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Life is a great
surprise. I do not see why

death should not be an even greater one.

—Pale Fire

It cannot be helped. I must know where I stand,
where you and my son stand. When that slow-motion,
silent explosion of love takes place in me, . . . overwhelming
me with the sense of something much vaster, much more
enduring and powerful than the accumulation of matter or
energy in any imaginable cosmos, then my mind cannot but
pinch itself to see if it is really awake. I have to make a rapid
inventory of the universe. . . . I have to have all space and all
time participate in my emotion, in my mortal love, so that
the edge of its mortality is taken off, thus helping
me to fight the utter degradation, ridicule,
and horror of having developed an
infinity of sensation and thought

within a finite existence.

—Speak, Memory
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The new blurb [for the autobiography] seems very satisfactory. I only
think that the fact that I am an American citizen and an
American writer should have been stressed.

—Nabokov to Harper & Bros., 1950

NIN WOULD sail across the Atlantic on a voyage of cruel humil-

iation. Kinbote, ejected by fantastic history, arrived in America by
parachute. Humbert Humbert showed his immigration papers,
smiled stiffly, and smuggled in his secret self. All three owed their
existence to the fact that at the end of May 1940, three weeks before
German tanks rolled into Paris, Vladimir Nabokov and his family
were at last able to flee France and sail for New York.

For years Nabokov had tried to find a job in an English-speaking
country, and had landed only the promise of one session of summer-
school teaching at Stanford. For months he had attempted to secure
a French visa de sortie and then an American visa. For weeks he had
struggled against his protractedly intensifying impoverishment in or-
der to raise or borrow the money for his family’s fare. For hour after
hour on their last day in Paris and on the train rattling them through
the night to the port of St. Nazaire, he and his wife had fretted that
their six-year-old son’s sudden high fever would prevent them from
boarding their ship. But the next morning Dmitri had recovered, and
his parents walked with him through a park down toward the water-
front, waiting for him to discern through a broken row of houses the
ship that would take them to America: “We did not immediately
point out to our child, so as to enjoy in full the blissful shock, the
enchantment and glee he would experience on discovering. . . . a
splendid ship’s funnel, showing from behind the clothesline as
something in a scrambled picture—Find What the Sailor Has Hid-
den—that the finder cannot unsee once it has been seen.”*

Nabokov ends his autobiography right there. Why did he choose to
end his account of his life thus far at that particular moment, in that
particular way?

He completed Speak, Memory a decade after arriving in the United
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States, five years after taking American citizenship but ten years after
finding himself instantly at home in a new country, on a new conti-
nent. Through two decades of Western European emigration, he had
suffered from a sense of agonizing distance from the Russia he had
loved so dearly as a child. Curtained from Cambridge by his nostal-
gia, isolated from Berlin by language and by choice, irked by his pen-
niless and unsettled existence in Paris, he had found in America the
fulfillment of his young dreams.

As a boy, young Vladimir liked to recall a story his mother had
read him about another little boy who stepped out of his bed and
into the “painted path between silent trees” in a picture on his wall.z
He often shivered with delight when he looked up at the framed
aquarelle on his own bedroom wall, saw the painted path leading
through beechwoods, and imagined himself stepping like that fairy-
tale child into a painted forest. Because he sensed from the first the
enchantment of America, Nabokov ends his autobiography with
himself and his family walking along another path and as if about to
step into a picture, as if about to make some magical transition into
an unknown dimension or a new world. While still no more than
nine or ten, Nabokov had also dreamed ardently of discovering new
species of butterfly, as he waded with his net through the sphagnum
bog some distance from his parents’ manor—a bog to which they had
given the name “America” because of its mystery and remoteness.
Now in his forties he roamed America’s West summer after summer,
and his discovery of new species of butterfly and moth made these
the most thrilling years of his adult life.

That path at the end of Speak, Memory down which three Nabokovs
step forward as if into a picture also echoes the opening chapter of
the book. There, the four-year-old Vladimir walks hand in hand be-
tween his parents along a garden path, and realizes with a shock
their age and his, and the fact of his distinctness from each of them.
It was his earliest conscious memory, and his first sense of time and
self. At the end of the autobiography, Nabokov and his wife walk
along another path, each holding Dmitri by one hand and anticipat-
ing the shock he will experience when he spies the funnel camou-
flaged by the surroundings through which it looms. Nabokov felt
with a stab of pleasure that that moment of surprised discovery
would stay with his son forever—as it did. He always considered that
to recognize a future recollection at the moment it happened, to
know with certainty that this particular moment would later be re-
called, was somehow to cheat the tyranny of time, and that to
glimpse someone else’s future recollection was even rarer, a brief es-
cape from the prison of the self.
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At the end of the first chapter of Speak, Memory, Nabokov describes
his father being tossed up in the air by the local villagers, in a Russian
gesture of thanks for some kindness he had shown. On the third
toss, he would seem to soar in the air “like one of those paradisiac
personages . . . on the vaulted ceiling of a church.”+ At the end of
the autobiography Nabokov deliberately recalls that moment of live
movement freezing into a picture when he and Véra lead their son
forward as if into a picture puzzle. In the early chapter, Nabokov
uses the image of his father floating aloft to re-create the tranquillity
of his childhood, his untrammeled admiration for his father, and at
the same time, by a special twist of style, to prefigure his father’s
senseless assassination decades later. But by a still greater miracle of
style he turns his foreshadowing of that ghastly event into an affir-
mation of his confidence in the ultimate beneficence and harmony of
things, despite all the grotesqueries and horrors of history.* In the
final chapter of the autobiography, Nabokov chooses to end on a mo-
ment of triumph after years of tribulation, a surge of rapture and re-
lease despite the encroaching menace of Hitler. And by the force of
his art—as we will see when we consider Speak, Memory in detail—
he designs this real moment in such a way as to represent his sense
of an unseen design behind the apparent chaos of life, an unimagin-
able freedom beyond even the keenest thrills consciousness allows.

Nabokov chose to end Speak, Memory by singling out a moment that
looked ahead to a radiant America over the horizon. In fact the years
between his arrival in the United States and his composing his auto-
biography had agonies of their own he simply chose to ignore. For
Nabokov as a writer, there were fiercer torments ahead of him in 1940
than there had been even in 1919, when he had had to leave Russia
forever. Then he had worried that he might not be able to develop his
Russian as he wanted in the inhospitable climate of exile. Against the
odds, he had succeeded, but now, after decades of turning his lan-
guage into a tool more flexible and responsive in his hand than in
those of any of his contemporaries, he had to abandon it altogether
and write in English.

As a Russian writer, Nabokov had long been hailed by the small
but highly literary émigré audience as the most exciting new talent to
emerge since the Revolution. Now on his arrival in America he
would have to abandon entirely this hard-earned fame and to win
respect over again from scratch, at midcareer, in a new language, at

* See Vladimir Nabokov: The Russian Years, pp. 7-12.
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a time when to be a Russian émigré seemed deeply suspect to much
of the American literary intelligentsia.

In Europe he had devoted almost all his time to writing, first by
design and then, after Dmitri’s birth, by necessity, when other
sources of income would have been welcome but proved impossible
to obtain, not only in the trap of Hitler's Germany but even in un-
welcoming France. Over the ten years prior to his crossing the Atlan-
tic, he had written six and a half novels, two full-length plays, and
over thirty stories. In America, where he had to divide his time and
energy among the roles of teacher, scientist, translator, critic, and
creative writer, it would take him six years to complete his first novel.
In his forties, with a family to support, he could land no secure job
until almost the end of the decade.

When he began to write his autobiography he still had no security,
and yet despite all the uncertainties of his American existence he had
planned from the first the book’s buoyant conclusion. Unknown to
him at the time, that ending in a sense contained within it the solu-
tion to the residual frustrations of his new life in America..Speak,
Memory’s first scene and its last show a young boy walking hand in
hand between his parents. A loving family had provided Nabokov
with an unexampled serenity of mind that allowed him, despite the
most jarring intrusions of history—a revolution, his father’s assassi-
nation at the hands of rabid Russian monarchists, the death of his
brother and close friends in German concentration camps—to affirm
his confidence in the underlying generosity of life. Despite the ad-
vancing shadow of Hitler at the end of Speak, Memory, Nabokov fo-
cuses on two parents tenderly watching over the growth of their
child’s mind.

The sentiments so evident in this conclusion—his regard for the
harmony of family love and his conviction that it somehow reflected
the essential kindliness of life—had led Nabokov, as so often before,
to test his ideas against their apparent inversion or negation. In 1939
he had imagined the tale of a man who marries a woman only to
become the stepfather to the young daughter he really craves. Al-
though he did set the story down in Russian, it remained unpub-
lished and he came to deem it unsatisfactory. But the idea was still
part of his mental baggage as he stepped down toward the Atlantic
with his son.

By the time he began to write his autobiography, the idea of this
Russian novella had expanded into the outline for an English—or
rather an American—novel about a man who makes his young step-
daughter the prisoner of his lust. Humbert might wish to introduce
Lolita to Baudelaire or Shakespeare, but his false relationship to her,
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his breach of her mother’s trust, and his crushing of her freedom
mean he can only stunt her growth: he is the inverse of those parents
who at the end of Speak, Memory welcome, in unspoken harmony,
another “blissful shock” of discovery awaiting their child. Unlike
them, he takes no thought for the memories with which he will bur-
den the child in his care. And yet despite all that he inflicts on her,
Humbert cannot quite crush Lolita’s spirit.

Nabokov hoped his autobiography would win him wider recogni-
tion and some financial security. It did not. He expected little but his
own artistic satisfaction from the novel he was ruminating at the
same time: unlike his autobiography, Lolita could never be published
chapter by chapter in the New Yorker, and might not be publishable
at all. Nabokov did not foresee that by accepting the imaginative and
intellectual challenge of inventing values that so thoroughly inverted
his own, he would shock the public into taking notice. He had no
inkling that Humbert’s story would not only regain for him the liter-
ary reputation he had had to leave behind when he emigrated, but
would also bring him for the first time the kind of wealth and fame
that would allow him to devote himself solely to writing, to cross the
Atlantic again in triumph, to regain Europe, to retain America, to
carry his words around the world.

One last comment, for the moment, about the final scene of Nabo-
kov’s autobiography. As he walked toward the shore with Dmitri,
Nabokov recognized the funnel ahead and said nothing, to let his
son experience for himself the shock of “discovering ahead the un-
genuinely gigantic, the unrealistically real prototype of the various
toy vessels he had doddled about in his bath.” He ends Speak, Mem-
ory on this note partly because it sums up his whole artistic credo:
his desire to prepare for his readers the sublime surprise of discov-
ery, a surprise that he knows he would ruin were he to point it out
himself. Throughout his work he wants to make us gasp with won-
der when we see how real things can be behind all that we take for
granted; to impart a sense of the artful, deceptive munificence of life,
concealing miracles of generosity behind the everyday; to suggest
that the world before our eyes is a puzzle, but that its solution lies
before us, and that we may somehow be headed toward the “’blissful
shock” of discovering life’s great surprise.
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In America I'm happier than in any
other country. . . . I feel intellectually at
home in America. It is a second
home in the true sense

of the word.

—Strong Opinions
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Refuge: New York and Stanford, 1940-1941

Today, in a new and beloved world, where I have learned to feel at
home as easily as I have ceased barring my sevens . . .

—Speak, Memory

I

ABOKOV had left Russia in 1919 on a crowded little cargo ship,

playing chess with his father on its deck as Bolshevik machine
guns strafed the waters of Sebastopol harbor. Now at the end of
May 1940, despite having been desperately poor for years, he man-
aged to flee France in style. In gratitude for his father’s resolute at-
tacks almost four decades before on Russia’s officially sanctioned
anti-Semitism, the Jewish refugee charity organization that had char-
tered the Champlain assigned Nabokov and his family a huge first-
class cabin, as if to offer them a foretaste of their eventual fortunes in
America.

The crossing was rough on the stomach but calm on the nerves (a
private bath every morning!)—or as calm as the war would permit.
At St. Nazaire the French sureté had caught two German spies aboard
the vessel. Out in the Atlantic, a strange jet of vapor pluming above
the gray seas prompted two jumpy young seamen to fire the ship’s
new antisubmarine guns—but it was only a whale. Yet the alarm was
real enough: on its next trip to the U.S., the ship was sunk by a Ger-
man U-boat.*

On May 28, 1940, the Champlain glided through a lilac morning
mist past the Statue of Liberty and docked at the French Line pier.
After twenty years as stateless Europeans subject to officious bureau-
cracy at every border, the Nabokovs savored their arrival in America
as an awakening from a nightmare to a glorious new dawn. At the
customs hall, unable to find the key to their trunk (it turned up later
in Véra Nabokov’s jacket pocket), they had to wait, while Nabokov
“stood bantering,” as he later recalled, “with a diminutive Negro
porter and two large Customs men until a locksmith arrived and
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opened the padlock with one blow of his iron bar. The merry little
porter was so fascinated by that simple solution that he kept han-
dling the padlock until it snapped shut again.” On top of the things
in the opened trunk lay the two pairs of boxing gloves Nabokov used
for coaching sessions with Dmitri. The two customs officers immedi-
ately put them on and began to spar, dancing around Nabokov,
while a third customs man studied the small portion of the butterfly
collection Nabokov had been able to bring and suggested a name for
one species. As Nabokov retold the story decades later, still en-
chanted by America’s easygoing, good-natured atmosphere, he re-
peated with delight: “Where would that happen? Where would that
happen?”2

Standing beside their checked and chalk-marked trunk, Nabokov
asked Véra where she thought he could get a newspaper. “Oh, I'll
get one for you,” said one of the customs men, and came back in a
minute with a New York Times. Nathalie Nabokoff, the ex-wife of Vla-
dimir’s cousin Nicolas, was to have met them with Nabokov’s old
Cambridge friend Robert de Calry, but the times had been confused
and there was no one waiting. They had to take a taxi—to Nabokov
it looked like a very shiny, very gaudy bright yellow scarab—to
Nathalie Nabokoff’s apartment at 32 East 61st Street. Towering new
and strange around them, Manhattan somehow looked more vividly
hued than Europe, like one of those new colored photographs, and
the novelty of the whole scene made the short ride seem to take an
age. At their destination they glanced at the meter and registered not
the actual go cents but “nine, o, oh God, ninety, ninety dollars.” The
only money they had—what was left over after Paris friends and
well-wishers had chipped in for their tickets—amounted to little
more than a hundred dollars. Still, what could Véra do but fish out
their hundred dollar bill and hand it over? “Lady,” said the cabbie,
“if I had that money, I wouldn't be sitting here driving a car.” And
of course, Nabokov added as he retold this story too, “the simplest
way for him would have been to give us $10 change and call it a
day.”s

The newcomers stayed a few days in Nathalie Nabokoff’s apart-
ment, then moved across the corridor into the rooms of an actress
who was setting off on tour. By June 10 they had found a cheap sum-
mer sublet at 1326 Madison Avenue in the apartment of a couple
named Lehovich. Oddly enough, Mrs. Lehovich was a niece of the
Countess Panin, who had given the Nabokov family a refuge on her
estate in the Crimea in 1917, when they were fleeing not Hitler but
Lenin.+
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II

By the time Paris fell to the Germans on June 14, the Nabokovs’ for-
mer apartment on rue Boileau was already a heap of rubble and the
first Russian emigration was in much the same state. New York
would become a publishing capital for Russian émigrés—as it is to
this day—but the first emigration Nabokov had been part of was
over. He had taken his “First Papers” immediately upon arrival in
America,s and he would soon become an American citizen, an Amer-
ican writer, whose friends were almost all American rather than Rus-
sian.

But the momentum of twenty years was not dispersed at once.
“Vladimir Sirin’s”" arrival in New York was noted by the city’s daily
Russian newspaper, Novoe russkoe slovo (New Russian Word). He was
indeed still Sirin:* he planned to finish at least one more Russian
novel, Solus Rex, and during his first month in America he set down
in Russian his impressions of Paris at war and composed a lofty epi-
taph for the entire emigration.® At the end of the month Novoe russkoe
slovo interviewed him about his impressions of his new niche. He felt
himself splendidly at home, he answered.

Still, you have to learn to live here. I went up to a self-serve machine, to
drink a cup of cold chocolate, put in a nickel, turned the handle, and
watched the chocolate pour straight onto the floor. With my absent-
mindedness, I had forgotten to put a glass under the tap. . . .

One day I went into a barber’s shop. After a few words with me the
barber said: “You can see at once that you are an Englishman, you have
just arrived in America, and you work in the papers.” “How did you
figure that out?” I asked, surprised by his penetration. “Because your
pronunciation is English, because you haven’t had time to wear out your
European shoes, and because you have the high forehead and the sort
of head typical of newspaper workers.” “You're Sherlock Holmes him-
self,”’ I flattered the barber. “Who’s Sherlock Holmes?"’7

Nabokov’s first contacts were naturally within the Russian com-
munity. He called on Sergey Rachmaninov, who had twice sent him
small amounts of money in his days of direst European poverty,

and I was eager now to thank him in person. During our first meeting
at his flat on West End Avenue, I mentioned I had been invited to teach
summer school at Stanford. On the following day I got from him a car-
ton with several items of obsolete clothing, among which was a cutaway
(presumably tailored in the period of the Prelude), which he hoped—as

* His nom de plume as a Russian writer since 1921.
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he said in a little note—I would wear for my first lecture. I sent back his
well-meant gift.8*

Mikhail Karpovich, the Harvard history professor he had first met
and liked in Prague in 1932, invited the Nabokovs to join them at
their summer home in Vermont. Meanwhile Nabokov spent the early
summer searching for some sort of literary, academic, publishing, or
library job, writing to people like George Vernadsky, the Yale histo-
rian, Philip Mosely, a Russian historian at Cornell and a keen Sirin
fan, and Mikhail Chekhov, the writer's nephew and now a theatrical
director. But for the moment Nabokov’s financial prospects were no
better than in Europe. Once again he was reduced to accepting a
small handout—this time, a grant from the Literary Fund, a Russian
organization that helped writers and scholars in America—and after
the summer vacation he would be compelled to return to language
tutoring once more.s

Nabokov met Altagracia de Jannelli, the New Yorker who for five
years had been acting as his “literary (or rather, anti-literary) agent—
a short, fearsome, bandy-legged woman, her hair dyed an indecent
red.” She demanded from him a genteel book with attractive heroes
and moral landscapes, and forbade him to write in Russian. His talks
with New York’s commercial publishers convinced him that he
would have to write something salable like a mystery novel, if only
he could manage without clipping his muse’s wings.*

Although he had no prospects, America kept him buoyant in spir-
its. Only one thought oppressed him: his close Jewish friends left
behind in France, like George and losif Hessen, Sovremennye zapiski
editor Ilya Fondaminsky, and his more recent friends, the harpists
Elizaveta, Marussya, and Ina Marinel. Above all his thoughts were
with Véra’s cousin Anna Feigin, with whom he and his family had
lived for years in Berlin. She had not intended to leave at the time
the Nabokovs sailed from France, but as Paris fell to Germany she
managed to escape to Nice and began to try to reach the United
States. Nabokov would spend much energy over the next year ob-
taining a visa for her—his friend Karpovich would stand surety for
her, as he had for Nabokov himself—and for the Marinel sisters.*

III

On July 15 the Nabokovs left the mugginess of New York for the
Karpovich summer home, the farmhouse on an old maple farm in

* Rachmaninov also gave Nabokov an ultramarine suit that he did wear at Stanford.
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West Wardsboro, Vermont. This building, with its clapboards badly
in need of repainting and starting to sag and spring, was far more
modest than the brick-and-timber mansion that in chapter 5 of Pnin
houses a small summer gathering of Russian émigré intellectuals, but
the setting and the atmosphere were the same: a sea of greenery,
maple, beech, tacamahac, and pine that Nabokov told an interviewer
“looks like some parts of Siberia”—where he had never been—and a
decidedly un-Russian fauna: hummingbirds, great sulky porcupines,
eerie, elegant skunks.*

When still a young man, Mikhail Karpovich had come to America
as a minor diplomat, and stayed on after the Revolution. Now at Har-
vard, he had become the virtual doyen of Russian studies in the
United States, for although he wrote little, his students included
most of the distinguished American historians of Russia. A magnetic
man with a wide personal influence, he had a dynamic concern for
herding up living Russians, and did more for Nabokov than any
other Russian in America. In 1942, with Mark Aldanov, he would set
up Novyy zhurnal (New Review), a “thick journal” that filled some of
the gap left by the Paris Sovremennye zapiski and that is now ap-
proaching its fiftieth year.

Harvard sociologist Nikolay Timashev and his family were among
the guests that summer. Timashev felt that being at the Karpoviches’
was like living back in the Russian countryside: “How many fasci-
nating conversations, so typical of the Russian intelligentsia! I recall
especially the summer of 1940, when V. V. Nabokov-Sirin was a
guest there. We set up a manuscript journal, ‘Days of Our life,” with
Nabokov, my late wife, Karpovich and others contributing: local
news, humor, verse, and comic polemics mostly about the meaning
of various Russian words.”’*> Two zany literary parodies by Nabokov,
recently rediscovered in 1940 issues of Novoe russkoe slovo, seem likely
to have been written for this journal: nothing else would seem to
account for their romping holiday spirit.*

Turning this Vermont setting into fiction, Nabokov gives Pnin a
near heart attack after a game of croquet so vigorous it surprises the
rather cerebral scholars that make up his company at Cook’s Castle.
Photographs of the Nabokovs’ two summers at West Wardsboro,
1940 and 1942, record a much less staid and rarefied world and a
much younger one: playhuts and hammocks; a tanned Nabokov,
stripped to the waist, so lean and wiry that his ribs show, lolling on
a blanket or pushing Dmitri on a mail-order race wagon.

None of the photographs records what made Nabokov’s vacation
unforgettably thrilling: the chance to fulfill his lifelong dream of
catching butterflies on another continent. Before leaving for Ver-
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mont, he had written to Andrey Avinoff, the celebrated Russian lep-
idopterist at the Carnegie Museum in Pittsburgh, to report his recent
discoveries in France and to ask about American lepidoptera. Little
did Nabokov know that by the time he left America he would himself
be the most famous lepidopterist in the world.

While he enjoyed Vermont, his cousin Nicolas was spending the
summer at Wellfleet on Cape Cod, just across the street from Ed-
mund Wilson. Aware of Wilson’s keen interest in Russian literature,
Nicolas Nabokov, by then a well-known composer, asked his neigh-
bor to assist with the libretto of an opera to be made from Pushkin’s
“Negro of Peter the Great.” He also recalled that cousin Vladimir
needed help, and wrote to him in Vermont. At Nicolas’s prompting,
Vladimir then wrote to Wilson, who suggested they meet in New
York.s

v

Artists and thinkers of all nationalities and kinds had fled Hitler’s
Europe for America: Einstein, Mann, Brecht, Huxley, Auden, Stra-
vinsky, Bartok, Chagall. Unlike these well-publicized immigrants,
Nabokov slipped into the United States without any fanfare. In his
lectures later in the year he could not help a note of regret that while
the Germans who had fled Hitler were at once recognized as the true
heirs of their culture, the Russian émigrés of twenty years earlier,
more numerous and more varied, had been overlooked as the active
inheritors of Russian culture.*® Such a strong prejudice against Rus-
sian émigrés persisted in the United States, in fact, that Russian émi-
gré literature would be neglected there, even among Russian special-
ists, until well into the 1960s.”

After reaching the United States with virtually no money and
spending almost four months without landing a job, Nabokov
needed an income desperately. Despite his eminence in Russian émi-
gré letters, he had become an utter unknown. The first sign of hope
was a cable he received in Vermont from the Tolstoy Foundation, an
organization set up by the novelist's daughter Alexandra to help re-
settle Russian immigrants in America: a job with a New York pub-
lisher was being held for him if he came at once. He rushed back to
the city. The Tolstoy Foundation secretary “told him to present him-
self at the main desk of Scribner’s Bookshop, which is located below
their editorial offices on Fifth Avenue. ‘And stand up straight,” she
added, ‘you’ll make a better impression.” At Scribner’s he was re-
ceived by a man named Wreden, whom he had known in Europe,
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and who was somewhat nonplussed to see who had been sent over,
since the job opening was for a delivery boy on a bicycle.”*® From
9:00 A.M. to 6:00 P.M. every day he was expected to pack books and
convey them to the post office, for sixty-eight dollars a month. He
declined: he could not even wrap a parcel, let alone support a family
on pay like that.*

After a week back at 1326 Madison Avenue, the Nabokovs moved in
mid-September into a brownstone at 35 West 87th Street, ““a dreadful
little flat,”” small and uncomfortable but cheap and close to Central
Park.2°

As a young father, Nabokov had always tried to open Dmitri’s eyes
to trees, flowers, animals. He would quiz his son on the names of
things, reacting with mock fury when the boy confused terms. But
he and Véra had given Dmitri no preparation in speaking English
before sending him off to his first American school: with Russia itself
off-limits, they knew he would learn to speak Russian properly only
if he heard it at home. Throughout the family’s years in Germany,
France, America, and Switzerland, Russian—liberally sprinkled with
English or French—would always remain their language of everyday
communication.* Shortly after the family came back from Vermont,
six-year-old Dmitri returned from his first day at school and proudly
announced that he had learned English.>

Nabokov had himself been an English tutor for many years in Eu-
rope. Now circumstances drove him once more to the stopgap of lan-
guage teaching, this time in Russian. It could not have been a worse
time to look for pupils. Since Stalin’s pact with Hitler had allowed
the Germans to overrun France and leave Britain isolated and in
peril, Russia and its language were anything but popular. Neverthe-
less, Elena Mogilat, a teacher of Russian at Columbia, managed to
introduce Nabokov to some bright, enthusiastic women, including
Hilda Ward, who would later help him translate his memoir “Made-
moiselle O” from the French. He taught his class of three for four
and a half hours and a princely nine dollars a week.>

Through other Russians, Nabokov looked for something better. He
tried Vernadsky again. He approached Avrahm Yarmolinsky, head
of the Slavonic Division of the New York Public Library. He sought
the help of Peter Pertzoff at Cornell, who had translated one of his
Russian short stories two years before. But nothing turned up, and
the Stanford summer-school job for 1941 was still not settled, and

* In the few notes he kept in his diary, though, Nabokov would normally write in
English, whether he lived in America or francophone Switzerland.
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neither the story Pertzoff had translated nor the novel nor the remi-
niscences Nabokov had written directly in English had attracted a
publisher. When the Society of Friends of Russian Culture staged an
evening of Sirin readings on October 12, Nabokov delighted a packed
hall, but New York’s émigré audience could never support him. He
had to find a job, or someone who would buy his work in English.23
On October 8, 1940, he called on Edmund Wilson. Wilson was al-
ready the foremost American critic of his time, and had temporarily
returned to the New Republic, standing in for three months as literary
editor in Malcolm Cowley’s place. He offered Nabokov books to re-
view, at first on more or less Russian topics (a biography of Diaghilev,
a translation of a medieval Georgian epic). Wilson soon wrote of Na-
bokov to his old mentor at Princeton, Christian Gauss: “I'm amazed
at the excellence of the book reviews he’s been doing for me. He is a
brilliant fellow.” A friend of Karpovich also introduced Nabokov to
the New York Sun and the New York Times, and for the next few
months, especially in October and November 1940, he reviewed all
sorts of work—biography, history, fiction, verse, essays, philoso-
phy—whether with a Russian flavor or not. A review of a John Mase-
field novel shows some of the bold, free-roaming thought, the daz-
zling imagery, the verbal grace, and the range that Wilson admired:

What is history? Dreams and dust. How many ways are there for a nov-
elist of dealing with history? Only three. He can court the elusive Muse
of verisimilitude by doing his best to unearth and combine all pertinent
facts and details; he can frankly indulge in farce or satire by treating the
past as a parody of the present; and he can transcend all aspects of time
by entrusting a mummy selected at random to the sole care of his ge-
nius—provided he has genius. As neither of the first two methods seems
to have been adopted by Mr. John Masefield in his new book [Basilissa,
a Tale of the Empress Theodora], it may be assumed that he relied upon
inspiration to transform a certain remote epoch into the everlasting re-
ality of human passions. Unfortunately, his art is not up to the task; and
this being so, a problem of appreciation is set: when the magician alone
is deceived into seeing his charms working, must the onlookers stare at
the stick which has not burst into blossom?
They must.

By dint of tough bargaining with publishers, Wilson had learned
to survive in America as a freelance critic and writer without the least
intellectual compromise. A champion since the early twenties of un-
fashionable American writers like Henry James and new figures like
Fitzgerald and Hemingway, Wilson had then in Axel’s Castle become
the interpreter of modern European literature—Yeats, Joyce, Eliot,
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Valéry, Proust—to a generation of Americans. Convinced, like so
many members of the American intelligentsia in the early 1930s, that
the depression proved the unworkability of capitalism, he turned to-
ward Marxism and the writing of To the Finland Station. There he at-
tempted to show the force of a social explanation of history, which
reached a new plateau of power as Lenin turned Marxist historical
theory into practice, into the reshaping of history. Wilson’s intellectual
restlessness, his independence of mind, and his honesty led him to
see how much was wrong in the Soviet Union when he visited the
country in 1935, and well before finishing To the Finland Station or
meeting Nabokov he had become impatient with any unquestioning
allegiance to Marx, let alone to Stalin. His Soviet sojourn had
changed him in another way: he discovered Pushkin. Learning the
Russian language for Pushkin’s sake, he became the first to introduce
to a wide American audience the greatest poet since Shakespeare.
Now he was eager to probe deeper into Russian literature.

Even before he had read any of Nabokov’s Russian fiction—not
easy to obtain, and certainly not easy to understand for someone
with an uneasy grasp of Russian—Wilson put his hard-won knowl-
edge of the literary marketplace at Nabokov’s disposal. He seems to
have relied on the excellence of Nabokov’s English and the judgment
of friends who could vouch for the importance of his Russian oeuvre:
Nicolas Nabokov; Harry Levin’s wife, Elena, a Sirin fan since as a
child she learned by heart the opening of his Russian version of Alice
in Wonderland; and Roman Grynberg, Nabokov’s English-language
student in Paris, whose mother and sister had been very kind to Wil-
son during his time in Moscow.2

If Wilson could help Nabokov into the American publishing world,
Nabokov more than anyone else could help Wilson to understand
Russian literature and promote its cause. Since Wilson had a ten-
dency to seek out friends because they could further his current en-
thusiasms, it was fortunate for Nabokov that Wilson’s affair with
Russian happened to be just at its most ardent. Had they met when
the older man’s attentions had shifted, as they would between the
late 1940s and the 1960s, to Haitian literature, Hebrew, Hungarian,
and much else besides, their friendship might never have developed.
As it was, at one of their first meetings in New York in the fall of
1940, Wilson urged Nabokov to translate one of Pushkin’s masterly
minjature verse-dramas. “Your suggestion regarding ‘Mozart and
Salieri” has worked havoc with me,” Nabokov wrote Wilson. “I
thought I would toy with the idea—and then suddenly found myself
in the very deep waters of English blank verse.” After Wilson sent
him an advance from the New Republic for the translation, Nabokov
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wrote back gratefully: “It is really wonderful to be living at last in a
country where there is a market for such things.”’26

At the dinner at Roman Grynberg’s where Wilson appears to have
suggested translating “Mozart and Salieri,” Nabokov was also rein-
troduced (they had met in Paris) to the writer and translator Max
Eastman. In the strongly leftist intellectual climate of America in the
1930s, there were few members of the intelligentsia who had as clear
a picture of the horrors of Soviet life—though still short of the bloody
truth—as Eastman and Wilson. By presenting himself as the sole foe
of fascism, Stalin had successfully manipulated international opinion
so that millions of Americans in the 1930s were ready to rally behind
the Soviet Union, whatever its flaws. The show trials of 1937-1938
and the Stalin-Hitler pact of 1939 had lost him popular American sup-
port, but much of the intelligentsia still accepted everything Stalin
did and vilified critics of the Soviet Union.?” For Nabokov, who had
recently been asked “You're a Trotskyite, then?’ by an American
writer whom he had told he was neither for the Soviets nor for any
tsar, it came as a relief to talk to Americans who knew something of
Soviet realities.?®

At the dinner at the Grynbergs’ there must have been some dis-
cussion of Lenin, for a few days later Wilson sent Nabokov a copy of
his new book, To the Finland Station, inscribed ““to Vladimir Nabokov
in the hope that this may make him think better of Lenin.” Though
disenchanted with Marxism as a creed, and bitterly anti-Stalinist,
Wilson still believed in the moral beauty of Lenin as someone who
had a vision of a better future for mankind and the courage to bring
it about. Wilson seemed to think that Nabokov need only be exposed
to Lenin to understand. Nabokov wrote back at length, praising the
book as a whole but offering detailed criticism of the portrait of
Lenin.* In fact, as he repeatedly tried to point out to Wilson—and to
America at large—Russia, for all the brutal stupidities of tsarist rule,
had been moving for six decades, albeit in fits and starts, toward in-
creasing political and cultural freedom, until Lenin seized power and
turned what had by February 1917 become a democratic republic into
a dictatorship that ruthlessly suppressed all opposition. Stalin’s se-
cret police were not a betrayal of Lenin’s principles but the natural
heirs of his apparatus for total state control.2

Though Nabokov was perfectly correct in the lucid criticisms he set
before Wilson then and later, Wilson still believed well into the 1950s

* To his friend Karpovich, he also noted that he thought both Hegelians and Marx-
ists were rather more complex than Wilson made them. In the same letter he classified
Wilson accurately, if paradoxically, as ““a narrow eclectic”” (Nabokov to Karpovich, De-
cember 10, 1940, Bakhmeteff Archive, Columbia).
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that “except for Lenin’s democratic reign, Russia had remained un-
changed from the Middle Ages to Stalin.””s° Because of his Marxist
sympathies, he felt confident, he knew Russian history better than
Nabokov did. Unaware that in The Gift Nabokov had thoroughly re-
searched the origins of Russian radical utilitarianism and in 1933 had
even proposed to teach the evolution of Russian Marxism, Wilson
simply assumed that Nabokov was uninterested in, and incapable of
understanding, social or political issues. Had he ever read the Cher-
nyshevsky biography in The Gift, Wilson would have found how
much his own analysis of the composition of Das Kapital had in com-
mon with Nabokov’s study of the genesis of Chernyshevsky’s What
Is to Be Done?

Although Nabokov and Wilson shared a passion for Flaubert,
Proust, and Joyce, their chief points of contact and friction from first
to last would be Pushkin and Russian literature, Lenin and Russian
history. But for the moment, their encounters generated intellectual
light and personal warmth, not the flame and smoke of battle. For
these two opinionated, combative, fiercely independent minds, the
brilliance of their frank disagreements was at first just another part of
the excitement.

A%

Some time in 1940, Mikhail Karpovich introduced Nabokov to Harry
Levin. At this point Levin, recently married to a young émigrée,
Elena Zarudnaya, was still an untenured young instructor at Harvard
and not yet the Harvard Department of Comparative Literature’s
prize and pride. It was not until the Nabokovs settled in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, that they would become close friends with the Lev-
ins, but introductions to people like Edmund Wilson and his wife,
Mary McCarthy, and the Levins made nonsense of the warning Al-
exandra Tolstoy had issued to Nabokov: “All Americans are com-
pletely uncultured, credulous fools.” In 1941, when his friend George
Hessen was about to come to the United States, Nabokov’s advice
was the exact converse: “This is a cultured and exceedingly diverse
country. The only thing you must do is deal with genuine Americans
and don’t get involved with the local Russian emigration.” Nabokov
was introduced from the start to the best that American intellectual
life could offer, and he would make many more American friends in
his first years in the United States than he had among non-Russians
in twenty years of European exile.>

Some of his encounters with the local Russian population justified



22 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS 19401

his warning to Hessen. An émigré teacher of Russian at Columbia
complimented him, as soon as he was introduced, on his magnificent
aristocratic pronunciation: ““All one hears here are Yids.” At an émi-
gré party where Nabokov was the guest of honor, he heard the host
himself use the word “Yid.” Normally extremely correct in his
speech—there is not a single obscenity in his published work—Na-
bokov responded by swearing deliberately and forcefully. When his
host reacted with astonishment, Nabokov replied, “I thought this
was the language you used in this house,” and promptly left.

In America, Nabokov certainly did not ignore old Russian friends
from Europe—Nathalie Nabokoff, the businessman and publisher
Roman Grynberg, Alexander Kerensky, the painter Mstislav Dobu-
zhinsky, the writer Mark Aldanov, the former Socialist Revolutionary
Vladimir Zenzinov, and the close friends whom he exhorted and
helped get into the United States, George Hessen, Anna Feigin, the
Marinel sisters. But he made few new friends among Russians. One
of those few, the pioneer aviatrix Lucia Davidova, who was a close
friend of Stravinsky and Balanchine, pointed out that Nabokov
showed no interest in meeting such people. “America is my home
now,” he later said. "It is my country. The intellectual life suits me
better than any other country in the world. I have more friends there,
more kindred souls than anywhere.”3

VI

At the end of November 1940, after a long delay caused by financial
complications and more than a year after Mark Aldanov had sug-
gested Nabokov take up the offer he himself could not accept, Stan-
ford University at last wired Nabokov to offer him formally a teach-
ing post for the following summer for a salary of $750. In accepting,
Nabokov named four possible courses. Professor Henry Lanz of the
Slavic department chose two: Modern Russian Literature, and The
Art of Writing, the second to be given in conjunction with the De-
partment of Speech and Drama. Lanz also advised Nabokov that it
would be wise to stress “practical playwriting’”: “In all my advertis-
ing notes and pamphlets I strongly emphasize your qualifications as
a Russian playwright, for—as you have probably discovered your-
self—playwriting in America is the most popular and practical form
of literature, and if you will have any number of students in that
course they will be from the playwriting class.”2+

In his apartment on West 87th Street and in the New York Public
Library, Nabokov spent the fall, winter, and spring preparing a full
set of lectures not just for Stanford but for “this or that Eastern col-
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lege blurrily looming ahead” where he might teach Russian litera-
ture. He later estimated that he prepared perhaps a hundred lec-
tures, at about twenty pages per hour, or about two thousand pages
in all. Never, he wrote to friends, had he had to work so hard.3s

Nabokov followed Lanz’s advice and thought carefully about dra-
matic composition. He read a handful of playwriting guides, if only
for the satiric treat they offered. A good analogy, he wrote, could be
made between “the vulgarian’s (Basil Hogarth’s) How to Write Plays—
‘the art of poking fun,” ‘smart lines,” ‘feeling the public’s pulse,” ‘love
scenes’'—and a supposed How to Become a Doctor consisting of such
chapters as ‘decorating the reception room,” ‘how to welcome the
prospective patient,’ ‘a few easy symptoms,” ‘fun with a stetho-
scope.” ”” He read and pulled apart a score of recent American plays,
including Lillian Hellman’s Children’s Hour, Maxwell Anderson’s
Winterset, Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, and especially O’Neill’s
Mourning Becomes Electra. He also reread a dozen plays by Ibsen,
whom he liked, but concentrated on Pillars of Society, which he found
he abhorred. As his ideas on drama bubbled up, he became excited
enough to contemplate writing a book on the subject, to be called,
perhaps, In Aleppo Once, and at the same time he jotted down in a
wistful aside: “Oh to write my play about ‘Falter’!"’s¢

Lanz’s letter urging Nabokov to spotlight playwriting had come at
an oddly opportune moment. Just before hearing from Stanford that
he had a firm offer for the 1941 summer course, Nabokov had written
to Mikhail Chekhov, a former actor in the celebrated Moscow Art
Theater and, since his recent arrival in America, director of his own
Chekhov Theater Studio in Connecticut. Nabokov proposed an ad-
aptation of Don Quixote for the stage, to be carried out in a manner
akin to that of his own plays, The Event and The Waltz Invention. He
envisaged an atmosphere tense and alarmed, “like the chaotic con-
dition in which people live”; characters strangely reminiscent of
other characters, and characters who seem to appear before Quixote
again and again, though they are actually different each time; a per-
son who recurs intermittently as if directing the action; a thythm that
recalls the way we can tell, simply by the intonation of someone talk-
ing in the next room, the person being spoken to at the other end of
the line. Nabokov’s ideas excited Chekhov, and he asked him to
draw up a sketch for the play, which Nabokov sent him in January.3”

VII

Meanwhile he had been following another old interest. In Berlin,
Prague, and London, Nabokov had gone to the entomological
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branches of those cities’ great museums, but only for more or less
isolated visits of inspection. Soon after arriving in New York, he
made his way to the American Museum of Natural History and
plunged with zest into lepidopterological research, working all fall
and winter, unpaid, in the entomological section on the fifth floor,
sometimes for whole days at a time. He became friends with William
Comstock, who put at Nabokov’s disposal all the material he needed
to compare with his unidentified catch above Moulinet, and analyzed
the butterflies” genitalia, a technique Nabokov himself had not yet
learned. Nabokov wrote up the findings on his Moulinet rarity, but
hesitated to call it a new species, and also published another article
on two species he studied at the museum: his first lepidopterological
articles that were more than the travel notes of a gifted collector. In
gratitude for the help he received there, Nabokov would later donate
some three hundred rare butterflies to the museum.3?

At the end of December, Edmund Wilson left the New Republic, but
arranged for Nabokov to write a survey article on contemporary So-
viet literature, which would fit in with his preparations for Stanford.
Early in the new year, Nabokov read the Soviet monthly magazines
for 1940, ““a ghastly and very amusing task.” No longer having the
same warm feeling toward the New Republic now that Wilson had
gone, Nabokov sent his devastating critique to Klaus Mann’s ambi-
tious new periodical Decision, with which Wilson had also put him in
touch. Even straight quotation was damning enough—curiously sim-
ilar comments by Lenin and the Nazi ideologist Alfred Rosenberg on
the “freedom” the artist could have by following the party line, or
this precept from a Soviet reviewer to Soviet writers: “A novelist
ought not to indulge in the description of misty or cloudy landscape;
the Soviet countryside must be shown to be gay and sunny.”»

As a boy, Nabokov had stopped in Berlin for three months to have
his teeth attended to by an American dentist. Now in January 1941,
his teeth still a problem, Nabokov once again took advantage of
America’s dental technology: “Although operation after operation
passes painlessly—except for the needle sinking into the tight,
gleaming gum—and it is even pleasant to look at the monster that
has been extracted, sometimes with an abscess hanging at the root at
big as a red candy cherry, the sensations that follow are awful. . . .
Most of the extractions have been made, and I think I'll be able to
smile for the first time next week.” In fact it would be another four
months before all eight teeth were out and new dentures were in
place. To pay for such things as dentistry and a Manhattan apart-
ment, Véra Nabokov managed to find an excellent secretarial job at
France Forever, but she was there only a short while before becoming
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seriously ill. There was even concern that the family might not be
able after all to travel to Stanford.+

VIII

Early in February, Nabokov delivered his first American college lec-
ture, a guest lecture—a great success—at Wells College, near Cornell,
where his cousin Nicolas was teaching music. In New York he had
established himself, with the help of Mikhail Karpovich, on the lec-
ture-tour roster of the Institute of International Education. Through
the Institute and Prof. Agnes Perkins of the Department of English
Literature at Wellesley College, Nabokov was offered two weeks of
lectures at Wellesley, beginning on March 15, for $250. The college
had been attracted, Nabokov recalled, by the fact that he had trans-
lated Alice in Wonderland into Russian.+

After New York, Nabokov found the oaky calm of New England
soothing, and the campus of Wellesley, a private women'’s college
just outside Boston, reminded him in patches and whiffs of Trinity
College, Cambridge. During his stay at Claflin Hall, Nabokov was
hosted by Agnes Perkins, and by Amy Kelly of the Department of
English Composition, later to become known as the author of a best-
selling biography of Eleanor of Aquitaine.+

Since Wellesley had no Russian department, Nabokov lectured to
English classes—although anyone could attend—on Russian litera-
ture: “The Technique of the Russian Novel,” “The Short Stories of
Gorky and Chekhov,” “The Proletarian Novel,” “The Soviet Drama,”
“The Soviet Short Story.”” He thundered against Gorky and Heming-
way. He spoke up for the novelists of the neglected Russian emigra-
tion, Bunin, Aldanov—and Sirin. Though Soviet literature, he de-
clared, was a provincial courtyard—and he cited liberally to prove his
point—émigré literature had continued the public highway of Rus-
sian culture. And he again emphasized as he had in his Decision ar-
ticle the fundamental similarity of Hitler's Germany and Stalin’s Rus-
sia, now sharing the spoils of Eastern Europe.+

Nabokov’s lectures were such a ““purring success” that he was paid
a bonus, and he was made much of at soirees, banquets, and meet-
ings. By the time he left, moves were already afoot to have him at
Wellesley for much longer. He welcomed the prospect: before quit-
ting the campus he wrote to Aldanov that he doubted whether Eu-
rope had more attractive universities.+

While in Boston, Nabokov had lunch with another contact he owed
to Edmund Wilson, Edward Weeks, editor of the Atlantic Monthly.
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Weeks recalls the strong impression Nabokov’s physical appearance
made on him then and over the next year or so when they would
meet at the downstairs café at the Ritz: “He would come in in a
shabby tweed coat, trousers bulging at the knee, but be quite the
most distinguished man in the room, with his perfectly beautiful ha-
zel eyes, his fine brown hair, the élan, the spark. . . . He just had to
walk into the room and the girls looked around—the clothes didn’t
make any difference. He had a way of carrying himself, a joie in his
eyes, a zest.” After three years of rejections from English-language
publishers, Nabokov was surprised at the way Weeks exulted over
the translation of ““Cloud, Castle, Lake”’: ““We are enchanted, . . . this
is genius, . . . this is what we have been looking for, . . . we want to
print it at once—give us more.” Over the next few years the Atlantic
would be the outlet for nearly a dozen Nabokov stories and poems.+s

On the way back to New York at the end of March, Nabokov
stopped in Ridgefield, Connecticut, to see Mikhail Chekhov. Their
ideas for adapting Don Quixote no longer coincided (Chekhov wanted
a Christian or rather an anthroposophical apotheosis at the end), and
the project was called off.+ From Ridgefield, Nabokov traveled on a
little further to Stamford to spend a night with Edmund Wilson and
Wilson's third wife, Mary McCarthy.

Wilson and Nabokov had seen each other several times over the
past few months, but it was in Stamford that their keen interest in
each other turned into warm friendship. The lean, intense Nabokov,
with his full-voweled Russian version of a Cambridge accent, and
short, plump, puffy-faced Wilson, with his loud, curiously high-
pitched voice, went line by line through the proofs of Nabokov’s
translation of “Mozart and Salieri.” In the glow of their collaboration,
Nabokov for once was amenable to emendations, even grateful for
them. The two men could not agree on the subject of Russian pros-
ody, a difference that would gradually become tiresome and vexing
to them both when repeated on and off for the next twenty-five
years, but for the moment they overwhelmed and exhilarated each
other with their energy.+

Mary McCarthy, then a twenty-eight-year-old former Partisan Re-
view editor just starting to write her first fiction, watched them with
delight. In her words, “they had an absolute ball together. Edmund
was always in a state of joy when Vladimir appeared; he loved him.”
As Clarence Brown would remark in a review of The Nabokov-Wilson
Letters, ““both of them well past the midpoint of life, formed the sort
of friendship that is normally possible only in youth.” Wilson's
young son Reuel heard the name ““Volodya,” but could say it only as
“Gardenia.” Nabokov thought the name enchanting; Wilson de-
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clared with mock grandeur, “you’re the gardenia in the buttonhole
of Russian literature.” Out on a long stroll together, Wilson asked
Nabokov whether or not he believed in God. “Do you?”’ countered
Nabokov. “What a strange question!” muttered Wilson, and fell si-
lent.+®

IX

Though Nabokov had failed to convince Mikhail Chekhov that his
Don Quixote adaptation was stageworthy, his similarly frenetic The
Event had its American premiere on April 4, 1941, at the Heckscher
Theater in New York. G. S. Ermolov directed and played Troshchei-
kin; the sets were by Nabokov’s friend Mstislav Dobuzhinsky, who
had designed sets for Meyerhold, Diaghilev, and Stanislavsky (he
was Stanislavsky’s favorite designer), and in New York would do
the same for the Metropolitan Opera. Nabokov, who had been in
Menton when the play premiered in Paris, beamed with pleasure to
see it onstage. For decades to come one of the few decorations the
Nabokovs would have on their wall—as a rule they entirely neglected
their domestic landscape—was a blue-and-white Delftware plate,
complete with crack, that Dobuzhinsky had painted on cardboard as
a prop for the play.+

During April, Nabokov began to translate Russian poetry for his
Stanford course. At this stage he translated rhyme for rhyme, pre-
serving an unusual degree of accuracy, although with the inevitable
slight equivocation from time to time for the sake of rhyme. The ab-
solutist fidelity and ungainliness of his Eugene Onegin, upon which
Wilson was to pour such scorn, were still more than a decade away,
and for the moment Wilson rated one of the first two short Pushkin
lyrics Nabokov sent him as “’the best Pushkin translation and one of
the best translations of poetry of any kind I ever saw.”>> Over the
next months Nabokov translated more Pushkin and Lermontov and
Tyutchev.

In the middle of May, Nabokov heard from Wellesley College that
it had formally decided to offer him a one-year appointment for the
coming year. Though he was to give a few public lectures on com-
parative literature, to see classes from time to time, and perhaps to
read from some of his stories and novels, Agnes Perkins emphasized
that almost all his time was to be kept for writing, since the position
was intended to be virtually a writer-in-residence post.s* When Na-
bokov finished at Stanford, there would be something congenial
waiting for him back East.
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X

Stanford University would not pay Nabokov any traveling expenses.
When one of his Russian-language pupils, Dorothy Leuthold, heard
this, she offered to drive the family out West: she had a new car and
wanted to test her driving, she would have some exposure to Rus-
sian en route, and besides, it would be fun. On May 26 they set out
from New York, Nabokov equipped with his four-volume Dahl dic-
tionary, his manuscripts, and his butterfly net.>»

Nabokov had always cherished exploration as one of his most pas-
sionate dreams (see The Pole, “Terra Incognita,” The Gift), and he
would have relished Elizabeth Hardwick’s comment on Lolita after
his death: “It is rather in the mood of Marco Polo in China that he
meets the (to us) exhausted artifacts of the American scene.” His 1941
trip westward was his first venture into the territory of Lolita’s motel
America: Hotel General Shelby, Maple Shade Cottage, Wonderland
Motor Courts, El Rey Courts, Bright Angel Lodge, Mission Court.
Nabokov looked around him with an artist’s and a scientist’s eye,
writing with rapture to Dobuzhinsky, his old drawing master, of the
changing hues and forms of the landscape, and capturing whatever
lepidoptera he could.>?

They traveled slowly through the Appalachians. As the others sat
over their thermos and sandwiches at roadside tables, Nabokov
would stalk off, net in hand. They drove through Tennessee and Ar-
kansas, and as he crossed the Mississippi, Nabokov recalled not Mark
Twain but Chateaubriand’s verdant America. He caught moths at a
gas station between Dallas and Fort Worth. Amid the sagebrush of
Arizona and New Mexico deserts, he pursued butterflies he had
known only in guidebooks or museum trays. In Arizona he was fol-
lowed for five miles by a horse, “a total stranger.”” Once he found
himself surrounded by coyotes, “unusually likeable, a mother and
her pups.” And in New Mexico he was nearly arrested for painting a
farmer’s trees with sugar to attract a certain kind of moth.>+

On the night of June 7, the travelers stopped on the south rim of
the Grand Canyon in the painted log cabins of Bright Angel Lodge.
As an “accredited representative of the American Museum of Natural
History,”” Nabokov was issued a permit to collect specimens in Grand
Canyon National Park. On June g, a bright cold morning after snow
and rain, he walked down the slushy mule track of Bright Angel Trail
with Dorothy Leuthold. A few minutes down the trail, her foot
kicked up a midsized brown butterfly, fluttering weakly in the cold.
Nabokov saw at once that it seemed to belong to a still undescribed
species of Neonympha. He netted it, and then another, and returned
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proudly to the rim—where Véra and Dmitri had sheltered in the car
for warmth—only to find that right beside the car Véra had herself
caught two specimens, sluggish with the cold, with nothing but her
fingers. 55

In 1942, Nabokov published a paper on the butterfly and related
species.s® He named his find, the first new species he had discovered,
the fulfillment of his most passionate childhood dream, Neonympha
dorothea, in honor of the woman who had not only kicked up the
butterfly but had made it possible for his first crossing of the United
States to be an adventure of discovery rather than four days rocking
in a train.

