autherial hand that directs the course of events for
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the characters in Nabokov's novels is the god of chance.
The hand of God can dispose of kings and kingdoms by the
power of His written words, just as Enricht can dispose of
characters and events by the power of his imagination--by
thought, and sometimes by the spoken word. One of Nabokov's
later creations, Charles Kinbote, comes %o the conelusion,
in a discussion about Chance and Providence, that "somehow
Mind is involved as a main factor in the making of the
universe."4 This viewpoint reflects back on Nabokov's own
monism. It all ties in with the power that imagination,
thought, or Mind has to play the role of Geod in Nabokov's
novels,

Enricht, the master of magicians, is ultimately a
disguise that Nabokov overlaps with an even greater dis-
guise, Fate. The role of God in a novel has often been de-
picted as a controlling principle or Fate. Theodore Dreiser

in Sister Carrie shows that there iz some force in nature

galled Fate that seems to control much of the destiny of a
person. Nabokev, however, does not attribute the quality
of Fate to a principle in nature, but to the novelist him-

self., In King, Queen, knave, there is a photographer who

yells: “The artist is coming! The divinely favored artist,

der gottbeenadete artist is coming!" (p. 234). The fact is

uPala Fire, p. 227. Another of Nabokov's characters,
Hermann, who tries to play God, has a vein stand out on his
forehead "like a capital M" (Despair, p. 27}, which in the
Russian text is interpreted as mysl' (thought).
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that the artist, the divinely favored artist, has already
come in the person of the novelist--Nabokov. The present
manifestation of the artist is as "“the god of chance (Cazel-
ty or Sluch, or whatever his real name was), once you imag=-
ined that god in the role of a novelist or a playwright,
as Goldemar had in his most famous work" (p. 224)., Goldemar
(Vladimir?) is the author of a play and screenplay called

King, Queen, Knave.
From the beginning of the novel the three main char-

acters, Dreyer, Martha, and Franz, are aboard the same train
as if by chance. Fate holds their lives in the balance, and
their ends are unalterable, Fate works in mysterious ways:
Fate sends the Inventor, "a practically nameless man"

(p. 108), to follow Franz; the important assignment that

the Inventor is on seems to te the invention of a mannikin
similar to Franz. In a bit of dramatic irony, Martha gets
angry with Fate when she considers that "people generally
make all kinds of plans, very good plans, but completely
fail to consider one possibility: death" (p. 136). As it
turns out in the end, Martha's greedy plan of killing her
husband and getting all the money from his business profits
fails because, by some stroke of luck, Dreyer mentions a
big deal with the prospect of more profit just before Nartha
is ready to give the signal to Franz tTo push Ureyer over-
board into the water (Dreyer can't swim); Martha decides to

postpone her husband's murder till more money is accumulated;
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but even more ironic is that the trip in the boat and in the
rain is the cause of Martha's illness which results in her
death. ZEarlier in the novel, "wise fate" (p. 260) averts a
crude disaster by not allowing Dreyer to catch Martha and
Franz deceiving him. Franz hopes fate will save him from
the manipulating Martha; he is getting tired of her schemes
and yet he knows that "it would be as she had said" (p. 226);
when Martha is dying Franz worries whether fate would allow
her to "divulge their secrets" (p. 265). However, no se-
crets are divulged, for what Fate does is not known to any-
body, "not even old Enricht" (p. 108).

Fate in the role of the novelist overshadows and dom-
inates, and even more significantly, lurks behind all the
characters. The shadow (of Fate) is a metaphorical repre-
sentation that Nabokov often uses to signify his (the au-
thor's) presence., The technigue that the photographer,