XI

When the group reached Palo Alto on June 14, Dorothy Leuthold
headed back eastward. The Nabokovs rented a neat little house, a
trim Riviera villa, at 230 Sequoia Avenue, just across El Camino Real
from the Stanford campus: a sequoia in their own front garden, but
no phone and no car.5”

In the cool blue Palo Alto mornings Nabokov would walk through
Stanford’s dusty eucalyptus groves to his office and classroom in the
Quadrangle, all tan sandstone and rounded arches beneath roofs of
Mediterranean tiles. His two courses began on June 24: Modern Rus-
sian Literature (Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday at 9:00, with
only two students enrolled, according to the Stanford register) and
The Art of Writing (Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday at 11:00, four
students).5®

Lean, muscled, tanned, standing before his students in Karpo-
vich’s cut-down suit, Nabokov seemed ““a man with more energy
than he could contain” and read his lectures with such sustained in-
tensity that he was oblivious to the froth and spittle forming on his
lips.>> The surviving text of these Stanford lectures—not to be con-
fused with the published Cornell lectures—explains not only the in-
tensity of Nabokov’s manner but the principles of all his criticism.

Always a hard worker, he had prepared thoroughly for class. For the
playwriting on which he seems to have concentrated with his crea-
tive writing students, he read plays and playwriting guides not
widely but energetically and with complete independence of mind.
Knowing what he was looking for, he reacted quickly to what he
read, writing with such speed that he misspelled words and over-
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looked grammar but could still express his strong opinions forcefully
even in this headlong prose.

Lanz could not have made the suggestion that Nabokov focus on
practical playwriting to anyone less likely to accept it. Nabokov
stressed to his students that “the prime object of a playwright ought
to be not to write a successful play but an immortal one.” He ana-
lyzed the plays he had read not for suggestions to follow but only to
show what to avoid: the automatic conventions incompatible with
dramatic truth, the tight shackles of determinism that hobble trag-
edy, the lines of least resistance in exposition and resolution, the fatal
desire to pander to the audience.

Nabokov’s dismissals of highly regarded writers are notorious.
That they are not a writer's envy but the expression of his passion
for the possibilities of his art becomes clear in these lectures:

I must apologize. . . . I so deeply love good literature and hate so bit-
terly bad literature that my expressions may be stronger than they ought
to be.

I feel much too deeply about permanent values not to apply to modern
plays those lofty and imperishable standards which playwrights of ge-
nius have observed.

He explained again and again that he was not out to attack authors
but to defend and extend literary art:

What merely interests me is to find the best illustrations of this or that
aspect of the technique of writing and just as in science it is not making
fun of a creature to note the whims or blunders or the conventional rep-
etitions of Nature in the evolutionary process, so my choice of this or
that author is not necessarily the fiercest indictment of him which the
list of his fallacies may seem.

What other teacher would tell a group of aspiring writers that for
all his reverence for Shakespeare and Chekhov, even these great
masters had not done quite enough? In a note to himself, Nabokov
summed up his strategy:

My fundamental standpoint: 1a) drama exists, all the ingredients of a
perfect play exist, but this perfect play (though there exist perfect nov-
els, short stories, poems, essays) has not been produced yet neither by
Shakespeare nor by Chekhov. It can be imagined and one day it will be
written—either by an Anglo-Saxon or a Russian. 1b) exploding the myth
of the average audience. 2) the examination of the conventions and ideas
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which hamper the possibility of such a play being written—and staged.*
3) rally of positive forces already known, suggestions of method and
new lines based on them.

Nabokov thought that nothing could be worse than the contention
that the audience was everything in a play, that the ideal dramatist
was the one endowed with an intuition for “what the public wants.”
He detested the “abject grovelling at the feet of an imaginary audi-
ence of nincompoops.” “The Theatre is not a ‘function of the crowd’
for the simple reason that a crowd is composed of individuals.” I
maintain that the public’s judgement is much more intelligent than
the management thinks.”

A low opinion of the audience necessitated certain standard modes
of exposition, certain necessary signals of future developments, a
false commitment to rising action and the absolute finality of the last
curtain—all of which destroyed the splendid fluidity and surprise of
life and the fact that situations often simply fizzle out. What Nabokov
hoped for instead from drama was “the selective and harmonious
intensification of the loose patterns of chance and destiny, character
and action, thought and emotion, existing in the reality of human
life,” “"a certain unique pattern of life in which the sorrows and pas-
sions of a particular man will follow the rules of his own individual-
ity, not the rules of the theatre as we know them.”’¢

Nabokov lectured also on poetry, the short story, the novel, and
the need for an individual style. The published lecture “The Art of
Literature and Commonsense,” one of the few pieces that survive
from his creative writing course, ends with the same message as his
playwriting lectures: the need to follow the special rules of the self
while the crowd around “is being driven by some common impulse
to some common goal.”” Just when an author sits down to write, “the
monster of grim commonsense” will lumber up the steps ““to whine
that the book is not for the general public, that the book will never
never—And right then, just before it blurts out the word s, e, double-
I, false commonsense must be shot dead.”¢* In its dazzling, turbulent
imagery, the lecture is an exhilarating performance, a demonstration
of a marvelous writer at work, and at the furthest remove possible

* Nabokov notes in his Russian lectures that Chekhov, ““though he almost managed
to create a new and better kind of drama, was cunningly caught in his own snares. I
have the definite impression that he would not have been caught by these conven-
tions—by the very conventions he thought he had broken—if he had known a little
more of the numerous forms they take. . . . he had not studied the art of drama com-
pletely enough, had not studied a sufficient number of plays, was not critical enough
about certain technical aspects of his medium”—a judgment that speaks volumes
about Nabokov’s own study of the art of fiction (Lectures on Russian Literature, 291).
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from a collection of helpful hints or a do-it-yourselfer’s guide. Nabo-
kov would also from time to time read from his fiction—as if the lec-
tures did not already bear his own special stamp.®

One student summed up the Art of Writing course:

I don’t recall taking any notes in that class. It would have been rather
like scribbling notes when Michelangelo talked about how he had de-
signed and painted the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. In any event, I
don’t recall that he lectured in any conventional sense of the term. He
shared with us his creative activity and experience. Never was there
richer fare in any course taught on a college campus, but it was as im-
possible to reduce to notes as to convert a Rolls-Royce into tin cans with
a tack hammer.®

Nabokov’s methods seem to have worked.

However absolute Nabokov may have been in his demands on great
writers, he did not expect to find the savior of modern drama right
there in his class. He might ask for nothing less than diamonds, but
he was ready to concede that coal was carbon too. He was ““a most
undemanding teacher at Stanford and would be highly appreciative
of anything even vaguely resembling acceptable prose. Only barba-
rous writing would occasionally provoke him to mild ridicule,
though he would frequently ask the class for help when he could not
understand what someone was trying to do in an assignment.”’%+

According to the Stanford bulletin, Nabokov’s Modern Russian Lit-
erature course covered the “history of Russian literature from 1905 to
our times, with survey of the revolutionary movement in earlier Rus-
sian literature.” In fact, Nabokov seems to have ignored this rubric,
for although over the spring he had prepared material on Soviet lit-
erature, he evidently taught much from the nineteenth century: he
mentions to Wilson having to bestir himself from his sunny deck
chair to “talk about Russian versification or the way Gogol used the
word ‘dazhe’ in ‘Shinel’ ” (‘The Overcoat’).” Since he found the exist-
ing translations of Russian classics not, as Pushkin called them, the
post-horses of civilization but ““the wild asses of wild ignorance,” he
had to translate Pushkin and Gogol as he went along—"A Feast Dur-
ing the Plague,” “The Overcoat”—until his hand ached.®

One constant theme whenever Nabokov lectured on Russian liter-
ature was the censorship from the right under the tsars and the cen-
sorship from the left under the radicals of the 1840s and 1860s and
their despotic descendants in the Soviet Union. As in the creative
writing course, where he exhorted his students to defy the American
tyranny of the marketplace, Nabokov made his lectures a plea for the
right of artists to accept no dictates but their own artistic consciences.
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In a climate he compared to Pushkin’s prose, cloudless but not hot,
Nabokov read and worked in the sun, sitting in his swim shorts on
the billiard-table lawn at the back of the house. On free days he
would head to the yellow hills of Los Altos for butterflies, and there
met his first rattlesnake.®

Evenings were often taken up with a busy round of parties, all very
formal and “‘genteel’—Véra Nabokov remembers Stanford as much
more formal than Wellesley. (At one party, though, Nabokov intro-
duced a different note when he had to be given a remedy for poison
ivy after the day’s chase.) Among those the Nabokovs liked to meet
socially were Yvor Winters and Henry Lanz and their wives. Lanz,
the head of Nabokov’s department at Stanford, was a Russianized
Finn with whom Nabokov often played chess and whom he found
delicate, cultured, and talented. He also discovered another side to
him: Lanz was a nympholept, and would drive off on the weekends,
neat and dapper in his blazer, to orgiastic parties with nymphets.¢”

Back in January, Edmund Wilson and Harry Levin had both passed
Nabokov’s name to James Laughlin, the wealthy young scion of a
steel family who had just set up the publishing firm of New Direc-
tions to launch works of high literary and low commercial value. Na-
bokov had sent Laughlin the manuscript of The Real Life of Sebastian
Knight, which was read and recommended by Delmore Schwartz.* In
July, Laughlin accepted the book, much to its author’s surprise. After
three years of rejections, Nabokov had no choice but to accept the
low advance of $150. A few days later Laughlin came up to see him
from a visit to Los Angeles and sought an option on his next three
books.®

With term, exams, and marking over by the first week of Septem-
ber, the Nabokovs’ friends Bertrand and Lisbet Thompson, now liv-
ing in San Francisco, came to pick them up and drive them for ten
days around Yosemite National Park. This time too, of course, Na-
bokov was armed with a permit to catch butterflies for the American
Museum of Natural History. Once he was so intent on the chase that
he stepped on a slumbering bear.%

XII

Before Nabokov had left for California, Edmund Wilson, who had
just finished a study of Californian writers, had warned his friend
against succumbing to Hollywood commercialism and the temptation

* For an account of the composition of The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, Nabokov’s first
major work in English, written in 1938, before he abandoned Russian, and for a de-
scription and analysis of the novel, see Viadimir Nabokov: The Russian Years, pp. 494—502.
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to bask idly in the Californian sun. Nabokov knew he had nothing to
fear from either, and just before heading east again, he lectured in
the Slavic department at Berkeley—at that time headed by Alexander
Kaun, the Sirin fan he had met in Paris in 1932—in the hope that his
performance would be remembered should a vacancy arise.”

On September 11 the Nabokovs left Palo Alto and traveled by train
direct to New York and Wellesley.7* By the time he returned across
America, Nabokov was no longer Sirin, a writer confined to the iso-
lation ward of an émigré subculture, but a European intellectual who
had found refuge in American universities—and what could be more
American than that? From the smiling scenes of his first morning in
Manhattan, his first year here had set the pattern for his future as an
American. He would settle in the East, but travel through the West
summer after summer. He would revel in the intellectual excitement
of America. He would study and chase butterflies more zealously
than he had ever done, and his teaching and translating and lepidop-
tera would leave him very little time for his muse. After some diffi-
culties, his English works and even his Russian stories would find a
publisher, but there would be no chance for any more of his Russian
novels—the vast bulk of his creative output to date—to be published
in English until Lolita brought him a second fame and allowed him to
leave the refuge of academic America.



Visiting Lecturer: Wellesley and Cambridge,
1941-1942

The déménagement from my palatial Russian to the narrow quarters of
my English was like moving from one darkened house
to another on a starless night during a strike
of candlemakers and torchbearers.

—Unpublished note, Nabokov archives

I

ABOKOV’S Wellesley College colleague, the writer Sylvia Berk-

man, maintains that although she has befriended writers as
well known as Robert Frost, she has never met anyone else who
seemed to constitute, as Nabokov did, a special kind of his own, an
autonomous genus to which not a single other person belonged.* His
first appointment at Wellesley for 1941-1942 acknowledged his
uniqueness by devising a position especially for him: Resident Lec-
turer in Comparative Literature.

Apart from its being only a one-year appointment, this post suited
Nabokov far better than any university position he later held. Since
Wellesley had neither a Russian nor a comparative literature depart-
ment, he was quite on his own. He had been invited to Wellesley, on
the strength of his brilliant guest lectures in March, simply to be an
inspiration to the college in his role as writer, and he was to be left
nearly all his time to do just that: to write. His only obligations were
to deliver six public lectures, “possibly on such a theme as ‘The Great
Russian Writers and Their Importance and Influence on European
Culture,” ”” and a small number of lectures to classes in modern lit-
erature departments.> The “Resident” in his title was seriously
meant: he had to live in Wellesley and was expected to participate in
the college’s extracurricular life, dining once a week or so at one or
another of the various college houses. For all this, he would be well
paid: $3,000, an associate professor’s salary.
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On their return from California the Nabokovs found a place to rent
a few minutes’ walk from campus on a quiet street in the quiet village
of Wellesley: a small but comfortable apartment tucked under the
gambrel roof of a large clapboard house at 19 Appleby Road. By 1944,
when he formally became part of the teaching staff, Nabokov would
have an apartment in Cambridge and would commute from there to
Wellesley only on the afternoons of his classes, so that he had little
contact with anyone except his students. Things were quite different
in this first year, when he was highly visible in and around Wellesley.
Colleagues who would soon become friends lived nearby: Agnes Per-
kins and Amy Kelly, both near retirement age, who had hosted him
in March; a youngish couple, Wilma and Charles Kerby-Miller, also
both of the English department; and Andrée Bruel of French.

Nabokov liked Wellesley from the start, not least for its apprecia-
tion of him. He would later praise the purity of its scholarship, less
marred by academic jockeying for prestige and position than neigh-
boring Harvard. He considered the college’s interest in the welfare of
its students as typical of American kindliness as the open-stack sys-
tem of its library was of American openness. At first, after his recent
“"Western orgies,” he found it “patheticaily dull to watch the good
old eastern combination of butterflies on the college lawns,” but he
also felt more at home in New England than he had “in fair but
somehow unreal California, among those blond hills,” and he came
to enjoy the winding walks through Wellesley’s wooded campus, the
ivy-twined trees, the innumerable flowers, and gray Lake Waban.>

Early in the fall semester, each Wednesday for the first three weeks
of October, Nabokov delivered a public lecture in Pendleton Hall to
a large audience of staff and students. His opening lecture, “Pushkin
as a West European Writer,” introduced Pushkin as an exile in his
own country, not only subject to the censorship of the tsar but con-
demned to “a condition of permanent exile which is familiar to all
writers of genius but with great Russian writers has always been an
almost natural state.” His second lecture, “Lermontov as a West Eu-
ropean Writer,” focused especially on the short lyric “The Dream.”
The third, “Gogol as a West European Writer,” celebrated the irratio-
nal magic of “The Overcoat” and Gogol's visual sense that tran-
scended “‘the hackneyed combinations of blind noun and dog-like
adjective that Europe had inherited from the ancients.”+

Nabokov also gave guest lectures in the Department of English
Composition and in the modern literature departments, English,
French, Spanish, and Italian. To Spanish students, for instance, he
spoke of the use Russian writers had made of Spain: The Stone Guest,
Pushkin’s brilliant version of the Don Juan story; and the Russian
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intelligentsia’s identification with Don Quixote as its members tilted
at the windmills of tsarism.>

Nabokov and his wife often dined with the Wellesley students in
college dormitories or in clubs.® His bold opinions and his wide-rang-
ing interests fascinated his young listeners, and he basked in their
admiration. The young women—plaid skirts, bobby socks, buttoned
sweaters with sleeves pushed up—thought him charming, hand-
some, and by the standards of well-to-do Wellesley, romantically
poor.

II

On his arrival in Wellesley, Nabokov began to write a major article
on natural mimicry, with “furious refutations of ‘natural selection’
and ‘the struggle for life.” ” It was a theme that had inspired him
since childhood. While accepting the fact of evolution, Nabokov
thought the Darwinian account of its mechanisms in error:* he could
not accept that the undirected randomness of natural selection would
ever explain the elaborateness of nature’s designs, especially in the
most complex cases of mimicry where the design appears to exceed
any predator’s powers of apprehension. Nabokov sensed something
artistic and deceptive in nature, as if its ornate patterns had been
deliberately hidden to be rediscovered by the eyes of human intelli-
gence. Although he had completed the paper by the following
spring, it was never published and nothing survives except a frag-
ment embedded in Speak, Memory.”

Nabokov’s ideas on mimicry, so fundamental to his whole sense of
life, shade rapidly from naturalists’ lore into metaphysical specula-
tion. In other respects, his lepidoptery gave off the unmistakable
naphthalene scent of the laboratory.

Shortly after settling in Wellesley, he traveled the sixteen miles to
Harvard’s Museum of Comparative Zoology to check his Grand Can-
yon catches against the M.C.Z.’s holdings. He discovered right away
that most of the butterflies of the Old World in the Weeks collection
were badly arranged and poorly housed in glassless trays that offered
no protection from dust and museum mites. He called on Nathaniel

* At that time, his position was not so unusual as it may seem now. Among profes-
sional biologists it was only in the decade 1937-1947 that what Julian Huxley called
“the evolutionary synthesis” itself evolved, and settled the differences between natu-
ralists and geneticists that had impeded widespread acceptance, not of evolution per
se, but of Darwin’s own explanations of the phenomena. See Ernst Mayr, The Growth
of Biological Thought (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 566—68.



38 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS [1941]

Banks, Harvard'’s head of entomology, and volunteered to set the col-
lection in order. Banks, who had heard from his friend William Com-
stock at the American Museum of Natural History that Nabokov
would call, had open before him on his desk Nabokov’s 1920 article
“A Few Notes on Crimean Lepidoptera”’—a propitious beginning.?

Thomas Barbour, the director of the M.C.Z., located some empty
glass trays for Nabokov and ordered more, and told him that they
would be delighted if he wished to come and arrange the collection
in his spare time. It was a very casual offer, and of course he would
work without pay, but Nabokov was thrilled to have access to the
collection. From October 1941 he would take the tedious subway-
and-train or bus-and-streetcar journey at least once a week to the
M.C.Z. There, in room 402, with its great cabinets of sliding trays
housing rows of neatly pinned and labeled butterflies, moths, and
skippers, he was installed at a long bench at the east-facing win-
dows. Within a year that bench would become almost his permanent
daytime home.?

Nabokov remembered Barbour, the museum’s director but not an
entomologist, as a genial fellow who liked his Atlantic stories, and he
always felt grateful for Barbour’s sympathy and generosity in allow-
ing him to indulge in research. At the other end of the M.C.Z. hier-
archy was a young student volunteer named Kenneth Christiansen,
who recalled Nabokov as the most brilliant conversationalist among
the many fascinating talkers at the museum, the one people went to
if they felt like talk and he was not too busy. Hearing of the boy’s
interest in dragonflies, Nabokov told him all about them and ex-
plained to him the complexities of taxonomy and classification.

Nabokov was not a specialist in the Satyrids, the family to which
his Grand Canyon butterfly belonged, but he sat down in the labo-
ratory and worked out how to reclassify his catch. Assembling from
the M.C.Z. and other museums around the country a hundred spec-
imens all labeled as the one species, henshawi Edwards, he estab-
lished that some in fact belonged to a second species, his new doro-
thea, and others to a third, pyracmon, not previously thought to occur
in North America. His Grand Canyon specimens were quite distinct
and woke people up: collectors began to amass long series of the but-
terflies, and confirmed the differences he had discerned.*

III

As Nabokov adjusted to the M.C.Z., his first English novel, The Real
Life of Sebastian Knight, approached publication. Still apprehensive
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that his English might betray him, Nabokov asked Agnes Perkins to
help him read the galleys. Edmund Wilson also saw the proofs and
found the novel “absolutely enchanting. It's amazing that you
should write such fine English prose and not sound like any other
English writer. . . . It is all on a high poetic level, and you have suc-
ceeded in being a first-rate poet in English. It has delighted and stim-
ulated me more than any new book I have read since I don’t know
what.”*> Nevertheless, Wilson’s competitive edge made him feel
obliged to cavil, as he invariably would, at minor verbal quirks, and
Nabokov replied, as he invariably would, in a letter that pointedly
redeployed the supposedly defective constructions.

Already, in late October 1941, Nabokov had dreamed up a new En-
glish novel. But as he told Aldanov this, he added that he was long-
ing for Russian and Russia. He was still very much a Russian writer
and to relinquish his language was agony. In almost all his literary
work over the next few years he would either translate from or write
about other Russian writers, or write about Russian subjects. He sent
Aldanov “Ultima Thule”’—the last chapter of his uncompleted novel
Solus Rex, the last fiction he would ever write in Russian, and penned
in any case before he left Europe—for the first issue of Novyy zhurnal.
He sent his Lermontov lecture to the English-language Russian Re-
view, which had sprung up in the sudden shower of sympathy for
Russia after Hitler’'s invasion in June 1941 had driven the Soviet
Union into the allied camp. His first new work after arriving at
Wellesley was to translate three poems by Vladislav Khodasevich, a
writer like himself who deserved a fame denied him as an émigré.
Half a century later these brilliant translations are still the best evi-
dence an English-language reader can have of Khodasevich’s ge-
nius.” Nabokov also wrote his own first English poem since his
youth, a lament for the loss of his ““Softest of Tongues”’:

To all these things I've said the fatal word [proshchai, farewell]
using a tongue I had so tuned and tamed

that—like some ancient sonneteer—I heard

its echoes by posterity acclaimed.

But now thou too must go; just here we part,

softest of tongues, my true one, all my own. . . .

And I am left to grope for heart and art

and start anew with clumsy tools of stone.

Nabokov traveled alone to Wellfleet to spend Thanksgiving with
the Wilsons. A much better poem resulted from his encounter there
with the latest American appliances: “The Refrigerator Awakes”
turns a humdrum machine humming in the darkness into a doorway
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to the wonders of night and the romance of polar exploration.*s The
New Yorker, the best-paying of American magazines, at once accepted
the piece, the first of several Nabokov poems it would publish over
the next few years.

Wilson, who a couple of months later would tell a publishing ac-
quaintance that Nabokov was the most brilliant man he had ever met
and that he would someday write one of the great contemporary
novels, wrote a superb blurb for The Real Life of Sebastian Knight.*s
Almost three years after Nabokov completed it, the novel was at last
published on December 18, 1941. Reviews fell into three categories—
rapturous, confused, or hostile, with the first two predominating.
Some were quite perceptive: the Baltimore Sun identified the book’s
real theme as “the depths and mysteries of the individuality of the
spirit”’; the New York Herald Tribune considered it an attempt not
merely to define “the total unknowableness of any individual but,
still more, to intimate the bewitched loneliness of each single human
being . . . a little masterpiece of cerebration and execution.”*7 But be-
cause the novel appeared less than two weeks after Pearl Harbor, it
was an immediate flop with the public. Wilson’s blurb helped catch
the attention of bright young readers—Howard Nemerov, John
Wain, Flannery O’Connor, Herbert Gold—for whom during the
course of the 1940s the book became a prized private classic. For Na-
bokov that was far too little, far too late.

IV

Even before Pearl Harbor, the war had been changing Wellesley.
Heat-conservation measures and marathon knitting sessions on be-
half of servicemen and refugees were now complemented by air-raid
drills and war courses in first aid, home nursing, and canteen cook-
ery. In the wider world, a wave of pro-Soviet enthusiasm was rising
toward a crest of hysteria as Germany penetrated deep into Russia.
Nabokov appears to have been prompted to write his next novel,
eventually to be called Bend Sinister, as his private contribution to the
war effort: an attempt to show that Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia
represented fundamentally the same brutish vulgarity inimical to ev-
erything most vulnerable and most valuable in human life. He was
deeply engrossed in writing the first chapters of the novel—he had
not yet abandoned the practice of writing in sequence, chapter by
chapter—in December and January, and optimistically wrote to
James Laughlin: “It will be ready for you in three or four months.”’*8
Early in February he spoke at Wellesley in a panel discussion or-
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ganized by the college’s Emergency Service Committee. A year be-
fore at Wellesley, when Hitler and Stalin had been devouring Eastern
Europe together, Nabokov had publicly equated Nazi Germany and
the Soviet Union. Now, unable to praise Stalin’s Russia but also un-
able to condemn a country bearing the brunt of a German attack, he
stressed the kinship between American and English democracy and
the short-lived democracy of old Russia:

A Russian democrat of the old days, and an American or an English one,
despite the differences in forms of government in their respective coun-
tries, could meet with perfect ease on a common and natural basis. . . .

Democracy is humanity at its best, not because we happen to think
that a republic is better than a king and a king is better than nothing and
nothing is better than a dictator, but because it is the natural condition
of every man ever since the human mind became conscious not only of
the world but of itself. Morally, democracy is invincible. Physically, that
side will win which has the better guns. Of faith and pride, both sides
have plenty. That our faith and our pride are of a totally different order
cannot concern an enemy who believes in shedding blood and is proud
of its own.

v

At the beginning of the second semester, Nabokov gave his second
trio of public lectures: on Turgenev’s aquarelle style and Tolstoy’s
unique knack for making the time of imagined events coincide some-
how with the reader’s time; on the poetry of Tyutchev; and on Che-
khov’s pathos and his magical interweaving of details seemingly
picked at random. He also lectured to Italian students on Leonardo,
to English students on the tragedy of tragedy, to zoology students on
the theory and practice of mimicry. His name cropped up often in
the Wellesley College News. One student interviewed him about his
aesthetic philosophy. “There is no such thing as art,”” he told her:
“there are artists, but they are individuals with different forms of ex-
pression.” After listening to his gloomy aspersions on the conven-
tionality of ““war art,” the reporter asked if he thought art might die
out altogether. He laughed in astonishment: “’Art is in its infancy!”’z

In late March he composed perhaps his finest piece of Russian
verse, the long poem “Slava” (“Fame”).** In this haunting, troubling
poem, a vague figure who seems all the more eerie and sinister for
remaining unspecifiable tries to Ioad the poet with a sense of remorse
for having broken with his native land and therefore—now that the
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emigration is over—with readers everywhere. So far the poem is a
bleak reversal of the exegi monumentum tradition: you have tried to
raise a poetic monument, but no one will ever see it; unlike Pushkin,
you are not part of Russia, or famous, and never will be; can your life
be anything but a joke? But at last the poet laughs despair away and
declares that it is neither fame nor readers that matter, but a special
vision that he carries within and that some reader might intuit with a
shiver:

That main secret tra-ta-ta tra-ta-ta tra-ta—
and I must not be overexplicit;

this is why I find laughable the empty dream
about readers, and body, and glory.

. . one day while disrupting the strata of sense
and descending deep down to my wellspring

I saw mirrored, besides my own self and the world,
something else, something else, something else.

In later years Nabokov often lamented the anguish of having to
abandon his native language in the early 1940s when his Russian
muse was so evidently glowing with health: “My private tragedy,
which cannot, indeed should not, be anybody’s concern, is that I had
to abandon my natural idiom, my untrammeled, rich, and infinitely
docile Russian tongue for a second-rate brand of English.” For a long
time he would feel his new language of composition “a stiffish, arti-
ficial thing, which may be all right for describing a sunset or an in-
sect, but which cannot conceal poverty of syntax and paucity of do-
mestic diction when I need the shortest road between warehouse and
shop. An old Rolis-Royce is not always preferable to a plain Jeep.”
The one compensation he found for restricting his prose to English
was the handful of long Russian poems he wrote in the early 1940s,
which, he rightly thought, “improve rather oddly in urgency and
concentration” upon all his previous Russian verse.?

The day after Nabokov’s final public lecture at Wellesley, the de-
partments of Italian, French, Spanish, and German wrote to Ella
Keats Whiting, Dean of Instruction, to urge his reappointment:
“Through his originality, his creative ability, his keenly critical mind,
his stimulating presence and his brilliant use of the English language
he has made a definite place for himself at Wellesley College.”2> A
powerful alumna sent one hundred dollars to the President’s Fund,
hoping that it might help toward retaining Nabokov:

I heard a good deal about him from ... Students and Faculty last
year. . . . they all found him stimulating. Then last month I met him at
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the dinner Miss Perkins gave for Mr. Morgan . . . and again the next
day when he and his wife were special guests at a Faculty tea, before his
brilliant Tchekhov lecture. . . . the morning after the Tchekhov lecture
we discussed it and him at breakfast—French, Italian, Spanish, Ameri-
can professors plus Miss McCrum, and I was astonished that he is ac-
tually so great a source of intellectual ferment to Faculty members of all
sorts and conditions.*

In April, Amy Kelly—who used Nabokov’s Atlantic pieces in her
composition classes—organized with Agnes Perkins a petition to
have him retained. Despite all this pressure, nothing moved. He had
been hired at Wellesley not simply because of the brilliance of his
lectures, but also because his outspoken comparisons of the medioc-
rity and barbarity of Nazi and Soviet rule had been just what people
wanted to hear at the time that the Hitler-Stalin pact was leading to
the subjugation of Europe. Now, as Soviet battalions and Soviet citi-
zens desperately tried to resist the German invaders, and as Ameri-
ca’s entry into the war made the U.S. and the USSR official allies,
Nabokov’s forthrightness was likely to make him an embarrassment
to Wellesley president Mildred McAfee, about to be summoned to
Washington as head of the Women’s Naval Reserve (Waves, Women
Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service). Although Nabokov had
the sense not to broadcast his anti-Soviet opinions at a time when the
Soviet Union was losing so much ground and so many lives to Hitler,
President McAfee turned down his permanent appointment on the
ground that the special fund from which his initial post had been
financed was all but exhausted.?s

Dejected by the uncertainty of the coming year, Nabokov signed
up with the Institute of International Education in April for a lecture
tour in the fall. He offered a wide choice of lectures: “The Art of Writ-
ing”; “The Novel”; “The Short Story”; “The Tragedy of Tragedy”;
“The Artist and Commonsense’’; ““Hard Facts about Readers”’; “A
Century of Exile”; “The Strange Fate of Russian Literature”; and a
lecture apiece on Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, and Tolstoy. The
broadsheet advertising Nabokov’s availability ended with this ring-
ing praise from Philip Mosely of Cornell: “I should like to add that in
my own opinion, and in that of many far better experts than myself,
Mr. Nabokov (under his pen-name of ‘Sirin’) is already the greatest
Russian novelist writing today, and contains infinite promise of ever

greater achievement. . . . I use these superlatives about his writing
deliberately, for I have been reading his work in Russian since
1932"’26

Nabokov knew that such backing had so far counted for very little.
After registering for the army, he almost hoped he might be drafted.
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He cheerfully saw himself perhaps leading a platoon by the fall, but
he waited in vain to be called.*

VI

By May the Wellesley students had end-of-year deadlines to meet
and no need for extracurricular excitement a la Nabokov. The first
weekend in May, Nabokov visited the Wilsons at Cape Cod for
twenty-four hours, taking Pushkin, a butterfly net, and his mimicry
article. He met Randall Jarrell, who found him “just wonderful, an
extremely charming person.” He read Mary McCarthy’s first book,
The Company She Keeps, and was very agreeably surprised, “’quite flab-
bergasted” in fact.2®

Later in the month he visited Yale, where he was offered a posi-
tion. It turned out to be no more than that of assistant Russian-lan-
guage instructor for the summer course, “but as I would have to
teach the main professor Russian too, I refused.” In fact, Nabokov
thought that Professor Trager, who spoke Russian with a thick
Odessa accent acquired from his parents in Brooklyn, was not inter-
ested in his academic competence ““so much as in finding someone
who spoke Russian somewhat as he did.”* Nabokov told Dean de
Vane “the post doesn’t suit me, I'm long used to painting them
(posts) with my own pigment,” although he hoped that they might
still invite him as a lecturer on Russian literature. The fortunes of war
had made Russia very fashionable, and still Nabokov could find
nothing. He confided his exasperation to Wilson: “Funny—to know
Russian better than any living person—in America at least—and
more English than any Russian in America,—and to experience such
difficulty in getting a university job. I am getting rather jittery about
next year.”’2

Russia’s current popularity did bring one benefit. James Laughlin
visited Nabokov in mid-May and commissioned from him a volume
of verse translations of Pushkin and Tyutchev and a two-hundred-
page critical work on Gogol, for a small advance. Nabokov immersed
himself at once in the Gogol book, hoping to send off the finished
manuscript by mid-July. For light relief, he wrote at Edmund Wil-
son’s suggestion a poem called “The Man of Tomorrow’s Lament’:
on Superman’s wedding night, the Man of Steel’s vigor causes his
honeymoon suite to explode. Alas, poor Lois! The prim New Yorker
turned it down, and no manuscript survives.

* Nabokov did not exaggerate: another Russian who worked under Trager had dif-
ficulty understanding him.
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By now Nabokov had finished his first major lepidopterological ar-
ticle, “Some New or Little-Known Nearctic Neonympha,” and was
working two days a week at the M.C.Z., ruling over the lepidoptera
room on his own now that his preparator had gone off to war. In
June, he learned that he had been appointed a Research Fellow in
Entomology at the M.C.Z. for the 1942-1943 academic year. The sal-
ary was only $1,000, but it was a part-time post, and until then he
had been working for nothing. Besides, it was all the future seemed
to hold.>

Since Dmitri had been ill all winter and had just had his adenoids
removed, his parents badly wanted him to spend a summer in the
country but could not have afforded a vacation had the Karpoviches
not invited them back to their Vermont farmhouse for the summer.
After a few days there in early June, the family returned to Vermont
again for July and August. Nabokov converted part of the attic into a
comfortable studio and devoted eight to ten hours a day to his Gogol
book, slowed greatly by the need to translate so much: ““I have lost a
week already translating passages I need in the ‘Inspector General’
as I can do nothing with Constance Garnett’s dry shit.” He wrote to
James Laughlin that he was eager to have The Gift published and
translated, and explained that he needed as a translator ““a man who
knows English better than Russian—and a man, not a woman. I am
frankly homosexual on the subject of translators.” Laughlin sug-
gested Yarmolinsky of the New York Public Library’s Slavonic Divi-
sion, but Nabokov dismissed the idea:

I have seen Yarmolinsky’s and his wife’s translation of Pushkin:* their
work is conscientious, reasonably exact and careful but they lack my
main desiderata: style and a rich vocabulary. Without a good deal of
linguistic and poetical imagination it is useless tackling my stuff. . . . I
know it is difficult to find a man who has enough Russian to understand
my writings and at the same time can turn his English inside out and
slice, chop, twist, volley, smash, kill, drive, half-volley, lob and place
perfectly every word; Yarmolinsky will gently pat the ball into the net—
or send it sailing into the neighbor’s garden.>

VII

On September 1, 1942, the Nabokovs moved to Cambridge, fifteen
minutes” walk from the Harvard campus and the M.C.Z., at 8 Craigie
Circle, apartment 35, a dingy little third-floor flat in a four-story brick

* Yarmolinsky would supply literal translations from the Russian to be turned into
English rhymes by his wife, the poet Babette Deutsch.
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apartment house at the end of a cul-de-sac. They would live here for
almost another six years, the one exception to the otherwise nomadic
pattern of their American existence. In this two-bedroom apartment,
Véra and Dmitri shared one bedroom while Nabokov had the other,
where he would write late into the night, walking about, pencil in
hand, “under an old lady with feet of stone and above a young
woman with hypersensitive hearing,” before settling down to sleep
for four or five hours.33

One hundred dollars’” worth of secondhand furniture was all the
Nabokovs needed to deck out the apartment. Their friend Wilma
Kerby-Miller declared—and everyone close to them at this time says
much the same—"I never knew any family who cared less about pos-
sessions, food, anything. Their only luxury was Dmitri”—who had
expensive toys and went to some of the most prestigious private
schools in New England.>+

Sometimes part of the school fees would be paid off by Véra’s giv-
ing lessons or working as a secretary at Harvard, but as a rule she
had quite enough work as housekeeper and mother and in typing up
the pages her husband had left on the floor after the previous night’s
composition. Wilma Kerby-Miller called her ““a one-man woman, she
worked with him, helped him, it was her great interest in life. She
married a genius, and saw that he had every opportunity.”’ss Harry
and Elena Levin too were struck by Véra's certainty that her husband
was the greatest living writer, and the support she afforded him with
her business sense, her secretarial skills, her meticulous compilation
of reviews, her sheer conviction and dedication.

Living in Cambridge, the Nabokovs began to see the Levins fre-
quently. Nabokov always regarded himself as a poor talker. Harry
Levin, himself no sluggard of the spoken word, thought Nabokov a
brilliant conversationalist with an instant sense of the genuine in peo-
ple and a distaste for the least pretension, which he could deflate in
half a sentence. What impressed Levin most of all was Nabokov’s
inventiveness as a mystificateur. Once Ralph Barton Perry, a distin-
guished Harvard philosophy professor, was a guest at the Levins’
house. At that time he was involved as a Concerned Citizen in U.S.
relations with its allies, and in the middle of 1943’s pro-Soviet fervor
he published in the New Republic an article entitled “’American-Soviet
Friendship: An Invitation to an Agreement.” Sensing Perry’s political
sympathies, Nabokov began to weave a spell around him. He
claimed to Perry that although Stalin might be present at the Tehran
conference, the real Soviet leader was Pavlovsky, the man always
standing beside him in the newspaper photographs and posing as no
more than an interpreter. It was Pavlovsky who pulled the strings,
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Pavlovsky whom the United States would have to learn to under-
stand. Perry took this ad lib apocrypha for gospel.?®

According to one informant, Harry Levin himself once fell victim
to a similar hoax. Early in their relationship Nabokov noticed Levin’s
air of having read every literary work imaginable. One evening he
invented a nineteenth-century novelist and proceeded to fill out de-
tails of his life and works, while Levin gave no sign all evening that
he had not heard of, let alone had not read, the writer who owed his
niche in literary history only to Nabokov’s impromptu inspiration.3”

VIII

Now that they were established in Cambridge the Nabokovs saw
more of Edmund Wilson and Mary McCarthy. McCarthy was
shocked at the Nabokovs’ plain fare and their indifference to their
surroundings, to things like the hideous lampshades and the brass
ashtrays in their sitting room. On the other hand, when Nabokov
visited the Wilsons he made friendly fun of McCarthy’s fussing over
culinary delicacies by concocting for her fancy treats his own even
fancier names. He also disclosed as a grim family secret that at home
they might have a carp served up with boiled potatoes and carrots
and live off the dish for a week. McCarthy believed him.®

Often in Cambridge the Nabokovs would meet the Wilsons in the
Levins’ much more spacious home. Elena Levin saw the two friends
as ““such opposite kinds of human: Volodya subtle, reclusive, famil-
ial; Edmund blunt, commonsensical, and after three drinks he ‘col-
lapsed like a bag of potatoes,” in Volodya’s words.” Even early on,
Harry Levin noticed, the two men, for all the richness of their rela-
tionship and their admiration for each other, also grated against each
other—and this in the peak years of their friendship. Wilson disliked
Nabokov’s unrufflable self-confidence and frank self-delight and his
dismissiveness of other writers. Nabokov admired Wilson’s range of
interests but also found it rather amusingly forced. Once Wilson
asked him to invite entomologists to a party he was giving at Craigie
Circle. None turned up, but, not realizing this, Wilson cornered the
two or three guests—actually Nabokov’s literature colleagues from
Wellesley—assuming they were M.C.Z. scientists, and tried to talk
shop. As Nabokov recalled with a smile, his guests “were indeed
taken aback by the famous Edmund Wilson’s sudden interest in in-
sect lore.”’> :

Judging art at its highest and most impersonal, Nabokov had im-
placable standards, and as a critic he hugely enjoyed hurling writers
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he deemed interlopers down the slopes of Olympus. At a personal
level, on the other hand, he would look for what he could find to like
in other people’s work. He respected the vulnerability of others and
was as sensitive to his friends as he was undemanding of his stu-
dents. Wilson, on the other hand, had a compulsive competitiveness
that meant he had to counterbalance praise with reproach, either pro-
viding a list of corrections, no matter how captious, or implying that
at the midpoint of a story he had seen a rather better way to finish it
than its author had chosen. Wilson seemed to expect the recipient to
be charmed by his behavior, by the special Wilsonian tartness of
judgment and independence of imagination. Even at an early stage
in their relationship, Nabokov detected this irrationality in his friend.
Nevertheless he was deeply fond of Wilson, and almost from the
start wrote to him with a warmth that Wilson seldom matched. To
their common friend Roman Grynberg, Nabokov confided that with
Wilson the “lyrical plaint”” that adorns Russian friendship seemed to
be lacking—as it generally was, he felt, among Anglo-Saxons: "I love
a violin in personal relationships, but in this case there is no way one
can let out a heartfelt sigh or casually unburden a soft fresh bit of
oneself. Still, there’s a good deal else to make up for it.”"+

IX

Newly installed in Craigie Circle, Nabokov had no position at Welles-
ley for 1942-1943 and just a thousand dollars for the coming year’s
research at the M.C.Z. He desperately needed other income, even if
it meant delaying his Gogol book, which had kept him busy from
May to September. He applied for a Guggenheim Fellowship for the
following year to give him time to work on a novel. Meanwhile he
had no choice but to undertake a two-month lecture tour the Institute
of International Education had been able to arrange for him.

When in his last decade of life Nabokov planned a second volume
of his autobiography, a Speak On, Memory or a Speak, America, he ex-
pected to devote one chapter to his friendship with Edmund Wilson,
another to his American adventures in lepidoptera, and a third to
this lecture tour.+ He mentally allotted this thin slice of his American
experience a whole chapter partly for the simple practical reason that
he had preserved such a complete record of the trip in his long letters
to his wife, but also because these travels exposed him to so much of
the variety of America. Although his adventures sometimes had a
Pninian cast, his observations always reveal an alertness to America
that poor abstracted Pnin could never approach.
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On September 30 he set off by overnight train for his first lectures,
at Coker College in Hartsville, South Carolina. He could not sleep all
night, but the next day’s landscapes made up for it, their oil-paint
hues with a shimmer of green seeming just as he had pictured a val-
ley in the Caucasus might look. When his train pulled in an hour late
to Florence, the nearest stop to Hartsville, the connecting bus had
long since disappeared. He phoned Coker College; they promised to
call back about a car. Feeling tired, bristly, grimy, and irritated, he
waited an hour and a half by a restaurant telephone. At last the
phone rang and a rich-voiced professor announced he was coming to
Florence on business and would take him back at six o’clock in time
for his eight o’clock lecture. When Nabokov pointed out that this
meant he would have to wait there another three hours, the voice
said he would come right away and take him to a hotel.

Not sure he had heard correctly, Nabokov sat in the railway wait-
ing room. After a time he thought he heard a taxi driver calling what
sounded like his name. No, it turned out, the name was Yellowwa-
ter. The garrulous taxi driver also told him that another cabbie had
been ordered to collect someone from the station and to take the per-
son to a hotel, but after running into a truck had asked him to pick
the customer up. Nabokov thought the hotel was the one he was
headed for, and asked again if the taxi had not come for him. Indeed,
the person to be picked up was to go to Hartsville, but the taxi driver
had not been given his name or the name of the person who had
ordered the taxi, and there was no way of finding them out. Nabokov
wondered whether he should take the taxi himself straight to Coker
College—but then the owner of the rich voice might look for him
forever. Deciding that the taxi must have come for him after all, he
had himself driven to the Selman Hotel.

There, nobody knew anything, and he had foolishly let the taxi go,
and he sensed in a flush of panic that it was all a mistake, that he
had been brought here instead of someone else, that the Voice would
be looking for him hopelessly at the station. He resolved to call Coker
College, so that he could at least find out the Voice’s name. Going to
the information desk, he heard a person in the crowd telling some-
one else he could not understand why a taxi he had sent to fetch
someone from the station had failed to return. Nabokov butted in
and rather desperately asked if it were not him he was after? “Oh,
no, I am waiting for a Russian professor.” ““But I am the Russian pro-
fessor.” “Well, you don’t look like one,” he laughed. No photograph
had been sent: no wonder, Nabokov wrote to his wife, that the col-
lege expected someone with Dostoevsky’s beard, Stalin’s mustache,
and Chekhov’s pince-nez, in a Tolstoyan blouse.
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Nabokov arrived at Coker College, sprinted through a bath, found
his cuffs too starched for cuff links to fit, then in his hurry lost one on
the floor. He had to roll up his shirtsleeves under his tuxedo, but as
soon as he went down to dinner he disentangled himself from this
series of Pninian mishaps by confessing his plight. That relaxed his
tension and everybody else’s, some cuff links were produced, and
from that point on Nabokov’s three days at Coker passed without a
hitch.

Lodged in comfort in the Coker family mansion, he was introduced
to Southern society through the family and its connections. But Na-
bokov was at least as interested in the region’s insect population as
its human one. After his lecture that first night, he caught moths in
a tumbler on the brightly lit columns of the mansion’s colonnade.
During the daytime he chased butterflies on his own in the garden of
the estate, and with a biology teacher and another lepidopterist out
in the countryside. He played tennis with the best player in the col-
lege, he went canoeing in a labyrinthine creek winding through cy-
presses and cedars, he donned dinner jackets three nights in a row,
and he received a hundred dollars for his time.+

When war conditions caused one engagement to fall through he
was diverted to Spelman College, a black women’s college in Atlanta,
where he arrived on October 7. Depressed by the Uncle Tomism he
had already witnessed in the South, he was delighted to spend five
days in this “black Wellesley.” In his lecture on Pushkin he stressed
the poet’s Abyssinian grandfather, his immense pride in his African
ancestry, his laughing white teeth between negroid lips. “Inciden-
tally,” he added, “Pushkin provides a most striking example of man-
kind at its very best when human races are able to freely mix.” The
lecture was received with wild enthusiasm.

Apart from his Pushkin lecture, Nabokov also read his own poems
and lectured on literature and lepidoptera. He chased insects one af-
ternoon with another biology teacher and a very intense group of
young black women. He mingled easily with the students, and hit it
off particularly well with the college president, Florence Read, a vi-
brant, astute older woman who surrounded him with every attention
and would become a long-term friend of the Nabokov family. He
breakfasted with her every day, discussing everything from the Ne-
gro problem to telepathy. She told him he would have to go to chapel
at 9:00 A.M., but he protested he was a heretic and hated music and
singing. ““You'll love ours,” she insisted, and led him off. Every eve-
ning she invited black leaders for her guest to meet over dinner.+

His next stop, on October 13, was at Georgia State College for
Women at Valdosta, almost on the Florida border. Here he lectured
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on ““Art and Common Sense,” on war novels, and on mimicry, and
read “Mademoiselle O and some of his translations of Russian
verse. At a very funny and very vulgar women’s group—perhaps a
forerunner of Charlotte Haze’s clubs—he recited his verse only to
have the chairwoman tell him afterward with a lyrical leer: “What I
loved best was the broken English.” He played tennis with Valdosta’s
president, Frank Reade, and found him as charming and brilliant as
Spelman’s Florence Read, as irrational as Wilson, as egocentric as
himself.* A biology teacher took him for four hours on the chase—
and his best day’s butterfly catch—in palmetto wilds and pine forests
in the Okefenokee swamp. He tried to write a little of his Gogol book
and his novel, but everywhere he went people tried to please him
from morning until night. His “having a good time,”” he knew, meant
wasting his time.#

On the way back from Valdosta he had to stop overnight again in
Atlanta. When he called on Florence Read, she presented him with a
huge reproduction of a detail of some butterflies in an Egyptian
fresco. Nabokov realized at once that since butterfly speciation is sin-
gularly rapid and diverse and since butterflies are so well represented
in art, millennia-old paintings might have recorded evolution in ac-
tion. The next day he wrote to Véra that he would write something
about it.4> More than twenty years later, he would indeed begin re-
search for a book on butterflies in art.

X

Though delighted by all the attention he had received, Nabokov was
tired, and after one more lecture stop, at the University of the South
in Sewanee, Tennessee, he headed back to Boston at the end of Oc-
tober. In Cambridge for ten days, he had time to fall ill, recover, and
put in some hard work at the M.C.Z., where—since he had become
de facto curator of lepidoptera—Véra in his absence had filled in for
him, repinning butterflies from tray to tray. On November 5 he set
off reluctantly for the second stage of his tour, knowing that at this
time of year the Midwest would offer no butterflies to compensate
for the dislocations of travel. Still, he had a superb first day at the
Field Museum in Chicago, where he found his Neonymphas and
showed the staff how to reclassify them and arrange them in their
tray.+¢

At Macalester College in St. Paul, Nabokov found that he did not

* Years later he would place Reade undisguised in Pnin.
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have with him the text of the lecture he was to give on the novel. He
decided to speak without notes and found it came out well: he set
the students

a little quiz—ten definitions of a reader, and from these ten the students
had to choose four definitions that would combine to make a good
reader. I have mislaid the list, but as far as I remember the definitions
went something like this. Select four answers to the question what
should a reader be to be a good reader:

1. The reader should belong to a book club.

2. The reader should identify himself or herself with the hero or her-
oine.

3. The reader should concentrate on the social-economic angle.

4. The reader should prefer a story with action and dialogue to one
with none.

5. The reader should have seen the book in a movie.

6. The reader should be a budding author.

7. The reader should have imagination.

8. The reader should have memory.

9. The reader should have a dictionary.

10. The reader should have some artistic sense.

In future years, whenever he taught literature courses at Wellesley or
Cornell, Nabokov would tell the story of this quiz. ““You know me a
little, they did not, those young ladies in Minnesota,” he would point
out before reporting that the Macalester students had “leaned
heavily on emotional identification, action, and the social-economic
or historic angle. Of course, as you have guessed, the good reader is
one who has imagination, memory, a dictionary and some artistic
sense.”’+7

The cold and the traveling were beginning to weigh on his spirits.
One night, bored, he went to a movie and returned on foot, walking
for an hour through the icy wind. He reported to Véra afterward:

On the way a lightning bolt of undefined inspiration ran right through
me, a terrible desire to write, and write in Russian—but it’s impossible.
I don’t think anyone who hasn’t experienced these feelings can properly
appreciate them, the torment, the tragedy. English in this case is an il-
lusion, ersatz. In my usual condition—busy with butterflies, translations
or academic writing—I myself don’t fully register all the grief and bitter-
ness of my situation. . . . I have felt with absolute clarity that if it were
not for the two of you I would go as a soldier to Morocco, where there
are marvelous Lycaenids in the mountains. . . . But how much more
than this I would like to write a book in Russian.+
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A month later he would tell his close friend George Hessen, just ar-
rived in New York, that he felt the Sirin in him beginning to stir
again, and that although he had created a person who had in turn
created The Real Life of Sebastian Knight and his New Yorker poems, it
all seemed somehow a game he was playing.+

The next stop was Knox College, in Galesburg, Illinois. By now he
was thoroughly exhausted and depressed. His accommodations had
been paid for at Coker College and Spelman, but since all his other
travel expenses had come out of his own pocket, the tour was prov-
ing a financial failure. Although headed back East, he was expected
to travel on to Virginia and to keep on traveling well into December.
Instead he had to cancel the next stage of the tour and return to Cam-
bridge on November 18 with a bad attack of flu.>°

He set off again at the beginning of December, staying for two days
in New York to catch up on friends. Visiting the American Museum
of Natural History, he gasped with delight when he saw the red type
label on his Grand Canyon butterfly.* En route to Washington he
wrote a new poem, “On Discovering a Butterfly,”s* which reads in
part:

I found it and I named it, being versed
in taxonomic Latin; thus became
godfather to an insect and its first
describer—and I want no other fame.

Wide open on its pin (though fast asleep),
and safe from creeping relatives and rust,
in the secluded stronghold where we keep
type specimens it will transcend its dust.

Dark pictures, thrones, the stones that pilgrims kiss,
poems that take a thousand years to die

but ape the immortality of this

red label on a little butterfly.

This, Nabokov’s best English poem to date, summed up the great
consolation America offered for his having to relinquish the language
he had learned as a child: the chance to enact his childhood dream of
exploration and lepidopteral discovery. But the fair copy of the
poem, typed on M.C.Z. letterhead paper, showed all too painfully
the occasional thinness of his English. The ninth line now reads: “My

* Normally, specimens in museum collections are identified by small white labels.
In the published ““original description” (“‘0.d.”) of a new species, however, a particular
specimen is designated the type specimen, a sort of Standard Yard for the species, and
in the museum where it is housed it is identified by a red label.
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needles have teased out its sculptured sex.” In the fair copy he sent
off to the New Yorker, the line ended: “its horny sex.”* When the New
Yorker editors explained why the phrase was impossible, he thanked
them “for saving that line from an ignorance-is-bliss disaster. And
that nightmare pun. . . . This has somewhat subdued me—I was get-
ting rather pleased with my English.””s> The man who would write
Lolita still had much to discover in America and in English.

He stopped in Washington—only to visit the Smithsonian Institu-
tion and sort out its Neonymphas—en route to Longwood College in
Farmville, Virginia. On his return to Cambridge he found Véra ill
with pneumonia and in the hospital.5

In the last weeks of December he managed at last to complete his
Gogol book, originally to have been called Gogol through the Looking
Glass but published as plain Nikolay Gogol. He had looked forward to
savaging a new translation of Dead Souls by Bernard Gilbert Guerney,
announced in 1942 under the title Chichikov’s Journeys, or Home Life in
Old Russia: “1 am eager—viciously eager—to see ‘Home Life.” It is like
calling a version of ‘Fleurs du Mal'—'The Daisy Chain.” "’ In fact, the
translation proved to be very good, far better than any previous ver-
sions in English, and Nabokov not only said so in his book, but even
approached Guerney to translate his own Russian novels. Nothing
came of their negotiations when Guerney insisted on almost half the
royalties.>+

XI
Nikolay Gogol

Commissioned as a popularizing work, Nabokov’s Nikolay Gogol has
succeeded brilliantly: it has done more for Gogol in the English-
speaking world than any other book. Yet from start to finish Nabokov
reveals a horror of the obvious summary and the patient exposition
of the popularizer. Instead, he chooses the surprising (the book be-
gins with Gogol’s death and ends with his birth), the outrageous, the
impatient dismissal. As a study of Gogol, it is deliberately incom-
plete: it picks only the best of Gogol—or rather, only what Nabokov
values within the best—and waves away the rest. But what he does
touch on is magical.

He warns off those who might turn to Gogol as a realist, a social
satirist, a moralist: “If you expect to find out something about Russia,

* The male genitalia of butterflies, essential clues in distinguishing one species from
another superficially related one, are complex ("“sculptured”’), rigid (“‘horny’’) arma-
tures.
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. . . keep away. He has nothing to tell you. Keep off the tracks. High
tension. Closed for the duration. Avoid, refrain, don’t. I would like
to have here a full list of all possible interdictions, vetoes and
threats.” Nabokov does smooth and oversimplify when he sets Go-
gol the magnificent artist of the great works of 18361842, The Govern-
ment Inspector, Dead Souls, and “The Overcoat,” against Gogol the
would-be preacher, in his last ten misguided and sterile years of life.
Gogol did not simply burn bright and then in his last years turn to
ash: even at his best he seemed like a wet log on a fire, smoking,
spitting, flaming, sparking, erupting gas from unexpected fissures,
all in the most unpredictable sequence and always burning uneasily.
Nabokov reduces the unease in Gogol. Readers have supposed that
he devoted a book to Gogol because he had a greater affinity for him
than for other Russian writers. In fact, as his lectures reveal, he cared
more for Pushkin, Tolstoy, and Chekhov: his affinity is not so much
for the mottled conglomerate of the actual Gogol as for the polished
proto-Nabokov he can extract from this recalcitrant ore.

What Nabokov does select from Gogol he invests with superb ex-
citement, often turning things that may be overlooked or seem bland
or even inartistic into imaginative triumphs that defy what had
seemed acceptable art: the thunderclap suddenness of The Govern-
ment Inspector, and its swarm of secondary characters who can leap
into life in the space of an aside; the splendid poetry of the irrelevant
in Dead Souls, the crazy vitality of its similes, the unrestrained vivid-
ness of its visual world; the disturbing vibrations of “The Overcoat.”

Although he denies that Gogol may be seen as a realist or a satirist,
Nabokov does not proclaim an aesthetic of art for art’s sake. He hails
Gogol as a critic not of particular social conditions but of the universal
vice of deadened sensibility, poshlost’, self-satisfied vulgarity. His
magnificent definition of poshlost’ here has fixed the concept in the
minds of the cultivated English-speaking world.

Nabokov’s commentary rises to a superb crescendo in his final
chapter, on “The Overcoat,” a brilliant introduction not so much to
Gogol as to Nabokov’s own aesthetics:

Gogol was a strange creature, but genius is always strange; it is only
your healthy second-rater who seems to the grateful reader to be a wise
old friend, nicely developing the reader’s own notions of life. . . . Go-
gol’s The Overcoat is a grotesque and grim nightmare making black holes
in the dim pattern of life. The superficial reader of that story will merely
see in it the heavy frolics of an extravagant buffoon; the solemn reader
will take for granted that Gogol’s prime intention was to denounce the
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horrors of Russian bureaucracy. . . . Give me the creative reader; this is
a tale for him.

Steady Pushkin, matter-of-fact Tolstoy, restrained Chekhov have all
had their moments of irrational insight which simultaneously blurred
the sentence and disclosed a secret meaning worth the sudden focal
shift. But with Gogol this shifting is the very basis of his art.

Earlier in the book, Nabokov has sometimes merely dismissed any
social side to Gogol. Now he explains this not as a rejection of extra-
literary values, but in terms of art’s refusal to confine itself to a par-
ticular time and place.

Russian progressive critics sensed in him the image of the underdog and
the whole story impressed them as a social protest. But it is something
much more than that. The gaps and black holes in the texture of Gogol's
style imply flaws in the texture of life itself. Something is very wrong
and all men are mild lunatics engaged in petty pursuits that seem to
them very important while an absurdly logical force keeps them at their
futile jobs—this is the real “message’” of the story.

Soon after Nikolay Gogol was published, Nabokov replied to one of
his readers, who thought he had expelled all ethics from the world
of aesthetics:

I never meant to deny the moral impact of art which is certainly inherent
in every genuine work of art. What I do deny and am prepared to fight
to the last drop of my ink is the deliberate moralizing which to me kills
every vestige of art in a work however skillfully written. There is a deep
morality in The Overcoat which I have tried to convey in my book, but
this morality has certainly nothing whatever to do with the cheap polit-
ical propaganda which some overzealous admirers in nineteenth century
Russia have tried to squeeze out of, or rather into it, and which, in my
opinion does violence to the story and to the very notion of art.

By the same token, although you may be right that Gogol did not ob-
ject to serfdom, the interior moral standards of the book bristle against
it. And the reader is more impressed by the bodily serfdom of the peas-
ants and the inevitably following spiritual serfdom of the owners than
by the petty roguery of Chichikov.5

As his chapter on “The Overcoat” rises to a climax, Nabokov
comes closer and closer to outlining aspects of his own aesthetics:

the diver, the seeker for black pearls, the man who prefers the monsters
of the deep to the sunshades on the beach, will find in The Overcoat shad-
ows linking our state of existence to those other states and modes we
dimly apprehend in our rare moments of irrational perception. . . .
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. . . At this superhigh level of art, literature is of course not concerned
with pitying the underdog or cursing the upperdog. It appeals to that
secret depth of the human soul where the shadows of other worlds pass
like the shadows of nameless and soundless ships.

One of the chief arguments of Nikolay Gogol is that Gogol achieves
his weird tiltings and sudden focal shifts by subtle effects of lan-
guage, and that the only way to experience his magic is to learn the
Russian language. Nabokov rightly deplored all prior English trans-
lations of Gogol for smoothing over or eliminating precisely those
bizarre moves that make him so spellbinding. Only when Nabokov’s
manuscript was almost completed did Guerney’s translation of Dead
Souls appear. Nabokov referred the reader to Guerney’s version as
““an extraordinarily fine piece of work.” Privately he was harsher and
more exact: Guerney’s translation “lacks the poetic and musical (and
nightmarish!) qualities of the original, but it is fairly exact and is the
work of an honest mind.”>®

Nabokov’s own extracts from Gogol are vastly superior to Guer-
ney’s and are still the only versions that can convey to the anglo-
phone reader why Russians regard Gogol so highly. After Pushkin,
Gogol is the most untranslatable of major Russian writers. In his first
four years in America, Nabokov had already translated some of
Pushkin’s finest verse. Unfortunately he did not have time to trans-
late even a single complete work by Gogol. But the long passage from
the end of “The Diary of a Madman” that he chooses for the epigraph
to Nikolay Gogol makes us feel at once in immediate contact with a
writer of dazzling, disturbing genius. There could be no better adver-
tisement for Gogol than that one paragraph. What a loss that Nabo-
kov simply had too much of his own work to do to be able to offer
English-speaking readers the essential Gogol undiluted.



Scientist, Writer, Teacher: Cambridge and
Wellesley, 1943-1944

HuMBERT: Is that a rare specimen?
NaBokov: A specimen cannot be common or rare, it can only be
poor or perfect.
HumserT: Could you direct me—
NaBoxov: You meant “‘rare species.” This is a good specimen
of a rather scarce subspecies.

—Lolita: A Screenplay

I

N 1943 THE STRANGE triple life Nabokov would lead for the next

five years began in earnest: lepidopterist, writer, teacher. After re-
turning to Cambridge from his lecture tours, he worked, engrossed,
at the M.C.Z. By now he was specializing in his laboratory work not
simply on the Lycaenids, one of the eleven North American families
of butterfly, but on one of its four subfamilies, Plebejinae, the so-called
blues.

Identification and classification within this abundant group of
small butterflies—many predominantly brown or whitish rather than
blue—can often be extremely difficult, and requires examination un-
der the microscope of the structure of the male genitalia. At any other
manual work Nabokov felt himself all thumbs, but when he began to
dismantle a butterfly he found he suddenly developed very delicate
hands and fine fingers and could do anything. He would prize apart
under the microscope one hooked lobe of the somewhat triangular
genitalia, remove the genitalia from the butterfly, coat them in glyc-
erine, and place them in a mixture of alcohol and water in a separate
labeled vial for each specimen. This, he had found, enabled him to
turn the organs around under the microscope to obtain a three-di-
mensional view impossible on a conventional microscope slide. He
would later write: “Since I devoted up to six hours daily to this kind
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of research my eyesight was impaired for ever; but on the other
hand, the years at the Harvard Museum remain the most delightful
and thrilling in all my adult life.”*

All through the winter and spring of 1943, Nabokov examined 350
male specimens of the genus Lycaeides. The resulting paper, “The Ne-
arctic Forms of Lycaeides Hiib[ner],” established the first of his two
major principles of broad application in lepidoptery, his analysis of
the extremely complex genitalia of the blues. He named the parts of
their structure (some of these names have now become the standard
terms) and showed that the varying ratios of certain parts could
clearly differentiate species. He was also able to deduce an ancestral
form of the Lycaeides male armature.>

At the same time he had new fiction to write. In January 1943 he
composed his first English short story, “The Assistant Producer.”’s
For once he tells a story that really happened, but by presenting ev-
erything as if on a movie screen he makes the facts appear an impos-
sibly trite romantic fiction. In Berlin he had known the celebrated
Russian popular singer Nadezhda Plevitskaya, and admired her nat-
ural vocal gifts while recoiling from her vulgarity of taste. In 1938 she
was sentenced to twenty years” imprisonment for her part in helping
her husband—who meanwhile had vanished—to abduct and pre-
sumably kill General Miller, head of the émigré All-Russian Military
Union in Paris. General Kutepov, Miller's predecessor, had been
murdered years earlier.

In “The Assistant Producer,” the famous Russian popular singer
“La Slavska” marries a White Army general, Golubkov. (In real life
his name was Skoblin.) Obsessed with becoming head of the White
Warriors” Union, Golubkov becomes a triple agent, serving not only
this remnant of the White Army but also the Germans and the Sovi-
ets in order to dispose of two, perhaps three of the generals previ-
ously heading the union (Wrangel, Kutepov, and Miller). Nabokov
tells the story with astonishing speed, color, and precision, rushing
from set to set—a Civil War battlefield, Chaliapin’s dressing room,
soirees at La Slavska’s—even as he piles theme upon theme: the
singer, the dashing general, the émigré background, the Hollywood
studio where a movie might be made from the story, the cinema
where one might watch the movie. The story brilliantly inverts life
and art: events appear to be purloined from movieland, but in fact
come straight from life—which itself seems to have imitated bad art.
Having defined poshlost’ in Nikolay Gogol, Nabokov now shows it in
action in “The Assistant Producer”: the vulgarity of soul of Holly-
wood art, La Slavska’s craft, Golubkov’s obsessive dream, and the
rank politics of the Russian monarchists, Germans, and Soviets
whom this strange pair serve.
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I

While his wife had been ill with pneumonia Nabokov had given his
son lessons in basic Russian grammar. As Dmitri recalls, “he was as
precise, charming and inspiring in this basic discipline as in others.”+
Nabokov had counted on his lecture tour to supplement his meager
M.C.Z. fellowship, but travel expenses had left him very little net
profit. He had still heard nothing from the Guggenheim Foundation.
Meanwhile Wellesley College students, eager to take extra courses
that could be seen as “war service” or of value “for service in the
period of reconstruction,” were buoyed up by the enthusiasm for the
Soviet Union that swept America after the decisive defeat of the Ger-
mans at the siege of Stalingrad, the turning point of the war on the
eastern front.

With Wellesley students anxious to learn and Nabokov needing ex-
tra money from teaching, an unofficial, noncredit course in elemen-
tary Russian was set up for the spring term of 1943. Nabokov taught
one hundred young women, each paying ten dollars for the term,
apparently in four classes of about twenty-five each. Two days a
week he traveled out to Wellesley after lunch, not returning until af-
ter midnight.>

The classes were informal and largely unprepared: Nabokov
worked through George Birkett's Modern Russian Course (he would
turn this one grammar over in his hands in front of the class, as if
appalled by its lack of bulk), but would digress enthusiastically as
fancy prompted. “Please take out your mirrors, girls, and see what
happens inside your mouths”: “In pronouncing the vowels «a, 3,
BI, 0, y» ... your tongue keeps back—independent and aloof—
whereas in «i, e, u, €, ro»—the squashed vowels—it rushes
and crushes itself against your lower teeth—a prisoner dashing him-
self at the bars of his cell.” He could couple the sober prose of the
grammatical rule with the poetry of example, the mnemonics of wit:

Genitive case requires a on the end:
stol poeta [the poet’s desk]
stul poeta [the poet’s chair]
stil’ poeta [the poet’s style]

He set homework, and marked it gently and politely: “Take care of
your ‘y’!” “Will you please do this one again.” And the students who
thought they might become Communists he disabused of their illu-
sions about the Soviet Union.¢

The pro-Soviet euphoria that had swelled Nabokov’s class num-
bers was becoming absurd. Life magazine devoted an issue of ill-in-
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formed gush to Russia. Hollywood made a film of Ambassador Jo-
seph Davies’s fatuously pro-Stalin best-seller Mission to Moscow.
Bennett Cerf of Random House suggested a formal ban on books crit-
ical of the Soviet Union, though it was hardly needed: a de facto ban
was already in place.”

In a strange fit of optimism or ignorance, the pro-Soviet New York
journal Novosel’e wrote to Nabokov soliciting new work. Now that
the war had turned and it was apparent that Hitler would be de-
feated, Nabokov, like America’s minute anti-Stalinist intelligentsia,
felt it was time to protest the glorification of Russia’s own mass mur-
derer—even if to a public that did not want to hear. Early in April he
sent Novosel’e eight fierce lines of Russian verse:

No matter how the Soviet tinsel glitters
upon the canvas of a battle piece;

no matter how the soul dissolves in pity,
I will not bend, I will not cease

loathing the filth, brutality, and boredom
of silent servitude. No, no, I shout,

my spirit is still quick, still exile-hungry,
I'm still a poet, count me out!

In copied and recopied manuscripts the poem began to circulate
among New York’s émigré Russian socialists like forbidden literature
under the tsars. On seeing the poem, Kerensky burst into tears.?

At the end of March, Nabokov heard he had won a Guggenheim
Fellowship for “Creative Writing in the field of the novel”: $2,500,
tax-free, for the year June 1943-June 1944. Nabokov, the first person
for whom the Guggenheim’s under-forty rule was broken, had Ed-
mund Wilson’s strong recommendation to thank (Wilson had himself
won a Guggenheim in 1935 in the midst of his Marxist phase to study
at the Marx-Engels-Lenin Institute in Moscow). Nabokov was also
awarded another year as Research Fellow in Entomology at the
M.C.Z. for $1,200, and his position there would be renewed annually
until he left for Cornell in 1948. Between lepidoptery and teaching he
began to work on the last translations of Pushkin, Lermontov, and
Tyutchev for the volume Three Russian Poets that Laughlin had com-
missioned for New Directions.°

In mid-April Nabokov traveled to Sweet Briar College, near Am-
herst, Virginia, which he had been scheduled to visit when he caught
the flu at the end of November. On his way to Sweet Briar he stopped
in New York, where in addition to Edmund Wilson and colleagues
from the American Museum of Natural History he had many close
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friends from the emigration to see. George Hessen and his father Io-
sif, Nabokov’s friend and editor at Rul’, had arrived safely in Decem-
ber 1942, and it was a serious loss to Nabokov that Hessen pére died
before he could catch up with him again in America. Véra Nabokov’s
sister Sonia Slonim, her cousin Anna Feigin, and Nabokov’s ex-pupil
Maria Marinel and her sisters Elizaveta and Ina had all reached New
York over the last two years by more or less circuitous and harrowing
routes. Now in New York, Nabokov could pay a taxi with a little
more aplomb than on his first day off the boat. Meeting the Marinel
sisters and Nathalie Nabokoff on the steps of the American Museum
of Natural History, he boarded a taxi with them. At their destination
he jumped out of the cab first and threw the fare onto the seat: ““You
know in all those romantic novels the hero throws money down on
the seat. I wanted to see how it feels and how it looks.”

In Cambridge in May he wrote the story “That in Aleppo Once

..,/ which depicts the kind of hellish wait in the south of France
for a passage to America that he had heard about from his New York
friends. An émigré writer who has just reached New York from Mar-
seilles and Nice writes to “Dear V.,” another émigré writer already
settled for several years in America, and recounts his brief and abys-
mal marriage, more or less synchronous with his attempt to extricate
himself and his young wife from Europe. The horrendous shufflings
of papers and shuntings of people in the rush for exit visas become
mixed up with his wife’s disappearances and reappearances and her
versions and revisions of what she and the men she has been with
have been up to. He would like to believe the recent past has all been
a protracted nightmare, but its rhythms are the inexorable rhythms
of reality. The letter ends with the pathetic cry the betrayed husband
makes to V., asking him to retell his story—as if an artistic shape
will allay the private horror of jealousy, the public horror of the ref-
ugee. But recalling that Othello had asked, just before stabbing him-
self, for his story to be told, the letter-writer recoils: “Somewhere,
somehow, I have made some fatal mistake. . . . It may all end in
Aleppo if I am not careful. Spare me, V.: you would load your dice
with an unbearable implication if you took that for a title.”’*

III

During the spring Nabokov had continued to dictate the Gogol book
to his wife. At the end of May he sent the typescript to James Laugh-
lin:
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I have just mailed you my ““Gogol through the Looking-Glass.”

This little book has cost me more trouble than any other I have com-
posed. The reason is clear: I had first to create Gogol (translate him) and
then discuss him (translate my Russian ideas about him). The recurrent
jerk of switching from one rhythm of work to the other has quite ex-
hausted me. The book has taken me exactly one year to write. I never
would have accepted your suggestion to do it had I known how many
gallons of brain-blood it would absorb; nor would you have made the
suggestion had you known how long you would have to wait. . . .

There are probably some slight slips of the pen here and there. I
would like to see the Englishman who could write a book on Shake-
speare in Russian. I am very weak, smiling a weak smile, as I lie in my
private maternity ward, and expect roses.*?

Unable to face another summer of goldenrod in Vermont, and anx-
ious to hunt butterflies out West, Nabokov had asked Laughlin if he
and his family could stay in Laughlin’s hotel, Alta Lodge, Utah. Ex-
pecting that the hotel would be empty because of the war, Laughlin
was glad to rent out a room, even at a cheap rate. On June 22 the
Nabokovs set off by train for Chicago and Salt Lake City. Alta was a
ski lodge an hour’s drive from Salt Lake City up into the Wasatch
Mountains, where it nestled at 8,600 feet on the site of a former min-
ing camp. Nabokov loved the area’s landscape, its remoteness, its
pioneer past: “the tapering lines of firs on the slopes amid a greyish
green haze of aspens”; the thought that twenty years earlier “this
place was a Roaring Gulch with golddiggers plugging each other in
saloons” just as in Mayne Reid.*

For Nabokov, Utah was a fortunate choice: one of the few states in
which little butterfly collecting had been done, and with mountain
ranges isolated by deserts and therefore likely to have evolved new
species. Despite a severe climate with icy winds and noisy thunder-
storms, he would walk along the valleys and mountain slopes, when-
ever the sun came out, from twelve to eighteen miles a day, clad only
in shorts and tennis shoes, offering a generous target for gadflies. He
wanted to rediscover the haunts of melissa annetta, a long-lost subspe-
cies of the Lycaeides genus that he had been working on the previous
winter, and with the help of nine-year-old Dmitri, he found it on lu-
pine among firs on both sides of the Little Cottonwood River, not far
from Alta. Once he invited Laughlin on a collecting hike that lasted
four and a half hours. The day was hot even at eleven thousand feet.
When Nabokov reached the timberline, he decided to investigate
some promising meadows at the base of the final peak. He had no
interest in ascending higher, where his butterfly net would hinder



64 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS [1943]

him as he climbed on barren rock, but Laughlin headed up to the top
of the peak and there put Nabokov’s name in the book, much to the
latter’s annoyance.+

At the American Museum of Natural History, Nabokov had be-
come good friends with J. H. McDunnough, the then doyen of Amer-
ican lepidopterists and author of the 1938 Check List of the Lepidoptera
of Canada and the United States. McDunnough had a particular interest
in a family of moths known as the pugs. At night on the brilliantly
illuminated plate-glass windows of the Alta Lodge lounge, Nabokov
collected for his friend all the unfamiliar pugs he could find. He sent
McDunnough his catches, which yielded two species so rare that his
captures were designated as type specimens, and two entirely new
species, one of which McDunnough gratefully named in his honor
Eupithecia nabokovi.*s

Nabokov had rarely felt so good, and as would happen so often in
summers to come, the physical well-being and the excitement of
chase and capture greatly stimulated his writing. His new novel—
eventually to be called Bend Sinister—began to take firmer shape. He
also discussed with Laughlin the manuscript of his Gogol book. In
fact he later misremembered having written the book there, where
his only references were a fat, disintegrating, antediluvian volume of
Gogol’'s works, a particularly Gogolesque mayor of the neighboring
mining town, and a hash of facts gathered ““the Lord knows where”
in the days of his omnivorous youth.

His relationship with Laughlin had already become strained: as he
wrote to Wilson, “the landlord and the poet are fiercely competing in
Laughlin—with the first winning by a neck.”?” Laughlin explained
that he thought the book needed more basic information: plot out-
lines, a straightforward summary of Gogol's life, a list of recom-
mended reading. Nabokov would eventually oblige in an offhanded
way, but only after adding to the book a marvelous final chapter so
stylized and absurd many readers have mistaken it for fiction:

—"Well,” said my publisher . . .

A delicate sunset was framed in a golden gap between gaunt moun-
tains. The remote rims of the gap were eyelashed with firs and still fur-
ther, deep in the gap itself, one could distinguish the silhouettes of
other, lesser and quite ethereal, mountains. We were in Utah, sitting in
the lounge of an Alpine hotel. The slender aspens on the near slopes
and the pale pyramids of ancient mine dumps took advantage of the
plateglass window to participate silently in our talk. . . .

—""Well,” said my publisher,—"1I like it—but I do think the student
ought to be told what it is all about.”
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Isaid . . .

—No,””—he said,—"I don’t mean that. I mean the student ought to
be told more about Gogol's books. I mean the plots. He would want to
know what those books are about.”

Isaid . . .

—"No you have not,”—he said.—"I have gone through it carefully
and so has my wife, and we have not found the plots.”’*

v

Back in Cambridge in early September, after a return train trip com-
plicated by wartime conditions, Nabokov once again began to teach
an informal, extracurricular Russian-language course at Wellesley.
This time the one class of twenty-five or so contained a good many
staff members and faculty wives. Nabokov was an entertainer and a
showman who still managed to impart the necessary information—
and some of his enthusiasms. He spent a whole hour talking about
Russian sounds and synesthesia, and by the end of the discussion
had people agreeing that the letter x was the color of shiny tin. Be-
fore introducing something new, a long silence would fall as he
stood, head bowed, fiddling with the chalk. “I have now something
very sad to tell you,” he would murmur, raising his eyes. “We have,
in Russian, what we call the instrumental case, and it has different
endings that one must memorize. But after you have learned these,
you will know practically all there is to know about Russian.”
One student recorded at the time his playful, coaxing manner:

Do you know the Russian word for ‘nice’? No? Surely we learned it last
time.” Whatever the word is, no matter how obscure, he is always sure
we learned it last time. ““Then I shall tell you. It's m-ee-la. Lovely word,
meela. Beautiful word.” . . . He repeats the Russian several times, mus-
ing over it to himself, writes it on the board, then suddenly wheeling
around, asks worriedly, ‘Do you like it? It's really a lovely word. Do
you like it?” . . .

He proceeds to correcting the exercises. ... ‘“Here we go!” and
crashes into the first sentence. The students gasp, unable to find any
resemblance at all between this torrent of guttural and rolling sound and
the letters printed neatly on their papers. He looks up, startled by the
dismay on the faces, and shouts, “What is wrong? Don’t you all have
that?” Striding fiercely to the nearest student, he peers at her notebook.
“I-yi-yi-yi-yi, no-no!” He stares unbelievingly at another book. ‘“But
what vile ‘ch’s’!"”” He pounces on a piece of chalk and writes the character
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in a slow, careful hand, then gazes at it, impressed by the beauty of the
letter.

The lesson proceeds. After reading the simple, English sentences in
dramatic, dashing tone, he follows them with remarks in an undertone,
such as, “How am I supposed to know ‘Where is the book?” "’ Later he
announces, “And now we come to the saddest story ever told, ‘She is
here. He is there.’ ” . . . He wonders why the author has persisted in
referring to “‘the brother who plays the organ”” and tells us of an exciting
sentence in the grammar which asserts that “Those uncles are crossing
these rivers.”

. . . He asks us to read aloud in Russian—"Aloud”’ proves to be three
brave souls muttering under their breath in a confused jumble. After the
sentence has fallen, mutilated, he sighs rapturously, ““So good to hear
Russian spoken again! I am practically back in Moscow’”

—a city where he had never been, and whose accent he deplored.

During the fall Nabokov added to his Nikolay Gogol the publisher-
author dialogue and a colorful chronology of Gogol’s life, and also
sent Laughlin the completed manuscript of his translations of the
Russian poets. Relations between them remained fraught, however,
and when Edmund Wilson suggested to Nabokov they coauthor a
book on Russian literature for Doubleday for an advance ten times as
large as Laughlin’s—Wilson would provide the introductory essays,
Nabokov the translations— Nabokov naturally jumped at the chance.
Late in November he had his upper teeth removed and a “tip-top
plap-plopping plate” fitted, and before visiting the Wilsons in Well-
fleet for a weekend at the beginning of December jokingly warned
them they might not identify him: “I hope you will recognize me—I
shall carry your telegram in my hand.” Largely because Wilson
moved on to new interests over the next few years, nothing ever
came of their projected collaboration.z

From the fall of 1943 to the spring of 1944, Nabokov spent most of
his time on lepidoptera. After publishing his first major paper on the
genus Lycaeides, he was elected to the Cambridge Entomological So-
ciety. Some members regarded Nabokov as “not professional” as an
entomologist. In certain senses of course this was true. He never
earned a living solely as an entomologist, and he had neither a Ph.D.
in biology, with all the grounding that would have provided in ge-
netics, biochemistry, evolutionary biology, and population biology,
nor the detailed understanding of other insect groups—bees, ants,
flies, beetles, and so on—that professional entomologists were ex-
pected to have, although they might specialize in only one group.
On the other hand, because he focused his attention on one order,
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lepidoptera, or rather on one division within the order (rhopalocera,
butterflies but not moths), he knew as much as anyone about the
butterfly species of the world, their ecology, distribution, taxonomy,
and morphology. He attended meetings of the Entomological Society
faithfully, and his wide knowledge of his one field made it possible
for him to contribute in others. When for instance someone pre-
sented a paper on Southern Hemisphere coleoptera (beetles), Nabo-
kov could suggest interesting parallels between Australasian or
South American coleoptera and what he knew of the lepidoptera of
these regions. He himself presented a paper on the species concept,
insisting, against Ernst Mayr’s Systematics and the Origin of Species
(1943), on the primacy of morphology rather than ‘“population” in
any definition of species.*

He had a keen amateur interest in birds, trees, shrubs, and flow-
ers. In The Gift he had made Count Godunov-Cherdyntsev, though a
single-minded lepidopterist, bring back from Central Asia for other
naturalist friends a snake, an extraordinary bat, even a whole carpet
of alpine vegetation, but above his own bench at the M.C.Z. he had
pinned a Punch cartoon of a man with a butterfly net in the Gobi
desert, and in the distance a tyrannosaurus attacking another dino-
saur: “This is all very interesting, but I must remember I'm a special-
ist in butterflies.””>2 Since he had a limited amount of time to indulge
in an almost unpaid profession, he gauged his time and capacities
carefully. To arrive swiftly at the exhilarations of innovative research
he had to specialize narrowly, focusing not merely on the blues but
now on one genus, Lycaeides, within that subfamily.

After sorting out the Lycaeides genitalia and in the process building
up at the M.C.Z. the most representative series of American Lycaeides
in the world, he now turned to their wing markings. With his cus-
tomary love of detail, he would not settle at the level of precision
Schwanwitsch and others had already reached in lepidopterological
description, but discovered that the minute scales on each wing were
organized in rows radiating out from the base of the wing. This be-
came his second major principle of broad application: by counting the
scale rows—something that had never been done before—he could
provide a system for specifying with the utmost exactitude the posi-
tion of any marking on a butterfly wing. Though the technique has
not been widely applied since Nabokov’s time, one leading lepidop-
terist well acquainted with Nabokov’s work, Charles Remington of
Yale, is certain that it will become much more common in the future.
It allowed Nabokov to reach new conclusions about the evolution of
butterfly wing markings—that the apparent stripes on Lycaeides
wings evolved not as stripes but by the fusion of initially discrete
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dots—and hence about the relationship of closely allied species. In
the excitement of discovery, Nabokov looked forward to writing a
monograph of 250 pages on the Lycaeides group.2

v

At the end of 1943 he composed a second long Russian poem, ‘‘Par-
izhskaya poema” (“The Paris Poem”). Its thoroughly unsettling
opening reflects, as Nabokov explained, ““the chaotic, inarticulate ag-
itation when only the rhythm of the future work, but not its direct
sense, glimmers in the poet’s consciousness.”” Lines stagger into lilt-
ing life, with a shimmer of sense running through a couplet or two,
only for meaning to fade, and let the scene behind start to show
through: a Russian poet in his room or wandering through Paris at
night, his consciousness dispersed, his self scattered. The poem rises
on a note of exaltation and collapses again, and only at the end does
the poet’s lyric voice find command of its material, spurning the des-
olate fragmentation of all that has gone before and proclaiming a
unity and power in life, a mastery and transcendence of the self.>

Early in January 1944, Nabokov wrote to Wilson: “Véra has had a
serious conversation with me in regard to my novel. Having sulkily
pulled it out from under my butterfly manuscripts I discovered two
things, first that it was good, and second that the beginning some
twenty pages at least could be typed and submitted. This will be
done speedily.” It would not be the last time Véra Nabokov would
nudge her husband back from good work—lepidoptery, transla-
tion—to better. Nabokov finished the first four chapters of the novel
in an exhausting burst and sent them off to Doubleday .=

For the next few months, literary and lepidopterological work fol-
lowed each other in spasms. Later in life Nabokov would claim at one
time that “the pleasure and rewards of literary inspiration are noth-
ing beside the rapture of discovering a new organ under the micro-
scope or an undescribed species on a mountainside,” and at another,
that “the miniature hooks of a male butterfly are nothing in compar-
ison to the eagle claws of literature which tear at me day and night.”
Both passions were too intense for him to resist for long. At the end
of January he returned “with relief” to his Lycaeides, and even
thought briefly of revising Holland’s Butterfly Book, the only book that
attempted to represent all the butterflies of North America. He real-
ized the cost of his craving for the excitement of research: “The ap-
palling condition of my purse . . . is my own fault, i.e. I am devoting
too much time to entomology (up to 14 hours per day) and although



AGE 44 SCIENTIST, WRITER, TEACHER 69

I am doing in this line something of far-reaching scientific importance
I sometimes feel like a drunkard who in his moments of lucidity re-
alizes that he is missing all sorts of wonderful opportunities.’’26

He was still teaching his after-hours Russian-language course at
Wellesley, although since fewer students had been able to spare time
for another noncredit course in the second semester, staff members—
professors of French and Latin and English, and one research librar-
ian—now predominated in the class. Hannah French, the research
librarian, remembers Nabokov staying out in the hall smoking until
the last possible moment before class. Once, she recalls, “he came in
from his train ride from Boston to Wellesley telling of a conversation
he had had with a fellow passenger in fairly rapid Russian, challeng-
ing us to interpret it.” Or he would tell stories in Russian, with many
pantomimed gestures, which the class desperately needed, since
they recognized only a word or two.”

A single guest lecture at Yale in March—on Russian literature
rather than elementary Russian language—brought Nabokov as
much money as a term of these extracurricular Wellesley classes. But
they were not altogether a waste of effort. Already it had become
obvious that the Soviet Union would be one of the two leading pow-
ers in the postwar world, and in March, Wellesley College decided to
offer a course in elementary Russian for credit in the 1944-1945
school year, with Mr. Nabokov as sole instructor.2?

In the absence of Mildred McAfee, the college president, now in
Washington as head of the waves, the most powerful figure at Welles-
ley was the Dean of Instruction, Ella Keats Whiting. She suggested
to Nabokov that in designing the course he consult other universi-
ties, such as Harvard, to see what methods were in use there.2o The
suggestion was an unfortunate one. Months earlier Nabokov had
written to his friend Roman Grynberg complaining about the teach-
ing of Russian in the universities in the area, and added that he
would like to write something on the subject. Leading the flock of his
bétes noires was the head of Russian at Harvard, Samuel Hazzard
Cross, “who knows only the middle of Russian words and com-
pletely ignores prefixes and endings.” Nabokov may not have writ-
ten anything about Cross, but he certainly retold often the story
about his friend Karpovich catching Cross, as Nabokov put it,
“white-handed”: “Karpovich happened to enter a class in which
Cross had just finished the lesson; upon seeing Karpovich, he lunged
toward the blackboard but did not succeed in completely erasing
with the palm of an apprehensive hand the example of grammar
which Karpovich managed to see: on ego udaril s palkoi, he hit him in
the company of a stick, instead of simply [on ego udaril] palkoi [with a
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stick].” Enraged at what he considered inept and uncalled-for inter-
ference that cast doubt on his own competence, Nabokov fumed:
“Cross me no Crosses.”’>°

In May 1944, Nabokov finished the story A Forgotten Poet,” on
which he had been working sporadically all year.>* A meditation on
the caprices of literary fame and its subjection to extraliterary consid-
erations, it is the wry tale of a Russian poet, supposed drowned at
twenty-four in 1849, who turns up as a seventy-four-year-old at a
memorial gathering in 1899 on the fiftieth anniversary of his death,
and demands the money that has been raised for a monument in his
name—if indeed he really is the poet. Since his disappearance,
Perov—a poet of talent, judging by the samples Nabokov provides of
his verse—has become a hero of the members of the liberal intelli-
gentsia who stage the commemoration. When the organizers eject
the uncomfortable real old man from their meeting, the uncultured
reactionaries take up Perov’s cause solely to embarrass their oppo-
nents, while the tenderhearted liberals squirm both with guilt for
their heartless dismissal of Perov and with distaste for his quietistic
new views.

Like every one of Nabokov’s English works since his arrival in
America, except for short poems and reviews, ““A Forgotten Poet”
was decidedly Russian in subject and milieu. Nabokov still did not
feel ready to tackle America or to abandon Russia: even this year,
1944, he would not rule out the possibility that he might write more
Russian fiction for Aldanov’s new review. In fact, A Forgotten Poet”
sums up themes from Nabokov’s writing and his situation over the
previous few years. In his recent work on Pushkin and Lermontov,
he had contrasted Pushkin'’s early death with the “incredible and un-
necessary’’ longevity of the man who shot him, and in 1941, the cen-
tenary of Lermontov’s death, he had imagined a hypothetical 127-
year-old peasant still wandering a Russian country road, exactly the
age Lermontov would have been had he too not perished in a duel,
at the absurd age of twenty-seven.3 Nabokov also had in mind in “A
Forgotten Poet” the furor he had himself caused in the émigré intel-
ligentsia when in The Gift he showed the writer Nikolay Cherny-
shevsky as a bumbler, not the saint that progressive thought had
made him. And surely he was brooding on the capriciousness of his
own fame—his inability to get The Gift published complete in Rus-
sian, his having to leave his formidable reputation behind in an émi-
gré Europe that no longer existed—and his hope that one day, per-
haps as an old man, he too might receive due acclaim for his first two
decades of work.
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VI

Yet “A Forgotten Poet” contains no hint of the personal. A thor-
oughly impersonal, superbly understated re-creation of an apparently
historical event in a wonderfully evoked Russia of 1899, the story is
sober enough to hoodwink readers into accepting Perov as a real
poet, just as Khodasevich in 1936 convinced his audience that the
Vasily Travnikov from whom he was quoting had really lived in
Pushkin’s time.3 Or rather, in “A Forgotten Poet”” Nabokov puts us
as readers in a position analogous to that of the organizers of the
meeting where a man claiming to be Perov comes forward: they want
to refuse to accept that this could be Perov, yet they know he is ut-
terly plausible in ways difficult to feign; we take these pages to be
simply a story, but its historical precision and restraint make us won-
der whether we know enough Russian literary history to be sure that
a poet called Perov did not really exist after all.

The bamboozling sobriety of ““A Forgotten Poet”” could not possibly
be more unlike the bamboozling ebullience of “The Assistant Pro-
ducer,” where Nabokov’s technique predominates at every moment
to delude us into supposing that a historically accurate record is the
wildest film fantasy. Reading “The Assistant Producer”” to a compo-
sition class at Wellesley in May 1943, Nabokov had explained that he
liked ““to lure the reader this way and that and then tickle him behind
the ear just to see him whirl around.”3+ In “A Forgotten Poet” he
does the same thing again, but in the reverse direction.

At this point it may be worth commenting on Nabokov’s penchant
for literary deception. As he explained in his mimicry article and else-
where, he detected in nature a playful deceptiveness and found
nothing more exhilarating than the surprise of seeing through the
deception to a new level of truth. He liked to offer the same surprises
in literature, feigning falsehood when he was telling the truth or vice
versa, for the sake of the reader’s pleasure in penetrating the illusion.

He behaved the same way in person. As Elena Levin recalled,
“when he tells you the truth he winks at you to confuse you.””ss He
would often concoct highly plausible impromptu inventions and pay
his listeners the compliment of assuming that they could see through
the trompe l'0eil. Those not so well attuned to him often missed the
point.

Edmund Wilson was such a person. He became convinced that Na-
bokov was a malicious practical joker and decided, especially as their
relationship deteriorated, that schadenfreude was a key to Nabo-
kov’s personality.>* The worst recorded instance of a hoax Nabokov
played on Wilson is no more than this: once “in a convertible, with
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Mary McCarthy at the wheel and her husband beside her, Nabokov,
who was sitting with his wife in the back, leaned forward and nimbly
removed Wilson’s awful brown hat—impersonating, as it were, a
roguish breeze.” Wilson ignored Nabokov and turned to Véra: “Your
husband has a rather strange sense of humor.”’s”

With his prickly competitiveness, Wilson attempted to ensure he
would never be caught out by Nabokov, and as a result imagined
hoaxes that had never existed. He telephoned Nabokov shortly after
reading The Real Life of Sebastian Knight to tell him he had discovered
that the whole novel was built as a chess game. Nabokov told him,
quite truthfully, that this was not the case. Wilson wrote back to say:
“I don’t believe a word you say about your book and am furious at
having been hoaxed by it (though my opinion of it has rather gone
up than otherwise).” A year later, after reading a book of new verse
Wilson had sent him, Nabokov complimented him that the opening
lines of one of his poems, ““After reading, / writing late’” were ““in
tone, rhythm and atmosphere . . . most beautifully like Pushkin’s
mumble: mne ne spitsya, / net ognya” ("I can’t sleep, there is no light”).
A month later Wilson wrote back:

You know that you played on me unintentionally a more successful hoax
than any that you premeditated. I was sure that you had invented the
Pushkin poem about lying awake at night which sounded so much like
mine. I told Mary and other people so and cited it as an example of the
lengths to which you would go in the concoction of literary frauds, and
swore that I would not for anything in the world give you the satisfac-
tion of looking it up and of not being able to find it. Then I did look it
up one night and found that it did actually exist. I was furious.3®

Wilson seemed fated to misinterpret Nabokov, but that did not yet
impair their friendship or Wilson's generosity. Generosity was some-
thing Nabokov needed. He felt terribly short of money. The Russian
Literary Fund offered him a subsidy of one hundred dollars; he asked
for two hundred dollars and received it. He also visited Cornell for a
reading of “A Forgotten Poet” at the Book and Bowl Club, on the
invitation of Peter Pertzoff, who had helped him translate two Rus-
sian stories for the Atlantic. On the way back from Cornell, another
Pninian adventure befell him: he disembarked from the train half-
awake at Newark instead of New York, and then “in a kind of dull
nightmare” had to make his way home by local trains. He hoped to
finance publication of The Gift in Russian by subscription and use a
Russian reading in New York to raise a little more money and as an
occasion to launch the book, but the subscription venture was
doomed and an unforeseen holiday weekend scotched the reading.>
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The one thing that did help Nabokov was a new relationship with
the New Yorker. Over the last two years the New Yorker had accepted
a handful of his poems, but he had continued to publish his stories
in the Atlantic for much less than the New Yorker could pay. Katharine
White, one of the creators of the New Yorker, came back from Maine
at the beginning of 1944 to work there again. As Wilson told Nabo-
kov, “one of the ideas she came back with was to get you to do sto-
ries for them. She had torn out all your things in the Atlantic.”” Wilson
encouraged her in her design, and it would be her and the New York-
er’s interest in his work that would lead to Nabokov’s most satisfying
relationship with any American publisher until Lolita’s success
turned every publisher into an eager suitor. Wilson, knowing of his
friend’s financial troubles, and for once having money to spare, of-
fered Nabokov a loan that he would not accept. On Wilson’s prompt-
ing, Katharine White in June 1944 offered Nabokov an advance of
five hundred dollars against future contributions to the New Yorker,
in return for giving the magazine the rights to a first consideration of
his new work. He would maintain a first-reading contract with the
New Yorker, generously increased as his English reputation grew, for
another three decades.+

vl

On D-Day, June 6, 1944, Nabokov had his own newsworthy story to
report. Two days later he wrote to Edmund Wilson:

On the day of the invasion certain “bacilli” mistook my innards for a
beachhead. I had lunched on some Virginia ham in a little Wursthaus
near Harvard Square and was happily examining the genitalia of a spec-
imen from Havilah, Kern Co., Calif. at the Museum, when suddenly I
felt a strange wave of nausea. Mind you, I had been most extravagantly
well up to that point and had actually brought my tennis racket in order
to play with my friend Clark (echinoderms—if you know what I mean)
in the late afternoon. Suddenly, as I say, my stomach rose with an awful
whoop. I managed somehow to reach the outside steps of the Museum,
but before attaining the grassplot which was my pathetic goal, I threw
up, or rather down, i.e. right on the steps, such sundry items as: pieces
of ham, some spinach, a little mashed potatoes, a squirt of beer—in all
80 cents worth of food. Excruciating cramps racked me and I had just
the strength to reach the toilet where a flow of brown blood rushed out
of me from the opposite part of my miserable body. Since I have in me
a heroic strain, I forced myself to climb the stairs, lock my lab. and leave
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a note in Clark’s office cancelling the tennis game. Then, vomiting every
three steps, I proceeded to stagger home, much to the amusement of
passers-by who thought I had been overcelebrating the invasion.

Now, you should note, dear Bunny and Mary, that the day before,
Véra and Dmitri had gone to New York for {Dmitri’s] appendicitis oper-
ation . . . so that when I finally crawled into my flat I was quite alone
and helpless. I have a hazy recollection: of undressing, in between mon-
strous distal and proximal discharges; of lying on the floor of my room
and issuing a torrent of ham and blood into my waste paper basket; of
progressing by spasmodic stages to the telephone which seemed unat-
tainable, standing as it did on the incredibly lofty piano. I managed to
sweep the instrument down upon the floor and bracing myself for this
last achievement, dialled Karpovich’s number. . . .

When [Mrs. Karpovich] heard me gasping into the telephone and
pleading for help she said: please do not play the fool (ne valyayte du-
raka)—this is the usual thing that happens to humorists,—and I had
quite a time persuading her that I was dying. Incidentally I vomited into
the telephone which I think has never been done before. Realizing at
last that something was wrong, she jumped into her car and some ten
minutes later found me in a state of collapse in a corner of the room.
Never in my whole life have I experienced such impossible and humili-
ating pains. She called an ambulance and in a twinkle two policemen
appeared. They wanted to know 1) who the lady was and 2) what poi-
son I had taken. This romantic touch was too much for me, and I swore
at them roundly. Then they proceeded to carry me down. The stretcher
was not made to negotiate our type of staircase (American efficiency), so
I was carried downstairs, squirming and whooping, by the two men and
Mrs. Karpovich. A few minutes later I was sitting on a hard chair, in a
horrible room, with a Negro baby howling on a table—this was the Cam-
bridge City Hospital—of all places. A young medical student (i.e. had
been studying medicine for 3 months only) attempted the ridiculous and
medieval procedure of pumping my stomach by means of a rubber hose
which he inserted into my nose. It so happens that my left nostril is so
narrowed inside that nothing can pass, while my right one is S-
shaped. . . . Thus it is hardly surprising that the hose could not pass—
and all the while of course I was suffering most hellish pains. When the
utter ineptitude of the unfortunate youth dawned upon me, I firmly
asked Mrs. Karpovich to take me away—anywhere, and actually signed
a document to the effect that I had refused assistance. After this I had
my greatest attack of vomiting and le reste—the funny thing being that
you cannot do the two things at the one time in the W.C. so I kept roll-
ing off and squirting by turns from either end.

Mrs Karpovich remembered that at 6 p.m. (it was about that time
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now) a doctor was to visit her sick husband. I was carried by a reluctant
and meager staff to a taxi and after incredible sufferings found myself
shivering under five blankets on the drawing-room couch at the K.’s. By
then I was in a state of complete collapse and when the doctor (a nice
fellow) turned up he could find neither my pulse nor my blood pressure.
He started telephoning and I heard him saying “‘extremely grave” and
“not a minute to be lost.” Five minutes later (with poor Mr Karpovich
quite forgotten . . . ) he had arranged the matter and—lo!—I was at the
Mt. Aubrey hospital . . . in a semi-private ward—the ““semi’”” being rep-
resented by an old man dying from acute cardiac trouble (I could not
sleep all night, owing to his groans and ahannement—he died towards
dawn after telling some unknown “Henry” such things as “My little
boy, you can’t do that to me. Use me right” etc.—all very interesting
and useful to me). At the hospital two or three quarts of some saline
stuff were injected into my veins—and I lay with that needle in my fore-
arm all night and most of yesterday. The doctor said it was a case of
food-poisoning and called it “‘hemor. collitis.” . . . In the meantime I had
been transferred (in spite of my protests) to the general ward, where the
radio kept emitting hot music, cigarette ads (in a juicy voice from the
heart) and gags without interruption until (at 10 p.m.) I bellowed to the
nurse to have the bloody thing stopped (much to the annoyance and
surprise of the staff and of the patients). This is a curious detail of Amer-
ican life—they do not actually listen to the radio, in fact everybody was
talking, retching, guffawing, wisecracking, flirting with the (very charm-
ing) nurses—all the time—but apparently the impossible sounds coming
from the apparatus (it is really the first time that I have heard the radio,
except for very brief spasms in other people’s houses and in the saloon
cars during my travels) somehow acted as a “life-background”” for the
occupants of the ward, for as soon as it was stopped complete quiet
ensued and I soon fell asleep). This morning (Thursday 8th) I feel per-
fectly well,—had a good breakfast (egg was hardboiled, of course) and
attempted to take a bath, but was caught in the corridor and bundled
back into bed. At present I have been wheeled on to the porch where I
can smoke and enjoy my voskresenie iz myortvikh (resurrection from the
dead). I hope to go home by tomorrow.+

When he was wheeled back into the ward things were not so pleas-
ant: the radio, the chatter, a sixteen-year-old boy following the staff
around and aping the groans of older patients. To cut down the
noise, Nabokov drew the curtain around his bed in the hope of either
resting or studying a medical dictionary he had managed to snatch
from a bookcase as he was wheeled down the hallway. The staff for-
bade the curtains, since they implied a patient’s sudden death, and
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confiscated the book as too technical. Nabokov could not stand it all
(twenty years later he would remark in an interview, “In hospitals
there is still something of the eighteenth-century madhouse”), and
when Mrs. Karpovich arrived during visiting hours he outlined in
conspiratorial Russian a plan of escape. She returned to the car, he
strolled casually to an open side door, and, clad in his dressing
gown, ran to the getaway vehicle with two staff members in frantic
and unsuccessful pursuit.+* That was the last time anyone made the
mistake of trying to put Nabokov in a communal cage.

* In Ada, Van Veen will escape from the hospital in similar fashion in Cordula de
Prey’s car.



Permanent Impermanence: Cambridge
and Wellesley, 1944-1946

I

INCE late 1936, Nabokov had pursued a position teaching Russian

literature at an American university. After nearly a decade of
searching, the best he could find was a one-year appointment for
1944-1945 at Wellesley as a one-man Russian department teaching no
more than elementary Russian language. He felt so dissatisfied at the
prospect that shortly before his duties commenced he wrote to a Hol-
lywood agent that he would be ready to come to California as a
screenwriter.*

Far from writing at high rates for American cinema audiences, Na-
bokov had not yet composed a single work of fiction with an Ameri-
can setting, and any kind of writing had to compete with his enjoy-
ment of his ill-paid lepidopterological work. Late in June 1944 he
briefly visited the Wilsons at Wellfleet. Stimulated by their company,
and kept away from the M.C.Z. by a cold that he caught as he rode
home by train, he found himself “blessed with a flow of inspiration
and . .. composed another tremendous chapter of my novel.” By
now he had one hundred pages ready, and felt almost sure that the
book would be called not The Person from Porlock but Game to Gunm.>*

At the end of July, with Dmitri off at camp in Vermont, the Nabo-
kovs joined the Wilsons at Wellfleet for a couple of weeks, staying at
a hotel Wilson had booked for them. Among the guests at the Wil-
sons’ many parties was their neighbor and friend Nina Chavcha-
vadze, who recalled with great feeling the times when as Nina Ro-
manov she had been punted down the Cam by the white-flanneled
Volodya Nabokov. He remembered their romance much more dryly.s

Despite or perhaps because of their round of festivities, Edmund
Wilson and Mary McCarthy were off-balance with each other. Things

* Apparently named after the contents designation on the spine of volume 10 of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica, fourteenth edition (1937-1959), whose entries run from
“Game” to “Gunmetal.” D. Barton Johnson, the first to identify the source of Nabo-
kov’s provisional title, tries to explain why it might have been chosen (Worlds in Re-
gression [Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1985}, pp. 203-6).
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tipped precariously when McCarthy, cleaning up after a party, asked
her husband if he would take out the garbage. “Empty it yourself,”
he said, repeating the phrase with an ironical bow as she struggled
through the screen door with two large garbage cans. She slapped
him and stamped upstairs. He called her down: “You think you're
unhappy with me. Well I'll give you something to be unhappy
about,” and proceeded to beat her. She fled to New York. Next day
Wilson went to the Nabokovs, asking them to move into the house
with him, as his live-in cook threatened to leave for fear she might
be cited as corespondent in a divorce case. To extricate him from his
predicament, they did move in with him for a week.4

Back at 8 Craigie Circle in mid-August, Nabokov wrote ““another
glorious chapter” of his novel. On August 15, Nikolay Gogol was pub-
lished. A New Yorker review by Wilson praised the book highly but
also criticized rather bitingly what Wilson saw as Nabokov’s “poses,
perversities, and vanities which sound as if he had brought them
away from the St. Petersburg of the early nineteen-hundreds . . . and
piously preserved them in exile. . . . His puns are particularly aw-
ful”” Though Wilson often promised to write a major study of his
friend’s fiction, this was in fact the only review of Nabokov’s work
undertaken by the most respected reviewer in America until his cel-
ebrated 1965 onslaught on Nabokov’s translation of Eugene Onegin.s

At the end of August, when Dmitri returned brown and tough
from camp, the Nabokovs moved out for two weeks to Wellesley,
where they boarded with a couple named Fleming (she was a cook,
he a carpenter), swam, played tennis, and loafed in the Flemings’
lush, leafy garden. Since Edmund Wilson and Mary McCarthy were
now back together again—they would separate for good over the
coming winter—Nabokov wrote tactfully to his friend, “following
Mary’s example, [ retired . . . to another town (Wellesley, in my case)
in order to write a story.”’