Mr. Vivian Badlook (anagram of Vladimir Nabokov), uses to
take a picture is similar to Nabokov's technique as a writ-
ert ". « . on the snow one could distinguish the photo-
graphers's narrow-shouldered shadow" (p. 153). The shadow
is cast everywhere in the love story. The Queen of the
triangle has a strange ache which comes from "a shadow be-
hind the heart" (p: 251). The shadow of Blawvdak Vinomori,
a guest at the same resort where Dreyer, Martha, and Franz
stay during the eclimactic murder attempt, lurks behind the

image of Franz; Franz looks as Blavdak Vinomori (anagram of
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Vladimir Nabokov) should look "with sun-glasses over his
usual spectacles and his bright red robe" (p. 240), and
Dreyer calls Franz "Blavdak" in jest; Vinomori also dances
with Martha. The shadow sometimes alights on a butterfly
net, and sometimes the shadow moves behind a dance instruc-
tor--"a famous young man who flitted all summer from rescrt
to resort like a velvet butterfly" (p. 252). Then there is
the sudden emergence of a foreign couple at the end of the
novel--their shadow overwhelms Franz, who "had long since
noticed this couple; they had appeared to him in fleeting
glimpses, like a recurrent dream image or a subtle leit-
motiv . . " (ps 254). The girl's husband is "contemptuous
of everything on earth but her" (p. 254); this couple seem
to know everything about Franz, and Franz is embarrassed and
angry that they should know "absolutely everything about his
predicament and perhaps pitied, not without some derision,
an honest young man who had been seduced and appropriated
by an older woman . . «" (p. 259).

By using Fate as a metaphor of the novelist's activ=-
ity, Nabokov establishes himself as an ironic deity above
his handiwork. The contention about Nabokov is mainly that
he is not a serious artist; he writes about "unlikely char-
acters,"5 characters who are two-dimensional and lifeless.

A serious artist, like Dostoevsky, does not employ his time

5Gharlas Nieol, "Nabokov's Card Trick," Atlantie,
CCXXI (June 1968), 107,
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rlaying with cardboard characters as Nabokov does; after

all, the characters in King, Queen, Knave are only “"gigan-

tic transparent-looking playing cards" (p. 216), and Dreyer
himself is only a "stylized playing card, a heraldic design”
(pe 177). Nabokov, like the Inventor in the novel, seems to
be involved in a Disneyland world of automanneguins, with
their "springy, somewhat stylized, but wonderfully life like
gait" (p. 193). Hermann Karlovich, in Despair, wonders how
a serious Jah (poetic form of Jehovah) "could employ his
time in such inane fashion as playing with manikins. "®

The end result of Nabokov's fiction seems to be a
parody and a mockery of the characters that he “"plays God"
with., It is as if Nabokov portrays not only the spectacle
of the indignity to which a character is subjected in his
fiction, but that the spectacle offers a tragicomic parable
of the wretchedness and insignificance of the fictional
character when viewed against the backdrop of the infinite.

In Laughter in the Dark, the main character, Albinus Kret-

schmar, is subjected to an ironic situation, and his life
is played out in a tragicomic manner.
The game that Nabokov plays with the characters in

the novel that starts out like a fairy tale, "Cnce upon a

II?

time, is a game of caricature. The story is of a rich,

5Nabnknv. Despair, p. 111,

?Vladimir Nabokov, Laughter in the Dark (Indianapolis:
The Bobbs=Merrill Company, 1938), De. 7.
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respectable, and happy man named Albinus leaving his wife
for the sake of a youthful mistress named Margot Peters,
wno does not love Albinus; his life ends in disaster. The
mave in the story is Margot's real lover, Axel Rex, who
is "a partner in a conspiracy” (p. 182) with the author of
the book--the conspiracy being directed against Albinus.
Axel Rex is an artist (cartoonist) who specializes in cari-
cature, in art and in life. He loves to make life look
silly and to fool people. His greatest enjoyment is fool-
ing Albinus before and especially after the accident that
results in Albinus's blindness, Albinus is blind (spiritu-
ally) from the start, for even when he catches Axel Rex
humorously entangled in Margot Peters' clothes, he doesn't
realize that they are lovers behind his back. After Al-
binus is physically blinded by a car accident, which in
itself is caused by Albinus's discovery that Axel and Mar-
got are lovers, Rex takes control of the whole show. He
maneuvers Albinus and Margot into the country where they
will have seclusion and privacy. The joke on Albinus is
that Rex lives in the same building in the country without
Albinus's being aware of the fact. The belief that a blind
man semehow gains spiritual sight is parodied during the
entire episode before finally the brother-in-law announces
the hoax to Albinus. Only then does Albinus realize what
a2 fool he had been. And his last desperate act to get re-

venge on Margot is fatal, for lMargot shoots Albinus with