The story was “Time and Ebb,” a little masterpiece that blends the
immediate and the remote, the mundane and the eerily beautiful.” A
ninety-year-old Jewish scientist reflects from his hospital bed in the
year 2024 not on the world around him—a commonplace after all to
his putative audience—but on the strangeness of the world of his
childhood, America in the early 1940s. For the first time but not the
last, Nabokov brilliantly inverts science fiction. Far from inviting
wonder at new gimmicks and gadgets, he postulates a world where
flying has been banned, and the airplanes of old—of the present, of
1944—seem magically poetic. Instead of having us gasp at super cir-
cuitry, he produces a shiver at the strangeness of the life we take for
granted. Back in the narrator’s childhood “they played with electric-
ity in various ways without having the slightest notion of what it
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really was—and no wonder the chance revelation of its true nature
came as a most hideous surprise (I was a man by that time and can
well remember old Professor Andrews sobbing his heart out on the
campus in the midst of a dumbfounded crowd).”

For the first time Nabokov sets one of his stories in America, a set-
ting that at this stage he seems to feel ready to depict for native
Americans only when filtered through a prism of futuristic fancy. He
records the world around him with wonderful precision and evoca-
tive charm: a soda fountain, Central Park, movies, neighborhood
stores, trains, planes, taxicabs. In A Guide to Berlin”’ he had written
that the purpose of literary creation is ““to portray ordinary objects as
they will be reflected in the kindly mirrors of future times; to find in
the objects around us the fragrant tenderness that only posterity will
discern and appreciate in the far-off times when every trifle of our
plain everyday life will become exquisite and festive in its own
right.””® In “Time and Ebb” he remains true to the same aesthetic—

old-fashioned “skyscrapers” ... a misnomer, since their association
with the sky, especially at the ethereal close of a greenhouse day, far
from suggesting any grating contact, was indescribably delicate and se-
rene: to my childish eyes looking across the vast expanse of park land
that used to grace the center of the city, they appeared remote and lilac-
colored, and strangely aquatic, mingling as they did their first cautious
lights with the colors of the sunset and revealing, with a kind of dreamy
candor, the pulsating inside of their semitransparent structure

—but he has become still more inventive and far more capable of
evoking a sense of awe at the strangeness of our existing at all.

Time, which we so often let decay into mere habit, is for Nabokov
a succession of wonders. By suddenly jerking us outside our own
time he confronts us with all we quaintly take for granted. The peo-
ple of the 1940s

clung to tradition as a vine still clings to a dead tree. They had their
meals at large tables around which they grouped themselves in a stiff
sitting position on hard wooden chairs. Clothes consisted of a number
of parts, each of which, moreover, contained the reduced and useless
remnants of this or that older fashion (a townsman dressing of a morn-
ing had to squeeze something like thirty buttons into as many button-
holes besides tying three knots and checking the contents of fifteen
pockets).

Nabokov makes us see that by sheer routine acceptance we wear out
the beauty and magic of a world whose very existence ought to seem
a perpetual, inexhaustible surprise.
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II

At Wellesley College Nabokov had the rank of lecturer, a member of
the faculty at the professorial level but not on the permanent staff. In
this first year he taught Russian 100, elementary Russian language,
to eighteen students in three two-hour classes per week, and re-
ceived a mere $800, even less than the $1,200 he earned at the
M.C.Z.»

He began with pronunciation: ““A Russian vowel is an orange, an
English vowel is a lemon. When you speak Russian your mouth
ought to distend laterally at the corners. . . . You can, and should,
speak Russian with a permanent broad smile.” He believed in intro-
ducing grammar before all but the barest vocabulary: “Anatomy
must precede systematics, and the importance of studying the behav-
ior of a word is greater than that of learning to say in Russian ‘good-
bye’ or ‘good morning.” ”’ In theory he advocated that there was no
choice but to memorize all the rules: “I must admit to feeling a great
deal of disgust for any levelling or oversimplification. . . . The loaves
of knowledge do not come nicely sliced.”*

But in practice his classes were anything but sheer grind. He sat at
the head of a seminar table in a small room in Founder’'s Hall, with
his books, papers, cigarettes, matches, and ashtray before him—he
now smoked up to four packs of cigarettes a day, lighting a new one
from the stub of the old, and crushing the butt out emphatically in
the crowded ashtray—while the students were ranged down either
side of the table, with one at the opposite end, and were required to
take the same place for every class. With his eye for individual differ-
ences, Nabokov knew each student well, her personality, her apti-
tudes, her regular friends. Though he taught with Birkett's Modern
Russian Course as the class textbook, he would deviate from it at will
to deliver poetic sermons on the colors of sounds or the genius of
Pushkin or the delights of his latest butterfly hunt.*

Early in the fall his regular classes and his guest lectures coalesced
in his mind into the longest and perhaps the best of his English po-
ems before “Pale Fire”: “An Evening of Russian Poetry.””*> The sub-
ject sounds unpromising: a stylized verse account of a lecture that a
visiting speaker delivers at a women'’s college. What makes the poem
so successful that it is hard to refrain from simply quoting its 150 lines
in full? Perhaps, the contrast between the constraints of the situa-
tion—the young college students with their naive questions—and the
range of imagination that allows the poet to project onto the minds
of his audience the whole landscape of Russia, its remotest history,
its natural world, its art. Or the tension between, on the one hand,
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discipline and economy, and, on the other, the bright colors of fancy,
the subterranean throb of passion. The speaker’s personal past and
his sense of incommunicable loss are both muffled and at the same
time expressed in the most romantic terms, as a monarch’s flight into
exile, and his haunted fear of pursuit:

Beyond the seas where I have lost a scepter,

I hear the neighing of my dappled nouns,

soft participles coming down the steps,

treading on leaves, trailing their rustling gowns,
and liquid verbs in ahla and in ili,

Aonian grottoes, nights in the Altai,

black pools of sound with “I’s for water lilies.
The empty glass I touched is tinkling still,

but now ’tis covered by a hand and dies.

“Trees? Animals? Your favorite precious stone?”

The birch tree, Cynthia, the fir tree, Joan.

Like a small caterpillar on its thread,

my heart keeps dangling from a leaf long dead
but hanging still, and still I see the slender

white birch that stands on tiptoe in the wind,
and firs beginning where the garden ends,

the evening ember glowing through their cinders.

That note of exaltation was not Nabokov’s experience in the
Wellesley classroom. To Wilson he wrote: “I work a lot. Have finan-
cial troubles. Am looking for a good solid professorship somewhere.”
When he was warned that most of the work in the Slavic department
at Berkeley, where an opening had arisen, was “frankly of high
school grade,” he wrote back that he would still be keen to teach
there: it was what he was used to at Wellesley, and at Wellesley his
position was not even permanent.*3

III

Like his father, Dmitri had begun new classes: at Dexter School,
where John F. Kennedy had studied fifteen years before. Entering the
school poorly adjusted both physically and socially, Dmitri would
emerge three years later, at thirteen, already over six feet tall, a top
student, an athlete, and a youth of considerable personal poise. Not-
ing his son’s progress, Nabokov developed a warm affection for the
school and its headmaster, Francis A. Caswell. He would often go
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along to watch soccer matches, and at halftime would relive his own
favorite memories of school by dribbling the ball around with far
more flair than the American boys who looked on in admiration.
Outside school hours, he would also patiently catch a baseball—an
object that meant nothing to him—as Dmitri, trying to become one
of those American boys, threw him pitch after pitch.+

Although Nabokov taught at Wellesley two or three afternoons a
week, almost all the rest of his time was spent at the M.C.Z. In his
role as unofficial curator of lepidoptera, he now had an assistant,
Phyllis Smith, a high-school volunteer who would carry out routine
work after school: spreading butterflies, once he had shown her how;
labeling; filing. She remembered his playfulness, his jokes, his word
games and puzzles, his uproarious delight at oddities, his loud
hearty laugh, the explosions of hilarity that would fill his eyes with
tears. But even more she recalls his curiosity: “He asked questions,
questions, questions. How-to questions, why questions. He was al-
ways collecting facts and opinions. He was learning U.S. customs
and attitudes.” He took a very probing interest in her parents’ recent
divorce and apparently nurtured an indulgent hope that they might
remarry, even sealing in an envelope he gave her a prediction to that
effect. (He was wrong.) She always found him considerate, gentle-
manly, almost deferential, although she was so young and her job
“the lowest of the low.”’ss

By October 1944, Nabokov had completed his “Notes on the Mor-
phology of the Genus Lycaeides” and was ready to tackle something
new. He had set himself as a long-term project to work out the geni-
talia of the entire family of the blues (Plebejinae), and turned now
from his exhaustive analysis of the North American Lycaeides to a
wider focus: a reclassification of all the neotropical (Central and
South American) blues. Some taxonomists (“lumpers”) stress resem-
blances and therefore favor grouping similar kinds together; others
(“splitters”) focus on differences and prefer to separate kind from
kind. As someone who always valued the individuating detail and
dismissed generalizations and groups, Nabokov was temperamen-
tally a splitter, but by no means a doctrinaire or extreme one. Like
other serious lepidopterists, he deplored the enthusiastic amateur
collector’s penchant for elevating to the rank of a new species or sub-
species what was nothing more than an aberration or a seasonal or
geographical form. In his work on neotropical Plebejinae, Nabokov in-
troduced seven new genera and revised the remaining two.* To
older taxonomists, this degree of generic splitting seemed close to
vandalism; nowadays, however, generic splitting has become much
more widely accepted, and no one has ever found reason to chal-
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lenge Nabokov’s groupings. Even people much more lumpish in in-
clination than he ever was have accepted his phylogenetic calculation
of relationships.*”

Iv

On afternoons when he had to teach, Nabokov would leave his
bench at the M.C.Z. just before midday and head for Wellesley by
streetcar and bus or subway and train. Returning to Cambridge in
the evening, he would ride in one of the car pools set up to cope with
the wartime gas shortage. Decades later, Nabokov expected that
when he at last sat down to write Speak, America he would devote an
entire chapter to his days in the car pool.

Occasionally he would ride home with Joan Bishop, Wellesley’s
placement director, or Sally Collie Smith, the college’s publicity offi-
cer, but most evenings his chauffeur on the long, slow crawl home
would be Isabel Stephens, who taught in the English department at
Wellesley and in Cambridge lived just across from the Nabokovs on
the corner of Craigie Street. She found him the life of the party, the
rouser of tired spirits at the end of a hard day, talking on in “a series
of gay witticisms, sometimes ribald, always so amusing that I, as
driver, was afraid of laughing too hard—and more than once had to
pull over to wipe tears of mirth from my eyes.”’*®

He sat in the back of the car, often with Sylvia Berkman or Aileen
Ward, the future biographer of Keats. Sylvia Berkman enjoyed his
“‘eerie” playfulness, but on days when teaching had exhausted her,
she would ride back in a later car pool rather than feel she had to rise
to Nabokov’s vitality. Aileen Ward recalls how they used to make up
impromptu parodies of poems by Hardy or Housman or whomever.
She once asked him how he found time to write. He replied: “In the
morning I peer at the genitalia of butterflies; in the afternoon, I teach
Russian grammar to students at Wellesley; in the evening I get into
bed with a mug of hot milk and write.””*

In February 1945, Nabokov gave guest lectures at St. Timothy’s
College in Baltimore and Smith College in Northampton, Massachu-
setts. Returning from the Baltimore lecture he stopped in New York
with George and Sonia Hessen. He had a pleasant evening at the
Grynbergs’ with Edmund Wilson, who was about to depart as a re-
porter for the New Yorker to war-ravaged Europe. On Nabokov’s trip
back from New York, a dose of influenza led to a severe attack of
intercostal neuralgia, and after reaching Cambridge he spent a week
in bed. Warmed by his conversation with Wilson and anxious for his
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friend’s safety in Europe, he concluded a letter to him, “I like you
very much.” Wilson replied in kind: “Our conversations have been
among the few consolations of my literary life through these last
years—when my old friends have been dying, petering out or getting
more and more neurotic.”’2°

Throughout Nabokov’s life only one political issue ever excited
him: the attitude those outside the country should take toward the
Soviet Union. In the closing phases of the war, Soviet conduct in ““lib-
erating’ Eastern Europe—especially Stalin’s refusal to aid the revolt
of the Warsaw underground—began to cause a drop in American
confidence in Russia and the first revival of the anti-Communist sen-
timent that would lead to the cold war.?* In 1944, while the Soviet
Union was still seen as a heroic, irreproachable ally, Nabokov’s
friend, the old Socialist Revolutionary Vladimir Zenzinov, had pub-
lished—privately, and in Russian, of course—a book called Meeting
with Russia: Life in the Soviet Union: Letters to the Red Army, 1939-1941,
a collection of “letters from home” he had obtained from prisoners
taken in the Russo-Finnish War. Nabokov thanked his friend for the
book:

I read it from cover to cover and appreciated the enormous labor and the
enormous love you put into it. Gloomy and poor and intolerably happy
is the Russia reflected in these pathetic scrawlings, and as you quite
rightly remark, nothing, nothing has changed—the same soldiers going
mad from the same hunger and grief as five hundred years ago, and the
same oppression and the same bare-bellied children in the mud, in the
dark. For their sake alone all these vile “leaders of the people” . ..
should be destroyed forever. I consider this the most valuable book
about Russia of all those that have appeared during these twenty-five
despicable years.2

Weeks later Nabokov read a newspaper report that Maklakov, the
official representative of the Russian émigrés in France, had attended
a luncheon reception at the Soviet embassy in Paris and had drunk a
toast ““to the motherland, to the Red Army, to Stalin.” Furious, Na-
bokov wrote to Zenzinov to relieve his anger:

I can understand denying one’s principles in one exceptional case: if they
told me that those closest to me would be tortured or spared according
to my reply, I would immediately consent to anything, ideological
treachery or foul deeds and would even apply myself lovingly to the
parting on Stalin’s backside. Was Maklakov placed in such a situation?
Evidently not. . . .
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All that remains is to outline a classification of the emigration. I distin-
guish five main divisions:

1. The philistine majority, who dislike the Bolsheviks for taking from
them their little bit of land or money, or twelve Ilf-and-Petrov chairs.

2. Those who dream of pogroms and a Rumanian tsar, and now frat-
ernize with the Soviets because they sense in the Soviet Union the Soviet
Union of the Russian People.

3. Fools.

4. Those who ended up across the border by inertia, vulgarians and
careerists who pursue their own advantage and lightheartedly serve any .
leader at all.

5. Decent freedom-loving people, the old guard of the Russian mtelh-
gentsia, who unshakably despise violence against language, against
thought, against truth.

Nabokov’s indignation at what seemed to be Maklakov’s betrayal
of democratic principles* and his need to state his own position
within the emigration combined in his mind with an incident that
had occurred during his stopover in New York in February. At dinner
with his friends the Grynbergs, Nabokov had met Marc Slonim, an
émigré critic with whom he had been friendly in Paris. Sonia Gryn-
berg expected him “to fall into his arms.” Instead, Nabokov thor-
oughly snubbed Slonim, later explaining to Wilson his reason: “He
gets 250 dollars from the Stalinists per month, which is not much,
but he is not worth even that.”’2s* Slonim was remotely related to the
family of Véra’s father, Evsey Slonim, and this coincidence and Na-
bokov’s judgment of Slonim’s politics may together have provided
the germ for the story “Double Talk,” written in late March and early
April 1945.2

Nabokov switched the political signposts of the actual event. The
story’s narrator, a liberal Russian émigré writer, has repeatedly found
himself confused during the course of his years of European exile
with a reactionary anti-Semitic namesake. Now in Boston, he gets an
invitation to a party—and finds when he enters that the invitation
must have been for the other man, for he had landed in a conclave
of conservative Germanophiles. This unusually topical story—so top-
ical that in book form it would be renamed ““Conversation Piece,
1945 —allows Nabokov to explain his own ideological position: his
even greater distance from the “very White émigré, of the automati-
cally reactionary type” than from a leftist artist friend “who had for

* Nabokov was quite mistaken: Slonim was in fact firmly against Stalin and the So-
viet system.
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some reason always resented my contempt for the Party line and for
the Communist and his Master’s Voice.” Nabokov mimics superbly
the fluent nonsense of ideas he detests: the willful blindness of a Ger-
manophile explaining away the extermination camps; the glib con-
volutions that make of Nazism a plot inflicted by wicked foreigners
on the gentle, cultured German people; the Russian reactionary who
opts for Stalin as a new outlet for long-frustrated patriotism.

Before completing “Double Talk,” Nabokov wrote a Russian poem,
“O pravitelyakh (“On Rulers”), perhaps the most successful politi-
cal piece he ever wrote. A superb parody of the intonations and off-
rhymes of Vladimir Mayakovsky, the Soviet poet laureate—whom
Nabokov regarded as a poet “endowed with a certain brilliance and
bite, but fatally corrupted by the regime he faithfully served”’—the
poem seethes with contempt for those with an awed respect for Sta-
lin or for any of the other great leaders who have inflicted so much
suffering on the world.>

v

Any new intimacy requires an awkward period of adjustment, and
Nabokov’s relationship with the New Yorker was no exception. He
had signed his first formal first-reading agreement with the maga-
zine; he had met Katharine White at a New Yorker party at the Ritz
and spent an evening with her and E. B. White in Boston and liked
them both.* For “Double Talk,” the first of his stories taken by the
New Yorker, he received $812.50, far more than he had ever been paid
for a short story. But he was upset about the magazine’s compulsion
to edit all its contributions. Because of the story’s atypical topicality,
he accepted some changes, but rejected most: “I am afraid I cannot
change or add any of the other sentences mentioned. The ‘average
reader’ does not read the New Yorker. I am very sorry but I really
think I have gone as far as my conscience permits in accepting alter-
natives. I do not want those exasperating little bridges and am quite
sure that the good reader will flit across the gaps with perfect ease.”’2
He had his way.

* He had first read E. B. White in 1940, as he sailed to America on the Champlain.
Picking up a magazine in the ship’s library, he came across White’s definition of a
miracle, “‘blue snow on a red barn”’—which to him was a stab of Russia. Whenever he
met a writer whose work he liked, he would show his appreciation by recalling a
phrase he had cherished for years. Decades later, he recollected that it must have been
this little phrase that he paid back with interest to E. B. White (Nabokov letter to Clar-
ence Brown, November 11, 1974, courtesy Clarence Brown).
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During the spring, Nabokov had begun to wear glasses for read-
ing, a consequence of his work at the microscope and the first of two
transformations from his lean youthful self to the cozily rotund and
bespectacled figure of his last thirty years. Early in June, worried by
heart palpitations—a recurrent double systole—he visited a doctor.
He was advised that the palpitations, although unsettling, were not
dangerous, but if he wished to be rid of them he would have to quit
smoking. He had tried in vain to give up the habit two or three times
before, but this time he stopped overnight and never smoked again.
He felt miserable without nicotine and had to keep his cravings at
bay by compulsively devouring molasses candy. He rapidly gained
weight.?

On July 12, he and Véra took their citizenship test with Amy Kelly
and Mikhail Karpovich as their two sponsors. Karpovich warned his
friend: “Now look here, I want to ask you something—don’t joke,
please don’t joke with them—this is quite serious, you know, don’t
joke.” Nabokov agreed, but then the examiner tested his command
of English by giving him a phrase to read aloud: “The child is bold.”
Silly phrase, thought Nabokov, looking through his new lenses, and,
picturing the child as a baby with very little hair, he read out “The
child is bald.” “No, it is not bald, it is bold.” “Yes, but you know,
babies don’t have much hair.” The examiner—"of Italian origin ap-
parently, judging by his slight accent”—had seen at once that Nabo-
kov’s English was fine, but was obliged to ask him a question about
American history. Nabokov did not even understand the question.
The next moment they were kidding each other, roaring with laugh-
ter, while Karpovich looked with alarm at these two madmen. ““You
passed, you passed,” the examiner said, as soon as he caught his
breath. Nabokov recalled the occasion with as much pleasure as his
encounter with the sportive customs men on his first day in America;
“I had a wonderful time becoming an American citizen. That was an
absolutely wonderful day. . . . That's very characteristic, you know.
This rather prim Russian who wants to be very serious and this easy-
going American way of settling things. . . . It was very satisfactory,
very soothing.”’s°

After Dmitri’s return from camp the Nabokovs again moved out of
their city apartment to the quiet green spaces of Wellesley. This time
they boarded at 9 Abbott Street with the Monaghan family, whose
jolly Irish heartiness they greatly enjoyed. The Monaghans would
later remember Nabokov in terms of his zest for life, his inquisitive-
ness about everything, and his bags of molasses kisses.3"

Next door to the Monaghans that summer lived Jorge Guillén and
his family. Guillén, six years older than Nabokov and the head of the
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Spanish department at Wellesley, was one of the greatest Spanish
poets of the most brilliant generation since the Spanish Golden Age.
He and Nabokov had known each other since the Nabokovs’ year in
Wellesley in 1941-1942. Guillén was the only other major writer at
Wellesley, and a fellow exile—perhaps even the model in part for the
poet at the center of Nabokov’s poem ““Exile.” Though Guillén’s En-
glish was poor, he and Nabokov could converse easily in French. Of-
ten during the summer of 1945, Nabokov would leave off writing his
novel to play tennis with Guillén, a man of quick, light movements
in a rather French manner and an originality of mind that never ran
dry. Nabokov liked him and his work and in Ada many years later
paid tribute to Guillén’s Cantico. Guillén in return was a faithful ad-
mirer of Nabokov, “poéte en deux langues, en prose et en vers, tou-
jours poete.” They first met when the onset of war had just expunged
Russian émigré culture and Nabokov’s reputation within it: no won-
der Guillén later commented to his son that he had never known a
writer with such a sense that fame was his due.3:

VI

In the fall of 1945, Nabokov began teaching an intermediate course in
Russian in addition to his elementary course. He arranged the time-
table so that he could still dispose of the classes on three afternoons
each week, by teaching for four straight hours from 12:40 to 4:30.
Intermediate students who had had their last elementary class with
a gaunt Mr. Nabokov in May were bewildered to encounter a far
plumper Mr. Nabokov in September, but the mystery resolved itself
when instead of his cigarettes Nabokov ““shamelessly inhaled”” mo-
lasses candy cubes in front of his class, five or six in the course of the
hour.33

One night at the start of the academic year Nabokov dreamed of
his brother Sergey. Although in waking life he supposed Sergey to
be safe in the Austrian castle of his lover Hermann, in the dream he
saw him in agony on a bunk in a concentration camp. The next day
he received a letter from his other brother, Kirill, who had traced Vla-
dimir through his New Yorker story. Sergey, Kirill told him, had died
of a stomach ailment brought on by malnutrition in a concentration
camp near Hamburg. He had been arrested in Berlin in 1943 because
of his homosexuality, but five months later his cousin Onya’s efforts
had secured his release. Hating Berlin, he had managed to find a job
in a half-Russian office in Prague. There he openly voiced his con-
tempt for Hitler and Germany and was promptly informed upon and
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arrested as a British spy.>* Vexed that Sergey loved not only a man
but a German-speaking one, Nabokov had spoken rather harshly of
his brother in recent years. Now he was appalled at Sergey’s death,
filled with admiration at his courageous outspokenness, and morti-
fied that it was too late to make amends.

He also heard from Prague, from his sister Elena, still living there
with her young son, and from his mother’s faithful friend Evgenia
Hofeld, who continued to look after Rostislav, the son of Nabokov’s
other sister, Olga. Once contact was reestablished with Europe, Na-
bokov began to send parcels and money to Prague and attempted to
bring to the U.S. not only the papers he had had to leave in Paris and
the money owing him from the European sales of his books, but also
his favorite sister and her family and his nephew Rostislav.3s

Financially he should have been in a much better position this
year. He had a salary of $2,000 at Wellesley, another $1,200 from the
M.C.Z., more from the New Yorker, and almost $2,500 from the sale
of the film rights to Laughter in the Dark. Somehow even this much
healthier income would soon prove insufficient.

Butterflies still took up most of his time. To Edmund Wilson he
lamented, ““the urge to write is something terrific but as I cannot do
it in Russian I do not do it at all.”” A month later, nevertheless, at the
end of October, he reported that he had written quite a chunk of his
novel. By early December he was more than half-finished and still
working furiously at it. Exhausted by the week’s teaching and re-
search, he would often spend all day Sunday in bed and do nothing
but write.¢

VII

In his application for the position in the Slavic department at Berke-
ley, Nabokov was backed by Professor George R. Noyes. Oleg Mas-
lennikov, the head of the department, instead chose Nabokov’s old
friend Gleb Struve, who had many years’ experience teaching Rus-
sian literature at the university level and had published a staridard
account of Soviet literature.3” Stuck at Wellesley, Nabokov was -bored
simply teaching rudimentary grammar, but reluctant to introduce a
course in Russian literature and take all the trouble of preparing it
unless he had a permanent position there. By promising to write the
lectures herself, Véra persuaded him to seek approval for the
course.3®

At the beginning of 1946 it was still official American policy to re-
gard the Soviet Union very much as an ally. Though Nabokov had a
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coterie of enthusiastic supporters not only among his students but
also in the staff of Wellesley’s literature departments, some of the
college’s key administrators were keen to have Soviet fiction and
drama taught. Books like Konstantin Simonov’s novel about the siege
of Stalingrad, although negligible as literature, were being loudly
hailed. Would the anti-Soviet Nabokov be prepared to teach such
works? Would he at least be prepared not to disparage our great ally?

Fresh from Washington and her position as head of the waves,
Mildred McAfee Horton (she had recently married) certainly thought
these were the kinds of questions it was her role as president of
Wellesley College to put before Nabokov when he asked if he could
teach a course in Russian literature. Two years earlier, when the New
York Browning Society had invited him to address its members on
the relationship between Russian culture and Russian courage in the
war, Nabokov had looked over a pamphlet the society had sent him
and replied caustically:

I have read with interest the account of your German studies—I liked
the bit about Goethe*—but the end has puzzled me greatly. I have lived
in Germany for 17 years and am quite sure Gretchen has been thor-
oughly consoled by the secondhand, somewhat bloodstained, but still
quite wearable frocks that her soldier friend sent her from the Polish
ghettos. . . . It is useless looking at a hyena and hoping that one day
domestication or a benevolent gene will turn the creature into a soft
purring tortoiseshell cat. Gelding and Mendelism, alas, have their limits.
Let us chloroform it—and forget. I am sorry of course for music and
gemiitlichkeit—but not very much, not more in fact than I am for the
lacquered what-nots and cherry-trees in bloom (trashy perhaps but
sweet) which gemiitlich little Japan has contributed.

When I lecture on Russian literature I do so from a writer’s point of
view, but upon reaching modern times cannot avoid stressing the fact
that Communism and its totalitarian rule have prevented the develop-
ment of authentic literature in Russia during these last twenty-five
years.3

With the war safely over and his future at stake, Nabokov naturally
did not reply in such forthright fashion when Mildred Horton ques-
tioned him at the end of January 1946, but she was not happy with
his answers. Nor was he, and he wrote to her to make his position
clearer:

What I wish to stress now is that in teaching modern Russian literature
it is quite possible to keep out politics. This I have done when teaching

* “In Goethe, it is true, were found what seemed to be fundamental flaws in char-
acter, flaws which seem also to be inherent in the type of German now in power.”
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the language (although pretexts for airing one’s views on the Soviet re-
gime were by no means lacking), and I see no reason why a similar pol-
icy could not be followed when teaching literature. . . .

At present both American and Russian literatures are in a very poor
way, but I really do not see why a critical attitude towards obvious short-
comings should be considered biassed politically. Nor am I prejudiced if
I say that Simonov’s war stories are trashy. On the other hand, Zo-
shchenko, Olesha, Pasternak and two or three others, all of them living
in Russia, have been producing some fine work.

I feel sure that you will understand my point of view. Governments
come and go but the imprint of genius remains and it is this imperish-
able pattern that I should like my students (if any) to discern and ad-
mire. . . .

Believe me, I quite appreciate your position of not wanting anything
in the way of anti-solidarity propaganda etc., and am convinced that
there will be no difficulty in keeping the course within the limits I have
traced.+

Mildred Horton was not quite so convinced. She approved the lit-
erature course for the coming year, but stressed that Nabokov’s po-
sition was still a one-year appointment and that Wellesley would re-
ally prefer a course not in Nabokovian literary criticism but in
“literature as a reflection of the culture of its time.”+

Just before hearing that the course had been approved and he
could teach the following year, Nabokov traveled to New York to par-
ticipate with Ernest Simmons of Cornell in a CBS broadcast on Go-
gol’s Inspector General.* He stayed with Edmund Wilson, who intro-
duced him to W. H. Auden. Nabokov, who often muffed names,
began to compliment Auden on his verse, while actually referring to
lines by Conrad Aiken. “I understand now,” he wrote back to Wil-
son, ““the wild look that passed in his eyes. Stupid, but has happened
to me before.”+

Once he knew he would be teaching Russian literature in the fall,
Nabokov realized he had to rush to complete his novel—its working
title had by now changed to Solus Rex—before preparing for the new
course in the summer. Later he would write that he composed the
greater part of the novel “in the winter and spring of 1945-1946, at a
particularly cloudless and vigorous period of my life.” This was not

* Perhaps this was the occasion on which he first heard himself on the radio and
was shocked to discover how markedly his English pronunciation was affected by his
grasseyement, the French rolling uvular r, that had also been current in the Russian
spoken in educated St. Petersburg before the Revolution. To overcome the quirk, he
resolved to disguise the dangerous letter by a little neutral vibration, so that “I am
Russian” would not sound as if he came from Roussillon but would emerge as a
slightly lisping “I am Wussian” (Bernard Pivot interview with Nabokov, May 1975).
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so much autobiographical fact as an attempt to deter any simplistic
equations between the oppressive world of the novel and his own
mood or circumstances as he wrote. Actually, it was a depressing
time. Since Wellesley and the M.C.Z. still took up most of his day-
light hours, he had to write in the late evenings after two jobs that
by themselves would have been a difficult load for most. He had
been standing before Wellesley classes in one capacity or another for
six years now, and was committed to preparing a demanding new
course that he might be able to teach for only one year. “I am in very
low spirits,” he wrote Wilson, “because there does not seem to be
any prospect of a permanent appointment in Wellesley and I am sick
of being a badly underpaid instructor. . . . My chief anxiety is the
complete lack of security.” By May he was also feeling unhappy that
despite his first-reading agreement with the New Yorker he had had
nothing to offer them for over a year, although he was already plan-
ning in his mind an autobiography that he had wanted to write for a
long time and that he might be able to sell to the New Yorker chapter
by chapter.+

On a warm rainy night in the third week of May, Nabokov com-
pleted his novel. By the middle of June, morally exhausted, as flat as
an empty balloon, he had revised the book, still entitled Solus Rex.
By the time it was printed, he would have altered the title to Bend
Sinister.



Bend Sinister

I

N THE YEARS between Hitler’s rise to power and his defeat, Na-

bokov wrote more works with a political cast than at any other
time of his life, partly in reaction to Hitler, partly in reaction to the
communism that so many saw as the only bulwark against fascism.
Bend Sinister is the most political of all.* Set in a Central European
country whose inhabitants speak German at one moment, Russian
the next, and a moment later an invented blend of the two, the novel
subjects its hero to the newly installed dictatorship of Paduk, leader
of the Party of the Average Man, whose utterances and acts draw, as
Nabokov notes, on “bits of Lenin’s speeches, and a chunk of the So-
viet constitution, and gobs of Nazist pseudo-efficiency.”’?

By his early forties, philosopher Adam Krug has already become
world-famous, the only international celebrity his small country has
produced. Bend Sinister opens just as Krug’s wife dies after an oper-
ation. Paduk—who happens to have been Krug's classmate at
school—wants Krug to endorse his regime and thereby confer on it
international respectability. Even though it may mean the closing of
the capital’s ancient university, Krug refuses. Confident that his re-
nown will protect him from harm, he rejects advice to emigrate. As
his friends are seized one after another, he remains oblivious that
their arrests are an attempt to frighten him. Still dazed by grief for his
wife, he feels he can no longer write or think—and indeed only his
mental disarray can explain his failure to perceive his real vulnerabil-
ity. For when his eight-year-old son, David, is carted off by two of
Paduk’s pimply young thugs, Krug agrees at once that the moment
his son has been safely returned he will do whatever the government
wishes.

Even before Krug declares himself ready to cooperate, alas, a series
of bureaucratic bungles leads to David’s murder. Paduk executes
those responsible and offers Krug a trade-off: a score of his liberal
friends will be freed if only he will submit. Instead, Krug goes mad
and charges at Paduk as if they were back in their schoolyard thirty



94 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS

years before. Two bullets from Paduk’s henchmen put an end to
Krug’s charge and his life.

The plot is as straightforward as it is poignant. The intensity of
Krug's love for Olga blinds him to the risks gathering around his son
and at the same time prepares us for his capitulation and his final
anguish. Krug’s world of individual thought and feeling is denied by
Paduk and his party, for whom only the group matters, not the in-
dividual. But their actions belie their misplaced faith: desperate to
obtain the endorsement of their country’s outstanding individual,
they apply pressure on him through his affection for other individu-
als progressively closer and closer to his heart. But just when Paduk
and his followers have victory in their grasp, their inattention to in-
dividuality ruins their strategy: they preserve Arvid Krug, son of
Prof. Martin Krug, whose unrelatedness to philosopher Prof. Adam
Krug they never quite understand, and destroy Adam Krug’s son Da-
vid, the one lever that could ever have moved him.

An outline of the novel’s plot suggests that Nabokov directs Bend
Sinister by the shortest route to its resounding affirmation of the pri-
ority of the individual over the group. Nothing could be further from
the truth. Like a porcupine with quills at the ready, the novel sits
bristling with devices that make its story difficult to approach. The
forces that oppress Krug do not loom over him, implacable and in-
escapable, but seem lightweight shams, tinsel scarecrows, papier-
maché parrots, almost closer to farce than nightmare ("“a little along
the lines of Invitation to a Beheading,” as Nabokov wrote to his sister,
"but for bass voice, as it were”’).3 And the novel ends not simply with
Krug imprisoned and breaking apart with grief for his wife and his
son, but with tragedy dispelled when Nabokov intrudes and renders
Krug insane by allowing him to see that he is merely Nabokov’s fic-
tional character. At the moment of Krug's death, the prison yard dis-
solves to disclose Nabokov at his desk writing the novel’s last words.

Nabokov has always been known as a master of self-conscious fic-
tion, but elsewhere the self-consciousness of his books reflects the
mind of a Hermann or a Fyodor, a Humbert or a Van Veen. In Bend
Sinister, per contra, he stocks the novel with a madly crowded and
multifarious arsenal of devices that seem calculated to explode in the
reader’s face: firecrackers, bat bombs, slings and flaming arrows, pe-
tards, dumdums. A scene introduces itself: ** ‘We met yesterday,’
said the room. ‘I am the spare bedroom in the Maximovs’ dacha
[country house, cottage]. These are windmills on the wallpaper.
‘That’s right,” replied Krug.” Narrative clichés, highlighted by italics,
bestrew the story. A French professor slips into a parody of gallicized
English—"eez eet zee verity”’—slips out of it “when the author gets
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bored by the process—or forgets” and resumes “when the author
remembers again.” A person’s movements are set down as instruc-
tions to the actor playing the part. Characters speak in German, Rus-
sian, the language of the book’s invented country, in bursts of mock-
Elizabethan, mock-pidgin, mock-erudition, mock-footnotese. The
story’s self-promptings blend with a character’s: “Describe the bed-
room. Allude to Ember’s bright brown eyes. . . . Say something. Ask
about David.” A minor official seems aware he is only a character in
a Russian novel when he plaintively rejects a charge Krug levels at
him: “I did not delegate anybody. You are in the presence of an un-
derpaid chinovnik. As a matter of fact, I deplore everything that has
happened in Russian literature.”

A few at a time, the self-conscious devices of Bend Sinister look col-
orful and inventive, but the barrage continues until it leaves us shell-
shocked. And there is more. The novel dips again and again into
scholarly arcana: a pastiche of obscure speculations from the scholia
of the variorum Hamlet; an elevator ride through geological strata; a
busily bubbling potpourri of Aurignacian Age art, Victorian telepa-
thy, spiral nebulae, Raphael’s icthyological errors in rendering Gali-
lean fish, the Blandinian MSS of Horace; jokes in taxonomic Latin or
relineated Melville. Why does Nabokov so often interrupt the politi-
cal urgency of his straightforward story?

II

To answer that we must remember the circumstances in which he
conceived the novel. In 1940, as German tanks neared Paris, he had
felt panic-stricken at what might befall Véra and Dmitri, and it was
this concern that provided the first impetus for Bend Sinister’s plot.
Installed in America, Nabokov looked back across the Atlantic at Hit-
ler and Stalin happily straddling the Europe they had agreed to di-
vide between them, and early in 1941 pointed out with contempt to
Wellesley audiences the fundamental similarity of these two tyrants
allowing no belief but the worship of party and state. By mid-1941,
Hitler’s invasion of his eastern neighbor had shunted the Soviet
Union into the Allied camp, and Nabokov realized with distaste that
the new homeland whose freedom he reveled in would soon be
called on to pledge its support for the despotic regime that still ruled
over Russia.

In the last months of 1941, Nabokov witnessed the mounting en-
thusiasm for war—which among Wellesley’s well-to-do students re-
minded him of the war fever so easily caught by fashionable Petro-
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grad ladies in 1914. He noted too the swelling admiration for the
Soviet Union as a redoubtable ally. His ideas for a new novel began
to take shape. He detested the mass mobilization of minds that war
required, the air of crisis everyone was supposed to breathe. No, he
instinctively responded, it is in the very nature of dictatorship, as it
deprives its citizens of their freedom of choice, to inculcate in them a
sense of crisis and unite them against some designated opponents:
the Jews, the bourgeoisie, the Communists, the kulaks, the Fascists.
I will simultaneously attack dictatorship and the notion that all good
citizens should rally around to attack it—which itself would be just
another form of social dictate.

Nabokov’s American experiences had shaped his thinking in an-
other way. As a reviewer and a lecturer at Stanford and Wellesley,
he had exposed himself during 1941 not only to the Soviet literature
of social command but also to the American best-sellers designed to
satisfy the decrees of the mass market. In terms of literary quality, he
recognized, there was little to choose between the two.+ But if Amer-
ica seemed borne along more than any other country by the currents
of mass culture, she also allowed her citizens to cast off on their own
and row wherever they chose if the prevailing drift did not suit. At
Wellesley and Stanford and in his research at the American Museum
of Natural History and the M.C.Z., Nabokov had discovered this
other America: libraries with open access, minds with independent
outlooks, and opportunities for research following no directive but
one’s own curiosity. Bend Sinister defends the freedom of the individ-
ual mind not only against dictatorships abroad but against the coer-
cion of mass culture or mass mobilization at home or anywhere else.
As he had Véra write to an army officer who was thinking of having
the novel translated into German in 1948, “‘one of the main subjects
of Bend Sinister is a rather vehement incrimination of a dictatorship—
any dictatorship, and though the dictatorship actually represented in
the book is imaginary, it deliberately displays features peculiar a) to
nazism b) to communism c) to any dictatorial trends in an otherwise
non-dictatorial order.”’

Writing at a time of all-out war, Nabokov seems by his indictment
of tyranny to have joined the war effort. And in a sense he has. But
although politics looks as inescapable in Padukgrad after the revolu-
tion as in America at war, Bend Sinister takes as its hero a philosopher
who refuses to be interested in his country’s upheaval. When Nabo-
kov himself hastens to denounce the pernicious stupidity of all total-
itarian systems, does his action not imply a reproach of his hero’s
refusal to act?

No. Nabokov may appear to have written a political novel, but in
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fact he admits politics into Bend Sinister only to argue that politics
should be kept out of people’s lives. Even in the midst of war he
deliberately resists the urgency around him. Immediate considera-
tions required America to ally itself with the Soviet Union and over-
look its polity. Instead, Nabokov links Stalin’s tyranny with Hitler’s:
in a work of art that looks beyond the present moment, he will not
compromise permanent political values for even the most pressing of
immediate needs.

But Bend Sinister is not really a political novel at all; it is a philo-
sophical one that aims to set out a certain philosophy of conscious-
ness—which, to be sure, has political consequences. Nabokov starts
from the position that individual consciousness matters more than
anything else: as he writes in the novel, it is ““the only real thing in
the world and the greatest mystery of all.” Since each of us is en-
closed forever in a consciousness to which no one else can ever have
access, democracy is “the natural condition of every man ever since
the human mind became conscious not only of the world but of it-
self.”¢ Accordingly, Nabokov proclaims allegiance to democracy as a
way of life that defends the individual from the pressure of politics.
The critical or curious or dreamlike mind can and should wander
where it will. As his style bears witness, Nabokov insists throughout
Bend Sinister on the capacity of consciousness to dart about, to ques-
tion any convention or assumption, to see things from some other
side. And that has its own political value: as one character in the
novel declares, “curiosity . . . is insubordination in its purest form.”
Other than that, Nabokov is not concerned with “politics, or party-
regulation, or things like that,” with how or why a regime should
establish or safeguard individual freedoms, or with the ““more or less
transient problems of mankind,” but only with the fundamental faith
that arises from his notion of consciousness.”

III

For Nabokov the claim of the primacy of the crowd or the general
good over the individual is absurd: the crowd after all is composed
of individuals who may have as many different notions of their inter-
est as there are members of the crowd. He makes the meager ideol-
ogy of Paduk’s party a parodic reductio ad absurdum of the notion
that individual differences should be limited for the sake of an ab-
stract collective good. A thinker named Skotoma has laid the philo-
sophical foundations of the Party of the Average Man in his theory
of Ekwilism, which states that the cause of all our woes is the un-
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equal distribution of the fixed amount of human consciousness the
world contains: “Human beings, he said, were so many vessels con-
taining unequal portions of this essentially uniform consciousness. It
was, however, quite possible, he maintained, to regulate the capacity
of the human vessels. . . . either by grading the contents or by elim-
inating the fancy vessels and adopting a standard size.”

A second source of Paduk’s ideas is the padograph that Paduk Sen-
ior invents while his son is still a teenager: a sort of typewriter that
by means of complicated levers can reproduce an illusion of any
given person’s handwriting. Though the invention enjoys no more
than a passing vogue, Paduk remains loyal to it ““as an Ekwilist sym-
bol, as a proof of the fact that a mechanical device can reproduce
personality.” The fact that it is a cumbersome gimmick producing a
superficial imitation of the real with no motive except to impress the
easily impressed makes it also a perfect image of Paduk’s world.

The third and final source of Paduk’s ideas is a comic strip

depicting the home life of Mr. and Mrs. Etermon (Everyman). With con-
ventional humour and sympathy bordering upon the obscene, Mr. Eter-
mon and the little woman were followed from parlour to kitchen and
from garden to garret through all the mentionable stages of their exis-
tence, which, despite the presence of cozy armchairs and all sorts of
electric thingumbobs and one thing-in-itself (a car), did not differ essen-
tially from the life of a Neanderthal couple.

This couple becomes the ideal of the Party of the Average Man. But
though it is only fitting that Paduk should find his ideal in a syndi-
cated comic strip, Nabokov points out that the “average” simply
does not exist. Even Paduk himself cannot quite hide the fact that
although he worships Mr. and Mrs. Etermon, he is himself homosex-
ual and therefore hardly representative of the norm.

Nabokov presents Paduk’s notion that we should trim our minds
and thoughts to the minds of others as the grossest travesty of hu-
manity. Every value Paduk and his party profess can only ape gen-
uine values, everything they create smacks of the padograph: pure
poshlost’, a mechanical imitation of thought and feeling that turns into
farce, grotesquerie, a gimcrack illusion of impressive efficiency. A
lady in a tailor-made suit and a gentleman with a glossy red tulip in
the buttonhole of his cutaway come to arrest Krug’s friend, the poet
and translator Ember:

’Oh, I know what you are going to say”’—purred Hustav; ““this element
of gracious living strikes you as queer, does it not? One is accustomed
to consider such things in terms of sordid brutality and gloom, rifle
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butts, rough soldiers, muddy boots—und so weiter. But headquarters
knew that Mr. Ember was an artist, a poet, a sensitive soul, and it was
thought that something a little dainty and uncommon in the way of ar-
rests, an atmosphere of high life, flowers, the perfume of feminine
beauty, might sweeten the ordeal.”

Where someone like Orwell, who sees the world in purely political
terms, would try to herd us through horror to hysteria, Nabokov re-
fuses to take Paduk and his underlings seriously. Denying the irre-
placeable uniqueness of individual consciousness, “the only real
thing in the world,” Paduk and his party are advocates of the unreal.
Nabokov treats them as such, reducing them to preposterous mech-
anisms around which he arrays all the self-conscious devices he can
find.

v

For Nabokov, consciousness is something we each develop to the de-
gree we feel and think for ourselves. Insofar as we merely accept the
emotional and intellectual commonplaces of others, we remain dead.
In Bend Sinister he sets up a fundamental opposition between Paduk
and his followers, champions of an illusory “average”” mentality, and
Krug, the embodiment of mind at its best.

In 1940, in his first month in America, Nabokov contrasted two
notions of human greatness: “Take from da Vinci his freedom, his
Italy, his sight, and he will still remain great; take from Hitler his
cannon, and he will be nothing more than the author of a rabid bro-
chure, a mere nonentity.””® Like Hitler, Paduk in power seems super-
ficially impressive. As we first approach the Ruler, we pass through
a room drowned by the amplified sound of the heartbeat his doctors
monitor. But despite the grotesque amplification, Paduk proves to be
heartless, insignificant, easily dismissed: “It is not the first time that
an obscure and unlovable but marvellously obstinate man has
gnawed his way into the bowels of a country.”

Everyone who serves Paduk proves as strangely lifeless as he,
though each at the same time refutes Ekwilism by being dead in his
or her own way. The three sisters, Mariette, Linda Bachofen, and
Doktor Amalia von Wytwyl, embody three different versions of
love—one pseudoseductive, another pseudogenteel, the third pseu-
docompassionate—but their feelings are formulaic, shallow, and ul-
timately vicious. Krug’s love for Olga and for David, by contrast, fills
him with wonder at the magnitude of his feeling, which seems not
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snug and comforting but unprecedented, shocking, unimaginably
vast. The main theme of Bend Sinister, Nabokov declares, is ‘“‘the beat-
ing of Krug’s loving heart, the torture an intense tenderness is sub-
jected to.”®

In thought, too, consciousness lives up to its name only when it
does more than passively accept what is already there. In construing
consciousness as something to be averaged out, Paduk merely jum-
bles together a comic strip, a shoddy invention, and a crackpot the-
ory. Against him Nabokov sets Krug, the foremost philosopher of his
day, whose kaleidoscopic mind and passion to extend the limits of
truth he lets us see from the inside. Against the Etermons, Mr. and
Mrs. Average, he sets the weightiest argument civilization has yet
produced for the irreplaceable value of human individuality: William
Shakespeare. And against the padograph’s claim to replicate any-
one’s signature by means of a few levers, Nabokov sets Ember’s
translation of Hamlet—a play he has called “probably the greatest
miracle in all literature”’*>—a meticulous and arduous attempt to re-
produce every nuance of the text and to treat the individuality of an-
other as an inviolable mystery to be respected down to the last quirk.

Nothing could be less like Ember’s scrupulous effort than the ver-
sion of Hamlet that Paduk’s government allows to be staged. In this
travesty, as Ember laments, the blooming young knight Fortinbras, a
“fine Nordic youth,” “beautiful and sound to the core,” becomes the
ideological center of the play, displacing the unwholesomely contem-
plative Hamlet:

As with all decadent democracies, everybody in the Denmark of the play
suffers from a plethora of words. If the state is to be saved, if the nation
desires to be worthy of a new robust government, then everything must
be changed; popular commonsense must spit out the caviar of moon-
shine and poetry, and the simple words, verbum sine ornatu, intelligible
to man and beast alike, and accompanied by fit action, must be restored
to power.

Far from accepting that everything ought to be directed toward a
common purpose, Nabokov champions the right of minds to follow
their own curiosity wherever it may lead. The passage above, closely
adapted from the real critical opinions of a German critic, Franz
Horn, writing on Hamlet in 1823, and sounding not unlike Soviet ex-
propriations of the play in the 1920s and 1930s, forms part of Krug
and Ember’s frequently obscure discussion of the play. The scholarly
minutiae that abound in the novel swarm denser than ever here, as
Nabokov lets Krug and Ember parody the whole history of perverse
misinterpretations of the play.
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Instead of concurring that at a time of crisis everything ought to be
reduced to its simplest and made explicable ““to man and beast alike,”
Nabokov makes Bend Sinister more difficult, less accessible to the
common reader, than any of his other books. As he was composing
the novel, he wrote in a Wellesley magazine that the best-seller was
““perhaps the worst form of propaganda, the propaganda of current
ideas, easily digested brain food, fashionable worries.”** He objected
to any form of leveling or simplification: “Brains must work the hard
way or lose their calling and rank.”:> There are no shortcuts to
knowledge, there is always more to be known about any subject at
all, as he reminds us by confronting us with lumps of arcane infor-
mation, weirdly looping sentences, snatches of a foreign tongue. The
alternative advanced by the Party of the Average Man requires that
things should be kept simple for Mr. and Mrs. Etermon, brought
down to the lowest common denominator—a policy that would de-
nude the world of its splendid particulars and deny the mind the
adventure of apprehending them all.

Skotoma and his intellectual heirs accept consciousness as some-
thing to be measured out in small doses. Krug, on the other hand,
considers consciousness a marvel, a mystery, a challenge. Inces-
santly curious about his world, determined not to take the ideas of
others for granted, he finds himself dazed by the limitlessness of his
grief for Olga, by the paradox of infinite feelings within a finite life.
Dim intimations of something beyond lead him to contemplate a
“preliminary report on infinite consciousness,” but on the very night
he conceives of his new project, he and his son are arrested.

v

Paduk’s travesty of the genuine values of consciousness reaches its
foul climax in David’s murder. Taken by mistake to an Institute for
Abnormal Children, David is assumed by its director to be

one of the so-called “Orphans,” now and then used to serve as a “‘re-
lease-instrument” for the benefit of the most interesting inmates with a
so-called ““criminal” record (rape, murder, wanton destruction of State
property, etc.). The theory . . . was that if once a week the really difficult
patients could enjoy the possibility of venting in full their repressed
yearnings (the exaggerated urge to hurt, destroy, etc.) upon some little
human creature of no value to the community, then, by degrees, the evil
in them would be, so to say, “effundated,” and eventually they would
become good citizens. . . . [David] was left alone and allowed to roam
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all over the enclosure. . . . After a while the patients or ““inmates’ (eight
all told) were let into the enclosure. At first, they kept a distance, eyeing
the “little person.” It was interesting to observe how the “gang” spirit
gradually asserted itself. They had been rough lawless unorganized in-
dividuals, but now something was binding them, the community spirit
(positive) was conquering the individual whims (negative).

David is killed in the process of this grotesque therapy, and the pro-
ceedings are filmed for the purposes of both research and entertain-
ment. The movie’s would-be-jocular captions reveal an insane con-
fusion of values, a horrendous appeal to the lowest level of any
conceivable audience. Krug must sit and watch, powerless to assist,
before being shown the patched-up body of his murdered child. Na-
bokov manages to have the death scene overturn all he rates highest
in the human spirit: curiosity, in this obscene “experiment” that is
no more than a witless travesty of science; imagination, in a film that
embodies the inverse of art in a sniggering appeal to everything trite
and mean; and tenderness, in this vile assertion of an abstract com-
munal good over the fate of a helpless child.

On the plane of Krug’s life, David’s death seems a meaningless
bungle, the half-cocked consequence of a dictator’s decree. But rather
than have Krug survive to face the senseless agony of his son’s
death, Nabokov offers him the refuge of insanity. He permits Krug
to realize in a dream that he and all his world are no more than the
imaginings of someone on another plane of existence whom he can
just detect through a rent in his world. Just before he dies, Krug un-
derstands that beyond his whole world looms a different kind of dic-
tator who makes no mistake—"if you like,” as Nabokov explained to
a publisher, ““a kind of symbol of the Divine power”’*>—and who as
we can see from our special vantage point subjects Krug to all his
misfortunes precisely to affirm Krug’s individuality, his tenderness,
the poignant vulnerability of mortal life.

At various points throughout the novel there have been intima-
tions in Krug’s world of ““someone in the know,” a ““secret spectator,”
an “anthropomorphic deity.” At the moment of Krug’s death, Na-
bokov withdraws from his invented world to disclose himself as its
inventor, sitting among a chaos of written and rewritten pages, look-
ing out through the night at a special spatulate puddle on the ground
outside, “the one Krug had somehow perceived through the layer of
his own life.”” At the beginning of the novel a person still unnamed—
in one sense Nabokov, in another Krug—looks out at this kidney-
shaped puddle from the hospital where Olga has died of a kidney
operation. Throughout the book, liquid in this shape—a lake, an ink
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stain—recurs again and again, especially in association with blots
and spillages on writing paper. A blot in the shape of ““a fancy foot-
print or the spatulate outline of a puddle” on the statement Dr. Al-
exander signs, and “a kidney-shaped white puddle” on the desk
when Paduk knocks over a tumbler of milk as he takes back the text
of a prepared speech Krug refuses to deliver, mark the disastrous
uses to which Paduk and his cronies put the written word, and con-
trast with Nabokov’'s own puddle in the asphalt and the unknown
contours—"“unknown, except for a vague, shoe-shaped outline”’—of
the book Krug wants to write on infinite consciousness, the book that
testifies to his intuition that he is somehow linked with an “unfath-
omable mode of being’”’ beyond.

VI

In all his more political fiction, Nabokov stresses not only the free-
dom of consciousness of characters subjected to pressures to con-
form, but also the free play of a directing consciousness over an en-
tire politicized world. In “The Leonardo,” his first story written in
reaction to the rise of nazism, Nabokov lets an apartment block dwin-
dle to the size of a dollhouse or conjures up trees and clouds from
nothing. In Bend Sinister, his last ““political” work, he shows himself
dreaming the novel’s whole world. Even when he focuses on an op-
pressive society’s attempt to crush the individual, he cannot allow
the implication that social forces are what matter most. No, his man-
ner implies: consciousness calls up and controls these worlds, as
some form of consciousness seems to have called life itself into being.

Bend Sinister argues for a political system that will allow individuals
to get on with their own lives uninterrupted by the state. Of course
politics does not always oblige. Hitler's ambitions shifted the course
of twentieth-century history—and shifted Nabokov himself from Eu-
rope and Russian to America and English. But whether or not politics
interferes in our lives, we mortals will sooner or later find ourselves
subjected to the inevitable interruption of death.

At one stage Bend Sinister was to have been called The Person from
Porlock, in honor of the visitor who interrupted Coleridge in the
midst of his dream of “Kubla Khan” (“the most famous of unfinished
poems,” as Nabokov called it).*+ A motif of interruptions defines the
contrast Krug begins to apprehend between his state and some un-
interrupted mode of being beyond. As Nabokov notes in his 1964
introduction to Bend Sinister, Krug is haunted by another famous lit-
erary interruption: in Stéphane Mallarmé’s “L’Aprés-midi d'un
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faune” “the faun accuses the nymph of disengaging herself from his
embrace sans pitié du sanglot dont j'étais encore ivre (‘spurning the
spasm with which I was still drunk’).” The line recurs—itself in frac-
tured, interrupted form—throughout the novel until the climax of the
interruption theme on the night Krug and David are arrested.

Krug falls asleep after an early supper, and dreams an eerie dream
that recalls the first night of the novel. Awakening, he feels that for
the first time since Olga’s death he can write again. Determined that
nothing, not even the son he dotes on, will waylay his inspiration,
he gives David a perfunctory goodnight that itself interrupts the bed-
time story Krug has been spinning out for the boy over the past few
nights. Soon after he sits down to write, the pretty young nursemaid,
Mariette, begins to make audaciously direct sexual advances. Krug
tries to resume his work, but the urge to write has suddenly drained
away. When Mariette returns, she manages to entice Krug to a first
overt response to her invitation, only to yawn and break off: ““I guess
I'll go back now.” After this insult, she appears almost about to let
Krug possess her when a deafening din breaks out at the door: even
this pathetically inadequate solace for his solitude is not allowed to
run its course, for Mac and Linda have come to arrest Krug, while
two young goons seize David. Just as Krug brims with sap like Mal-
larmé’s faun, the fatal interruption comes.

Bend Sinister begins with Olga’s death, the first grim interruption
in Krug's life, which also blocks his career by rendering him unable
to think or write. Paduk’s forces too try to interrupt him, but Krug
will not let them affect him. But just when he recovers his philosoph-
ical gift and can begin his “report on infinite consciousness,” he is
interrupted by David’s clamor for nighttime attention, by Mariette
and the evanescent impulses of physical desire, and then by the final,
inescapable interruption of the state—which will lead directly to one
last “ruthless interruption,” David’s death.

The implicit contrast between the interruptions of mortal life and
the possibility of an infinite consciousness of uninterrupted time
somehow beyond human life is central to the novel. Krug’s name in
Russian means “circle.” All his life he has tried to break free of the
closed circle of human reasoning. Through the unfathomable mag-
nitude of his feeling for Olga and David, through his passionate at-
tempt to probe his world, to stretch his mind, to accept on trust none
of mankind’s ready-made answers, Krug comes far closer than most
to the limits of the mortal mind, but still remains within the “circular
dungeon” of thought. Olga’s death adds a new urgency to his quest
to understand infinite consciousness. The key image associated with
her death and with Nabokov’s watching from beyond, the image of
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the puddle stretching in the middle like a circular cell dividing in
two, seems to mark the progress from Krug's circle, O, through the
kidney shape, CO, to the lemniscate symbol of infinity, OO, After
David dies, Nabokov allows Krug the relief of insanity, the impossi-
ble, maddening insight that he and his whole world have been cre-
ated by a consciousness on a level of existence beyond his own.

Although Nabokov can pose as the anthropomorphic deity behind
Krug’'s world, even he cannot specify what such an infinite con-
sciousness may be. On his own level, after all, he is a mere mortal
himself—as he notes with a bathetic bump in the last line of the novel
when a moth flies against the wire netting of his window to interrupt
him, too, at his work: “Twang. A good night for mothing.” And to
know too much about something beyond ourselves might drive us
insane as it does Krug. But he allows his role as the author of Krug's
being—his tender solicitude for his character, his kinship with a spirit
pressing so relentlessly at the limits of consciousness—to prefigure in
the only way he can our own possible relationship to a creating con-
sciousness behind our world.

Even in his most political novel, conceived in the heat of war, Na-
bokov turns from the problems of the moment to the might and mys-
tery of consciousness: the power of Krug’'s mind and heart and soul
as he resists the political pressure brought to bear on him; the novel’s
own resistance, in the name of consciousness, against the group
thought that levels individual human minds; and Nabokov's convic-
tion that something beyond consciousness may somehow offer a way
out of a world where the self cannot escape the most brutal interrup-
tions.

Vil

Bend Sinister is an ambitious work, sensitive to the demands of the
moment and at the same time determined to defy them and remain
true to its timeless themes. But the novel seems to some readers, my-
self included, less successful than much of Nabokov’s other mature
fiction. The plot has its poignancy, but it remains too meager in pro-
portion to the self-consciousness and scholarly obscurity that sur-
round it. Krug’s intense concentration of feeling on his wife and son
may strike us as less wholly endearing and more cloying and un-
healthily exclusive than Nabokov appears to have intended. And the
boyhood relationship between Paduk and Krug seems both gratui-
tous and unconvincing. The schoolboy Krug who could sit on Pa-
duk’s face not just once but a thousand times is not merely a bully
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and a boor but a bore with no conceivable relationship to the Krug of
later years.

Announcing to Edmund Wilson that he had just completed the
novel, Nabokov remarked, “I do not know whether the thing is like-
able but at any rate it is honest, i.e., it comes as close as humanly
possible to the image I had of it all along.”’*s His doubts were justi-
fied. While we can enumerate reasons for the novel’s jarring self-con-
sciousness, while we may enjoy the inventiveness and challenge of
particular passages, Bend Sinister still does not reward us enough as
we read to justify all its difficulties and disruptions. In other works
Nabokov chooses self-conscious effects that define and arise out of
characters and situations, and he conceals most difficulties beneath
the obvious charms of his story so that we will discover them only
after he has succeeded in luring us back for a closer look at his in-
vented world. But in writing Bend Sinister he seems to have recoiled
so strongly from the appeals to the crowd made by Hitler or Stalin or
even America in pursuit of victory or profit that he seems ready to
welcome the risk of a novel that will appeal to very few. The novel’s
discords seem not so much a ““crazy-mirror of terror and art”*¢ as a
programmatic refusal to satisfy the ordinary interests of readers, lest
the book resemble in any way the rhetoric or the rasp of some Paduk
or padograph salesman booming through the radios of a million
homes.
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Teaching Literature at Last: Cambridge
and Wellesley, 1946-1948

I

HE FORCED MARCH to complete Bend Sinister had brought Na-

bokov to the brink of a nervous breakdown: “With the feeling I
had 1. some serious heart trouble, 2. ulcers, 3. cancer in the gullet
and 4. stones everywhere, I had myself thoroughly examined at a
good hospital. The doctor (a Prof. Siegfried Tannhéduser) found that I
was constitutionally in fine shape but was suffering from acute ner-
vous exhaustion due to the entomology-Wellesley-novel combina-
tion, and suggested my taking a two months’ vacation.”* Knowing
the advice was sound, Nabokov set off with his family on June 27 on
the five-hour train and bus journey to Don-Gerry Lodge on New-
found Lake in central New Hampshire. He chose the place because
the New Hampshire stretch of the Merrimack River valley was re-
corded as one of the breeding grounds of the sole eastern United
States representative of the Lycaeides genus, the widespread but rare
and very isolated Lycaeides melissa samuelis Nabokov, which in a 1944
article he had distinguished and named on the basis of museum
specimens without ever catching the insect in the wild.> He had no
luck lepping in New Hampshire: thirty-nine commonplace species
but not the one he had come for.

In fact, he had no luck at all in New Hampshire. Everything about
the holiday was disappointing:* a highway right beside the lodge;
bungalows all cramped in one part of the grounds, and full of town-
ies “out on the country”’; shopkeepers; signs stipulating only “gentile
clientele.” In a restaurant where Nabokov noticed that phrase on the
menu he called the waitress over and asked her if she would serve a
couple who tethered their donkey outside and came in with their
baby boy. “What are you talking about?” she asked. “I'm talking
about Christ!” he replied, and led his family out.+

* Except for sighting but not catching the extremely rare white W hairstreak butter-
fly, which most collectors in the Northeast would be lucky to see even in a lifetime’s
collecting.
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Since they had paid in advance, they had no choice but to remain
until August 18, when once again they spent the final weeks of the
summer vacation in Wellesley. This time they boarded for a month
with a prim schoolteacher at 6 Cross Street as Nabokov began to pre-
pare for his lectures. He reread Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, and an-
nounced to Wilson: “The latter is a third rate writer and his fame is
incomprehensible.”’s

He had sent the manuscript of his novel off to Allen Tate, who had
recently become an editor for the firm of Henry Holt. Tate thought
the book magnificent, “the only first rate piece of literature that I
have had the privilege of reading as an editor.” Several months later,
when Nabokov objected to the blurb Holt's publicists had drafted for
the novel, Tate wrote another blurb himself. Nabokov thought it the
best he had ever had:

Bend Sinister is a dramatic fantasy of modern man menaced by the rising
tyrant State which, under the familiar slogans of Equality and Commu-
nity, extinguishes the free intelligence and all normal human relations.
From the opening scene in a hospital, where the hero Adam Krug's wife
is dying, to the last scene where the author, like Prospero at the end of
The Tempest, takes command of the creatures of his imagination, there is
a drama of mounting, of almost intolerable intensity. The “color” of this
novel has the weird brilliance of a dream seen under Klieg lights. . . .

The mastery of English prose exhibited here has not been surpassed
by any writer of our generation who was born to English.®

11

When classes resumed at Wellesley in late September, Nabokov had
only five students for elementary Russian and eight for intermediate
Russian, but fifty-six for his new Russian Literature in Translation
course, although this option was restricted to juniors and seniors. He
still taught his classes in three compact blocks, Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday from 12:40 until 5:30 without a break. For this year he
received $3,250, slightly more than an assistant professor’s salary.”
Nabokov was not used to teaching in the large lecture rooms in
Pendleton Hall. The first time the class met, the students waited ea-
gerly for ten minutes for Mr. Nabokov. Almost despairing, they no-
ticed his face peering through the window, frantically beseeching:
““Where does one get in this place?” Both the size of his new class
and the nature of his material made him adopt a teaching style much
more formal than in his language classes. He read the entire lecture
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from a prepared text, evolving a subtle up and down movement of
the eyes from lectern to listeners. One student who had also taken
both his language courses reports that “his presentation—facial ex-
pression, gestures, asides, chortles, and vocal acrobatics—and his
delightful material combined to convince me that he was speaking ad
lib from a beautifully organized memory and a few lecture notes.”
When he came down with influenza during the term, Véra Nabokov
replaced him at the podium for classes on Pushkin’s “Queen of
Spades.” The student realized her mistake: “The words were clearly
his, but the melody was quite different; Mrs. N. read beautifully, her
delivery was excellent, and her voice and accent were charming, but
she read what he had written, while he said it; and his writing was
like his talking.”’®

The lectures were written on a ““prepare-as-you-go” basis. Nabo-
kov dictated some to Véra from lecture notes he had prepared in
1940-1941. On other topics Véra not only did drudge work—chasing
down references, preparing an outline of dates and other back-
ground material—but even composed lectures for him to use. Per-
fectly attuned to his manner of thought and expression, she provided
him an ideal base. Her typescript of a draft lecture on romanticism
begins "“Volodia, would it be too involved to say . . . that, while dur-
ing the Middle Ages every facet of human nature was dulled and all
the contents of it kept frozen like a Bird’s Eye peach, it took roughly
speaking four centuries to defreeze it.”” Always certain that her own
talents simply did not count beside her husband’s, this remarkable
woman characteristically recalled with delight thirty years later that
Nabokov kept altering and altering her text until not one word of her
original lectures remained.?

Nabokov believed that the notion of a crowd of students trying to
take down in longhand a lecturer’s monologue, which he had written
in longhand himself, was idiotic and medieval. Not that he thought
the students should not commit what he said to paper: he exhorted
them from the start to “’take notes, notes and notes.” He simply won-
dered why he had to be there to read the material out to them. Why
not, he would later joke, have his voice taped and broadcast over the
college radio or recorded so students could replay it at will?=

From the first he tried to rouse his Wellesley literature students to
a delight in discovery. His introductory exhortations, inspired by his
work at the M.C.Z., revealed much more of the man—and of the
author of Bend Sinister—than his audience could have realized:

Whichever subject you have chosen, you must realize that knowledge in
it is limitless. Every subject brims with mysteries and thrills, and no two
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students of the same subject discover a like amount of delight, accumu-
late exactly the same amount of knowledge. . . . Suppose a schoolchild
picks up the study of butterflies for a hobby. He will learn a few things
about the general structure. He will be able to tell you that a butterfly
has always six feet and never eight or twenty. That there are innumera-
ble patterns of butterfly wings and that according to those patterns they
are divided into generic and specific groups. This is a fair amount of
knowledge for a schoolchild. But of course he has not even come near
the fascinating and incredible intricacies invented by nature in the fash-
ioning of this group of insects alone. He will not even suspect the fasci-
nating variety of inner organs, the varying shapes of which allow the
scientist not only unerringly to classify them, often giving the lie to the
seeming resemblance of wing patterns, but also to trace the origin and
development and relationship of the genera and species, the history of
the migration of their ancestors, the varying influence of the environ-
ments on the developments of the species and forms, etc. etc. etc.; and
he will not [have] even touched upon other mysterious fields, limitless
in themselves, of for instance mimicry, or symbiosis. This example ap-
plies to every field of knowledge, and it is very apt in the case of litera-
ture.

When he asked his students at the beginning of the course to con-
sider the value of a university education, Nabokov disclosed his pas-
sion for exploring the world’s endless detail, a passion that would
always be central to his practice as a writer:

The more things we know the better equipped we are to understand any
one thing and it is a burning pity that our lives are not long enough and
not sufficiently free of annoying obstacles, to study all things with the
same care and depth as the one we now devote to some favorite subject
or period. And yet there is a semblance of consolation within this dismal
state of affairs: in the same way as the whole universe may be com-
pletely reciprocated in the structure of an atom, . . . an intelligent anc
assiduous student [may] find a small replica of all knowledge in a subject
he has chosen for his special research. . . . and if, upon choosing your
subject, you try diligently to find out about it, if you allow yourself to be
lured into the shaded lanes that lead from the main road you have cho-
sen to the lovely and little known nooks of special knowledge, if you
lovingly finger the links of the many chains that connect your subject to
the past and the future and if by luck you hit upon some scrap of knowl-
edge referring to your subject that has not yet become common knowl-
edge, then will you know the true felicity of the great adventure of learn-
ing, and your years in this college will become a valuable start on a road
of inestimable happiness.
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Those lines provide one of the best possible insights into the gener-
osity of Nabokov’s art and its power to inspire. His novels are de-
signed to invite their readers into adventures of personal discovery
and acts of individual attention and imagination that disclose what
an inexhaustible surprise the world can be.

Nabokov emphasized to his students that a nation’s literary heri-
tage should not be mined chiefly to understand its national past or
its national soul: novelists should not be regarded as “historians, or
land-surveyors or guides.” He made clear that throughout his lec-
tures he would stress the appreciation of art as art.

Art has been too often turned into a tool to convey ideas—whether po-
litical or moral—to influence, to teach, to improve and enlighten and
what not. I am not telling you that art does not improve and enlighten
the reader. But it does this in its own special way and it does it only then
when its own single purpose remains to be good, excellent art, art as
perfect as its creator can make. The moment this only real and valuable
purpose of art is forgotten, the moment it is replaced by a utilitarian aim,
however commendable in itself, art [ceases] to be art, and through this
loss of its ego, loses not only its sense and its beauty but also the very
object to which it has been sacrificed: bad art neither teaches nor im-
proves nor enlightens, it is bad art and therefore has no reasonable room
in the order of things.

Nabokov was not interested in conventional academic analysis-for-
the-sake-of-analysis, in mapping a specific work and its specific
world onto an axis of abstract ideas. He stressed the particularity and
sensitivity of the imagination: if you see and smell and taste the
world with your own eyes, nose, tongue, if you palpate it with your
own imagination, you can extract the happiness lurking in life.

Though he considered a few outstanding authors rather than the
overall development of Russian literature, he did not entirely neglect
historical and artistic contexts: “No course given on a writer without
a preliminary study of past events and tendencies which finally re-
sulted in the advent of that writer has any value for the student. . . .
This is why I am going to start this course with some data on what
happened in the vast expanse now called Russia, before the most
intricate, the most perfect literary art was evolved there, seemingly
out of nothing, in the nineteenth century.”** But he was much more
interested in individual authors than in literary movements, in ge-
nius as an exception to rather than as a product of its time.

In fact, after a rapid glance over Russian history and eighteenth-
century Russian verse, he soon settled on Pushkin. Hannah Green
has recorded him in action:
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He told us he pronounced Eugene Onegin “You-gin One-Gin” in English.
He went painstakingly through the translation of ““You-gin One-Gin" in
the anthology we had, and he corrected certain lines for us. We rewrote
these lines in our books in pencil. He told us to. He said that of all the
Russian writers Pushkin loses the most in translation. He spoke of the
“zooming music”’ of his poetry, and of the wonderful rhythm, of how
“the oldest epithets are rejuvenated in Pushkin’s verse,” which ““bubbles
and gleams in the darkness.”

He spoke of the structure of Eugene Onegin and read aloud the duel.
Then, leaving literature aside for the drama of Pushkin’s life, he drew
on the blackboard a scale diagram of Pushkin’s own fatal duel, so
that his students could picture the duelling ground. He set the scene
in time and place, he reenacted the event, he evoked all its tension
and tragedy.*:

After Pushkin, the remainder of the first semester was devoted to
Russia’s other great nineteenth-century poets: Lermontov, “irides-
cent flame,” but hardly Nabokov’s favorite; Tyutchev, ““the cool bril-
liancy of many waters”; Fet, “the spirit of the air, a wispy cloud, a
butterfly fanning its wings.”*s> Nabokov would sometimes read the
poems in Russian in his tense baritone voice, caressing and rolling
and pumping the sounds, then read his own translations in the re-
strained voice of his second tongue. “Real verse music,” he told his
students, "is not the melody of the verse. Authentic verse music is
that mystery which brims over the rational texture of the line.”"*+

III

With his novel at last behind him, Nabokov could now move on to
new writing projects as time allowed. He outlined for Doubleday his
plans for “a new kind of autobiography, or rather a new hybrid be-
tween that and a novel . . . a sequence of short essay-like bits, which
suddenly gathering momentum will form something very weird and
dynamic: innocent looking ingredients of a quite unexpected brew.”
He met Allen Tate at the Plaza in New York on October 19 to discuss
his future books, and was delighted at Tate’s enthusiasm for his
work. After receiving an advance of two thousand dollars from
Henry Holt for his novel, thanks largely to Tate’s zeal, he asked Tate
if it might be possible for Holt to give him a sufficient yearly advance
to leave teaching, at least for a couple of years, while he wrote an-
other novel and assembled a book of short stories.*s

No such luck. But he was also appreciated as a writer back at



AGE 47 TEACHING LITERATURE AT LAST 113

Wellesley. Selected as one of four poets invited for the annual ““Poet’s
Reading’’ series—the others were Archibald MacLeish, Robert Frost,
and T. S. Eliot—he was introduced to the audience on the night of
October 21 as “our department of Slavic Languages,” and capped the
reading, inevitably, with “An Evening of Russian Poetry.”:¢

Nabokov knew appreciation was no substitute for security, and he
had not stopped looking for a long-term position. With a resounding
letter of reference from Edmund Wilson in his support, he came close
to being appointed head of the Russian section of the new Voice of
America. But the opening closed when Nicolas Nabokov, whom he
had also approached for a reference, secured the job for himself in-
stead. Nabokov was also considered as the potential head of the Rus-
sian department at Vassar, but was turned down on the ground that
he was a prima donna. When Samuel Hazzard Cross died, Harvard
seemed about to appoint Nabokov a professor of Slavic literature.
Renato Poggioli, an Italian comparativist and a Russian scholar, paid
Nabokov a courtesy call one evening. They had a delightful time dis-
cussing literature ““and all sorts of other things except the fact that
Poggioli had, as Nabokov learned the next day, just been given the
post” that he had expected.*”

One day in November the Nabokovs had their friends Isabel and
Rockwell Stephens over for a meal. The phone rang from New York:
his publishers were about to send his novel to the printers. Could he
please decide on a title? He offered his guests three choices: Solus Rex,
Vortex, or Bend Sinister. Isabel Stephens voted for Bend Sinister, and
he agreed.®

IV

Wellesley’s increased demands on his time and trips to New York to
confer with Allen Tate could not keep Nabokov away from his bright
bench at the M.C.Z. He was now at work on his definitive mono-
graph on the North American members of the genus Lycaeides. Ex-
amining two thousand specimens under the microscope, a task that
would keep him busy until the spring of 1947, Nabokov gradually
established that the North American Lycaeides fell into two polytypic
species, one with ten distinct subspecies, the other with five. In the
early 1950s, Alexander Klots would write in his Field Guide to the But-
terflies of North America, "the recent work of Nabokov has entirely re-
arranged the classification of this genus.” Nabokov’s regrouping of
this complex genus has remained valid to the present day, with the
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exception of one new subspecies first described only in 1972 and
named in his honor.*

But perhaps it is as well to state that the importance of lepidoptera
in Nabokov's life should not be measured by his scientific achieve-
ments, even by the unusual combination of literary genius and sci-
entific attainment. At about the time that Nabokov was most deeply
engaged in lepidopterological research, Alexander Solzhenitsyn was
carrying out experiments in acoustics at the Marfino prison research
camp described in The First Circle.> Solzhenitsyn undertook the work
with passion, drawing on his training in mathematics and physics,
but for him this kind of research was an accident, and tangential to
the obsession that would shape his whole career: his concern for the
historical importance of the First World War and the revolution that
it brought into being. For Nabokov, on the other hand, lepidoptera
were at once a field of research and a passion that had shaped his
whole imagination from childhood, and so shaped all his art: his love
of the infinite variety, abundance, and generosity of nature, down to
its minutest details, his fascinated interest in the marvels and intri-
cacies of pattern, the excitement of discovery, the mysteries of meta-
morphosis, the appearance of playful deception, and the possibility
of conscious design behind nature.

Charles Remington, later to become head of entomology at Yale, be-
gan studying for his Ph.D. at Harvard in 1946. While still a graduate
student, he founded the Lepidopterists’ Society, the only worldwide
association of lepidopterists. In his two years at the M.C.Z. and sub-
sequently as editor of the Lepidopterists’ News, Remington could see
better than anyone else the place of Nabokov’s work in lepidopter-
ology. He thought Nabokov’s contribution to the subject “extraordi-
nary” in a mere six years as a research scientist—six years also shared
between teaching Russian and the writing of four books (Nikolay Go-
gol, Three Russian Poets, Bend Sinister, and half each of Nine Stories and
his autobiography). Nabokov’s reclassifications, his analysis of the
diagnostic significance of the genitalia of the blues, and the unprece-
dented detail of his work on wing markings are all a matter of record
in his published articles, but what particularly impressed Remington
was the way Nabokov’s quick intelligence and his wide knowledge
of European butterflies allowed him to spot phenomena in North
American lepidoptera that were new to American scholars. Nowa-
days, for instance, it is taken for granted that many butterflies found
in the Rockies do not form colonies but are migratory species that
filter up from the warmer climates of the south in favorable summers.
Though they may produce one generation during the course of the



AGE 47 TEACHING LITERATURE AT LAST 115

summer, their larvae—unlike those of the hardier, truly indigenous
species—will not survive the winter. As Remington notes, it was Na-
bokov, recollecting the Vanessas he had seen in his youth flying up
from the south through the Crimea in April and reaching St. Peters-
burg in June, who was the first to point out that a parallel phenome-
non occurred in North America.>*

Nabokov liked to have a running joke on call. Just as he always
playfully mispronounced “Eugene Onegin” in his literature classes,
Remington remembers, so he would always say ““alpha-alpha’ rather
than alfalfa for the food plant of many of the blues, as if to compen-
sate for the syllable he denied “One-gin.” Sometimes after a meeting
of the Cambridge Entomological Society he would bring Charles and
Jeanne Remington, who occasionally baby-sat for him, home to Crai-
gie Circle. There they would be sat down with their hosts and given
a spoon each and a jar of Gerber’s assorted fruit jellies. The Nabo-
kovs adored these luminous yellow, green, or red little jars: apricot,
quince, beech plum, grape—a fact that should be treasured by all ad-
mirers of the story “Signs and Symbols.”’2*

A"

In February 1947, Nabokov wrote the poem ““To Prince S. M. Kachu-
rin,” the last of his longish Russian poems but not the first or last of
his imagined clandestine trips back to Russia under this or that alias:
Martin Edelweiss, Vadim Vadimych, or, here, the Reverend Blank.
The poem takes the form of a letter from Leningrad. On the advice
of his friend Prince Kachurin, the poet has rashly traveled to Russia
in the guise of an American clergyman. But how will he arrange to
reach the out-of-bounds country estate of his childhood, the real goal
of his trip? He is scared, he wants to go home, home to the wild
America he dreamed of as a boy, and its brave adventures, far from
this stifling vapor of fear.*

In the second semester of the college year Nabokov taught nine-
teenth-century prose. He came into class and told his students he
had graded the Russian writers, and they must write down the
grades and learn them by heart: Tolstoy, A plus; Pushkin and Che-
khov, A;* Turgenev, A minus; Gogol, B minus; Dostoevsky, C minus,
or was he D plus?* The relative rating of Gogol and Turgenev would
probably have come out differently on another occasion; Nabokov
loved Gogol as the prose-poet of irrational mysteries, and felt luke-

* Pushkin as poet, of course, rated an A plus.
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warm about Turgenev’s pretty and rather self-satisfied prose. He at-
tacked Dostoevsky, but knew his work well and could find revealing
comments to make about his humor and dramatic sense even as he
deplored his hysteria, his sentimentality, his artistic muddle. He re-
vered Tolstoy for the flawless vividness of his imagination and his
determination to find his own truth. But perhaps most of all he loved
Chekhov, who for all his indifference to verbal polish could impart
to slight, unexpected details a subtlety and suggestiveness, a delicacy
of mood, and an ample pathos that raised the standards of storytell-
ing and disclosed a respect for the individuality and openness of
things that Nabokov recognized as akin to his own.

By this point Nabokov intended to give up his research at the
M.C.Z. in the fall, when he finished his paper on Nearctic Lycaeides.
The work was too poorly paid, for one thing, and with Dmitri to put
through Harvard in a few years, Nabokov felt alarmed at his financial
state. In a bid to improve it, he even asked Wilson if there was room
at the New Yorker for him to write regular reviews there. The answer
was no.?

For a little extra cash, he spoke at women’s clubs. He served up
some verse, his own and translated, at a Boston club supper in De-
cember. For an afternoon session of the Ladies” Branch of the Provi-
dence Art Club in March 1947, he read his lecture “The Triumphs
and Tribulations of Russian Literature.” That was a mistake. He had
offered the club two topics, “Art and Commonsense” or “Triumphs
and Tribulations.” On the assumption that “Art and Commonsense”’
was about painting, the club naturally picked that topic. Nabokov, ill
at the time he received their answer, had failed to note it down. On
the day of the talk, to the horror of the clubwomen, he began to
speak of Russian literature. His audience sat out the talk, but pro-
tested afterward. No wonder the figure of Pnin began to take shape
in Nabokov’s mind.2¢

The women'’s clubs may have prodded his imagination in another
way. In “The Enchanter” in 1939, Nabokov had attempted with only
partial success to portray the consuming passion of an older man for
young girls, but had decided not to publish the story. One of its most
unsavory and unsatisfying parts was the mother of the young girl,
who barely existed apart from her diseased and moribund condition.
Her successor, on the other hand, is among the undoubted triumphs
of Lolita: Charlotte Haze, “one of those women whose polished
words may reflect a book club or bridge club, or any other deadly
conventionality, but never her soul.” Nabokov had sensed that he
needed “a certain exhilarating milieu” if he was to revive his old
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idea, and the book clubs he visited may have suggested a new
mother for his old story’s little girl.>”

The idea of turning the story into a novel had been forming for
months. Early in April Nabokov reported to Wilson, “I am writing
two things now 1. a short novel about a man who liked little girls—
and it’s going to be called The Kingdom by the Sea—and 2. a new type
of autobiography—a scientific attempt to unravel and trace back all
the tangled threads of one’s personality—and the provisional title is
The Person in Question.” Here was a second reason for relinquishing
his post at the M.C.Z.: as he had discovered in writing Bend Sinister,
it interfered too much with his literary work, and now he had two
major books to write. He thought that he had finished his mono-
graph on the Nearctic Lycaeides and told Wilson that he would more
or less shelve butterflies for a year or so. With fifty-six essays on Dos-
toevsky waiting for him to mark, there was no danger of his feeling
at a loose end.*

In May, with his entomological paper drafted and the school year
almost over, he could at last sit down to writing a story he had had
very clearly in mind for years. In 1943 he had announced in Nikolay
Gogol: “I shall have occasion to speak in quite a different book of a
lunatic who constantly felt that all the parts of a landscape and move-
ments of inanimate objects were a complex code of allusion to his
own being, so that the whole universe seemed to be conversing
about him by means of signs.” Over the next two years he decided
the idea should become a short'story. On New Year’s Day 1946, he
had replied to a request from Katharine White for material for the
New Yorker: I do have a story for you—but it is still in my head; quite
complete however; ready to emerge; the pattern showing through
the wingcases of the pupa. I shall write it as soon as I get rid of my
novel.” A year later, he wrote to her again: “Though my story is all
done within me, I have not yet been able to settle down to the busi-
ness of writing it out.”’2

When he did set on paper what had been so fully formed in his
head for years, he produced one of the greatest short stories ever
written, ““’Signs and Symbols,” a triumph of economy and force, mi-
nute realism and shimmering mystery.3°> An elderly Russian-Jewish
couple in New York try to visit their only child, an incurably de-
ranged twenty-one-year-old son, to leave this suicidal boy the most
harmless birthday present they can think of: a basket of ten fruit jel-
lies in ten little jars. At the sanitorium they are not permitted to see
him: he has once again attempted to take his life. Despondent, they
head back the way they came, and things continue to go wrong all
the way home. When the husband goes to bed that evening his wife
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stays up, poring over a photograph album and reliving her son’s un-
happy life. After midnight, her husband wakes up with a sudden
resolution to bring the boy home: “We must get him out of there
quick. Otherwise we will be responsible. Responsible!” At this un-
accustomed hour, the telephone rings and he gapes apprehensively
at his wife. She picks up the receiver, but it is not the sanitorium,
only a young girl with the wrong number. They continue to plan for
their son’s homecoming. The telephone rings again. This time the old
woman tells the girl how she has managed to misdial the number.
She sits down with her husband to their unexpected festive midnight
tea. As she pours, he examines with pleasure the little jelly jars and
spells out their labels: “apricot, grape, beech plum, quince. He had
got to crab apple, when the telephone rang again.” There the story
ends. Is it the sanitorium this time, calling to say their son has suc-
ceeded in killing himself?

Throughout their lives the old man and woman have quietly borne
a steady succession of miseries: the Revolution, European emigra-
tion, the death of many of their friends in the gas chambers, their
poverty and dependence in America, their son’s madness. The
mother muses:

This, and much more, she accepted—for after all living did mean ac-
cepting the loss of one joy after another, not even joys in her case—mere
possibilities of improvement. She thought of the endless waves of pain
that for some reason or other she and her husband had to endure; of the
invisible giants hurting her boy in some unimaginable fashion; of the
incalculable amount of tenderness contained in the world; of the fate of
this tenderness, which is either crushed, or wasted, or transformed into
madness.

Against the accumulated horror of their lives Nabokov balances their
gentle courage, their love for each other and their son, their resigned
humor. When they return from their fruitless visit, the woman hands
her husband the jellies and tells him to go straight home: she will
buy some fish for supper. But when he reaches the third-floor land-
ing he remembers he had given her his keys. “In silence he sat down
on the steps and in silence rose when some ten minutes later she
came, heavily trudging upstairs, wanly smiling, shaking her head in
deprecation of her silliness.”

“Signs and Symbols” works brilliantly as poignant realism, but
what makes the story such a masterpiece is the Nabokovian twist
that turns the real world inside out and into an irresolvable enigma.
The boy’s illness has been diagnosed as ‘“‘referential mania.” He
imagines
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that everything happening around him is a veiled reference to his per-
sonality and existence. He excludes real people from the conspiracy—
because he considers himself to be so much more intelligent than other
men. Phenomenal nature shadows him wherever he goes. Clouds in the
staring sky transmit to one another, by means of slow signs, incredibly
detailed information regarding him. His inmost thoughts are discussed
at nightfall, in manual alphabet, by darkly gesticulating trees. . . . Ev-
erything is a cipher and of everything he is the theme. . . . He must be
always on his guard and devote every minute and module of life to the
decoding of the undulation of things. The very air he exhales is indexed
and filed away.

Detail after detail in the story seems impregnated with doom: “That
Friday everything went wrong. The underground train lost its life
current between two stations.” It is raining hard. They cannot see
their son. As they return to the bus shelter they pass by a swaying
and dripping tree under which “a tiny half-dead unfledged bird was
helplessly twitching in a puddle.” On board the bus, the old man’s
hands twitch, as if in response. A girl sits weeping a few seats away.
When they reach home, the husband finds himself without his key.
His new dentures are hopelessly uncomfortable. He has just got to
bitter crab apple when the telephone rings for the fatal third time.

If we take all these details as signs and symbols, that telephone call
will announce that the boy has at last managed to kill himself. But if
we accept that that is the case, we have accepted what from within
the story’s world has to be defined as madness: that everything
around the boy forms a message about his fate. If we accept that he
has killed himself, then we have to acknowledge every agonizing de-
tail as part of a pattern designed to point toward his tragic fate, to
evoke our compassion for him and his parents. From within the par-
ents’ world, their son’s death seems simply more jagged glass on the
pile of miseries that makes up their life. But from outside their van-
tage point, we can see that if the boy has died, then the story bears
the mark of a tender concern that shapes every minute detail of a
world that from within seems unrelieved, meaningless tragedy. The
final blow of death, in one light so gratuitous, in another seems the
very proof of the painstaking design behind every moment of their
lives. Will the fact of our deaths too perhaps disclose suddenly a pat-
tern of tender meaning running through our lives? Or will we never
know, just as we can never know whether that telephone announces
a death or simply another irritatingly repeated wrong number, an-
other unneeded vexation?
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VI

Bend Sinister was published on June 12, 1947. Unfortunately for Na-
bokov, Allen Tate, the only person at Henry Holt who really appre-
ciated the book, had already left the firm, and as a result the novel
was poorly promoted. Despite glowing notices in Time and the New
York Times, most reviews were mixed (““at once impressive, powerful
and oddly exasperating,”” wrote the New Republic), and sales were dis-
mal.>* But before the book’s publication, Nabokov’s growing reputa-
tion in the New Yorker’s catchment area had prompted Vogue and Time
to photograph him working at his desk in the M.C.Z.

Nabokov may have felt he was devoting too much time during his
winters to lepidopterological research, but he was not going to forfeit
the thrill of the summer chase. With enough money from the ad-
vance for Bend Sinister to allow him to travel in the summer of 1947,
he scouted around for somewhere “fairly wild”” in the West. In mid-
June the family set off by train for Columbine Lodge, perched at
9,500 feet, just above Estes Park, Colorado. They had a comfortable
cabin and a wonderful time, and stayed until early September.32

Nabokov thought the flora magnificent. “Some part of me must
have been born in Colorado,” he wrote Wilson, ““for I am constantly
recognizing things with a delicious pang.” In the last week of June,
the species Boloria freija was practically over, but Nabokov caught five
rather faded specimens near Longs Peak Inn, not in the very wet
sphagnum bogs where another species lurked but on marshy mead-
ows in the aspen zone. No wonder that in Speak, Memory he would
depict himself chasing a freija—a circumpolar species of both the Old
and New Worlds—through the bog across the river from Vyra and
emerging at the end of the marsh onto rising ground with Longs
Peak in the distance.3

At that altitude the fauna and flora may have resembled the biota
at Vyra, but the butterfly collecting was much more strenuous. Na-
bokov lost twenty pounds pursuing his prey and climbing with Dmi-
tri. Dmitri had tramped in the Rockies before, but this was the first
of the real mountain climbing that would become his passion and his
parents’ nagging fear over the next decade.

Without a car, Nabokov was more tied down than most American
collectors. But friends he had met or corresponded with in the lepi-
dopterological world arrived to take him further afield. Charles Rem-
ington led him to the Tolland Bog, where seven different Boloria spe-
cies occur together, more than anywhere else in the world. Nabokov
was delighted to catch five of the seven species in their one day of
collecting.3s
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Don Stallings, a lawyer by profession but also one of America’s
great collectors, had caught hundreds of blues in the early 1940s. De-
lighted that someone was taking the time to sit down and solve the
classification riddles the group posed, he had turned them over to
Nabokov at the M.C.Z. At the end of July 1947 he accompanied the
Nabokovs for two days in the Longs Peak area, while thirteen-year-
old Dmitri scaled the 14,255-foot summit. Nabokov, fit from so much
climbing, bounded up the mountainside, as if—so it seemed to Stall-
ings—in the puckish hope that he and his wife would be exhausted
halfway up. They were, and managed to catch only two or three of
the magdalenas they were after. Next day Stallings announced, ““To-
day we're going to collect my way.” They scoured the slide and
trickle areas around the lower slopes, and caught fifteen magdalenas.>®

Until now Nabokov had killed his catches by putting them in tum-
blers with carbona-soaked cotton wool. American collectors taught
him the much simpler method of pinching a butterfly between one’s
finger and thumb by the thorax. This killed the creature instantly, so
that it could be popped straight into a lightweight little envelope and
spread later at one’s leisure, even years afterward.

Nabokov's first rush of excitement at Estes Park, recapturing the
freijas and the sensations and memories of his childhood, came at an
opportune moment. On July 2 he sent the New Yorker the first com-
pleted chapter* of his autobiography, “Portrait of My Uncle.”” A
guided tour of a gallery of colorful ancestors, it gradually narrows its
focus to “Ruka”’—as Nabokov here calls his uncle Vasily Rukavish-
nikov—and then to one timeless moment of the remembered past.
The editors in the New Yorker fiction department were all against the
sketch, but Katharine White decided to show it to Harold Ross, the
magazine’s publisher. Ross was most enthusiastic, and wanted more
of the same. His eagerness meant the Nabokovs could afford to stay
in the Rockies until the beginning of September. By then, however,
Nabokov had become alarmed at the New Yorker’s voracious editing
of the story, which upset him so much, he told Wilson, that he had
almost decided to stop trying to earn his living that way.®

VII
At the beginning of September the family returned east by train,
stopping in New York, where Nabokov saw for the last time his

* Except for “Mademoiselle O,” written in French in 1936 before the autobiography
was conceived.
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friend Gleb Struve, en route from England to his new post at Berke-
ley.3

Back in Massachusetts, Dmitri was sent to St. Mark’s School, a
prestigious prep school in Southborough, where a scholarship paid
just over half of his fees. After his happy years at Dexter School,
Dmitri now found himself unready for and at odds with St. Mark's.
His father too disliked the place, but found it fired his imagination.
In 1951, after finishing his autobiography, still entitled Conclusive Ev-
idence, he would remember his shock at the poor standards, snob-
bishness, and preferential treatment at St. Mark’s and would draw
up a memo to write a continuation, More Evidence, that would devote
a chapter to the school and divulge “full details.”+ He changed his
mind, and instead assigned portions of the school to Lolita (the anti-
quated game of fives, played at an English day school in the south of
France that young Humbert attends) and to Pnin, where he sends
Victor Wind, Pnin’s ex-wife’s son, to ““St. Bartholomew’s,” modeled
at least in part on St. Mark’s.

This year Nabokov taught the same three courses as the year be-
fore. A student in his elementary class recalls that on the first day of
the term, Nabokov happened to find on his desk a yellow vase with
blue flowers. He went to the blackboard, wrote “yellow blue vase,”
and asked the students what it said. *“Yellow blue vase,” of course.
“That is almost ‘I love you’ in Russian,” he explained, and repeated
the phrase, ya lyublyu vas, adding: “That is probably the most impor-
tant phrase that I will teach you.”

Students in both classes remember them as informal and Nabokov
as fascinating, opinionated, kind, thoughtful, gentle, a man who
combined a powerful ego with a very courtly manner. “We were
madly in love with him. He was a marvelous man,” recalled one.
“The classes went by very quickly,” said another. “We laughed a lot
and talked a lot.” The literature class, now with sixty-six students,
remained much more formal.+

After his recent exposure in Time, Vogue, and Mademoiselle, Nabo-
kov had briefly become a campus celebrity. The Wellesley College News
ran a profile on him: “Pushkin, Shakespeare and himself constitute
his three favorite writers. Mann, Faulkner, and André Gide receive
the doubtful honor of being the three writers he most detests.”’+
Many of those who find Nabokov’s literary opinions too strong have
supposed envy must be the spur for his dismissal of other writers.
As his unguarded—or deliberately provocative—pronouncement at
Wellesley makes clear, he would never have dreamed of stooping to
envy a Dostoevsky or a Gorky, a Balzac or a Sartre, a James or a
Lawrence. To Russians, Pushkin is their most treasured writer; to the
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English, Shakespeare. Nabokov, with both heritages at his disposal,
calmly placed himself in their company.*

Just as classes were beginning at Wellesley, Nabokov received a
letter signed by a man named Morris Bishop. A professor of Ro-
mance languages at Cornell, Bishop had been appointed chairman of
a committee to find a replacement for Ernest Simmons, professor of
Russian literature. A writer himself—his light verse appeared often
in the New Yorker—Bishop had admired Nabokov’s work since his
first stories appeared in the Atlantic Monthly. ““Some of the sen-
tences,” he would later remark, “still return to comfort me in the
clairvoyance of a midnight waking.” By the late 1940s, he had come
to consider Nabokov “one of the best writers of our time.”” From Sally
Collie Smith, the Wellesley publicity officer, he found out that Na-
bokov taught at Wellesley. In her enthusiasm for Nabokov, she had
written to Bishop complaining that Cornell was mentioned often in
the New Yorker because of both E. B. White and himself, whereas Na-
bokov, a much more important writer, was at Wellesley: didn’t
Wellesley, therefore, rate a mention? “Oho, so they’'ve got Nabo-
kov,” thought Bishop, and wrote asking him if he would be inter-
ested in a professorship at Cornell: ““/As an old admirer of your work,
I think first of you.” Should he be offered the post, his duties would
presumably include two courses in Russian literature and a course in
the general Division of Literature, and no courses in language, which
was taught by a separate Division of Modern Languages. It was what
Nabokov had been wanting for years.+

Visiting Cornell on October 25 to meet Bishop and other senior
professors, he made a good impression on everyone. The appoint-
ments committee had been apprehensive about choosing a man who
had no higher degrees and no stack of scholarly publications, and
whose only critical work was his brilliant but eccentric study of Go-
gol. But they were charmed by Nabokov in person, and impressed
by the range of his knowledge and the acuteness of his judgments.
Morris and Alison Bishop put him up overnight, and hosts and guest
took an immediate instinctive liking to each other. Alison Bishop re-
calls the vivid impression his playfulness made from the first. He pre-
tended to have lost his return ticket, and made an act of searching
for it, until a charming, radiant, enchanted look came over his face
when he “found” the ticket again.+

Cornell was ready to offer him the position at a salary of $5,000.

* In other moods he could be much more modest: “Oh, yes, let people compare me
to Joyce by all means, but my English is patball to Joyce’s champion game” (Strong
Opinions, 56).
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Despite his predictions, Nabokov was still working a good deal at the
M.C.Z., although at a reduced level of financial support. Reluctant to
leave Cambridge and the museum if he did not have to, he informed
Mildred Horton of the Cornell offer and asked if a permanent posi-
tion might now be possible for him at Wellesley. She said no, claim-
ing that Wellesley would be delighted to have him continue on a
year-by-year basis, but that since the position of Russian as a subject
was not secure, the college could not commit itself to a permanent
appointment. In fact, the following year Nabokov would be replaced
as a Russian teacher by a Pole, Waclaw Jedrzejewicz, who in his sec-
ond year at Wellesley was made an associate professor. His methods
must have appealed to President Horton more than Nabokov’s: he
introduced Russian songs to his language teaching students and took
them along to International Group Singing, and he exposed his lit-
erature students to Chaikovsky’s Violin Concerto in D so that they
could appreciate—in his words—the influence of the steppe on the
Russian soul.+

Once he knew Wellesley had refused him a permanent place, Na-
bokov accepted the Cornell post without any qualms.+¢ During Oc-
tober, before Cornell’s offer had yet been formalized, he had written
the next chapter of his autobiography, “My English Education”: the
Anglophilia of his home, the English governesses of his infancy, the
English tutor and drawing master of his boyhood.+” After sending the
piece off to the New Yorker he discovered that they wanted to edit
both this and “Signs and Symbols.” Only his respect for Katharine
White can account for the moderation of his tone in objecting to the
very principle of the magazine’s editing his work according to its
own conception of stylistic elegance:

I shall be very grateful to you if you help me to weed out bad grammar
but I do not think I would like my longish sentences clipped too close,
or those drawbridges lowered which I have taken such pains to lift. In
other words, I would like to discriminate between awkward construction
(which is bad) and a certain special—how shall I put it—sinuosity, which
is my own and which only at first glance may seem awkward or obscure.
Why not have the reader re-read a sentence now and then? It won’t hurt
him.

Edmund Wilson staunchly supported him: “I have read the Nabo-
kov stories, and I think they are both perfect. Not a word should be
changed.” Nabokov meanwhile had been offering all year to help
Wilson in the obscenity trial brought against his Memoirs of Hecate
County. In fact there was nothing he or anyone else could do; the
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book was declared obscene.” The Nabokovs spent Thanksgiving with
Wilson and his new wife, his fourth, Elena, whom they both liked
very much.

VIII

Once Nabokov had accepted the Cornell post, the details of what he
was to teach still had to be sorted out in a cross fire of misapprehen-
sions that took six months and twenty letters to fizzle into resolution.

Nabokov was to be the Department of Russian Literature, within
which he would teach two courses of his own making, but with the
expectation that he would also teach one course in the Division of
Literature—preferably one section of the Introduction to Literature,
“a sort of Great Books and Stimulating Blather course,” as Bishop
defined it for him, ““the Bible to T. S. Eliot.” Nabokov misunderstood:
not realizing that there was a set syllabus, including Thucydides,
Sophocles, Cervantes, Moliére, and Voltaire, hardly staples of his
picky literary diet, he eagerly devised his own very Nabokovian in-
troduction to literature. To Thomas Bergin, the chairman of the Di-
vision of Literature, he wrote: “What you say about the Literature
course seems to me very attractive. I have been turning it over in my
mind and I think I would prepare a course consisting of two parts
echoing each other: Writers (Teachers, Storytellers, Enchanters) and
Readers (Seekers of Knowledge, Entertainment, Magic). Of course,
this is only a rough outline of the plan. I would include writers of
various countries and categories.’4°

When his mistake was explained, Nabokov accepted the fixity of
the Introduction to Literature program, although he did not look for-
ward to teaching a course that seemed too elementary and not
enough his own. He also proposed the two courses to be given in
Russian: a survey course and a course called The Renaissance of Rus-
sian Poetry, 1890-1925, from Blok to Pasternak and Khodasevich. But
when some of those involved in teaching things Russian (history,
language, politics) suggested that Nabokov perhaps offer a course in
English to replace one of his courses to be given in Russian, Nabokov
counterproposed that such a course on Russian in English could be
given instead of his having to take part in the Introduction to Litera-
ture course. “I will tell you quite frankly,” he wrote—in Russian—to
Professor Marc Szeftel of the history department, ““I would much pre-

* Since it had at first sold very briskly, Wilson lost a great deal of potential profit
when the book was banned. By the time it could be released again in 1959, after the
American publication of Lolita, Hecate County had outlived its shock value.
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fer this course to replace not one of the proposed Russian courses but
the ‘Introduction to Literature’ itself. Russian literature is my spe-
cialty, and I teach it with great pleasure, whereas an incidental
course on world literature and at such an elementary level too I must
admit attracts me very little.” He proposed therefore three courses in
Russian literature: a survey in Russian, a survey in English (the over-
lap was for him of course an excellent economy), and the course from
Blok to Khodasevich. What he offered was accepted—and there was
still no sign of the Masterpieces of European Fiction course for which
Nabokov’s teaching at Cornell is now chiefly remembered.s°

IX

As 1947 turned to 1948 the advancing chill of the cold war began to
cause shivers of fear. After its enthusiasm for the Soviet Union dur-
ing the war, America felt betrayed by Soviet actions and broken
promises in Eastern Europe, and many predicted a quick and deadly
war in Europe. Early in 1947, Nabokov had written a letter of rec-
ommendation to Trygve Lie to help his sister Elena get from Prague
to a job as a UN librarian in the West. No opening was immediately
available, but by the end of the year she had obtained a UN library
post in Geneva. Nabokov was still sending money regularly to Ev-
genia Hofeld, and had written an affidavit to help extricate her
charge, his nephew Rostislav Petkevich, from Czechoslovakia. He
was too late: the Communist coup there took place in February 1948.
Although Nabokov did not abandon his attempts to have his nephew
brought to the U.S., Rostislav would die in Prague in 1960, still in his
twenties, of the alcoholism that had been his refuge from a bitter and
frustrated life.>

The first collection of Nabokov’s short stories available in English—
three translated from the Russian, one revised from the French
(“Mademoiselle O”), and his first five written directly in English—
had been published in December 1947 as Nine Stories, the last of his
books to appear with New Directions. The New Yorker’s treatment of
his next story, “Signs and Symbols,” was once again causing him
exasperation. On the proofs the editors had tried to remove, among
other things, many of the signs and symbols that serve as the axis of
the story’s fifth dimension. Nabokov wrote Katharine White,
“Frankly, I would prefer you not to publish the story at all if it is to
be so carefully mutilated. In fact I am completely against the whole
idea of my stories being edited. Among the alterations inflicted on
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this story there is not a single really necessary one and many are
murderous.”’>* Fortunately his rights as author prevailed.

Meanwhile he was composing his next autobiographical chapter,
“Colette,” the story of his first love, Claude Depres, the girl he met
on a beach in Biarritz in 1909. The romance of train travel sets the
scene, but for Nabokov romance needed more than a soft-focus lens.
He wanted to know the exact word for the black connecting bellows
that covered the walkway between sleeping cars. When he could not
find it in his dictionaries, he sent Véra to the Widener Library for
books on railway lore. He called friends at night asking their help.
Once in a poem he had called them black gills. Now he sought
prosaic precision to offset the romance, but he had to settle for “in-
tervestibular connecting curtains”—before adding ““as black as bat
wings.”’s3

During the spring of 1948, Nabokov suffered from a long and
alarming series of lung troubles that were never satisfactorily diag-
nosed. One night in late March he began coughing up vast amounts
of blood. What seemed like at best a bad case of bronchitis sent him
to bed for some weeks, except for visits to the hospital to have a
whole picture gallery of X rays taken of his lungs. Someone else’s
spittle tube was mistaken for his and he was wrongly diagnosed as
having tuberculosis. Endless sputum analyses were required before
that was definitively ruled out. Meanwhile Véra took over his courses
at Wellesley, while he worried about the enormous amount of work
still to be finished at the M.C.Z. before his departure for Cornell in
June.>+ He also completed “Colette” while lying in bed, and sent the
manuscript off to the New Yorker with a plea to Katharine White: “If
you accept the story, please let us not have any unnecessary changes.
Everything is crystal-clear in the story and my syntax is becoming a
grammarian’s delight.”’ss

In mid-April he had to undergo a bronchoscopy, an exploratory
operation under local anesthesia. He watched as the doctors inserted
a vulcanized rubber tube down his windpipe. One doctor asked him
how he felt. “Controlled panic,” he answered. Later he found that
they had expected to find cancer, not simply one blood vessel broken
for no discernible reason. Nabokov’s own retrospective explanation
was that it had been his body ridding itself of the damage caused by
thirty years of heavy smoking.>

After a spell of improvement, Nabokov became seriously ill again
in early May and was told he would have to remain in bed for a con-
siderable time.? While there, he worked on his next chapter, "My
Russian Education,” which described his years at Tenishev School
mainly as a backdrop for one immortal scene: the agonizing day that



128 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS {1948]

he found out from his classmates that his father had called a news-
paper editor out to a duel, and might for all he knew already be lying
dead. Nabokov told Sylvia Berkman he had to force himself to write
about his father.5®

He sent the chapter off to the New Yorker in the last week of May.>
By now he was beginning to recover—although Véra was still teach-
ing his classes—but his doctors insisted he rest through the summer
and gave him only a fifty-fifty chance of recuperating by autumn. He
feared he might have to back out of the Cornell job at the last minute,
but said nothing to Bishop about the seriousness of his condition.%
His health problems had also caused him great financial anxiety, re-
lieved only when Edmund Wilson prompted the New Yorker to ad-
vance him money. No wonder he later called this ““a time of great
mental and physical stress.”’s*

During June, while Véra conducted the Wellesley examinations,
Nabokov “rested comfortably”” by hurriedly preparing for print his
long monograph “The Nearctic Members of the Genus Lycaeides Hiib-
ner,” which would appear as a complete issue of the Bulletin of the
Museum of Comparative Zoology.®> Nabokov’s mode of presentation
was ahead of his time. Instead of showing a photograph of a single
specimen of a butterfly species or a diagram of the genitalia of a sin-
gle specimen, he presented when necessary a range of specimens of
certain subspecies in nine pages of crowded plates.®> At the same
time—rest, indeed!—he wrote another chapter of his autobiography,
“/Curtain Raiser,” about his friendship with his cousin Yuri and the
way their boyish Wild West games gave way to manlier feelings and
adolescent adorations: a young American woman at a Berlin skating
rink, a coachman’s daughter at Vyra.®

On June 30, 1948, the Nabokovs left for Cornell. That morning,
Véra rang up Sylvia Berkman and asked if Vladimir could come over
at 10:00: "I will never get this place cleaned out if he stays here.”
Nabokov had a carton of butterflies he wanted to store in Cambridge.
He asked Harry Levin if he could leave them with him, but Levin
made it clear he was interested in books but not butterflies. Nabokov
came to Sylvia Berkman quite upset, and she agreed to look after the
box. When he had calmed down, he called Véra. He called her fifteen
minutes later to see how she was getting on. He called her after an-
other fifteen minutes to see if he could help, and she asked for him
to be kept away from the phone. All day long he sat on the sofa,
talking to Sylvia Berkman: “I divide literature into two categories, the
books I wish I had written and the books I have written.” After Véra
and Dmitri joined them for dinner, the Nabokovs set off westward,
bound for Ithaca, New York.6s



Russian Professor: Cornell, 1948-1950

I

HEY REACHED Ithaca on July 1, 1948, the day Nabokov’s ap-

pointment officially commenced. When Morris Bishop had vol-
unteered months earlier to find them a house, Nabokov had accepted
with enthusiasm and relief, but warned Bishop “‘that neither of us
being at all familiar with any heating systems (except the central
kind), we would hardly be able to cope with any but the simplest
arrangement. My hands are limp fools.”” After more mundane con-
siderations, he added, "I am sorry to give you all these sordid details,
but you asked for them.” In the house Bishop found for him, Nabo-
kov would eventually finish Lolita, and in the afterword to that book
he casually turns central heating into poetry as he muses: “Every se-
rious writer, I dare say, is aware of this or that published book of his
as of a constant comforting presence. Its pilot light is steadily burning
somewhere in the basement and a mere touch applied to one’s pri-
vate thermostat instantly results in a quiet little explosion of familiar
warmth.” Nabokov may have been anything but a bourgeois home-
owner, but the succession of rented homes in his Ithaca years would
turn him into a remarkable recorder of suburban America.*

He had requested, after his hard winter, a quiet summer in green
surroundings. Bishop was able to fill the prescription exactly with 957
East State Street, the home of an electrical engineering professor and
the first of the ten professorial homes the Nabokovs occupied in Ith-
aca: an acre of lawn sloping down under a giant Norway spruce to a
screen of trees and a stream, with a study at ground level at the rear
of the house overlooking this receding series of greens. At the start
of the summer, Nabokov was not fit enough for butterfly expeditions
or tennis, but at least he could watch tiger swallowtails flying across
the garden as he reclined in the speckled shade. “We are absolutely
enchanted with Cornell,” he wrote soon after arriving, “and very
very grateful to the kind fate that has guided us here.”’>

New York State’s Finger Lakes are long, narrow glacial lakes cra-
dled within steep stone troughs. At one end of wooded Cayuga Lake
sits downtown Ithaca, on a flat basin scoured out by millennia of ad-
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vancing ice and rock. On one lip of the trough perches Cornell’s cam-
pus; as the local joke has it, everything at Cornell is on a hill, and to
get there you must climb uphill—both ways. Still convalescing, Na-
bokov had to take the slopes gently at first. He reported to Dean Cot-
trell, claimed his office, 278 Goldwin Smith Hall, conscientiously ac-
quainted himself with the library, and at once checked out the
entomological facilities of Comstock Hall.>

The Bishops were away from Ithaca for the summer, but Morris
Bishop had seen to it that Nabokov would be met at the university.
Since nothing can be more oppressively peaceful than a college town
in summer, Bishop had even taken care to ensure Dmitri would not
be too bored. He asked two other professors with fourteen-year-old
sons to call: Robert Sale of English and Arthur Sutherland of law.
(The latter was to become a good friend of the Nabokovs.) In antici-
pation of the fact that Dmitri would attend a school in New Hamp-
shire, and because they now had a stable income, the Nabokovs pre-
pared to buy their first car. Véra quickly learned to drive: her
instructor thought her an outstanding pupil, and as a racing-car
driver himself in later years, Dmitri would always be proud of the
style and speed with which his mother handled a car. Although the
eight-year-old Plymouth four-door sedan they bought was almost
falling apart and would be replaced the next year, it was a first step
toward those fabled lepping trips to the West the Nabokovs would
make almost every summer for the next ten years. All the summer of
1948 offered of real interest was a rare migrant, the snout butterfly,
which flew by in its swift and ragged course before Nabokov could
reach for his net.+

Late in August, Nabokov sent off to the New Yorker another chapter
of his autobiography, “First Poem,” the stylized account of the poem
he began to compose at fourteen as he looked out, through the
prisms of the pavilion in Vyra’s old park, at the remnants of a sum-
mer storm.> Apart from composing this chapter, he ““rested” by pre-
paring his courses. Assuming more of a difference between Wellesley
and Cornell students than was to prove the case, he calculated that
his new classes could be expected to read three to four hundred
pages per week, ten thousand pages in the course of the year. When
he had ascertained what was available in the library, he drew up
awesome required reading lists and himself reread the Russian clas-
sics he would teach. After a little work on Pushkin, he began to think
at once of translating Eugene Onegin. Ironically, it was to Edmund
Wilson that he lightly proposed, “Why don’t we write together a
scholarly prose translation of Evgenii Onegin with copious notes?”
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Just such a task—but undertaken very much as a solo effort—would
usurp almost all his energy in his last five years at Cornell.

His health improved more rapidly than anyone had expected. His
two hundred pounds were soon negotiating the hills with ease, and
by August he could even enjoy playing tennis at the Cascadilla courts
with Dmitri, who under the Cornell tennis coach had developed an
excellent tennis form.”

II

One irritant grading into a worry—and a vexation often to be re-
peated in Ithaca—was that they had to find a new home to rent by
September, when Professor Hansteen and his family returned to
State Street. Right into August nothing had been found. At last
something turned up: “a dismal grayish-white frame house,” Nabo-
kov would write in retrospect, “subjectively related to the more fa-
mous one at 342 Lawn Street, Ramsdale, New England.” Although
802 East Seneca Street was much bigger than they had wanted—two
living rooms on the first floor, four bedrooms on the second—it
seemed at first a welcome relief to them after their “wrinkled-dwarf
Cambridge flatlet.”” '

Though other Cornell professors sent their children to local public
schools, Nabokov had enrolled Dmitri at Holderness School in Plym-
outh, New Hampshire. The school fees consumed one-third of his
salary, but he thought the cost well worth it to have his son exposed
to foreign languages and shielded from what he saw as the hooligan
argot of public-school playgrounds. With Dmitri gone, the house’s
vastness became even more absurd, and the Nabokovs repeatedly
issued invitations to their New York friends—the Wilsons, George
Hessen, Roman Grynberg, Vladimir Zenzinov—to come visit. Soon
they took in a lodger to recoup some of the house’s cost.?

As the year drew on, other disadvantages became apparent. In Pale
Fire, Kinbote’s Appalachian home proves impossible to keep warm,
perhaps “because the house had been built in mid-summer by a na-
ive settler who could not imagine the kind of winter New Wye had
in store for him.” The Nabokovs too found they lived in a dreadfully
drafty dacha: when they relinquished the house in 1950, the landla-
dy’s one complaint would be that they had removed all the keys to
the internal doors and stuffed the keyholes with cotton wool.®

Always sensitive to noise, Nabokov had complaints of his own to
make to the couple in the separate third-floor apartment at the top of
the house:
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I want further to remind you that your living room is situated exactly
over our bedrooms and that practically every word and every step is
heard.

Saturday night you had apparently a party and we were kept awake
until 1:30 a.m. We think that 11 p.m. is a liberal enough limit, and we
would raise no objections if once in a while, at some special occasion, a
party you had would go on till 11:30. But I am afraid I must insist that
at 11 p.m.—or at 11:30 at the latest—all loud talking, moving of furniture
etc. should cease.

Another time two years later Nabokov sent a less peremptory note
upstairs, ending with the hope that “if you want me to write those
stories you are kind enough to appreciate, you will not shatter the
peace of mind within which they are engendered.”*

111

Unsurprisingly, the only person Nabokov had known well on the
Cornell faculty before joining it himself was another lepidopterist,
William Forbes, who had been a visiting professor at the M.C.Z. in
1944-1945. Although the presence of a good entomological collection
at Cornell was one of the things that reconciled Nabokov to leaving
Cambridge and the M.C.Z., he would never become more than an
intermittent visitor at Comstock Hall. In his first year at Cornell he
researched one brief paper® describing a new neotropical blue that
he had been sent, but the only lepidopterological papers he wrote
after that were a few brief notes. His daytime home in Ithaca would
be not a bench with a microscope in Comstock Hall but the high-
ceilinged, north-facing office he occupied at the northern end of
Goldwin Smith Hall.

For the most part Nabokov also taught in the classrooms of Gold-
win Smith. On Friday, September 24, he delivered his first Cornell
lecture, for his Russian Literature 151-52 course (Monday, Wednes-
day, Friday, 11 A.M., Room 248, Morrill Hall). Fourteen students took
the course for credit; three others audited. As at Wellesley, the first
semester of this course—with Guerney’s Treasury of Russian Literature
as its main text—stretched from the beginnings to Pushkin and Ler-
montov. There was one major addition: Griboedov’s brilliant play
Gore ot uma (Woe from Wit), perhaps the most untranslatable literary
masterpiece ever written, combining as it does taut rhyme with all
the broken rules and broken sentences of colloquial speech. Nabokov



AGE 49 RUSSIAN PROFESSOR 133

used Sir Bernard Pares’s translation, in his own heavily revised ver-
sion.®
He began as he meant to go on:

Although this course is called ““a survey’’ in the catalog, it is not a survey
at all. Anybody is able to survey with a skimming eye the entire litera-
ture of Russia in one laborious night by consuming a textbook or an
encyclopedia article. That is much too simple. In this course, ladies and
gentlemen, I am not concerned with generalities, with ideas and schools
of thought, with groups of mediocrities under a fancy flag. I am con-
cerned with the specific text, the thing itself. We will go to the center, to
the hub, to the book and not vague summaries and compilations.

An hour later he launched his new survey course in Russian, Rus-
sian Literature 301-2 (MWF 12 noon, 248 Goldwin Smith). For this
course he had ten enrolled students and seven auditors. Among the
students was Paul Robeson, Jr., who spoke excellent Russian (his fa-
ther had sent him to the Soviet Union) and was a devout Commu-
nist. Nabokov began by conducting the class in Russian, but al-
though students gamely tried to discuss the works in the language in
which they were written, he let them revert to English as the year
wore on. Texts, however, were still analyzed in the original. Nabo-
kov ended the semester by taking students through Eugene Onegin at
the rate of a canto a class, with the aid of his prose translation and
line-by-line explanations. He had his students buy a pocket edition
that really could be fitted in the pocket, and made them dwell on fa-
vorite stanzas* that he encouraged them to learn by heart: ““You have
to work at reopening your memory."’*s

Nabokov had recommended his wife as an instructor in the Rus-
sian section of the Division of Languages, but there were no vacan-
cies.®* Instead she became his constant factotum. She no longer
merely typed all his letters but actually conducted his correspon-
dence in her own name, except for a few personal letters or crucial
business exchanges. She drove him to and from campus. And with
no Dmitri to return to, she regularly sat in on every session of class,
acting the part of teaching assistant, handing out papers, writing
words and phrases on the blackboard. Some students were shocked
at the disparity between her regal poise, her radiant, white-haired
beauty—many at Cornell reported that they had never seen a more
beautiful older woman—and what seemed to them the subservient
role she played.

* Especially the dancing of Istomina (1.20), the advent of winter (5.1-2), and the faro
table of fate (8.36-37).
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With his wife to help him, and his own inherent independence,
Nabokov could remain quite apart from the university’s administra-
tive structures. Morris Bishop had told him he would be chairman of
the Department of Russian Literature, and he had stationery printed
with this position marked on the letterhead. But there were no other
teachers of Russian literature, and in fact—although Nabokov did not
find this out until 1950—there was no separately constituted depart-
ment of Russian literature. He was indifferent to the institutional pro-
prieties of university life. Once when he received a catalogue of cur-
rent Soviet publications from the library, he sent it back after
scrawling on the cover, “There is no Soviet literature.” Although he
did participate in monthly Russian Area Studies sessions where fac-
ulty members—himself included—would deliver papers in their re-
spective fields, Russian literature or history, politics or economics, he
never attended a faculty meeting the whole time he was at Cornell.»

v

Nabokov was not aloof from his colleagues, but he had his own spe-
cial interests and his own special ways. Passing abstractedly down
the corridors of Goldwin Smith Hall with Véra, he might not nod to
an acquaintance until she jogged his attention. At other times he
could have lightning reactions. When a domestic accident forced the
English department’s Robert Martin Adams to keep his arm in a
sling, he soon grew resigned to heavy-footed academic joshing every
time he passed his colleagues. It took Nabokov to raise a smile that
lingered: catching sight of Adams, he let out an exultant “Ah, a
duel!”’:8

By dint of never discussing the teaching of Russian language at
Cornell, Nabokov was able to play tennis with Milton Cowan, head
of the Division of Languages. With his superb ground strokes, his
long, deep drives, varied with the occasional chop or slice, Nabokov
could force an opponent to charge across the court shot after shot just
to return the ball right to his feet. But Cowan discovered that if he
volleyed sharply, Nabokov would not run for the ball himself. “’Con-
sequently, when I needed a point I would go in to the net. Our play
settled down to long rallies and a deuce set which went on until we
were ready to quit. Neither of us ever won a set as I recall. . . . nei-
ther of us felt the need to win.”’*

In Pale Fire, Nabokov has John Shade describe the days “when all
the streets of College Town led to the game’: American football, of
course. He himself ignored the crowds and turned up instead to
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watch Cornell’s soccer team, despite its poor standard of play, from
the deserted sideline where a few others huddled against the wind.
Nabokov’s other great pastime of course was chess. The philosopher
Max Black had heard he was an excellent chess player and gladly
accepted an invitation to play. Black, a former chess champion at
Cambridge University, had once defeated Arthur Koestler, a former
champion at the University of Vienna, in four moves (“‘a fluke,” Black
says). Now he made the mistake, as he recalls, of assuming Nabokov
was a very strong player and deliberated carefully over his moves.
Nabokov himself knew he was not brilliant at the chessboard: the
qualities of imagination that allowed him to be such a superb com-
poser of chess problems had no time to function in chess competi-
tion. Still, he rarely found someone who could match him at the
board. To the surprise of them both, Black beat Nabokov easily in a
game that lasted only fifteen minutes. Nabokov asked for an imme-
diate rematch, and lost just as promptly. Though he saw Max Black
often over the next decade, he never invited him to play again.>

Black was taken aback that someone of such demanding aesthetic
standards as Nabokov could offer him locally made port served in a
large glass jar. Another Cornellian also thought that the Nabokovs
“don’t know the rules.”2* That was true enough: they had their own
rules and their own few friends.

At Cornell, their only close companions were Morris and Alison
Bishop. Six years older than Nabokov, Morris Bishop, chairman of
the Department of Romance Literature, author of biographies of Pas-
cal, Petrarch, and La Rochefoucauld, among many other books, was
known on campus for his wit and his oratorical panache. Avuncular
and professorial in appearance, urbane and humane, a passionate
lover of literature and languages (he knew Greek, Latin, Italian,
French, Spanish, German, and Swedish) and a skillful composer of
light verse, he was in Nabokov’s for once indulgent opinion “a
rhymer of genius.”’#* Occasionally one of the two friends would send
the other a playful limerick and receive by return another limerick
written in reply. Bishop for his part regarded Nabokov, even before
Nabokov’s finest Russian work was translated or his finest English
work written, as one of the finest of living writers. As Bishop once
remarked to his wife about Vladimir and Véra, “These are probably
the two most interesting people we have ever known.”’2s

Alison Bishop agreed. A talented painter in a style not unlike the
wittier side of Benois or Somov, and keenly interested in problems of
aesthetics, she was also an excellent hostess. The Nabokovs went to
dine frequently at the Bishops” home in Cayuga Heights, the wealthy
wooded suburb north of the Cornell campus, where the Nabokovs
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would themselves spend their last years in Ithaca. The Bishops’
daughter, Alison (now Alison Jolly, the authority on lemurs), recalls
Nabokov as ““a wonderful man, absolutely wonderful, extraordinarily
kind, kind instantly, sweet, accessible. You felt he understood every-
thing about everybody. He didn’t say much in conversation, but he
listened, even when a child was talking. He had a flypaper feeling
for words. He looked large, rumpled, awkward, in contrast to Véra,
who was then the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen, with a kind
of beauty that was sculptural.”’>

v

Without any language classes to teach and with very small numbers
in his literature courses, Nabokov found his job at Cornell ““vastly
more comfortable and less interfering than Wellesley.” But during his
first year, with new classes to prepare, he had little time to write. In
October, to teach Russia’s great medieval masterpiece, Slovo o polku
Igoreve (The Song of Igor’s Campaign), he had had to translate the poem
himself for his classes. After teaching the Song, he began to write a
review of a new French edition of the poem prepared by Roman Ja-
kobson, now at Harvard, and Marc Szeftel, a Russian specialist in
Cornell’s history department. At the same time he started to prepare
a careful line-by-line translation of the whole text, which in Jakob-
son’s edition had been rendered into stilted English by Samuel Cross.
In January and February, deep in Eugene Onegin with his 301 class,
he planned the following year to devote a whole course to Pushkin
and was beginning to contemplate ““a little book on Onegin: complete
translation in prose with notes giving associations and other expla-
nations for every line—the kind of thing I have prepared for my
classes. I am quite certain I am not going to do any rhymed transla-
tions any more—their dictatorship is absurd and impossible to rec-
oncile with exactitude.” He could not foresee that this “little book”
would swell to four fat volumes.>

During late January and early February, in the vacation between
semesters, Nabokov completed his review of the Jakobson-Szeftel
Song. He also wrote another chapter of his autobiography, “Portrait
of My Mother,” where he depicts the peculiar mental affinities be-
tween himself and his mother, beginning with their shared synesthe-
sia.2¢ Nabokov was delighted that within two months of the chapter’s
publication his precise description of his sensations would be cited in
a scholarly article on synesthesia. Véra Nabokov wrote on his behalf
to one of the coauthors of the paper, however, objecting to the im-
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plication in the draft article that the metaphors he had chosen to
specify the exact colors he associated with each letter of the alpha-
bet—"In the brown group, there are the rich rubbery tone of soft g,
paler j, and the drab shoelace of #”"—were ““a concession to literature.
He says that, being a scientist (entomologist), he considers his prose
scientific and would have used the same ‘metaphors’ in a scientific
article.”’?

Once again his new manuscript was defaced with editorial ink as
the New Yorker demonstrated its compulsion to query phrase after
phrase. In the first of nearly forty replies to Katharine White’s ques-
tions, he wrote:

I knew the word “fatidic’”” when I was a child (probably from a book on
mythology that an English governess read to me), but I give in, if you
prefer ““prophetic voices.” (I cannot, however, endure the inserted “‘but”
in the first sentence.) Your attitude toward “fatidic accents”” which is
exactly what I want to express is a great pity. There was nobody called
“Joan of Arc.” I prefer, however, her real name, Joaneta Darc. It would
be rather silly, for instance, if in a New Yorker issue of 2500, I were al-
luded to as “Voldemar of Cornell” or “Nabo of Leningrad.” So, on the
whole, I would like to retain “fatidic accents”” and “Joaneta Darc” if pos-
sible, but you may act as you like.>*

VI

When the spring term began in the second week of February, Nabo-
kov had an additional course besides his two surveys: Russian Po-
etry, 1870-1925. This he taught as a seminar at his house, 3:30 to 6:00
every Thursday, with two students taking the course for credit and
one auditing. He planned to follow three lines—(1) Tyutchev-Fet-
Blok; (2) Benediktov-Bely-Pasternak; (3) (Pushkin)-Bunin-Khodase-
vich—although he also touched on Balmont, Bryusov, Severyanin,
Mayakovsky, Esenin, Gumilyov, and Akhmatova. He insisted that
his class master the scansion of Russian verse in order to appreciate
the fantastic richness of Blok’s irregular rhythms. Forty years later
one of his students, though never a literature major or a Russian spe-
cialist, explained that that is why he still read Blok for pleasure.
This student, Richard Buxbaum, was also enrolled in the survey
course in Russian. Most of the students in the course, he recalls,
were leftish in sympathy, and were surprised though not at all both-
ered by Nabokov’s considering the texts of the set works but not their
social context. To inoculate his students against the supposition that
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literature has to have a social purpose, Nabokov made them read Be-
linsky’s influential but execrably written arguments for literature as a
civic tool. The vaccine worked.»

Three literature courses to teach left Nabokov little time for any-
thing else. He complained to his friend Dobuzhinsky that although
he loved the teaching, he would like more time to write: “I have al-
ways more to do than I can fit into the most elastic time, even with
the most careful packing. . . . At the moment I am surrounded by
the scaffoldings of several large structures on which I have to work
by fits and starts and very slowly.”’s*

In March 1949, he wrote a devastatingly dismissive review for the
New York Times Book Review of Sartre’s first novel: ““Sartre’s name, I
understand, is associated with a fashionable brand of café philoso-
phy, and since for every so-called ‘existentialist’ one finds quite a few
‘suctorialists’ (if I may coin a polite term), this made-in-England
translation of Sartre’s first novel, La Nausée . . . should enjoy some
success.” After listing egregious blunders in the translation, Nabo-
kov thrusts deeper:

Whether, from the viewpoint of literature, La Nausée was worth translat-
ing at all is another question. It belongs to that tense-looking but really
very loose type of writing, which has been popularized by many second-
raters—Barbusse, Céline, and so forth. Somewhere behind looms Dos-
toevski at his worst, and still farther is old Eugéne Sue, to whom the
melodramatic Russian owed so much. . . .

.. . When an author inflicts his idle and arbitrary philosophic fancy
on a helpless person whom he has invented for that purpose, a lot of
talent is needed to have the trick work. One has no special quarrel with
Roquentin when he decides that the world exists. But the task to make
the world exist as a work of art was beyond Sartre’s powers.3?

Nabokov’s attack has been supposed an act of revenge for Sartre’s
dismissal in 1939 of the French translation of Despair. In fact, he had
no personal axe to grind, and when the Times thanked him for his
brilliant review and asked him to review Sartre’s What Is Literature?
he declined: “I have read the French original and consider it to be
trash. Frankly, I do not think it is worth reviewing.” But he declared
that he had wanted for a long time “to take a crack at such big fakes
as Mr. T. S. Eliot and Mr. Thomas Mann.” To David Daiches, now
head of Cornell’s Division of Literature, he expressed his hearty sup-
port for Daiches’s recent article attacking Eliot for his anti-Semitism.33

He was in a mood to be fiercely critical. Late in April, during a
party he held for his students, he railed against Laurence Olivier’s
film adaptation of Hamlet. One student asked, “But how can you say
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such things? Have you actually seen the film?”” “Of course I haven’t
seen the film,” Nabokov replied. ‘Do you think I would waste my
time seeing a film as bad as I have described?”’3+ That same day, the
Sartre review was published in New York. When the Times arrived in
Ithaca, Nabokov was outraged to discover that among much other
editing of his piece, his fourth and shortest sample of the translator’s
howlers had been omitted: “’4. The forét de verges (forest of phalli) in
the hero’s nightmare is misunderstood as being some sort of birch-
wood.” He immediately sent off a fierce telegram accusing the editor
of having disfigured his article. Two days later, the Nabokovs had
guests at Seneca Street. I regaled them with a copy of that violent
wire. One of my colleagues, a tense young scholar, observed with a
humorless chuckle: ‘yes, of course, that’s what you would want to
have sent, as we all must have wanted in many similar cases.” My
retort, I thought, was not unfriendly, but my wife said later I could
not have been ruder.”ss

Nabokov had been asked earlier in the year to speak in New York
as part of a Pushkin evening arranged by the local émigrés. He de-
clined, since he could not afford the time to write such a talk, and
instead persuaded Zenzinov to invite him to read from his own Rus-
sian works. On Friday, May 6, on their first long trip by car, Véra
drove him “beautifully, through lively soft-bosomed scenery,” to
New York. The weekend there was busy. On Saturday night Nabo-
kov read his poems at the Academy Hall on West g1st Street, explain-
ing his Russian verse of the last few years in such a way that even
the socially minded in the audience responded with enthusiasm. He
and Véra called on their Russian friends Anna Feigin, Nathalie Na-
bokoff, George Hessen, Nicolas Nabokov; Nabokov played chess
with Roman Grynberg, Hessen, Boris Nicolaevsky, and Irakly Tsere-
telli; and he and Véra attended the émigré Pushkin evening on Sun-
day.* The bizarre claim advanced more than once in print that Na-
bokov severed his connections with other Russians once he was
settled in America has no basis in fact.>”

In May, Nabokov heard from Doussia Ergaz, his French agent, that
she had arranged for Gide's secretary, Yvonne Davet, to translate The
Real Life of Sebastian Knight into French. Nabokov insisted that he did
not want his novel translated except by his own preferred translator,
Jarl Priel. When Mme Ergaz complained that he seemed not to care
when his books would appear in French, he replied, “You are quite
right: I don’t attach much importance to whether my books are pub-
lished in France today or tomorrow because in my own heart of
hearts I do not doubt that the day will come when they will be ac-
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claimed.””s® As it happened, he found Yvonne Davet’s translation ac-
ceptable, and the novel was published by Gallimard in 1951.

As the spring semester wound up at the end of May, Nabokov
began to write one more chapter of his autobiography: ““Tamara,” the
account of his haunting love for Valentina Shulgin. By June 20, he
had sent it off to the New Yorker and was ready to head west for the
summer. 3

VII

Since their old Plymouth looked as though it might not make it even
to Chicago, the Nabokovs traded it in for a black 1946 Oldsmobile.+
Never having taken a car so far before, Véra hoped to share the drive
out West with a friend. She asked Dorothy Leuthold, Andrée Bruel,
Vladimir Zenzinov. Eventually Nabokov’s student Richard Buxbaum
offered to come.

On June 22 the Nabokovs picked him up at Canandaigua and set
off westward, aiming to reach Salt Lake City by July 5 for a writers’
conference Nabokov had been invited to at the University of Utah. A
few miles out of Canandaigua, Véra entered the middle lane of a
three-lane road and narrowly missed an oncoming truck. She pulled
over, silent, and turned to her husband’s student: “Perhaps you'd
better drive.”

Delighted at the idea of Americans taking the trouble to learn Rus-
sian, the Nabokovs supported Richard Buxbaum to the point of insis-
tence. They spoke Russian in front of him and not only encouraged
him to speak Russian back but chided him gently when he lapsed
into English. Buxbaum suggested they could save a little by stopping
not at motels but at cheap guesthouses on the outskirts of the towns
along the way. Nabokov declined: he would not share a bathroom
with other guests.

With Lolita already taking shape in his mind, he had a notebook on
hand as he traveled. His gift for observation and recollection were
always at the ready. Occasionally as they drove on below the Great
Lakes and across lowa and Nebraska someone in the car would ca-
sually recall an impression from the previous day’s journey, and Na-
bokov would begin to swamp his companions with details they had
all forgotten but now could just recollect having registered. Once as
they sat in a restaurant and women left a neighboring table, Nabokov
remarked, “Wasn'’t that sad.” Although he had been engaged in the
lively conversation at his own table, he had heard everything his
neighbors had said, and now recounted the whole exchange to his
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own table, not to impress them, Buxbaum felt certain, but simply
because he had found the women’s story so touching.+

On July 3 they reached Salt Lake City. There they stayed at a so-
rority house, Alpha Delta Phi, the Nabokovs themselves in a room
with a private bath, a condition Nabokov had insisted on before
agreeing to come.+ Others at the conference included Wallace Steg-
ner, whom Nabokov had met at Stanford; Ted Geisel (“Dr. Seuss”),
“a charming man, one of the most gifted people on this list,”"+> with
a ready wit and a fine ear for language; Martha Foley, motherly but
tough-minded, who had twice selected Nabokov’s first short stories
in English for her Best American Short Stories annuals; and John Crowe
Ransom, poet, critic, and founder and editor of America’s best seri-
ous literary review at the time, the Kenyon Review. Decades later Na-
bokov would recall Ransom: “I don’t remember his name. White-
haired, eye-glasses, he wore a conservative suit and looked like a
banker, yet wrote some extraordinary verse: ‘Bells . . . Bells’—not
Poe!—'Bells for John Whiteside’s Daughter,” I liked particularly.” He
hit it off with the courteous, soft-spoken but nuanced and subtle
Ransom, and they showed each other great mutual respect.+

Nabokov had a busy schedule: three novel workshops, one on the
short story, one on nonfiction (biography), a reading with several
other poets, and a lecture, “The Government, the Critic, and the
Reader,” as he sometimes renamed his old standby, “The Triumphs
and Tribulations of Russian Literature.” With Wallace Stegner Nabo-
kov enjoyed a hearty tussle in the novel workshops. Stegner had
talked on redskins and palefaces: why being unsubtle and robust was
better than being over-refined and decadent. Nabokov reacted with
glee at having this as a point of disagreement, and set upon Stegner’s
arguments in a spirit of provocative but good-natured opposition. He
also opposed him on the tennis court, playing doubles with Dmitri
against Stegner and either Richard Buxbaum or Stegner’s son Page,
who in 1966 would become the first person to write a book on Na-
bokov.+

After the conference ended on July 16, Nabokov headed north to
Wyoming to look for butterflies in the Teton Range. When he had
put forward his plans in May, Véra had some timorous queries to
make: might he have to encounter grizzlies when he was armed with
nothing more than a gauze butterfly net? Nabokov wrote to the lepi-
dopterist Alexander Klots and passed on his wife’s fears. Klots re-
plied that Grand Teton National Park was “just another damned
touristed-out National Park. . . . Again, reassurance for Mrs. Nabo-
kov about fauna. Tourist traps are much more dangerous.”+

On the way from Salt Lake City to Jackson Hole, the Nabokovs’ car
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had a flat tire. When Richard Buxbaum and Dmitri got out to change
the tire, Nabokov announced, “Well, I'm no use to you,” and headed
off for an hour with his butterfly net. The next day they arrived at
Battle Mountain Ranch, Jackson Hole. Nabokov had chosen the area
to look for a particular subspecies he had “described, named, fon-
dled—but never actually taken,” Lycaeides argyrognomon longinus,
which he had defined in his major paper on Nearctic Lycaeides on the
strength of only three specimens, two caught in 1900, one in 1920.
Some felt dubious about a subspecies that seemed almost impossible
to find, but Nabokov had chosen the right spot, stayed in the area
for a month and a half, and caught some fine long series of the in-
sect.47

They soon settled just south of the park proper, at Teton Pass
Ranch in Wilson, Wyoming, a pleasant lodge in a large meadow at
the foot of the majestic Teton Range. Moose were common in the
area, and Alexander Klots had warned Nabokov that when collecting
in swampy areas he must give them a wide berth: “I would rather
meet ten bears with cubs.” As he predicted, humans were even more
troublesome. The two owners of the lodge also happened to own a
World War II machine gun. One morning, alerted by the stench, Na-
bokov discovered a bullet-riddled horse by the roadside. When he
told his landlords, they chuckled and confessed that it was one of
their neighbor’s horses and that sometimes “their aim was not so
good.” Returning from his collecting hikes, Nabokov was “‘more con-
cerned with the ra-ta-ta fanning around from the lodge than with the
ugly moose in the willow bogs around it.”’+®

One day Dmitri and Richard Buxbaum were deposited at the base
of Disappointment Peak, just next to the East Ridge of Grand Teton,
whose 13,700-foot peak rises an abrupt seven thousand feet from the
level valley floor. They began climbing the regular route, which
called for no special mountaineering gear, until Dmitri, a cocky fif-
teen, led Buxbaum up the much more difficult east face. They found
themselves almost stuck, and lacked the equipment and technique to
descend from ledges onto which they had hoisted themselves. Dark-
ness was near when they scrambled out at last to two frantic par-
ents.#

Buxbaum hitchhiked back east in mid-August. By the end of the
month, Nabokov had lost more pounds and found more butterflies.
Taking full advantage of having their own car, the family left Wyo-
ming at the end of August and swung north on the return journey,
driving through Minnesota and up above the Great Lakes along the
rocky roads of northern Ontario, collecting all the way.>
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VIII

Back in Ithaca by September 4, Nabokov had three courses to teach
in the coming year: the English and the Russian survey courses,
scheduled for the same hours as the year before, and a course on
Pushkin, Russian 311-12 (Thursdays, 4:15-6:15). Although this was a
new course, it consisted of seminars with only four students, and
preparation left Nabokov just enough time during the academic year
to write the last five chapters he had planned of his autobiography.

As soon as he arrived back from his summer travels, he had hur-
ried to complete ““Student Days,” a chapter on the nostalgia for Rus-
sia that saturated his thoughts at Cambridge, and was able to send it
off to the New Yorker in mid-October. Before Katharine White dis-
closed her reaction to the chapter, she saw Nabokov in Ithaca. She
and E. B. White had a son studying at Cornell, and while visiting
him there at the end of October they visited the Bishops, as they had
the previous year, and dined there with the Nabokovs.s*

Early in November, Katharine White wrote to Nabokov from New
York, outlining her response to “‘Student Days.” In one section of his
chapter, Nabokov had summarized his youthful attempts to counter
the incomprehension among his English acquaintances of the true
nature of the Russian Revolution. Katharine White felt that here he
lacked his usual detachment and that the bitterness of his tone inter-
rupted the nostalgic mood. He had made the perfectly justified claim
that during the last sixty years of the tsars, “despite the fundamen-
tally inept and ferocious character of their rule, a freedom-loving
Russian had had incomparably more means of expressing himself,
and used to run incomparably less risk in doing so, than under
Lenin.” Katharine White made the mistake of passing on another ed-
itor’s query: “and freedom-loving serfs?”” She also asked if he could
make the passage shorter, less detailed, and less violent. Nabokov
replied, “I am terribly sorry, but what you suggest is quite impossi-
ble. It is really not my fault that Americans know so little about for-
mer Russia. Serfdom was abolished in 1861 (two years before Lin-
coln’s Emancipation Proclamation). I am frank but not bitter.” He
withdrew the piece from the New Yorker and eventually offered it,
retitled “Lodgings in Trinity Lane,” to Harper’s Magazine.>*

Despite such frequent differences, Nabokov and his editor re-
mained on excellent terms. Nabokov wrote to tell her at the end of
November that E. B. White’s little piece about American eagles and
Russian bears was ““quite admirable” except for ““three unnecessary
and lame lines” he specified. She wrote back rather hurt, but he ex-
plained: “You misunderstood me. My admiration for your husband’s
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work is boundless, and I love every line he writes. What I really
meant was the lameness and futility of hoping the Bears might
change (if it were physically and psychologically possible, I would
suggest invading the Bears’ territory at once).”s> Nabokov’s brack-
eted afterthought may seem bizarre at this distance, but at the time
even Bertrand Russell was ready to advocate a preventive war
against Russia before Stalin built up a nuclear arsenal and the power
to destroy the world.

Katharine White was a very maternal editor, taking an interest not
only in whether a story would be published and in the signs and
syntax of the galleys, but also in ways of making the lives of writers
easier. Several times she had arranged loans for Nabokov. Over din-
ner in Ithaca in October, he had told her of his desire to write a chap-
ter on his father, which would require research on the public side of
V. D. Nabokov’s life at the Library of Congress, a trip he could not
afford. Katharine White arranged for the New Yorker to pay his ex-
penses. Meanwhile Nabokov had been working on another chapter,
“Lantern Slides,” about his various Russian tutors, and sent it to her
at the end of November. He also outlined to her what was left to
write of the autobiography. From the first, he had planned to call it
The Person in Question.>+ There remained three more chapters to write:

Chapters 14 (Exile), 15 (Second Person) and 16 (Third Person). Of these
the first is concerned with émigré life in Western Europe and has a great
deal about literary mores. The second is couched, so to speak, in the
second person (being addressed to my wife) and is an account of my
boy’s infancy in the light of my own childhood. The last is, from my
own point of view, the most important one of the series (indeed, the
whole book was written with this conclusion and summit in view) since
therein are carefully gathered and analyzed (by a fictitious reviewer) the
various themes running through the book—all the intricate threads that
I have been at pains to follow through each piece. Incidentally, this
chapter will include some very nice things about my delightful associa-
tion with the New Yorker.

The novelist William Maxwell, Katharine White’s successor as Na-
bokov’s editor at the New Yorker, considers that no other New Yorker
contributor, with the possible exception of Rebecca West, was as
loyal as Nabokov to the magazine.>®

At the beginning of 1949, still in his first semester at Cornell and
unable to find time to write anything for the New Yorker and thus earn
extra income, Nabokov had written to David Daiches, as head of the
Division of Literature, to ask him if he might have a raise. No, he
might not. Now at the end of 1949, Nabokov had even fewer students
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in his two survey courses (twelve and seven) than a year earlier, and
only four in his Pushkin seminar. Not incomprehensibly, other mem-
bers of the Division of Literature, and especially Daiches, felt Nabo-
kov a luxury. He had been expected to contribute to general teaching
in the Division of Literature and was not doing so; he had a total of
only twenty-one students in all three courses combined. Just before
Christmas, Daiches wrote to Nabokov warning that university teach-
ing was being scrutinized by efficiency experts and suggesting that it
would be much appreciated if he took over Literature 311-12, a
course in European fiction then being taught by Professor Charles
Weir. This, Daiches hinted, might help with a salary increase or pro-
motion. Nabokov would be free to choose whatever authors he liked,
as many Russians as he liked, and he could teach how he liked. He
did not hesitate. On the back of Daiches’s letter, he devised a rubric
that now seems to have a stamp of inevitability, and certainly of Na-
bokov:

311-312 European Fiction. Throughout the year. Credit three hours a
term. MwF 12 Mr Nabokov

Selected English, Russian, French and German novels and short sto-
ries of the last 150 years will be read. Special attention will be paid to
individual genius and questions of structure.5”

IX

Late in 1949, despairing of finding a journal to publish his long re-
view-essay on the Jakobson-Szeftel edition of The Song of Igor’s Cam-
paign, Nabokov approached Roman Jakobson directly. Jakobson sug-
gested another possibility—also unsuccessful—but he also had
another idea: he would like to include an edition of Nabokov’s own
translation of the Song, with a Russian text edited and brief notes
supplied by Szeftel and himself, in a series of Russian classics for
students, for which he was acting as general editor. Nabokov replied
that he would be happy to revise his translation for this projected
edition. He also suggested that the prose translation of Eugene Onegin
on which he was working might fit Jakobson’s proposed series.>® By
the time he had completed the translation of The Song of Igor’s Cam-
paign in 1959, he would have broken off relations with Jakobson, and
his Eugene Onegin would still be awaiting publication.

At the end of January 1950, in the break between semesters, Na-
bokov forfeited his research trip to Washington for the $150 he could
get for a lecture at the University of Toronto: once again, “Russian
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Literature: Its Triumph and Tribulations.”’> Staying at the Park Plaza
Hotel, he began to revolve in his head the first lines of a poem he
sent off to Katharine White a month later with the title “The Room”’:

The room a dying poet took

at nightfall in a dead hotel

had both directories—the Book
of Heaven and the Book of Bell.%

Back in Ithaca, and still short of money, Nabokov agreed to a sur-
prising project: a translation of The Brothers Karamazov, with his own
introduction and notes, for Pascal Covici of Viking Press. During Feb-
ruary and March, meanwhile, he continued to work on the next two
chapters of his autobiography, “Exile”” and “Second Person.” For the
latter chapter, a reminiscence, addressed to his wife, of Dmitri’s early
days, Nabokov had asked Véra to set down her recollections. She
typed seven pages, of which he selected only her vivid memories of
standing with Dmitri in European winters, watching and waiting for
trains: “That incredible amount of heat his big baby body generated!”
By mid-March he had finished the first draft of both chapters.*

One Friday in mid-March the Nabokovs and the Bishops drove
down to New York for a party the New Yorker was throwing the next
day to celebrate its twenty-fifth birthday. The party, held at the Ritz,
was an extraordinary event: over a thousand people invited, and by
all accounts a succession of minor disasters. Arriving after supper
with the Whites, Nabokov at last met Harold Ross, the New Yorker’s
founder and first editor, after eight years of indirect meetings
through Katharine White, in all sorts of verbal jungles, and lamely
joked: “Dr. Ross, I presume?”’ Ross, who had a reputation for miss-
ing the point, missed it again: “No, I'm not a doctor.” For the first
time since 1948, Nabokov saw Edmund Wilson, who was losing his
voice—a notorious bark—with the beginnings of a throat ailment.
Hearing that the critic Stanley Edgar Hyman was there, Nabokov
marched up to him and asked him what he meant by calling his fa-
ther “a tsarist liberal.” Wilson witnessed the scene: “Hyman, who
was evidently afraid that Nabokov was going to attack him physi-
cally, replied, ‘Oh, I think you're a great writer!'—I admire your writ-
ing very much! "¢z

For Nabokov the ill effects of the party lingered for a month. He
caught a dose of influenza there that at the end of March brought on
an excruciating attack of intercostal neuralgia. Early in April his doc-
tors sent him to the hospital “howling and writhing.” Though he
knew the symptoms and diagnosed his own condition for the doc-
tors, they refused to believe neuralgia could cause such pain and
hopefully tested his kidneys and other organs for two weeks before
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accepting that the patient might after all be right. At night, when the
pains became especially intense, Nabokov received up to three injec-
tions of morphine, but each injection kept him “in a state of endur-
able, dulled pain only for an hour or so.”’¢ Véra, meanwhile, though
suffering from bronchitis herself, once again took Nabokov’s place in
the classroom.

On his return from New York, just before he was admitted to the
hospital, Nabokov had managed to put the finishing touches to “Ex-
ile” and “Gardens and Parks,” as he had renamed the fifteenth chap-
ter. He now thought of writing still another chapter, to follow “Stu-
dent Days,” ““a new venture, a kind of essay on women and love.” 6+
The advancing illness laid that plan to rest, and the time he lost in
the hospital also made him abandon the Brothers Karamazov transla-
tion. Released from the hospital on April 14, he soon had a bad re-
lapse, missed more classes, and very nearly landed back in the hos-
pital. Only at the end of the month was he able to get up and enjoy
life again.¢s

Once more the New Yorker's checking department wanted to
change minute details in his latest chapter, like the white of the fun-
nel on the boat that brought Nabokov and his family to America. He
would not betray his memory:

As my policy throughout the book has been to remain absolutely true to
a vision of a personal past, I cannot change the color of the funnel al-
though at a pinch I might omit any mention of that color.

As you have probably noticed I often make mistakes when recalling
names, titles of books, numbers; but I very seldom err when recalling
colors. Since I am absolutely sure (and so are my wife and son) the fun-
nel was white I can only surmise that it was painted white by order of
military authorities at St. Nazaire, and that they had taken this liberty
with the Champlain’s funnel without informing the American office of
the French Line. Perhaps some competent person at the Line’s office
might admit to your checker the possibility of such an occurrence. The
voyage was a very dangerous one and it is most unlikely that the liner
flaunted its usual black and red.

However, as I do not want to puzzle people, I agree either to delete
the word ““Champlain’ (Galley Nineteen) or to delete the word “white’’
in the new version of line nine, Galley Twenty (which line I have
changed for reasons having nothing to do with the Champlain contro-
versy—there was too great an agglomeration of epithets). I would prefer
that you dropped the name of the liner on Galley Nineteen.%

Recovered but still shaky, and required to swallow tonic after
tonic, Nabokov spent late April and early May writing the sixteenth
chapter of his autobiography. On May 14 he completed the chapter,
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a review as if by another hand of his own memoirs and those of a
woman writer he invented for the purpose. After he had traced by
means of this “review’ all the themes of his autobiography—about
which the review is sometimes mildly dismissive—Nabokov decided
the deception of the reviewer’s mask clashed with the integrity of the
memoirist, and dropped the chapter altogether.® It still remains un-
published. By now, three years after he had begun it, the book he
had decided to call Conclusive Evidence—and would later rename
Speak, Memory—was complete.
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Conclusive Evidence / Speak, Memory

I

O ONE has felt more passion than Nabokov for the radiance of

a personal past, and no one has recollected the past with more
precision. That alone would suffice to place his autobiography among
the greatest ever written. But above all, Speak, Memory is the most
artistic of all autobiographies.* “The meeting point,” as Nabokov
himself defines it, “of an impersonal art form and a very personal life
story,”’2 it records one man’s unique and happy life and at the same
time attempts to explore the nature, origins, and destiny of all hu-
man consciousness. Again and again its lucid and alluring style and
its philosophical probings set up strangely importunate vibrations at
a pitch we cannot find. When we discover the right frequency, we
will find that without the least falsification of the facts Nabokov has
managed to impart to his life a design as complex and harmonious as
those of his finest novels.

Some autobiographies succeed by their frankness and fullness, as
if memory had been left to speak all its secrets onto an endless reel
of tape. Nabokov does not operate that way: unlike his egomaniacal
narrators, his Hermanns and his Kinbotes, he does not assume that
his life, because it is his, ought to be of interest or concern to others.
His purpose is not to tell everything about his life, but to compose a
work that by the very artistry of its shaping can express his own
deepest convictions far more fully than the thickest transcript of an-
ecdotal reminiscence. The title he chose calls on memory as formally
as an epic poet’s ““Sing, muse. . . .” He had even planned to invoke
Mnemosyne, goddess of memory, mother of the muses, until his
publisher warned him that Speak, Mnemosyne would be commercial
suicide.

11

Nabokov wrote Speak, Memory in the way he did, not to conceal the
truth about his life, but to express his own truth to the fullest, to
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show not the spontaneous accidents of time past but time itself tran-
scended.

He may write “I confess I do not believe in time,” but before he
can achieve the timelessness he aims for, he knows he must concede
that time is the element in which human lives are lived. He presents
himself as an individual developing through time and unravels the
threads that combine to make him the unique creature he is. On this
level, Speak, Memory appears perfectly straightforward, with a chron-
ological structure that records its author’s life from his birth in 1899
to his departure from Europe for America at forty, in 1940. Within
this outer frame are fifteen chapters, each introducing separable sub-
jects in the order in which they first occur in his life: father, mother,
English governesses, Uncle Vasily, French governess, butterflies, first
childhood love, Russian tutors, school, adolescence, first poem, first
adult love, university, exile, parenthood.

At this level, Speak, Memory seduces us by the poetry and accuracy
of its evocation of the past. In one scene, Nabokov describes the noc-
turnal routine of his early childhood. After his mother reads to him
downstairs, after she calls out ““Step, step, step” as he mounts the
stairs beside her with his eyes tightly shut, she hands him over to be
undressed and given his evening bath. Beyond the bathroom, the
toilet offers another chance to postpone bed:

The toilets were separate from the bathrooms, and the oldest among
them was a rather sumptuous but gloomy affair with some fine panel-
work and a tasseled rope of red velvet, which, when pulled, produced
a beautifully modulated, discreetly muffled gurgle and gulp. From that
corner of the house, one could see Hesperus and hear the nightingales,
and it was there that, later, I used to compose my youthful verse, dedi-
cated to unembraced beauties, and morosely survey, in a dimly illumi-
nated mirror, the immediate erection of a strange castle in an unknown
Spain. As a small child, however, I was assigned a more modest ar-
rangement, rather casually situated in a narrow recess between a wicker
hamper and the door leading to the nursery bathroom. This door I liked
to keep ajar; through it I drowsily looked at the shimmer of steam above
the mahogany bath, at the fantastic flotilla of swans and skiffs, at myself
with a harp in one of the boats, at a furry moth pinging against the
reflector of the kerosene lamp, at the stained-glass window beyond, at
its two halberdiers consisting of colored rectangles. Bending from my
warm seat, I liked to press the middle of my brow, its ophryon to be
precise, against the smooth comfortable edge of the door and then roll
my head a little so that the door would move to and fro while its edge
remained all the time in soothing contact with my forehead. A dreamy
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rhythm would permeate my being. The recent ““Step, step, step,” would
be taken up by a dripping faucet. And, fruitfully combining rhythmic
pattern with rhythmic sound, I would unravel the labyrinthian frets on
the linoleum, and find faces where a crack or a shadow afforded a point
de repére for the eye.

Nabokov’s imagination awakened early in childhood, and
throughout his life he held on with an exceptional loyalty and force
to all that had stimulated his mind and heart then. All children daw-
dle their way to bed, all have their rituals of delay, but it takes a
Nabokov to remember every detail fifty years later and to re-create
sensations like rocking the edge of a door back and forth with one’s
temple that most of us once knew but had forgotten.

III

He permits us to follow him into the toilet, and he even allows a hint
of adolescent erotic self-display. But even here he stresses not his
frankness but the artistic imagination evident in the dreamy fanciful-
ness of this young child. And although he can hardly undertake an
autobiography without sacrificing some of his own privacy, he re-
fuses to infringe on the privacy of others. His favorite sister, still liv-
ing, receives a single mention by name in the first version of his au-
tobiography; his close friends in school or in émigré days receive
none at all; those he must mention, like “Colette’”” and ‘““Tamara,” he
hides behind pseudonyms; and only when they are dead, like his
parents, his uncle, or his cousin Yuri, will he let real people play a
large part under their own names.

Speak, Memory may show Nabokov’s development, but it is no
newsreel of his times, no dressing room lined with signed celebrity
photographs. Only because their privacy has already been compro-
mised by fame, Nabokov allows himself three pages of concise, as-
tute summaries of leading émigré writers—Khodasevich, Bunin,
Adamovich. And he rarely presents more than an accurate reflected
gleam of historical events: himself at four, running trains over ice in
imitation of the Russian army crossing frozen Lake Baikal to fight Ja-
pan, or his son in Berlin, seeing the ubiquitous image of Hitler re-
peated on the black mustache-smudge of a bed of pansies; a burst of
Socialist Revolutionary ardor in a fondly recollected village school-
teacher, a burst of rifle fire as Bloody Sunday erupts nearby.

Only on one matter does Nabokov face history squarely. He per-
sistently attempts to correct Western ignorance of prerevolutionary
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Russia and the emigration. As the reaction of his New Yorker editors
showed, even highly educated Americans could still think Lenin
overthrew the tsars and freed the serfs—which is rather like having
Napoleon lead the storming of the Bastille or Woodrow Wilson eman-
cipate America’s slaves. While deploring the legacy of tsarist tyranny
and catastrophic economic inequality, Nabokov stresses the vigorous
existence of liberal and radical thought, often socialist and revolu-
tionary in inclination, in prerevolutionary Russia, and its brutal sup-
pression by Lenin. He attacked the common excuse others make for
the Soviet Union—that it lacks freedom because Western freedom
has never been a Russian tradition—by pointing out that in the years
leading up to November 1917, St. Petersburg had, for certain spells,
and with lamentable lapses, an independent judiciary and perhaps a
more cosmopolitan culture than any Western capital of the time. He
also maintains adamantly that in grieving as he did for the past, he
mourns not lost property but the unreal estate of memory. Even as a
child, with his parents still in command of all their wealth, he could
feel the bitterness of exile from his brief but already irretrievable past.

v

His concern in Speak, Memory was not with the headlines or the gos-
sip columns of history, but with a different kind of time. The book
opens with a meditation on death, time, mortal consciousness, and
"the free world of timelessness” from which we remain barred in life.
Speak, Memory aims not to record spontaneous, unguarded time but
to show the mind triumphing over time, as far as it can, and to inti-
mate something beyond human time. Nabokov pictures himself at
the toilet not to catch himself with his pants down, but to stress the
spacious time of his daily rhythms, and his perfect recapture of even
Vyra’s humblest rooms; to link the infant lapsing into reverie with
the adolescent composing verse in another bathroom; to connect the
child unraveling patterns on the linoleum floor with the adult search-
ing out patterns in time like this very proneness to pattern that links
adult and child.

Nabokov’s attempt to escape the rigid sequentiality of time begins
on the first page of Speak, Memory and recurs in meditation after med-
itation throughout the book. It also shapes the structure of the whole
work. Although the chapters succeed one another in chronological
fashion, from English governesses to French, from Russian tutors to
school, from school to university, each chapter displays a certain
looseness, a deliberately understated coherence of subject, a refusal
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to follow a narrow chronological line. Although there is nothing es-
pecially English about them, Nabokov devotes all that space to the
two toilets in his Russian home as part of a chapter on his English
education. The chapter’s sequence is determined by the fact that he
was raised by English nurses and governesses between 1903 and
1906, and therefore this chapter must precede the one on his French
governess, who arrived in 1906. But within the rubric “My English
Education” Nabokov also treats of the general Anglophilia of his
home; his mother’s reading him English fairy tales before he as-
cended to bed, and reciting English prayers with him before tucking
him in; an English tutor and an English drawing-master of about
1907-1908; and, in a final coda from the 1940s, a conversation with
his most important drawing-master, not an Englishman at all but a
Russian, about another drawing-master, also Russian. Even within
the uninterrupted continuum from his mother’s stories in the draw-
ing room to pillow-top prayers, Nabokov consciously resists the pres-
sure of time, to re-create a capacious, immobile, invulnerable space
around the toilet where he would sit and dream away the moments,
while before rendering that scene he slips ahead to another toilet he
would frequent ten years later. As he describes the scene he cele-
brates the retrieval of time, the fact that memory can recollect, in
such amplitude and detail, these two settings—or innumerable other
scenes he could rescue from the past, if he happened to require them
for his theme.

Speak, Memory’s highly wrought style constantly emphasizes its au-
thor’s total command of the past. This is not the jostling street theater
of chance recollection, but a highly controlled performance, with Na-
bokov in the director’s chair: “With a sharp and merry blast from the
whistle that was part of my first sailor suit, my childhood calls me
back into that distant past to have me shake hands again with my
delightful teacher. Vasiliy Martinovich Zhernosekov had a fuzzy
brown beard, a balding head, and china-blue eyes.” One scene be-
gins thus:

A large, alabaster-based kerosene lamp is steered into the gloaming.
Gently it floats and comes down; the hand of memory, now in a foot-
man’s white glove, places it in the center of a round table. The flame is
nicely adjusted, and a rosy, silk-flounced lamp shade, with inset
glimpses of rococo winter sports, crowns the readjusted (cotton wool in
Casimir’s ear) light. Revealed: a warm, bright, stylish (“Russian Em-
pire”’) drawing room in a snow-muffled house.

He can change the scene suddenly, without warning, to reveal
himself in America, fifty years later, as snowy Vyra gives way with-
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out warning to snowy New England. Or as a boy he chases a butter-
fly through a bog near Vyra, and emerges at the end of the marsh in
Colorado, only to add:

I confess I do not believe in time. I like to fold my magic carpet, after
use, in such a way as to superimpose one part of the pattern upon an-
other. Let visitors trip. And the highest enjoyment of timelessness—in a
landscape selected at random—is when I stand among rare butterflies
and their food plants. This is ecstasy, and behind the ecstasy is some-
thing else, which is hard to explain. It is like a momentary vacuum into
which rushes all that I love. A sense of oneness with sun and stone. A
thrill of gratitude to whom it may concern—to the contrapuntal genius
of human fate or to tender ghosts humoring a lucky mortal.

Why does Nabokov do such things? Why does he highlight his
own mastery of the past? How can he say things like “I do not be-
lieve in time”? That phrase introduces the last paragraph of a chap-
ter, and chapter after chapter closes on a similar note of strange ex-
altation, like the sentence at the end of the first chapter where
Nabokov’s father, tossed in the air by peasants, becomes a frescoed
figure on a church vault while his own body lies below for his fu-
neral. Nothing could be more typical of Speak, Memory—or of all Na-
bokov’s mature art—than to install us within a scene so alive it de-
volves right around us, then subject us to some weird displacement.
He can place us in a world so crisply alive we almost gasp in its in-
toxicating air, and then send us plummeting back to grief. The hap-
piness and the grief and the mastery of the mind that can encompass
both and can simultaneously short-circuit time hint here, as through-
out Speak, Memory, at the possibility that we might one day find our-
selves in a different kind of time where nothing will be lost.*

v

The key to Speak, Memory lies in what Nabokov called its “‘themes,”
for it is their intricate interrelationship that allows him to conflate
both his own evolution in time and his effort to transcend time.
Nabokov stressed that neither one’s biological birthright nor one’s
social setting, nor even their conjunction, can account for the stamp
of self. He gives both their due, of course: his parents” intelligence,

* For an analysis of the sentence where Nabokov’s father is tossed in the air, see
Vladimir Nabokov: The Russian Years, introduction; for the theme of ““a different kind of
time”” in Nabokov’s thought, see chapter 13 of that volume.
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memory, and sensitivity, his mother’s synesthesia, her love of the
visual, his father’s robust independence, his humor; the world of St.
Petersburg and Vyra, Biarritz and Abbazia, governesses and tutors,
love and liberty.> But near the start of Speak, Memory, he declares he
would like to explain his “individual mystery” by something more
than environment or heredity. He does not explain how, and in the
next section of this first chapter he appears to digress, or to offer a
solution that will hardly help. He recounts how General Kuropatkin,
on the day he was named commander in chief of the Manchurian
army, showed the four-year-old Volodya a rather dull match trick.
Fifteen years later, as V. D. Nabokov was fleeing from Bolshevik-held
Petrograd to the Crimea, he was accosted on a bridge by a peasant in
a sheepskin coat asking for a light. “The next moment each recog-
nized the other. I hope old Kuropatkin, in his rustic disguise, man-
aged to evade Soviet imprisonment, but that is not the point. What
pleases me is the evolution of the match theme. . . . The following of
such thematic designs through one’s life should be, I think, the true
purpose of autobiography.” This may sound unpromising, a flippant
throwaway or, if serious, the misguided manifesto of an affected aes-
thete. In fact, it is exactly what Fyodor discovers in his own past in
The Gift (“one of those repetitions, one of those thematic ‘voices’ with
which, according to all the rules of harmony, destiny enriches the life
of observant men”),+ and central to Nabokov’s thought.

What we cannot reduce to environment and heredity is the elusive
uniqueness of the individual, or if we translate this into terms of
time, freedom (if we are looking forward) or individual fate (looking
backward). At each moment time is an infinity of branching possibil-
ities, and the self can unfurl as it chooses. But precisely because time
branches out so richly, with such a flowering of detail, the retrospec-
tive gaze can find, among all the infinite, opulent growth of the past,
patterns so often repeated in a single life they seem the very mark of
that person’s individual destiny.

VI

Nabokov wrote that he had planned Speak, Memory “according to the
way his life had been planned by unknown players of games.”s In
The Gift, Fyodor presents Nikolay Chernyshevsky in a disconcert-
ingly bold and obvious fashion as the plaything of fate. That excursus
serves as Fyodor's “firing practice” before stalking the more subtle
patterns of fate in his own life. In similar fashion, Nabokov in his
own autobiography impersonates fate’s role in his father’s death in a
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deliberately obtrusive manner in order to prepare us for the more
discreet patterns he can discern when he turns to his own life.

The first intimation of V. D. Nabokov’s death, of course, comes at
the end of the first chapter, when the local peasants toss him sky-
ward. At the end of another chapter, Nabokov wonders whether he
had not kept missing something vulnerable and poignant in his
French governess “that I could appreciate only after the things and
beings that I had most loved in the security of my childhood, had
been turned to ashes or shot through the heart.””¢ The chapter that
introduces Nabokov at school closes with his discovery that his father
has challenged someone to a duel, his dreadful visions of his father
killed with rapier or pistol, and his relief on returning home to dis-
cover that the duel will not take place:

Years were to pass before a certain night in 1922, at a public lecture in
Berlin, when my father shielded the lecturer (his old friend Milyukov)
from the bullets of two Russian Fascists and, while vigorously knocking
down one of the assassins, was fatally shot by the other. But no shadow
was cast by that future event upon the bright stairs of our St. Petersburg
house; the large, cool hand resting on my head did not quaver, and sev-
eral lines of play in a difficult chess composition were not blended yet
on the board.

In the Crimea, Nabokov reports on the harmless people shot and
dumped by Bolshevik sailors from the Yalta pier, then adds, “My fa-
ther, who was not harmless, had joined us by this time, after some
dangerous adventures, and, in that region of lung specialists, had
adopted the mimetic disguise of a doctor without changing his name
(‘simple and elegant,” as a chess annotator would have said of a cor-
responding move on the board).” At the end of that chapter, as their
ship sails out of Sebastopol harbor to wild machine-gun fire from the
Bolshevik troops onshore, Nabokov and his father remain on deck
playing chess. Nabokov prefigures his father’s death as an insidious
chess problem designed by fate, and yet ““the selective apparatus per-
tains to art; but the parts selected belong to unadulterated life.””

VIl

Nabokov of course knew his own life in immeasurably finer detail
than his father’s, and he searches through his own past for a far more
elaborate interweaving of thematic designs. The very search, he
feels, the disregarding of time as causality and sequence, prefigures
something beyond the prison of human time, some state of con-
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sciousness where nothing is lost, where there is endless leisure to
perceive the harmonies of time, as in Cincinnatus C.’s there, where
“time takes shape according to one’s pleasure, like a figured rug
whose folds can be gathered in such a way that two designs will
meet—and the rug is once again smoothed out, and you live on, or
else superimpose the next image on the last, endlessly, endlessly.” 8

As Nabokov writes, his method is ““to explore the remotest regions
of his past life for what may be termed thematic trails or currents.””?
One such trail is the theme of garden paths and forest trails. It begins
in the scene, Nabokov’s first conscious memory, of his walking be-
tween his parents along the avenue of oak saplings at Vyra, when he
asked his parents’ age and for the first time distinctly realized “that I
was I and that my parents were my parents.” As a slightly older boy,
he kneels on his pillow to pray and looks at the aquarelle above his
bed, a dusky path winding through a beech wood. Recalling a fairy
tale his mother has read him, he imagines climbing into the picture
and plunging into that enchanted forest. At the end of the book, he
discusses his son’s earliest conscious life, and shows the boy walking
between his parents not through a family estate but through one
public park after another leading from Berlin and Prague to Paris and
St. Nazaire, stepping down to the Atlantic shore and their boat for
America.

Nabokov’s themes interlace like the paths of an elaborate park. As
a lepidopterist, he first followed the paths of Vyra’s parks. Soon his
ambition expanded. Beyond Vyra proper lay a bog the family called
“America” because it seemed so far from home. Nabokov describes
himself venturing into it in pursuit of butterflies and emerging on the
other side to find himself near Longs Peak, in the American Rockies.
America itself has become a new theme. As a boy, Nabokov had
dreamed of discovering new species of butterfly; as a man, he saw
the dream come true in the American West. America’s Wild West fig-
ures in games young Vladimir plays with his cousin Yuri, inspired by
their reading of Mayne Reid’s Headless Horseman, and as narrator Na-
bokov suddenly leaps from Captain Reid’s “log-walled Texan hotel,
in the year of our Lord . . . 1850,” and its bright saloon lamps, to
note, in a jarring disruption of his childhood world, “in another year
of our Lord—namely 1941—I caught some very good moths at the
neon lights of a gasoline station between Dallas and Fort Worth.”

A lover of young trains (trains are another theme) young Vladimir
asks his drawing teacher Mr. Cummings to draw an express for him:
"I watched his pencil ably evolve the cowcatcher and elaborate head-
lights of a locomotive that looked as if it had been acquired second-
hand for the Trans-Siberian line after it had done duty at Promontory



158 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS

Point, Utah, in the sixties.” At the end of this chapter, a paragraph
later, the adult Nabokov asks his later drawing master Dobuzhinsky
about a third teacher, whom he had not liked:

“And what about Yaremich?”’ I asked M. V. Dobuzhinski, one summer
afternoon in the nineteen forties, as we strolled through a beech forest
in Vermont. “Is he remembered?”

“Indeed, he is,” replied Mstislav Valerianovich. “He was exception-
ally gifted. I don’t know what kind of teacher he was, but I do know that
you were the most hopeless pupil I ever had.”

Amusing in its own right, the scene shows the end result of Nabo-
kov’s English education and of all the early intimations of America:
Nabokov himself, safely installed in the United States, living as an
English writer. Moreover, just a few pages after describing the
painted beech wood into which he had once dreamed of climbing, he
now portrays himself strolling through a beech forest with a famous
painter. Like Martin Edelweiss, he lives out the realization of his
dream.

Nabokov sometimes highlights his themes by devices like the stark
shift to Dallas—Fort Worth or the stealthy glide from the Russian bog
to Longs Peak. At other times he slips themes in almost unnoticed
(America in the cowcatchered locomotive from Promontory Point,
Utah) or overlaps theme on theme until we can barely disentangle
one from another (America, forest paths, and the passing-into-the-
painting theme as Dobuzhinsky dismisses his pupil’s skill). As read-
ers we are left to detect a theme camouflaged against its backdrop or
to untie the riddle of numerous interlacing themes—and in fact nat-
ural mimicry and its camouflages form a theme of their own, as do
riddles and games of every kind. The game and riddle theme has a
special justification: commenting on the very subject of Speak, Memo-
ry’s themes, Nabokov observed that “the unravelling of a riddle is
the purest and most basic act of the human mind.”*° Speak, Memory’s
themes in fact are nothing less than the riddles of time.

VIII

Three other thematic patterns deserve special attention. First, the
theme of exile. Even in early childhood, on vacation in the Adriatic,
Nabokov mooned in his cot for Vyra and tried to conjure it up in its
minutest details. Even then he discovered that “time, so boundless
at first blush, was a prison,” even then he felt the first pangs of exile,
even then his pining for a time where he would not be shut out of
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his past foreshadowed his adult self. When Nabokov came to write
his autobiography, that early sense of exile satisfied his wish to show
how thoroughly his childhood already “‘contained, on a much re-
duced scale, the main components of his creative maturity.”’**

After his childhood sense of exile from his past came the real fact
of exile, his Pushkinian nostalgia in a Pushkinian Crimea, his “Oh,
to be in Russia” sighs at Cambridge, his Sirin phase in Berlin and
France. Nabokov describes his life in terms of his helical version of
Hegel's triad, as ““a colored spiral in a small ball of glass”: his first
twenty years in Russia form the thesis, the next twenty-one of emi-
gration the antithesis, his years in America the synthesis (and, as he
would later add in the revised Speak, Memory, a new thesis). At the
end of the chapter where he introduces this spiral, he describes in
detail—this is the climax of the game-and-puzzle theme—the famous
chess problem that he designed on the thesis-antithesis-synthesis
model, and the bribe that at last secured him his visa de sortie, and
the Controle des Informations stamp—wartime authorization to take
written material out of France—on the sheet of paper where he had
drawn the chess problem. Why end with that stamp? Because the
bureaucratic French stamp on his visa de sortie also solved another
problem, the real-life problem of exile. After the “pleasurable tor-
ments”’ of the “roundabout route,” America—both remote from Rus-
sia and a new homeland—provided as neat a synthetic solution to
the problem of exile as bishop to c2 in Nabokov’s best chess problem.

Another, quite different, theme has shown through for a moment
in that “colored spiral in a small ball of glass”: the theme of rainbows,
spectra, colored glass, jewels. More prevalent than any other theme,
it begins with the jewelry Nabokov’s mother would produce for her
son’s bedtime amusement, and the alphabetic building blocks whose
array of colors the synesthetic child told his mother were all wrong.
It recurs in the “stained glass window” of the toilet where he
dreamed as a child, with "its two halberdiers consisting of colored
rectangles.” It shines in all its glory in the scene of his first poem.
After taking shelter from a thunderstorm in a pavilion at Vyra, Na-
bokov sees the sun return and cast luminous colored rhomboids on
the floor from the colored-glass lozenges of the pavilion windows,
while outside a rainbow slips into view, and at that moment his first
poem begins. Nabokov orchestrates this theme in order to contrast
the tangible gems his mother could lend him (and later sell off in
exile) with the iridescence of a rainbow, or with the intangible riches
of consciousness—the colored sensations of the past and his ability
to re-create them in language—that were his real wealth in exile.

The third theme is very different again: the theme of love. Girls
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and women quickened his heart from an early age: his pretty cousin
Onya at three, his governess, Miss Norcott, at four, then—to men-
tion only those he assigns names—Zina, Colette, Louise, Polenka,
and at sixteen his real first love, Tamara. From the beginning, Nabo-
kov’s romantic feelings and his creative imagination advance hand in
hand. This pattern too reaches a climax at that pavilion: there his first
poem begins, there he first talks to Tamara. Then the pattern takes a
touching new twist. Toward the end of the book, at first intermit-
tently but again and again throughout the last chapter, Nabokov
turns to address directly the implicit summation of the whole series,
his wife and muse: “The years are passing, my dear, and presently
nobody will know what you and I know.”

The next sentence continues: “Our child is growing.” Love be-
tween parent and child encircles the whole book: the toddler at the
beginning, walking along a path at Vyra between the parents he re-
vered, the forty-year-old at the end strolling with his wife and the
son they adored through a garden in St. Nazaire. Nabokov stresses
the essential creativity of parental as of romantic love: his parents’
eager desire to awaken his imagination, his and Vera’s feeding on
demand their son’s avid thirst for life.

For Nabokov, the love of parent and child and man and woman
are such extraordinary forces they make more urgent than anything
else his question: what are the limits of my being?

It cannot be helped; I must know where I stand, where you and my son
stand. When that slow-motion, silent explosion of love takes place in
me, unfolding its melting fringes and overwhelming me with the sense
of something much vaster, much more enduring and powerful than the
accumulation of matter or energy in any imaginable cosmos, then my
mind cannot but pinch itself to see if it is really awake. I have to make a
rapid inventory of the universe. . . . I have to have all space and all time
participate in my emotion, in my mortal love, so that the edge of its
mortality is taken off, thus helping me to fight the utter degradation,
ridicule, and horror of having developed an infinity of sensation and
thought within a finite existence.

In Speak, Memory, Nabokov presents parental and sexual love as
different currents of life’s creative mystery, both stirring us to the
depth, both liable to flood the banks of the self. No wonder he attacks
Freud more often here than anywhere else. Not only did he have a
fierce sense of his own independence and a corresponding disincli-
nation to wear someone else’s ill-fitting mythic masks, not only did
he have both an extraordinarily precise memory of his early child-
hood that he had good reason to trust better than Freud’s, and an
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abnormally sharp eye for the unique patterns of his own life, but he
detested the way Freud befouled something he held as precious as
family love.

IX

At the close of Speak, Memory, all its themes come together, like the
final dance of the characters around the circus ring at the end of Fel-
lini’s 8%.: orderly and slow, irrationally exhilarating, inexplicably ec-
static.

Nabokov begins Speak, Memory with a meditation on the origins
and ends of individual consciousness, a stylized account of his own
lifelong attempt ““to distinguish the faintest of personal glimmers in
the impersonal darkness on both sides of my life,” and a report on
the first awakening of his reflexive mind that he deliberately com-
pares with the phylogenetic birth of consciousness in human evolu-
tion. He dates his first awakening of self-consciousness to the stroll
between his parents in the avenue of oak saplings at Vyra. When he
closes the book with a chapter on his son’s emerging consciousness,
he once again links it with “the riddle of the initial blossoming of
man’s mind” and with other gardens and parks.

Watching over his infant son, Nabokov broods on the birth of the
human brain and of this particular little mind:

that swimming, sloping, elusive something about the dark-bluish tint of
the iris which seemed still to retain the shadows it had absorbed of an-
cient, fabulous forests where there were more birds than tigers and more
fruit than thorns, and where, in some dappled depth, man’s mind had
been born; and above all, an infant’s journey into the next dimension,
the newly established nexus between eye and reachable object, which
the career boys in biometrics or in the rat-maze racket think they can
explain. It occurs to me that the closest reproduction of the mind’s birth
obtainable is the stab of wonder that accompanies the precise moment
when, gazing at a tangle of twigs and leaves, one suddenly realizes that
what had seemed a natural component of that tangle is a marvelously
disguised insect or bird.

As Dmitri learns to walk and his parents prepare to leave Europe,
the gardens and parks through which they take their son lead down
toward the sea. By the shore, the boy searches for colored glass and
chips of majolica that might be reassembled, in some improbable jig-
saw, into a complete bowl—and the gardens-and-parks theme, the
spectrum theme and the puzzle theme are all beginning to converge.
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At St. Nazaire, as they are about to board the Champlain for New
York, the Nabokovs stroll through one last garden with Dmitri be-
tween them. Nabokov can remember no more of the garden than its
geometrical design, which he could no doubt “easily fill in with the
colors of plausible flowers, if I were careless enough to break the
hush of pure memory.”

What I really remember about this neutrally blooming design, is its
clever thematic connection with transatlantic gardens and parks; for
suddenly, as we came to the end of its path, you and I saw something
that we did not immediately point out to our child, so as to enjoy in full
the blissful shock, the enchantment and glee he would experience on
discovering ahead the ungenuinely gigantic, the unrealistically real pro-
totype of the various toy vessels he had doddled about in his bath. There
in front of us, where a broken row of houses stood between us and the
harbor, and where the eye encountered all sorts of stratagems, such as
pale-blue and pink underwear cakewalking on a clothesline, or a lady’s
bicycle and a striped cat oddly sharing a rudimentary balcony of cast
iron, it was most satisfying to make out among the jumbled angles of
roofs and walls, a splendid ship’s funnel, showing from behind the
clothesline as something in a scrambled picture—Find What the Sailor
Has Hidden—that the finder cannot unsee once it has been seen.

Here the themes spin together and fuse like the colors on a rainbow-
striped top, as if motionless, as if in defiance of gravity: gardens and
parks, of course, but also puzzles (Find What the Sailor Has Hidden)
and America—America, the destination of the ship, the third twist of
the spiral, the ultimate synthesis, the solution of the problem of exile:
a new home ahead. And still more looms in wait.

Nabokov ends his book with Dmitri about to see through the puz-
zle’s camouflage the “‘ungenuinely gigantic, the unrealistically real
prototype” of his own toy ships. That image recalls an earlier one,
Nabokov’s one spell of clairvoyance. Lying in bed with a waning fe-
ver, young Vladimir vividly visualized his mother taking a sleigh all
the way to Treumann’s shop, and emerging after having bought a
pencil—which for some reason she had given to her footman to
carry. Real life caught up with his pellucid vision as his mother en-
tered his room, carrying a monstrous pencil:

It had been, in my vision, greatly reduced in size—perhaps, because I
subliminally corrected what logic warned me might still be the dreaded
remnants of delirium’s dilating world. Now the object proved to be a
giant polygonal Faber pencil, four feet long and correspondingly thick.
It had been hanging as a showpiece in the shop’s window, and she pre-



CONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE/SPEAK, MEMORY 163

sumed I had coveted it, as I coveted all things that were not quite pur-
chasable.

Nabokov knows that thought tapers off as we approach the bound-
aries of consciousness, but also that if we are to understand the po-
sition of consciousness—and for him, that is an “immemorial urge”
of humankind—then those boundaries are precisely what we must
explore. The return of consciousness after a childhood illness such as
he describes here replays in a sense the initial dawn of conscious-
ness, but with an observer now in place. Then in Speak, Memory's
final chapter, Nabokov prepares for its ending by suggesting that an-
other echo of the shock of the mind’s birth is the shock of seeing
through an instance of natural mimicry—a phenomenon he sees as
the supreme instance of the splendidly deceptive artfulness of life.
With that preparation, he now makes the last scene of the book an
image of the mind’s birth. As he and his wife take Dmitri down to-
ward their ship, life appears to have staged another playful decep-
tion, and mother and father join in, waiting with excitement for the
explosive shock their son is about to experience, the sudden jolt to
his mind that they know he will never forget.

Nabokov has still not finished. At the end of chapter 1, his father
gets tossed up into the sky, and seems to freeze into a celestial fresco
on a church ceiling, to soar up from life into the eternity of art. As a
boy, Nabokov himself dreams of walking into a painting’s forest trail.
Now at the close of the book he takes his son along a garden path
and notices ahead that they are stepping into a picture-puzzle, to-
ward the ship that will take them to America. That step toward the
picture at the end of the last chapter of his life story pointedly
matches the end of his first chapter. Then, the vision of his father
soaring up into a picture prefigures his father's death. Now he is
himself a father, and he depicts himself stepping into a picture and
out of the story of his life, as if to imply a step beyond life and into
the timeless world of death: a synthetic solution, an exile from life,
but also a return home to greater freedom, to the place where all the
paths of one’s past timelessly meet.

Nabokov wants to suggest that the art behind life prepares for us,
as we step into mortality’s final picture, as we step from the thesis of
life through the antithesis of death into the synthesis of timelessness,
another explosion of consciousness as shocking as the mind'’s origi-
nal explosion, where with a new clairvoyance we will see the unreal-
istically real prototypes of our past, where we will find the solution
that we cannot unsee once it has been seen.
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X

Nabokov lets us look at his world twice over: once within time, once
as if beyond. His intuition of the absurdity of receding time makes
him treasure his world and try with all his strength of mind to pre-
serve all the precious trifles that otherwise might never be retrieved.
Most readers of Speak, Memory treasure the book, quite rightly, for its
priceless, precise detail.

But Nabokov also invites us to look another way at our world. If
we detach ourselves from the everyday coherence of things, if we
imagine time not as a rigid sequence of cause and effect but as an
accumulation of bright particulars, all accessible within some field of
timeless vision, everything might suddenly change. For the very rea-
son that he has stored up so much, Nabokov can detect or construct
an astonishingly complex pattern in his past that remains quite invis-
ible at first. He treats his life here just as he has treated the lives of
characters like Luzhin, Martin, and Fyodor. He has to: if he believes
in the artfulness of life, in a designer behind the apparently unde-
signed, he ought to be able to detect elaborate design in his own life.
Amazingly, he does just that.

And not only that. He discerns design amidst the most unpromis-
ing material life could offer: the absurd and bungled assassination
attempt that led to his father’s senseless murder, the apocalyptic hel-
ter-skelter of his own life as a refugee. Nabokov shapes the pattern
of fate that points to his father’s death as if it were a series of chess
moves played by unknown forces. The last move of all before check-
mate is the unruly exodus before the Bolshevik advance through the
Crimea. Days after the previous evacuee ships have left, the Nabo-
kovs sail out of Sebastopol harbor as machine guns strafe its waters,
while Nabokov and his father sit on deck, coolly playing a game of
chess with a patched-up set.

The patterns accessible to Nabokov in his father’s life prefigure in
simple form the ampler design he can make out in his own. Twice
history had jolted his own destiny sideways with a sickening lurch:
first in that enforced escape from Lenin’s Russia and then in his flight
from Hitler’s Europe. Although nothing could seem more haphazard
than the plight of the refugee, Nabokov selects this acme of imper-
sonal chaos as the focus for the design in his own life. His descent
with his son toward the waterfront at St. Nazaire, with a special
chess problem in his baggage and a picture-puzzle ahead, deliber-
ately recalls his flight with his father from Russia. Even in such ap-
prehensive, ugly, anarchic moments he can detect pattern and point.

He makes his patterns converge on the last line of his life story as
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if to suggest that, could we only detach ourselves from the world of
human time, something surprising might emerge into view: an art-
fulness and harmony hiding in things, even in things'at their worst,
watching over life with parental tenderness and leading us to the
point where all the patterns meet, to the great transition of death, to
the shock of the mind’s new birth, to something unrealistically real,
larger than the toys we can play with in life, to our passage at last
into “the free world of timelessness.”
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Teaching European Fiction: Cornell,
1950-1951

I

S A BOY in an Anglophile Russian household, Nabokov used to
sit down with his brother and sisters to hear his father read
Great Expectations. Not wanting to break the spell of those rainy-day
readings, he had not broached Dickens on his own, devouring in-
stead Stevenson, Kipling, Wells, Conan Doyle, and Chesterton. As
an aspiring poet in his teens and early twenties, he had avidly read
English verse, and Shakespeare, Keats, and Browning always re-
mained favorites. Later, he kept up with twentieth-century English
fiction, as he did with French and Russian, but he had no extensive
knowledge of earlier English novelists. In April 1950, in a brief re-
spite before the final onslaught of his intercostal neuralgia, he had
sought Edmund Wilson’s advice: “’Next year I am teaching a course
called ‘European Fiction’ (XIX and XXc.) What English writers (novels
or short stories) would you suggest? I must have at least two. Am
going to lean heavily on the Russians, at least five broad-shouldered
Russians, and shall probably choose Kafka, Flaubert and Proust to
illustrate West European fiction.” Wilson recommended Austen and
Dickens as incomparably the greatest English novelists, along with
the Irishman Joyce. Nabokov reacted with a Russian disdain for lady
novelists: “I dislike Jane, and am prejudiced, in fact, against all
women writers. They are in another class. Could never see anything
in Pride and Prejudice.”” He thought he would choose Dr. Jekyll and
Mr. Hyde instead. By mid-May he was halfway through Bleak House
(“great stuff”), taking copious notes, and had decided, after all, to
follow Wilson’s advice and teach Mansfield Park.*

Though Nabokov had security of tenure at Cornell as he never had
at Wellesley, his salary of $5,000 was not at all high. Since he had
begun to publish his autobiography chapter by chapter in the New
Yorker in 1947, he had received a second income almost equal to his
university salary. In the coming year, with a new course to prepare
for a large class, a course that would require him to teach books he
still barely knew, he would have little time to earn money by writing
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for the New Yorker. His current writing project in any case would
hardly be suitable for serial publication, especially in a magazine so
prim underneath its sophistication. For what he had in mind—had
long had in mind—was The Kingdom by the Sea, a novel about an older
man’s obsessive love for a little girl, a book that even in finished form
might remain unpublishable during his lifetime.

With no prospect of a piecemeal additional income while he set to
the task of composing the novel, Nabokov urgently hoped for a com-
mercial success from Conclusive Evidence. Readers’ reactions to the
chapters of the book as they appeared in the New Yorker had been
ecstatic. Playwright S. N. Behrman, for instance, whose New Yorker
sketches of the legendary art dealer Joseph Duveen Nabokov had
been enjoying and would later draw upon for Demon Veen in Ada,
had written to Katharine White: “The Nabokov pieces are simply
marvelous; I deeply cherish them. When are they coming out as a
book; that is a book I will want to own and send and send.” So far
Nabokov’s American books had all been dismal commercial flops.
With his autobiography he hoped that the intensity of his local rep-
utation might at last translate into book sales across the country. In
April he learned that Harper and Brothers would publish Conclusive
Evidence not in September, in ample time for sales to build toward
Christmas, but in ice-bound January.>

At Cornell a different kind of disappointment lay in store. He had
asked Dean Cottrell why he was not officially listed as the chairman
of the Department of Russian Literature. Cottrell's answer was
straightforward: there was no such department at Cornell, and Na-
bokov was simply an associate professor of Russian Literature within
the Division of Literature chaired by David Daiches. Citing to Cottrell
a 1947 letter from Morris Bishop that specified he would become
chairman of the Department of Russian Literature, Nabokov declared
himself thoroughly disappointed “to find out, after two years, that
the notion I had of my position was based on a misunderstanding.”’s
The boxes of stationery he had printed with his supposed depart-
mental title were now so much scrap paper.

Correctly inferring that Russian literature had too few students at
Cornell to warrant departmental status, Nabokov wrote two days
later to Roman Jakobson at Harvard asking if he knew of any vacan-
cies in the Russian departments of the larger universities, because he
was dissatisfied with his present position. One reason was ““the very
small student enrollment of the Russian Literature Department, the
result of the poor preparation they receive at the very mediocre Rus-
sian Language Department. Moreover, this poor preparation does
not allow me to organize my courses on the level one would normally
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expect to exist at a first class university.”’+ Perhaps too at this moment
Nabokov was hoping, despite his initial acquiescence, to avoid the
necessity of preparing new lectures on French, German, and English
books even if some of them were works he revered. In the 1930s he
had contemplated teaching French literature as a second string to
Russian, since at Cambridge he had taken both subjects. But he had
never formally studied English literature and had read very little Ger-
man. No wonder he would have preferred a better-paid job in an
autonomous Russian department with students who were capable of
handling literary Russian and where he would not be obliged to pre-
pare new material in areas in which he was no specialist.

No escape routes opened up, however, and there was nothing for
it but to settle down to the European fiction course, known as “’Dirty
Lit” on campus in honor of the professor whose course Nabokov was
inheriting, Charles Weir, ““a sad, gentle, hard-drinking fellow who
was more interested in the sex life of authors than in their books.”
Early in May, Nabokov consulted Weir; by midmonth he was happily
ensconced in Bleak House and preparing the course that he would
teach every year he remained at Cornell.>

II

At the end of May, on the day after the last exams in his Russian
literature courses, Nabokov traveled to Boston to have his last six
lower teeth removed. While there, Véra was stopped for speeding:
failing to stop when a police car signaled to her, she was pursued for
ten minutes and then crowded into the curb at seventy miles an
hour. For that, she lost the Massachusetts part of her license.¢

On his way back to Ithaca, Nabokov had to investigate a patch of
pine-scrub waste by the railroad tracks near Karner, once a whistle-
stop on the New York Central Railroad between Albany and Sche-
nectady. In that location Lycaeides samuelis, a butterfly he had been
the first to classify correctly, had been recorded ninety years ago. He
had still not caught the thing himself, despite holidaying in New
Hampshire four years before for that very purpose. Now at Karner,
near patches of lupine in bloom, he took his first live specimens of
the species. A faithful pilgrim, he would make the same stop at the
same season every year for several years to come as he traveled to or
from Boston.”

Back in Ithaca, he cooled his gums with ice creams as he marked
exam papers before returning to Boston on June 6 to have dentures
put in. A few months later he broke a tooth in his new dentures and
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wrote in his diary: “What a wonderful experience—to go to a dentist
for repairing false teeth, after so many years of torture at their
hands.” No wonder he felt like firing a parting shot at dentistry in
Lolita. When Humbert visits Ivor Quilty after finding out that Lolita’s
abductor is the Ramsdale dentist’s nephew, he asks Dr. Quilty how
much it would cost to have all his teeth out and a complete set of
dentures fitted. As Dr. Quilty lovingly details the complex and costly
business, Humbert cuts him short: “On second thoughts, I shall have
it all done by Dr. Molnar. His price is higher, but he is of course a
much better dentist than you.”8

Early in June, Nabokov hoped to write a story that could pay for a
summer vacation in the Rockies. As he realized how much work lay
ahead, his plans shrank: first he postponed the departure, then con-
templated a holiday in New Hampshire or perhaps Cape Cod, then
had to abandon travel plans altogether.?

Once he had completed his revision of the book version of his au-
tobiography in June and sent the revised sixteenth chapter off in July,
he could return to The Kingdom by the Sea.*> He had first had the idea
of an older man marrying a woman for access to her young daughter
in the mid-1930s, in a paragraph of The Gift; he had turned the para-
graph into a novella, “The Enchanter,” in 1939; in 1946 his mind had
begun to transform the novella into a novel. By now he had named
his heroine Juanita Dark, Joan of Arc—or Joaneta Darc, as he insisted
her name should be spelled—with a Spanish lilt.* He had written the
fair draft of the first twelve chapters of part 1 of the novel and several
passages from part 2.

He had also begun to evolve a new mode of composition. Since he
always pictured a whole novel complete in his mind before beginning
to set any of it down in words, he could write in any order as he
shifted his mental spotlight from one point of the picture to another.
For that reason, and because he had grown used to index cards for
his lepidopterological research notes, he now began to compose di-
rectly on index cards rather than paper, writing out any section he
liked—still using a pen, however—and then placing the new cards,
in the sequence he had foreseen, among the stack already written.

New methods notwithstanding, Nabokov felt “beset with technical
difficulties and doubts” about his new novel.*> The idea had been too
long gestating with too little result, and he had little prospect of find-
ing time to write much at all before having to set the book aside for

* He would abandon the name, of course, but in Ada he would use Joan of Arc as a
recurrent parallel for Lucette Veen, another martyr to a sexual ardor that perversely
parodies family love.
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still another year. Even then financial considerations would surely
compel him to write something else that he could sell to the New
Yorker. Perhaps the time had come to abandon the whole thing. De-
spondent, he carried his pile of index cards out to the garden incin-
erator leaning in the grass at the back of 802 East Seneca Street. At
that point, fortunately for Nabokov and for literature, his wife
stopped him and urged him to think it over again. He realized she
was right: “the ghost of the destroyed book would haunt my files for
the rest of my life.””*s

Late in July, while Dmitri was away at Northwestern University at
a high-school debating course, Nabokov wrote to Katharine White:

I am engrossed in the preparation of a new course. Have finished an-
notating “Bleak House”” and ““Mansfield Park’” and now shall have to
translate—at least in parts—'"Madame Bovary,”” what there is in this line
is a mess. In connection with “Mansfield Park” I have been reading Wal-
ter Scott, Cowper, Shak.’s “"Henry viir” and Inchbald-Kotzebue’s ““Lov-
ers’ Vows.” Am anticipating my students’ surprise when I tell them that
they will have to read all that too in order to appreciate Jane. My plan is
to teach my 150 students to read books, not just to get away with a “"gen-
eral’” idea and a vague hash of “influences,” “background,” “human in-
terest” and so forth. But this means work.

But while he could anticipate teaching with excitement, the time he
needed to prepare his course was also time he needed to write. As
he mentioned to Katharine White just a week later, he was revolving
a new story in his mind, “but various matters prevent me from start-
ing to compose it. Feel most anxious to write a novel that is beauti-
fully clear in my mind, but I would need a year untroubled by aca-
demic duties to set it in motion. I am in lowish spirits.”ss

Dmitri returned from Evanston taller than ever, 6 foot 5 inches, a
lean sixteen. His father played tennis with him every morning before
sitting down to correct proofs of Conclusive Evidence, the translation
into French of his Real Life of Sebastian Knight, and the translation into
English of Madame Bovary. Two weeks into September he had virtu-
ally finished preliminary preparation for his new course. He had once
admired Ulysses, but now he found “‘bothersome failings among
patches of genius”: the stream of consciousness seemed a mere con-
vention, the sexual and digestive details too unremitting, Bloom’s
Jewishness too full of clichés.

Nabokov once defined the sole advantage of a writer’s affiliation
with a university as access to splendid libraries. After poking around
in the Cornell stacks for nineteenth-century studies of Siamese twins,
he announced at the dinner table one night, Alison Bishop recalls, "I
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think I'll write a novel about the life of a pair of Siamese twins.”” “You
will not,” answered Véra. By mid-September, in the last few days
before the term commenced, he had begun, if not quite the novel he
had envisaged, at least ““a three-part tragic tale”: in the first part a
pair of Siamese twins spend their childhood in Turkey before being
abducted to America; in the second they marry two normal girls, sis-
ters; in the third “they are separated by surgery, and only the narra-
tor survives, but he too dies after finishing his story.”*7 Teaching
pressures dictated that only the first part would ever be written.

III

Classes for the 1950-1951 year began on September 22. Nabokov had
three students in his survey of Russian literature (Monday, Wednes-
day, Friday, 11:00-12:00), four in his new seminar course, the Mod-
ernist Movement in Russian Literature (Thursday, 3:30-6:00, in his
Seneca Street home), which examined Tolstoy’s Death of Ivan Ilich and
Hadji Murat, Chekhov's “In the Ravine,” “House with a Mezzanine,”
and The Seagull, Tyutchev, Fet, and Blok.*® Henceforth Nabokov
would alternate this modernism course year by year with his Pushkin
seminar.

Nineteen-fifty was the year Nabokov first taught outside his field
of Russian literature: Literature 311-12 (MWF 12:00-1:00, Goldwin
Smith C), almost one hundred and fifty students. As he told Wilson,
he planned in this transitional year to rely heavily on Russians: Push-
kin, Gogol, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and Chekhov. At first he
had also considered teaching Washington Irving’s “Stout Gentle-
man,” Benjamin Constant’s Adolphe, and, rather surprisingly, Mau-
passant’s “Diamond Necklace,” which he would shatter with such
glee in Ada.*> None of the three remained long in contention, and as
the teaching year evolved Nabokov also discovered he could dis-
pense with Turgenev and Dostoevsky altogether, so that in the fall
term he taught Mansfield Park, Pushkin’s “Queen of Spades,” Bleak
House, Gogol (Dead Souls, The Inspector General, and ““The Overcoat”),
and Madame Bovary; in the spring, Anna Karenin, The Death of Ivan
Ilich, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Kafka's Metamorphosis, Thomas Mann’s
“The Railway Accident,” Chekhov (“In the Ravine,” “The Lady with
the Little Dog,” and Three Sisters), Swann’s Way, and Ulysses. In future
years he would drop both The Inspector General and The Death of Ivan
Ilich and omit Pushkin, Chekhov, and Mann altogether. The rest eas-
ily expanded to fill the gaps.

This course would make Nabokov’s name at Cornell. By his last
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years at Cornell it had become the most popular academic option on
campus and was eclipsed in student numbers only by Pete Seeger’s
folk-song class. In many ways, despite his initial reluctance to under-
take it, the European Fiction course was more peculiarly Nabokovian
than his Russian classes. Vividly conscious of ““the quantity of un-
readable books and the quality of the very few readable ones,” he
wished to concentrate on a few supreme masterpieces.> Like his sur-
vey courses, the European Fiction course evolved to focus on fewer
books studied in increasing detail. Anna Karenin, to which he first
devoted six classes in his survey course, ended with ten classes there
and fifteen in European Fiction; Ulysses began with four and filled out
to fourteen. Nabokov believed in the internationalism of literature, in
individual genius that transcends its circumstances, and in the evo-
lution of literature toward ampler perfection, subtlety, precision; his
attention therefore fixed naturally on a few great books of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

Nabokov was rated “a great teacher,” “a flamboyant, funny lec-
turer” whose course could attract all kinds of students. His Cornell
colleague M. H. Abrams, himself one of the most influential of Amer-
ican teachers of literature, rated him an irresistible lecturer: “Every-
body who heard him thought so.” One student spoke for many: ““He
taught me how to read.”*

1t

Iv

What were his secrets as a teacher? To judge by Nabokov’s own ac-
count he was cold, aloof, and unspontaneous in class: “I had not
much contact with the students, and that was something I liked.” On
another occasion: “I'm a stumbling and faltering speaker. I'd feel
much better if there existed a magic eraser to delete said words in
retrospect and a magic pencil to form new ones in the air. When I
lectured in colleges I'd prepare even topical jokes weeks ahead and
nobody laughed.”2> He would tell his colleagues—he would even tell
his class—that he thought it would make much more sense to have
his lectures on tape, radio, television, or duplicated typescript for
students to consult as often as they needed.

His notes were in fact a good deal less polished than he remem-
bered. Most were in his own hand rather than typewritten, and
with erasures and insertions, revisions, alternatives, supplementary
sheets, looping arrows and sweeping crosses, a plethora of possibil-
ities from which he had to select as he lectured. Already in class in
the 1950s he announced plans to publish his lectures, and by the
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middle of the decade the project seemed under way. As late as the
early 1970s he was still expecting to publish the material. Then, after
sitting down to read his files over in April 1972, he left a note declar-
ing his lectures “chaotic and sloppy.” They “must never be pub-
lished. None of them!” Despite that injunction, three volumes of
his lectures have been published since his death, to an enthusiastic
reception.? In their fragmented, unresolved, and unrevised state,
these lectures were not nearly ready for publication, but as scripts for
Nabokov’s classroom performances they were a resounding success.*

Nabokov did read his lectures, but he had a masterly command of
his relationship to his audience, a confident presence, a superb sense
of timing, and he knew how to control the rhythm of his speech and
his gaze to disguise the fact that he was reading. He seemed to enjoy
the act of presentation: although he worked closely from a prepared
text he used the notes before him as if he were a conductor giving
life to an orchestral score. He would rise to the balls of his feet or
rush back and forth from lectern to blackboard in a way that created
the impression of enormous physical energy.>* He was “an excep-
tional actor, who could give the impression he was divulging a se-
cret, the very essence of things: we thought he was going to reveal
all.”>s He had a passion for his subject, a unique way of looking at
things, a knack for the provocative and outrageous, a gift for animat-
ing the imagination, a genius for the prepared surprise.

He would enter the lecture room with great élan, Véra behind him.
In the winter, overcoated to the ears, he would stomp snow from his
galoshed feet and remove his coat, which his wife—""my assistant,”
as he would refer to her in class—would drape over a chair before
taking off her own. Then he would draw his notes out of his brief-
case. As one student recalls, “I don’t think Mr. Nabokov realized
how much suspense was involved in this; like watching a handi-
capped magician, we were never sure whether a fist full of silks
would appear instead of the expected rabbit, or a custard pie instead
of the promised hard-boiled egg. It was always an adventure.”’26

v

Every semester would begin with mock-imperious abruptness: ““You
will buy Austen today and start reading at once. Read every word.

* Véra and Dmitri Nabokov did not see Nabokov’s 1972 note, which was later found
with his notes for work in progress rather than with the manuscript of the lectures.
The lectures as edited for publication contain many puzzling omissions, misreadings,
spurious improvements, and even sheer editorial inventions.
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Suppress the radio and tell your room-mate to shut up.” The surprise
continued when he announced, “great novels are great fairy tales.”
Summing up his teaching in later years, Nabokov recalls how his ap-
proach

irritated or puzzled such students of literature (and their professors)
as were accustomed to “‘serious’”” courses replete with “trends,” and
“schools,” and ““myths,” and “’social comment,” and
something unspeakably spooky called “climate of thought.” Actually
these “’serious” courses were quite easy ones, with the students re-
quired to know not the books but about the books. In my classes, read-
ers had to discuss specific details, not general ideas.

124

and “symbols,

The conscious provocateur, Nabokov also roundly dismissed “‘hu-
man interest,” “ideas,” “‘realism,” until students wondered what
was left.

His answer? The enchantment of the novel itself. As early as 1947,
if not earlier, he had devised his triple formula: “There are three
points of view from which a writer can be considered: he may be
considered as a storyteller, as a teacher, as an enchanter. A major
writer combines these three—storyteller, teacher, enchanter—but it
is the enchanter in him that predominates and makes him a major
writer.”’2® “Enchantment” for him meant a writer's power to make
any detail of an invented world spring to life, whether or not it con-
forms to the “real” world outside. He selected from Dickens a quite
incidental messenger who when paid for his errand “‘receives his
twopence with anything but transport, tosses the money into the air,
catches it over-handed, and retires.” “This gesture,” Nabokov com-
mented, “this one gesture, with its epithet ‘over-handed’—a trifle—
but the man is alive forever in a good reader’s mind.”’»

“In reading,” Nabokov insisted right at the beginning of his
course, “one should notice and fondle details. There is nothing
wrong about the moonshine of generalization when it comes after the
sunny trifles of the book have been lovingly collected.”s> Grand gen-
eralizations may seem more impressive, but by relegating them to
second place and bringing detail to the fore Nabokov meant to sug-
gest a principle his students could extend throughout their lives: no-
tice the details of your book or your world and it will enrich your
whole life. It was an article of faith for him that only the unobservant
could be pessimists in a world of such variety.

Paradoxically, although he insisted that novels are fairy tales, not
social manifestos or faithful records of their time, he also insisted not
only that their invented worlds should be dwelled on as if real, but
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also that readers should avail themselves of every scrap of knowl-
edge of the real world that might illuminate the texts.

In my academic days I endeavored to provide students of literature with
exact information about details, about such combinations of details as
yield the sensual spark without which a book is dead. In that respect,
general ideas are of no importance. Any ass can assimilate the main
points of Tolstoy’s attitude toward adultery but in order to enjoy Tol-
stoy’s art the good reader must wish to visualize, for instance, the ar-
rangement of a railway carriage on the Moscow-Petersburg night train
as it was a hundred years ago. Here diagrams are most helpful.>

Teaching Mansfield Park, he would stride to the board with a flourish
and draw a map of England, a plan of the grounds at Sotherton, an-
other of the interior of Mansfield Park. He would sketch a barouche-
landau and provide a chronology of the events of the book. He asked
his students questions like: “Edmund tells Fanny that the letter she
is going to write to her brother William will cost William nothing be-
cause Sir Thomas will frank it. Why can he do it?”” (Because he is a
Member of Parliament.) When Sir Thomas sets off for Antigua, Na-
bokov explains exactly where Antigua is, tells how long the journey
would have taken, and points out in passing, “‘the plantations would
have been worked by cheap slave labor, the source of the Bertram
money.”’3> From various details here and there, Nabokov calculates
that the income Mr. Norris received from his parish would have been
about £700 per year. He treats novels, in other words, as little worlds
about which we can and should find out more and more.

Nabokov has often been supposed a devotee of art for art’s sake,
someone who denies “reality’” in order to escape into the refuge of
art. That is hardly compatible with his relentless urge to discover
more and more about the real world of lepidoptera or more and more
factual information that can illuminate the worlds of the novels on
his course. He never addressed this paradox explicitly, but I suggest
that his remarkable curiosity for information within the novels he
taught, and for information in the outside world that could explain
the worlds within, reflects his whole metaphysics. Just as the world
of a novel has an internal reality that can in no way be applied to the
world outside it, but can be made more real, more alive in the imag-
ination, by the application of knowledge from the outside world, so
our “outside” world may contain nothing in it to explain a still richer
state of reality beyond—while such a state, if we could only reach it,
might explain so much more of this world and its reality.

Novels for Nabokov were above all specific worlds that his stu-
dents should endeavor to know as little worlds. The more he could



176 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS {19501

awaken their imaginations and their curiosity to these miniature
worlds, the more he might alert his students to the world around
them. Once when he asked his class to name the tree visible beyond
the classroom window, he was appalled to find that apart from a few
vague guesses (“‘a shade tree?”’) only a couple of students dared haz-
ard obvious names like “oak,” and no one could recognize an Amer-
ican elm.33

To explain Ulysses, he had consulted a street map of Dublin and set
out in detail on the blackboard a map of Stephen’s and Bloom’s in-
tersecting itineraries, which he required his students to master. For
Kafka’s Metamorphosis, he sketched on the board a diagram of the in-
sect Gregor Samsa turns into, not a cockroach, he announced, but a
beetle. Teaching Anna Karenin, he drew a picture of the attire Kitty
would have worn when skating. He clocked and charted the novels
partly for the sheer surprise of the exercise, partly to fix the books in
his students’ minds, partly to exercise their imaginations in the same
way music teachers set scales for their pupils’ fingers. He encouraged
his students not merely to picture the things that he made them see
in class but to animate every scene of each of the books with the same
imagination and the same vivid curiosity. No one else has ever
taught this aspect of reading so well, or made students so able to turn
printed words into concrete worlds.

VI

If Nabokov had a gift for inspiring his students to see the what of a
book, he also had a knack for the how. Analyzing Proust’s opulent
imagery, he would invent his own examples to explain the most ru-
dimentary figures of speech (“simile: the mist was like a veil; meta-
phor: there was a veil of mist”), then rapidly move toward a hybrid
form (“the veil of mist was like the sleep of silence”’) and apply it to
Proust’s ““wealth of metaphorical imagery, layer upon layer of com-
parisons. It is through this prism that we view the beauty of Proust’s
work.” He analyzed in detail one complex Proustian image-within-
image of a moonlit scene, then contrasted it with the way Gogol
might have developed one of his rambling comparisons:

He might have compared the moonlit effect to linen fallen from a wash
line, as he does somewhere in Dead Souls; but then he might ramble
away and say the moonlight on the ground was like sheets and shirts
that the wind had scattered while the washerwoman had peacefully
slept, dreaming of suds and starch and the pretty new frock her sister-
in-law had bought. In Proust’s case the peculiar point is that he drifts
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from the idea of pale light to that of remote music—the sense of vision
grades into the sense of hearing.

Lucid explanations of terms, the poetry of example, subtle analysis,
brilliant comparison—and then an image of his own summing up the
whole effect of Proust: ““A garden in a concert hall and a picture gal-
lery in the garden—this is one of my definitions of Proust’s art.”’ >+

No one, not even Flaubert or James, has had a greater sensitivity
to narrative methods and conventions than Nabokov. He analyzed
Flaubert’'s mastery of transition and compared it to Tolstoy’s. He ex-
amined Flaubertian counterpoint (the agricultural fair) and con-
trasted it with its Joycean counterpart (the viceregal procession). He
savored Tolstoy’s near-approach to the interior monologue in Anna
Karenin before criticizing the conventionality of Joyce’s stream of con-
sciousness. He made clear his dislike for easy narrative solutions (let-
ters as a means of imparting rapid narrative information in eigh-
teenth-century fiction or Jane Austen, eavesdropping in Proust), and
praises in their stead Flaubert’s relentless determination to seek out
only what the situation will permit. He devised his own terms for
describing narrative point of view, the “sifting agent” through or by
whom the other characters are seen, or the author’s go-between or
errand boy, whom Henry James ponderously scrutinizes as the “fi-
celle” but Nabokov playfully christens the “perry”—and then dis-
misses with disgust:

the so-called perry, possibly derived from periscope, despite the double r,
or perhaps from parry in vague connection with foil as in fencing. But
this does not matter much since anyway I invented the term myself
many years ago. It denotes the lowest kind of author’s minion: the char-
acter or characters who, throughout the book, or at least in certain parts
of the book, are so to speak on duty; whose only purpose, whose only
reason for being, is that they visit the places which the author wishes
the reader to visit and meet the characters whom the author wishes the
reader to meet. In such chapters the perry has hardly an identity of his
own. He has no will, no soul, no heart, nothing—he is a mere peregri-
nating perry although of course he can regain his identity in some other
part of the book. The perry visits some household only because the au-
thor wants to describe the characters in that household. He is very help-
ful, the perry. Without the perry a story is sometimes difficult to direct
and propel; but better kill the story than have a perry drag its thread
about like a lame insect dragging a dusty bit of cobweb.3

Nothing in literature thrilled Nabokov more than writers breaking
free of conventions and finding new ways of seeing and telling. He
valued new subjects, the agonies of childbirth in Anna Karenin or the
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miseries of childhood in Bleak House; new ways of dealing with time,
in Proust or Tolstoy; a new force to implication in Flaubert; new ways
of perceiving personality, in Proust or Joyce; new depths of the
mind’s complexity, in Tolstoy or Proust or Joyce; a new precision of
the senses in Gogol or Dickens.

“When the sun shone through the clouds, making silvery pools in the
dark sea. . . .”” Let us pause: can we visualize that? Of course we can,
and we do so with a greater thrill of recognition because in comparison
to the conventional blue sea of literary tradition these silvery pools in
the dark sea offer something that Dickens noted for the very first time
with the innocent and sensuous eye of the true artist, saw and immedi-
ately put into words.3¢

Literary technique may often have been described with more pa-
tience, but rarely with more excitement.

VII

For all the strengths of Nabokov’s teaching, his methods also had
their considerable limitations. It was no great loss for his students
that he never explained the genesis of works of genius in terms of
social conditions that others experienced without being able to pro-
duce works of genius themselves. It was a genuine gain that he en-
couraged his students to see literature as a creature of the imagina-
tion and not a pretext for pharisaic pronouncements on morality and
society. But Nabokov was often reluctant to pass beyond the what
and the how of a book to ask why the author makes one particular
choice rather than others. Only rarely did he leave description for
explanation, as if he did not know that the searchlight of explanation
could illuminate and intensify description itself, or that probing the
why of what we read ranks as one of the great pleasures of literature.
Why does Shakespeare decide to let us all believe Hermione dead?
Why does Hamlet but not Gertrude see the ghost the second time the
dead king appears? Why does Joyce change his style from chapter to
chapter in Ulysses, and why does he assign a particular chapter its
particular style?

The curious fact is that no writer has made this sort of question
more central to his own art than Nabokov has. No other writer has
gone so far as to declare that the true drama of a story takes place not
among the characters, but between author and readers, just as the
true drama of a chess problem takes place not among the pieces but
between problemist and solver. Nabokov’s work has always posed
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questions for the reader (why does he introduce Luzhin’s wife so
abruptly and so pointedly out of sequence, and never name her?),
and posed more and more as his art developed, so that by the time
of Ada the very first sentence, delightfully absurd in itself, can pro-
voke a whole series of questions: why does Nabokov evoke the open-
ing of Anna Karenin? Why does he invert it? How does it apply to this
novel, or to all the novel’s other allusions to Anna Karenin?

In his teaching Nabokov rarely pursued such questions, and when
he did he often provided hasty or arbitrary answers. He declared that

Ulysses, of course, is a divine work of art and will live on despite the
academic nonentities who turn it into a collection of symbols or Greek
myths. I once gave a student a C-minus, or perhaps a D-plus, just for
applying to its chapters the titles borrowed from Homer while not even
noticing the comings and goings of the man in the brown mackintosh.
He didn’t even know who the man in the brown mackintosh was.3”

In his lectures Nabokov explained M’'Intosh, that enigma wrapped in
a raincoat, as Joyce himself inspecting his novel, but he failed to offer
a shred of evidence. He dismissed Joyce’s use of Homer, despite the
title of the novel, despite Joyce’s schema for the book, despite a thou-
sand specific details that make the novel funnier and richer and have
nothing whatever to do with turning it into a Greek myth. He offered
a wonderful analogy for Joyce’s altering his style from chapter to
chapter:

If you have ever tried to stand and bend your head so as to look back
between your knees, with your face upside down, you will see the world
in a totally different light. Try it on the beach: it is very funny to see
people walking when you look at them upside down. They seem to be,
with each step, disengaging their feet from the glue of gravitation, with-
out losing their dignity. Well, this trick of changing the vista, of chang-
ing the prism and the viewpoint, can be compared to Joyce’s new liter-
ary technique, to the kind of new twist through which you see a greener
grass, a fresher world.3®

But he flatly declares that “there is no special reason” for the style of
each chapter—a statement he could not have made had he not dis-
missed Homer out of hand.

VIII

All too often, university literary studies invite students to operate as
literary critics before they have become sensitive readers. At its best,
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academic criticism involves close reading and protracted analysis of
particular texts that can lead to deeper and deeper explanations.
When required of students, however, it can allow them to deal with
literary works at the level of easy, remote abstractions. Nabokov
thought that an absurd betrayal of the particularity of the imagina-
tion. As a critic himself, he was simply impatient with the kind of
painstaking, step-by-step analysis he had such relish for in his lepi-
dopterological studies. He was ready to devote that kind of exhaus-
tive scrutiny to nature’s handiwork, but not to another writer’s—not
when he could create something just as fine himself. The very impa-
tience of his imagination made him a brilliant teacher and his stu-
dents not apprentice critics but excellent readers.

He disliked the step-by-step because he found so much more
delight in the sidestep, the feint, the sudden leap of surprise, the
knight move of the mind. Ross Wetzsteon recalls:

“I want you to copy this exactly as I draw it,” Vladimir Nabokov in-
structed us, after explaining that he was going to diagram the themes of
Bleak House. He turned to the blackboard, picked up a piece of chalk,
and scrawled “the theme of inheritances” in a weird arching loop. “The
theme of generations” dipped and rose and dipped in an undulating
line. “The theme of social consciousness” wiggled crazily toward the
other lines, then veered sharply away.

Nabokov turned from the blackboard and peered over the rims of his
glasses, parodying a professorial twinkle. “I want you to be sure to copy
this exactly as I draw it.”

After consulting a sheet of paper on the lectern, he turned back to the
blackboard and scrawled "‘the theme of economic conditions” in a nearly
vertical line. “The theme of poverty,” “the theme of political (the chalk
snapped under the pressure, he picked up another piece and continued)
protest,” “the theme of social environment”—all leaping and dipping
wildly across the blackboard. Some people simply can’t draw a straight
line.

Again he peered at us, over his shoulder and over his glasses, in silent
reminder to copy this “exactly.”

And finally he scrawled the last “theme” in a neat dipping curve, a
half-moon on its side, ““the theme of art,” and we suddenly realized he
had drawn a cat’s face, the last line its wry smile, and for the rest of the
term that cat smiled out of our notebooks in mockery of the didactic
approach to literature.>

Nabokov’s sense of humor was a key to the charm of his lectures.
He had running gags: the dusty blackboards were “grayboards,” his
lectures “monologues.” He could give the plainest instruction a
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comic twist: “And simultaneously, that is in the first days of October,
you will dive before I push you, into the Dickens novel.”” Toward the
end of a lecture he might start reading again from the beginning, and
watch how some students’ heads took a minute or two to rise from
their notes while others had already caught on and waited in an ex-
pectant hush. Occasionally he would find something so uproarious
in Gogol or Dickens or Flaubert that his laughter would infiltrate his
lecturing until his wife would have to signal to him from her front-
row seat that no one could understand what he was saying.+

Provocative, stinging dismissals of major writers and thinkers
made Nabokov’s students sit up—and on two occasions a student
walked out of the class in protest, once when the target was Dostoev-
sky, once when it was Freud. Beside Kafka, the greatest German
writer of our time, Nabokov proclaimed, Rilke or Mann were dwarfs
or plaster saints, and one student who took Nabokov’s course the
same year as Victor Lange’s course in German literature recalls mak-
ing his way from one classroom to another “like a slightly damp fuse
between two ammunition dumps.” Nevertheless he told Nabokov
years later that he “received more intellectual stimulation, sitting in
your classroom, even if sometimes seething with indignation, than
in all the others put together.” And as Ross Wetzsteon recalls, “’re-
marks that seem devastatingly snide in cold print seemed almost af-
fectionate in his warm lectures. He particularly enjoyed reading bad
literature aloud—'I can’t stop quoting!” he would chortle in glee.”+

That same caressing of the phrase, naturally, was even more man-
ifest when Nabokov read from the texts he had chosen for his course.
He read out great swathes of the novels, with now and again just a
brief aside to pinpoint the flash of inspiration: “Mark the candle
heavily burning with ‘a great cabbage head and a long winding
sheet.” No use reading Dickens if one cannot visualize that.”’+

Nabokov homed in on the details that take the imagination un-
awares, and in class his chief tool was his own gift for the verbal
surprise. Three or four times a term he might

refer to ““the passion of the scientist and the precision of the artist,”
pause for a moment as if he hadn’t heard himself quite right, then ask
in a mock-baffled tone: “Have I made a mistake? Don’t I mean ‘the pas-
sion of the artist and the precision of the scientist'?”” Another pause,
peering gleefully over the rims of his glasses, as if awaiting our answer—
then “No! The passion of the scientist and the precision of the artist!"’+>

He did not make explicit the fact that he was a writer himself, but let
his alert students deduce it. Composing Madame Bovary, Flaubert
wrote “eighty to ninety pages in one year—that is a fellow after my
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heart.” Stevenson’s style, he remarked one day, ““is even more florid
than mine.” In Search of Lost Time is not autobiography but “pure fan-
tasy on Proust’s part, just as Anna Karenin is a fantasy, just as Kafka’s
‘The Metamorphosis’ is fantasy—just as Cornell University will be a
fantasy if I ever happen to write about it some day in retrospect.”+

He expected little of his students in the way of cultural range or
intellectual tenacity, but he would not compromise on his imagery:
as he once wrote when invited to speak at another college, “I cannot
talk ‘“down’ to an audience.”+s He took every opportunity to stir the
imaginations of his students, by his language, his opinions, even by
sheer performance. Every year he would relive Gogol's death ago-
nies:

how the hack doctors alternately bled him and purged him and plunged
him into icy baths . . . ; Gogol so frail that his spine could be felt through
his stomach, the six fat white bloodletting leeches clinging to his nose
. . .; Gogol begging to have them removed—"Please lift them, lift them,
keep them away!” Sinking behind the lectern, now a tub . . . Nabokov
for several moments was Gogol, shuddering and shivering, his hands
held down by a husky attendant, his head thrown back in pain and ter-
ror, nostril distended, eyes shut, his beseechments filling the large and
hushed lecture hall. . . . Then, after a pause, Nabokov would say, dis-
passionately, . . . “Although the scene is unpleasant and has a human
appeal which I deplore, it is necessary to dwell upon it a little longer in
order to bring out the curiously physical side of Gogol’s genius.”’+

IX

Nabokov stressed to his classes that art appeals to the imagination,
and unless it does so it is simply bad art. But precisely for that rea-
son, he also insisted on attacking one moral defect with a forthright-
ness most university teachers would not dare to accept. Early in the
year he would casually refer to poshlost’, “look up, mimicking sur-
prise that we didn’t know the word, then explain that it was a pecu-
liarly Russian word (as untranslatable as ‘corny,” with as many spe-
cific instances and as little specific meaning as ‘camp’), a kind of
subtle vulgarity.”+ Once a year, he would devote a whole lecture to
denouncing poshlost’ or philistinism, a celebrated annual fixture that
drew crowds of casual auditors to the lecture hall.*

* One year when he gave this lecture, his former student Daniel R. Hunter recalls,
he noticed on the blackboard as he entered a roughly drawn circle spattered with chalk
dots. He proclaimed to the class, A true genius takes the work of others and bends it
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He took the subject seriously. He valued above all the liberating
force of the imagination, the “tingle”” that we may experience “in any
department of thought or emotion. We are liable to miss the best of
life if we do not know how to tingle, if we do not learn to hoist our-
selves just a little higher than we generally are in order to sample the
rarest and ripest fruit of art which human thought has to offer.” Phi-
listinism he saw as the exact reverse, a closing of the imagination, a
habit of taking things for granted or at second hand, a desire to con-
form, a desire to impress oneself and others with sham, unexamined
values. He referred to the philistinism of Skimpole in Bleak House,
Chichikov in Dead Souls, Homais in Madame Bovary, but he also
stressed philistinism as something still thriving in the world around
them all, the world of advertising, the world of smug modernity:
““Today, of course, a philistine might dream of glass and steel, videos
or radios disguised as book shelves.”+?

On other occasions, too, when he incorporated extraliterary values
in his lectures, what he had to say was all the more forceful because
he refused to accept an appeal to moral uplift as part of the pious
decorum of literary study. He introduced Kafka’s Metamorphosis:

We can take the story apart, we can find out how the bits fit, how one
part of the pattern responds to the other; but you have to have in you
some cell, some gene, some germ that will vibrate in answer to sensa-
tions that you can neither define, nor dismiss. Beauty plus pity—that is
the closest we can get to a definition of art. Where there is beauty there
is pity for the simple reason that beauty must die: beauty always dies,
the manner dies with the matter, the world dies with the individual. If
Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis” strikes anyone as something more than
an entomological fantasy, then I congratulate him on having joined the
ranks of good and great readers.+

But above all Nabokov stressed throughout his course the value of
art in awakening the imagination to delight in the creativity of other
minds and the creativity of the world. He would end his courses de-
claring that what he had tried to impart to his students, the ability to
read great novels, to become major readers of major writers, would
not give them anything they could apply to any obvious real-life
problems. “But it may help you, if you have followed my instruc-
tions, to feel the pure satisfaction which an inspired and precise work
of art gives; and this sense of satisfaction in its turn goes to build up

to his own use,” and added two eyes, a nose, and ears to the primitive outline. The
image remained there as he delivered his customary lecture on philistinism, where he
attacked the banality of advertising and singled out for special scorn the cliché of
freckle-faced cuteness in advertisers’ drawings of children.
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a sense of more genuine mental comfort, the kind of comfort one
feels when one realizes that for all its blunders and boners the inner
texture of life is also a matter of inspiration and precision.”s

X

In late September 1950, Nabokov launched his new course with
Mansfield Park. He had his students read the works mentioned by the
characters in the novel: Scott’s “Lay of the Last Minstrel,” Cowper’s
“Task,” some of Johnson’s Idler essays, Sterne’s Sentimental Journey,
and of course the play that the young folk rehearse at Mansfield Park,
Lovers’” Vows. He also injected as much historical information as he
could into the text. All this literary and historical background seems
to have been a way of avoiding Austen herself as much as he could,
while instilling in his students the need to read with the utmost pre-
cision. For although he tried to disguise it in class, Nabokov could
never quite warm to the first writer in his course.

In the first month of his new course, feeling financially pressed, he
traveled to Smith College in Massachusetts and to the University of
Toronto to deliver guest lectures.>* On a sheet of paper from Toron-
to’s Royal York Hotel, he wrote to Katharine and E. B. White, “I have
no illusions about hotels in this hemisphere; they are for conven-
tions, not for the individual; for a thousand tight salesmen and not
for the weary poet (or the weary poet’s wife, says Véra). Slamming
doors, shunting trains, the violent waterfalls of one’s neighbour’s toi-
let. Terrible.”’s> Nabokov had been planning the book that had be-
come Lolita for years, but in 1950, Juanita Dark and The Kingdom by the
Sea still had some distance to evolve into the novel we know. The
Royal York Hotel seems to have acted as a catalyst for the transfor-
mation. At the Enchanted Hunters Hotel, Humbert finally has Lolita
in his clutches. The hotel is crowded out by a convention—or rather,
a couple of conventions. As he lies with the lightly—too lightly—
sleeping Lolita beside him, Humbert squirms at the noise in the cor-
ridors as guests say their goodnights. Then the “waterfalls” take
over: “someone in a southern direction was extravagantly sick, al-
most coughing out his life with his liquor, and his toilet descended
like a veritable Niagara, immediately beyond our bathroom. And
when finally all the waterfalls had stopped. . . .”s> While Nabokov
traveled a great deal most summers in pursuit of butterflies, he and
Véra would stay at motels, not hotels, and there is no other descrip-
tion in his letters of a hotel environment like the one he reports from
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Toronto. The Royal York appears to have helped Nabokov lay a first
foundation for the Enchanted Hunters.

During October, Nabokov also finished the first part of his tripar-
tite story about the Siamese twins, “‘Scenes from the Life of a Double
Monster.”5+ Urgently in need of money, he sent it off, incomplete
though it was, to the New Yorker.

Floyd, the right-hand member of a pair of Siamese twins, recounts
the first twelve years of life he and his brother shared in a village on
the Black Sea coast: their slow recognition of their abnormality, the
curiosity of neighboring villagers, their abortive attempt to escape be-
coming exhibits in a traveling show. Though vividly written, “Scenes
from the Life of a Double Monster”” appears to be plainly missing
something, as if a skillful juggler were to throw only one cup and
saucer from hand to hand. For that reason, Katharine White rejected
the story, and it remained unpublished until 1958.55

At the beginning of November, Nabokov moved on with relief to
Dickens:

We are now ready to tackle Dickens. We are now ready to embrace Dick-
ens. We are now ready to bask in Dickens. In our dealings with Jane
Austen we had to make a certain effort in order to join the ladies in the
drawing room. In the case of Dickens we remain at table with our tawny
port. We had to find an approach to Jane Austen and her Mansfield Park.
I think we did find it. . . . But the fun was forced. We had to slip into a
certain mood; we had to focus our eyes in a certain way.

His condescension was prompted not so much by Austen’s gender,
as it might seem, as by her adherence to eighteenth-century conven-
tion, for he continued:

In our dealings with Pushkin we were faced by much the same prob-
lem because “The Queen of Spades” quite obviously belongs to the dry,
brittle, green-tinged world wherein Austen thrived. In order to reveal to
you what Pushkin really was behind his rather self-conscious prose, I
have had to give you samples of his poetry. An appreciation of the free-
dom of his verse helped us to enjoy the deliberate austerity and prim-
ness of his prose.*

With Dickens we expand. It seems to me that Jane Austen’s fiction had
been a charming rearrangement of old-fashioned values. In the case of
Dickens the values are new. Modern authors still get drunk on his vin-
tage. Here there is no problem of approach as with Jane Austen, no
courtship, no dillydallying. We just surrender ourselves to Dickens’s

* In 1950, exceptionally, Nabokov followed his Mansfield Park lectures with two on
““The Queen of Spades” and one on Pushkin’s verse.



186 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS {19501

voice—that is all. If it were possible I would like to devote the fifty min-
utes of every class meeting to mute meditation, concentration, and ad-
miration of Dickens.5¢

Browsing one day in the library, Nabokov chanced on a recent So-
viet journal, and in mid-November wrote excitedly to Katharine
White, “I have found some extraordinary things, plays and articles,
in the Soviet periodical ‘Zvezda’ for 1949 that cast a brilliant and ter-
rible light on Soviet-American relations. Would you like me to write
a piece of 4000-5000 words on the subject? It would contain samples
of the Soviet notion of the American way of life culled from some
plays and a remarkable warning—in August 1949!—of their Korean
policy.”’s” This was the year Sen. Joseph McCarthy had begun to bluff
his way to prominence. Though they disapproved of McCarthy’s ran-
dom accusations and unscrupulous cross-examinations of alleged
Communists, the Nabokovs believed many of his charges were cor-
rect, that there was serious Communist infiltration in high places in
American officialdom. But Nabokov’s own contribution to the cold
war never progressed beyond the stage of taking notes for this one
article.

At the beginning of December he held a test on Bleak House. After
the first test in his fiction class a month earlier, he had been appalled
at the evident cheating that occurred. This time he announced: “In-
cidentally, I suggest that for this test, members of teams who work
together in study hall sit in a special pattern so as to afford a better
chance for mental waves to show what such waves can do in sur-
mounting obstacles. I deplore this preparation in common—the pool-
ing of knowledge and the polling of ignorance—but I suppose it is a
tradition.”s8

Nabokov was exasperated at cheating at Cornell throughout his
time there. “There was no way for those people not to cheat. It was
absolutely impossible to stop them. They would sit with their frater-
nity brothers or sorority sisters and trade answers.” He would mod-
ify his instructions before each test, asking friends for instance to
leave a space between their seats, lovers to sit in different rows, and
fraternity brothers to place themselves at “diagonally opposite ends
of the room.”’> Part of the problem, Nabokov felt—and it was a major
reason for his wishing his lectures could be made available in re-
corded form-—was the poor note taking he witnessed. Sometimes af-
ter class he would ask to see a student’s notes. He reported once
looking at a page a student showed him:

It read:
metaphores (underlined twice)
after that @ semi colon, then: parenthesis open, (
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parenthesis closed ) , nothing inside
Below this: Mary—and a dash—apparently a character in the book.
Below that a date,

carefully encircled, apparently very important.
Finally, the cryptic phrase: did you get those tickets?é

Nabokov was used to writing works he hoped would endure for cen-
turies; now he could see his meticulously chosen words disintegrate
the moment they were airborne. Exhorting his class to attend lectures
and take notes, he once declared that “there is something confound-
edly pathetic about ignoring what a mild old party has so carefully
devised.”’s

He finished the term with Gogol and Flaubert, dropping Fathers and
Sons at the last moment to allow himself more room for Madame Bo-
vary. His method with books he taught in translation—unless as with
Guerney’s versions of Gogol he found them satisfactory, a rare oc-
currence—was to begin by correcting the worst howlers in class, page
after page. Precision of meaning was essential to precision of imagi-
nation:

Various items of Emma’s sensuous grace are shown through Bovary’s
eyes: her blue dress with three flounces, her elegant fingernails, and her
hairdo. This hairdo has been so dreadfully translated in all versions that
the correct description must be given else one cannot visualize her cor-
rectly: “Her hair in two black bandeaux, or folds, which seemed each of
a single piece, so sleek were they, her hair was parted in the middle by
a delicate line that dipped slightly as it followed the incurvation of her
skull (this is a young doctor looking); and the bandeaux just revealing the
lobes of her ears (lobes, not upper “tips” as all translators have it: the upper
part of the ears was of course covered by those sleek black folds), her hair knot-
ted behind in a thick chignon. Her cheekbones were rosy.”

Nabokov’s examinations might include such questions as ““All trans-
lations of Madame Bovary are full of blunders; you have corrected
some of them. Describe Emma’s eyes, hands, sunshade, hairdo,
dress, shoes.” In class, still within the scene of Charles Bovary’s first
glimpse of Emma, he would read on: “ ‘On the table flies were walk-
ing up the glasses that had been used, and buzzing as they drowned
themselves in the dregs of the cider. . . " Note . . . the flies walking
up the glasses (not ‘crawling’ as translators have it: flies do not crawl,
they walk, they rub their hands), walking up the glasses. . . .” Great
novels are great fairy tales for Nabokov not because they ignore the
world, but because they see it so well they re-create it as if by magic:
that is enchantment.®:
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XI

Every year from at least 1947, Nabokov kept a slim pocket diary for
appointments, lecture schedules, publishers’ deadlines. Only on rare
occasions would he jot down in a hurried hand an epigram, an ob-
servation, a record of last night’s dream. But for New Year’s Day,
1951, Véra Nabokov gave her husband a page-a-day yearbook that he
filled daily for over two months until the impulse wore off. It is an
extraordinary record of the fertility of his imagination, the range of
his curiosity, and the pressures weighing him down.
On January 5 he noted:

Quite an accumulation of work I shall have to complete during January:

1. finish arranging my notes on Mme Bovary

2. same in relation to Proust

3. ponder various phases of my spring course

4. write the 6000 word article (on Soviet ideas about America, in their
plays and stories) that have discussed with Ross. Continuous series of
obstacles, with nails sticking out and mutual mimicry of sharp angles of
boards and pointed shadows, separating me from the book I would like
to write.%

The next day:

Also, sur le chantier, and in various stages of completion:
The Kingdom by the Sea

The Double Monster

Book on structure of “Mme Bovary”

Translation in prose of “E. O.”

Same of “‘Slovo”’ for Jakobson etc.

In the diary he invented a fictionalized boarder, based on someone
he knew in Ithaca, and day after day he tried out this character in
various invented poses and imagined dialogues with himself. He
forced himself to read more of T. S. Eliot, and recoiled: “What pre-
tentious vulgarity, what tedious nonsense!” He recorded heartrend-
ing dreams and queer coincidences, and made a note to himself to
write something on dreams, "“with especial stress on thelir] sloppy
production—any old backdrop will do.” More than a decade later, he
carried out the plan in Ada. He noted down a repellent advertisement
and concluded: “Must write something about advertisements.” The
next day he leafed through Life at the Cornell library and recorded in
his yearbook, in the form of a conversation between his invented
boarder and himself, two wonderfully preposterous advertisements,
one for Hanes Fig Leaf Briefs and the other for the zipper with the
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“grasping and painful” name of Talon Trouser Fastener. Nabokov
went on to attack advertisements in his lecture on philistinism, but
these priceless samples he would save for Pale Fire.*

One entry in the yearbook ruminates briefly on “the future of the
immortal soul.”” Another records from a newspaper item “Leading
Figures Dead in Disaster (Railway)”’: ““senior partner of a law firm;
general insurance agent; vice president and director of an insurance
corporation” and so on. Nabokov saved for an air disaster in Ada this
ghoulish list of ranks meant to sound so much more impressive than
the rankless dead. Items like this he would soon gather in his index
cards like “bits of straw and fluff” that he assembled by instinct for
new nests he could not yet envisage.

On a day when freezing rain coated the streets of Ithaca with ice,
Nabokov looked out the window and recorded a charming scene:

Small boy—very small (3? 4?)—sliding all the way down our street on
the ice-covered sidewalk, ecstatically, on /\ feet, probably the first time in
his life, and falling now and then but getting up with the padded sim-
plicity of a shortlegged dwarf, without helping himself with his hands.
He will never forget it.

How often have I taken pleasure in catching a snooping glimpse of
another’s future recollection.

7

Six weeks later, he added at the foot of the page: ““He was a dwarf!
One day he noted down the scenario for a promising new story:

Three Tenses

A rebellious short-story theme but one that has been breeding in me
since November. Young man (Y) invited to dinner by friend, now mar-
ried to Y’s former mistress (but does not know about her relations with
Y in the past). Other guests—a young couple (he has never met Y, she
has quite recently become Y’s mistress). A girl the host has invited to
make a sixth does not turn up—they wait, then sit down to a dinner—
candle-light affair, summer night after rain, French window open on
tiny cast iron balcony (in Paris). Curious exhilarating feeling of superi-
ority and mystery and a tangle of memories and the furious hope that
his young mistress’s husband will be called to replace a celebrated but
very old singer’s usual accompanist who is said to be ill. At one point Y
and the woman of his past go out onto the balcony—where they lean

* Homosexual Kinbote describes the Talon advertisement: ““Shows a young gent ra-
diating virility among several ecstatic lady-friends, and the inscription reads: You’ll be
amazed that the fly of your trousers could be so dramatically improved” (Pale Fire, 114—15).
For reproductions of both advertisements, see Alfred Appel, Nabokov's Dark Cinema
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 33.



190 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS 11951}

their elbows on the wet railing—glistening dark street below, streetlamp
shining through emerald leaves of a lime—she has guessed the situa-
tion. Telephone from the South—accompanist ill—husband of present
love must go right now, wife remains. All sit together have coffee etc.
The wonderful tingle of knowing that presently he will take her to his
room across the street (light burns in window, has not put it out). Girl
who was to be sixth calls on host for a minute (brother in law died), does
not enter, Y. hears her voice. She will be his next and greatest love.

While Nabokov’s mind was swarming with all these ideas for fu-
ture works, he still had other people’s books to teach in class—a fact
that kept “Three Tenses’” forever in the conditional.* In the last week
of January he set the first final exams for his European fiction stu-
dents: “Remember I welcome originality, details that have not been
mentioned in class but that correspond to details discussed in
class.”®s As he sat in front of the exam room, he penned in his year-
book a deft sketch of his hundred and thirty students writing away
from 8 A.M. to 10:30 A.M., January 26. Three days later, as he marked
the papers, he grumbled to his yearbook: “A chaotic hell of hand-
writings, in pale pencil, in blue, green, purple ink. My formulas and
ideas and images coming back to me in grotesque disguise or crip-
pled and patched up—hideous remnants of my parades and pag-
eants.”

With the examination experience fresh in his mind, Nabokov’s
imagination responded at once to a chance news item:

Axel Abrahamson, a moody B+ student, yesterday committed suicide
by taking a fatal dose of potassium cyanide in an Evanston, Ill. apart-
ment (which he shared with his mother), after taking a French exam.
at Northwestern. In answering the last question on the exam he wrote
in French “I am going to God. Life does not offer me much.”

Adopt him. I see the story so clearly. Combine him with notes of Jan.
26. . . . Make him make some pathetic mistake in that last sentence.
Change it, of course. . . . Probe, brood.

A story had begun to break free in his mind, and apparently un-
connected impressions joined what would soon be an avalanche of
inspiration. February 3:

Much warmer after a spell of frost. Brilliant sun. Rows of sharp icicles
hanging from eaves casting sharp shadows on the white front of house,
and dripping. Watched one set for several minutes to detect the shadows
of drops falling from the shadows of icicles but observed only one or two
though they dripped all the time.

* Until it features fleetingly as a novella-within-the-novella in Transparent Things.
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February 6:

Morning

Bright vibration of water descending the muddy street. Festooned wa-
ter flowing down Eddy Street and turning into Buffalo Street. What
makes those rows of festoons?

Evening
On damp-sugar snow dull-red shadow of parking meter due to bright
red glow of restaurant sign behind and above.

The next day, Nabokov returned to the suicide note in the examina-
tion script:

Turn it into a girl’s last note—the P.S. to an exam paper.
French course at W.

Tout est fini, école est finie,
cette examen et celle de ma vie.
Adieu, jeunes filles.

Death begins with a D.

Then, draw attention to . . . the wrong gender in second line (no English
speaking person can master genders), to the pathetic and absurd
“jeunes filles” for “girls” (because they are told that “fille” means
““whore’’).

Professor correct papers on train. Poor exam, hardly above ““D.” First
thought the P.S. was the usual addendum—"Had a bad headache, en-
joyed your course etc.”

On February 8:

Suddenly while in my bath, new story came into being complete. Some-
where at the back of my mind was Stein, who died recently—his ghost
putting a jinx on things. And then all kinds of items I had been storing
up came into place fitted. Use Jan 29, etc.

““The Vane Sisters” was about to hurtle into being.

Unfortunately for Nabokov, the rapture of inspiration had de-
scended on him three days after the start of a new term consisting
mostly of works he had never taught before and a class larger than
he had ever taught. He began with gusto: “The seats are numbered.
I would like you to choose your seats and stick to them. This is be-
cause I would like to link up your faces with your names. All satisfied
with seats? No talking, no smoking, no knitting, no newspaper read-
ing, no sleeping—and for God’s sake take notes.”’¢7

With his head crammed with projects and a new story importuning
him to be written at once, Nabokov, in distress, asked Véra to write
to Katharine White:
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He has finally settled down to write a story and has delegated all other
private matters to me. He has never had so little time for writing. In this
respect it is probably the worst year of his life and though he derives
much pleasure from his big course and from the students’ reaction, the
necessity to neglect his writing often makes him feel miserable. Things
he had almost completed crumble away one by one because he has not
the leisure to put them on paper at the right moment.*

On February 14, Conclusive Evidence was published to an excited
reception from the critics and neglect from the public. Morris Bishop
bestowed on Nabokov a “robust compliment” he never forgot:
“Some of your phrases are so good they almost give me an erection—
and at my age it is not easy, you know.”’% The one thing that did not
please readers was the book’s title. Edmund Wilson thought it chilly.
Nabokov replied: “I tried to find the most impersonal title imagin-
able, and as such it is a success. But I agree with you that it does not
render the spirit of the book. I had toyed with, at first, Speak, Mne-
mosyne or Rainbow Edge but nobody knew who Mnemosyne was (or
how to pronounce her), nor did R. E. suggest the glass edge—'The
Prismatic Bezel” (of Sebastian Knight fame).”7° Apart from its unsal-
ability, Speak, Mnemosyne was from Nabokov’s point of view much
the best title: Mnemosyne, as the goddess of memory and the mother
of the muses, allowed him to combine the formal epic injunction, an
impersonal tribute to memory as the source of imagination, a tribute
to his mother as the one who prompted him from the first to hoard
and treasure his memories, and even a tribute to his passion for but-
terflies (in the revised edition of his autobiography Nabokov would
feature on the endpapers a sketch of Parnassius mnemosyne, one of the
butterflies that flits through the pages of the book). Shortly after Con-
clusive Evidence’s American publication, Victor Gollancz asked for the
British rights, but, disliking the American title and worried that read-
ers in circulating libraries would be so afraid to mispronounce ““Mne-
mosyne”’ they would not dare to request a book with that title, he
suggested changing the name to Speak, Memory. Nabokov agreed.7*

XII
""The Vane Sisters”

On March 5 he finished his new story, “The Vane Sisters,” and
started to dictate it to Véra. Five days later, he was still revising. On
March 11 he worked all day on the story: “Completely finished,
typed, retyped, three copies corrected by 12 p.m.”’72
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A teacher at a college in a small New York town one day in late
winter follows the bright drops of melting icicles from eave to eave
and street to street in an attempt to detect the shadows of the falling
drops. As the day wanes, his quest leads him all the way to the edge
of town. At his usual eating time, far from his usual eating place, he
dines in the only restaurant at hand. As he leaves he loiters a mo-
ment to observe the ruddy shadow of a parking meter, tinged by the
neon sign above. Just then, a car pulls up and out comes an acquain-
tance, D., who tells him he has just heard of Cynthia Vane's death.

The narrator reviews his memories of Cynthia and her sister Sybil,
a former student in his French course. Cynthia had once come to him
begging him to have D. dismissed as a college instructor unless he
would either break off his affair with Sybil or divorce his wife. Un-
beknownst to Sybil, the narrator speaks to D., who had planned
to end the affair in any case. The next day, Sybil in her French
exam, after penning some atrocious French, appends a suicide note:
“Please, Monsieur le Professeur, contact ma soeur and tell her that
Death was not better than D minus, but definitely better than Life
minus D.” By the time the narrator marks the script, he is too late to
help: she has already taken her life. In New York, months later, the
narrator begins to see a good deal of Cynthia, a talented painter, and
discovers her obsession with spiritualism and her theory of “inter-
venient auras. . . . She was sure that her existence was influenced by
all sorts of dead friends, each of whom took turns in directing her
fate. . . . For a few hours, or for several days in a row . . . anything
that happened to Cynthia, after a given person had died, would be,
she said, in the manner and mood of that person.”

Returning to his home the night D. informs him of Cynthia’s
death, the narrator, although he has elegantly dismissed all Cynthia’s
fascination for the hereafter, cannot get to sleep for fear of some sign
from Cynthia. Only at dawn does he drift off into a dream somehow
full of her but hopelessly vague—yet she had been a painter of ex-
traordinarily precise glass-bright minutiae:

I lay in bed, thinking my dream over and listening to the sparrows out-
side: Who knows, if recorded and then run backward, those bird sounds
might not become human speech, voiced words, just as the latter be-
come a twitter when reversed? I set myself to reread my dream—back-
ward, diagonally, up, down—trying hard to unravel something Cyn-
thia-like in it, something strange and suggestive that must be there.

I could isolate, consciously, little. Everything seemed blurred, yellow-
clouded, yielding nothing tangible. Her inept acrostics, maudlin eva-



194 VLADIMIR NABOKOV: THE AMERICAN YEARS [1951]

sions, theopathies—every recollection formed ripples of mysterious
meaning. Everything seemed yellowly blurred, illusive, lost.

The story is one of Nabokov's finest. No work of fiction has looked
with sharper vision than this, as it records all the surprises of a sunny
day in a snowy landscape. Behind the narrator’s sharp eyes lurks a
character serenely satisfied with himself and condescendingly critical
of others. From the refuge of his detachment he coolly notes the im-
broglios of other lives: capricious, unstable Sybil and her relationship
with D., quietly enchanting Cynthia and her Greenwich Village mi-
lieu. Then this tale that has begun with such an intense scrutiny of
the visible world leads into a series of fascinating speculations on the
invisible world of the hereafter and on the elusiveness of any special
signs of its existence, no matter how hard we might peer.

That theme fills the story even on a first reading. But like “Signs
and Symbols,” “The Vane Sisters” invites us to look out for a secret
signal as the narrator strives in vain at the end to detect some precise
token of Cynthia. A clue earlier in the story should prompt alert read-
ers to construe the first letter of each word in the story’s last para-
graph as part of an acrostic message: “ICICLES BY CYNTHIA, METER
FROM ME SYBIL.”” In other words the dripping of the icicles that led the
narrator off his usual course toward the restaurant where he meets
D. and learns of Cynthia’s death have enticed him there under Cyn-
thia’s direction. Knowing of his pride in his visual sense, Cynthia
attracts his unwitting attention with the icicles she uses to redirect
his route: she subjects him to the “intervenient aura” he has so easily
laughed away. Sybil, too, adds her little touch, the shadow of the
parking meter on the sidewalk, just enough to detain him until D.
will emerge from his car, meet the narrator, and inform him of Cyn-
thia’s death. The Vane sisters have designed a day in the narrator’s
life and stamped their mark on it in the very words where he records
his frustration at failing to detect any meaningful sign of dead Cyn-
thia. The very terms we employ to express our inability to detect the
hereafter, Nabokov suggests, may themselves be the proof of the be-
yond, a proof we cannot read until we get outside the stories of our
lives.

“The Vane Sisters” sums up a great deal of Nabokov’s art: metic-
ulous attention to the outer world of shine and sludge, an exact eye
for the inner world of desire, despair, detachment, and yet an urgent
compulsion to discover something that might lie beyond; a brilliant
command of the normal virtues of fiction, but at the same time a
shimmering promise behind the words: a problem set before us (why
does that last paragraph sound so strange?), indirect hints that our



AGE 51 TEACHING EUROPEAN FICTION 195

imaginations can turn toward a solution, and a chance for us to ex-
perience the surprise of a discovery that utterly transforms the story
and its world.

Nabokov sent “The Vane Sisters” to Katharine White, hoping for
an immediate advance if she liked it, for he was in “awful financial
difficulty.”7> A week later, she turned it down. He immediately sent
it elsewhere, but quietly, patiently explained the story in detail to her
and voiced his despair at her having failed to understand his best
story. His letter shows how acutely, how critically, how humanely
he could assess his characters, even those who seem almost drawn
in his image. He dismisses the French professor—whose very Nabo-
kovian fondness for the visual might make him seem singled out as
one of the elect—as “a somewhat obtuse scholar and a rather callous
observer of the superficial planes of life” who sees Cynthia merely
“in terms of skin, hair, manners, etc. The only nice thing he deigns
to see about her is his condescending reference to a favorite picture
of his that she painted—frost, sun, glass—and from this stems the
icicle-bright aura through which he rather ridiculously passes in the
beginning of the story when a sunny ghost leads him, as it were, to
the place where he meets D. and learns of Cynthia’s death.” Cynthia,
on the other hand, Nabokov sees in terms of “her forgiving, gentle,
doe-soul that had made him this gift of an iridescent day (giving him
something akin to the picture he had liked, to the only small thing
he had liked about her).” Nabokov then turns to look Katharine
White in the eyes:

You may argue that reading downwards, or upwards, or diagonally is
not what an editor can be expected to do; but by means of various allu-
sions to trick-reading I have arranged matters so that the reader almost
automatically slips into this discovery, especially because of the abrupt
change in style.

Most of the stories I am contemplating (and some I have written in the
past—you actually published one with such an “inside”’—the one about
the old Jewish couple and their sick boy) will be composed on these
lines, according to this system wherein a second (main) story is woven
into, or placed behind, the superficial semitransparent one. I am really
very disappointed that you, such a subtle and loving reader, should not
have seen the inner scheme of my story.7+

XIII

When Nabokov had seen Mikhail Karpovich in Boston in June 1950,
his friend had suggested that when he took sabbatical leave for the
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1951-1952 academic year, Nabokov might replace him for his Russian
literature courses at Harvard in the spring semester of 1952. With
Dmitri to be a freshman at Harvard that year, Nabokov was eager to
follow up Karpovich’s offer, and by the end of March 1951 arrange-
ments were settled: he would be a visiting lecturer in Slavic lan-
guages and literatures, teaching a survey course in Russian nine-
teenth-century literature and another course on Pushkin.7s

By late March Nabokov was lecturing on Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
and Kafka’s Metamorphosis, which he examined along with Gogol's
“Overcoat’” as part of a triad of transformations. Once again he had
to correct the set text in class, and he knew just enough German to
ascertain, with Véra’s help, where the English diverged from Kafka.
He also disposed of the edition’s critical introduction: “This drivel
should be disregarded,” says a note on his copy.7¢ It seems extraor-
dinary that Nabokov, already a master of English prose rhythm and
the orchestration of verbal sound—Ilater in the year he would write
Humbert’s lilting invocation to Lolita—often felt it necessary to mark
the pronunciation of words in his lecture notes, the vowel length of
the “i” in “drivel,” the syllable stress in ““despicable.” Even the tor-
rent of his tirades had to be carefully channeled in advance.

Nabokov had intended to teach Dostoevsky’s Notes from Under-
ground (which he irreverently rechristened Memoirs from a Mousehole),
but abandoned the idea. Feeling obliged in this first year to follow
Weir’s format and include two German authors, he devoted one lec-
ture to Thomas Mann’s story “The Railway Accident,” which he sub-
jected to a ruthless paragraph-by-paragraph attack.”” Nabokov never
repeated the lecture, and was glad to pass on to the much more con-
genial world of Proust.

At the end of April, the New York chapter of the American Asso-
ciation of Teachers of Slavic and East European Languages held its
annual meeting at Cornell. Nabokov was to be the luncheon speaker,
talking on ““The Translator as Teacher”” and his experience of trans-
lating Eugene Omnegin. The Nabokovs arrived half an hour late, ex-
plaining to an audience by now quite frantic that there had been trou-
ble with the car. As Cornell’s only teacher of Russian literature,
Nabokov had been assigned a seat next to Associate Professor Gor-
don Fairbanks, the head of Russian-language teaching at Cornell.
When Nabokov saw this, he emitted a quite audible “No!” and took
himself off to another table where he sat down with an acquaintance,
Albert Parry, a professor at Colgate University and a longtime Sirin
fan, and greeted him in pointedly effusive fashion to reinforce the
snub.”

Ever since arriving at Cornell, Nabokov had been frustrated by the
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way the Russian language was taught on campus. The Division of
Modern Languages was controlled by linguistics experts who did not
necessarily know the languages they were to impart. That was cer-
tainly the case for Russian. Fairbanks frankly admitted to his stu-
dents that he was learning Russian as he went along and that he
could teach the language on the basis of linguistic theory. As early as
1948, Nabokov had noted in his diary in outraged amazement, “F.
teaches all his groups theory, not the language.”’7

In the Division of Modern Languages, set up in the 1940s to nieet
war conditions, the major goal was mastery of the spoken language,
taught by native speakers, with a linguistics specialist to teach the
formal rules. Not only did Fairbanks have to keep just ahead of his
students in the text, he did not know enough Russian to assess the
competence of the three supposed native speakers who assisted him.
One of the three came from the Caucasus region and could barely
write Russian. After nearly ten years at Cornell, this assistant applied
for a job teaching Russian at Columbia and cited his years of experi-
ence at Cornell. Those who interviewed him at Columbia later told
Avgusta Jaryc, one of the genuine native speakers in the Cornell Rus-
sian language program, what an imposter they had encountered:
someone who knew almost no Russian at all and claimed he had
taught nearly ten years at Cornell!®°

Unable to teach his Russian literature courses to ill-prepared stu-
dents, Nabokov had a relationship with the Division of Modern Lan-
guages not unlike a miniature cold war—he even wrote of the “iron
curtain . .. between Goldwin Smith ... and Morrill Hall’—that
threatened to erupt into a miniature Korea. In February 1951, he had
noted down in his yearbook the idea for a story, “The Assistant Pro-
fessor Who Was Never Found Out,” which would conflate Fairbanks
and Harvard’s Samuel Cross. Instead he saved his contempt until
Pnin, where Professor Blorenge stands in for Fairbanks, and French
serves as a thin disguise for Russian.®

As spring advanced, Nabokov began classes on Ulysses. This year,
though not in subsequent years when he came to know the book
better, he contrasted Ulysses unfavorably with Proust’s masterpiece.
He objected to the novel’s continuous preoccupation with sex, to its
needless obscurity, to the misrepresentation of human thought in its
stream-of-consciousness passages (“no one walks around from
morning to night remembering their past life—except authors”).8
But he had some superb insights to offer: the double dream of Ste-
phen and Bloom, or the hallucinatory nighttown chapter as not
Bloom’s dream or Stephen’s but the whole book dreaming itself.

Late in May Nabokov traveled to New York to be presented with
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an award from the National Institute of Arts and Letters. He sorely
needed the $1,000 he received. After the ceremony, during which
Elizabeth Bishop, Brendan Gill, and Randall Jarrell had also received
awards and read from their work, he was rather taken aback, sitting
on a bus with Jarrell, to find that the young poet did not want to talk
about poetry, only about the reputations of other poets.%

On June 2, Nabokov conducted the final examination for his Euro-
pean fiction course. Once again he breathed life into dead time by
jotting down carefully “all the little movements, curl twining, pim-
ple-teasing, roving eyes, etc. peculiar to exams. Will come handy
some day.”® No other professors monitored exams at Cornell, nor-
mally a chore left to graduate students. No other professors insisted
as Nabokov now began to do that students must write in ink. No
others, certainly, asked their students questions like Nabokov’'s—but
then no one taught like Nabokov either. And although all teachers
sighed with relief when their teaching was over and they could turn
single-mindedly to their own research and writing, no one else at
Cornell had a project anything like Nabokov’s Lolita.



N * CHAUPTER 10 - I\K]

Finding Time for Lolita: Cornell and
Harvard, 1951-1953

I

Y JUNE 1951, Nabokov could look back on the first year of his

European fiction course as murderous. He was eager to escape
to the West, where he could chase butterflies, revive his spirits, and
carry on with Lolita. Never, he complained, had he been so anxious
to write.*

Before leaving Ithaca he had things to attend to. Early in June he
had an animated conversation with Milton Cowan, head of Cornell’s
modern languages division, over Gordon Fairbanks’s ignorance of
Russian. After the encounter he drew up a memorandum to himself.
At a time when McCarthyism was forcing hundreds of American uni-
versity teachers from their positions, he hinted at the gravity of ex-
posing students to “the incredible errors (historical boners and the
presentation of Soviet propaganda statements as facts)” in Fair-
banks’s Russian Area Reader. But, he added, the errors were due not
to misplaced political sympathies and not to mere naiveté but to the
fact that Professor Fairbanks simply ““does not know Russian.”2 His
complaint to Cowan had no effect.

With no time all year to write for the New Yorker, Nabokov was
short of money, especially since his son had not obtained a scholar-
ship for Harvard in the fall. He had to borrow from his friend Roman
Grynberg, explaining: “I can’t write stories for money, a pathological
cold seizes my joints—and something else has me, a novel. . . . If
you could advance me a thousand, the phantoms would take them-
selves off and the productive part of my soul could clear up.” He had
undertaken Lolita in the supposition that his Cornell post and good
sales for his memoirs would support him while he wrote a book that
might prove unmarketable. He wrote to Edmund Wilson that he was
sick of having his books “muffled up in silence like gems in cotton
wool. The letters from private individuals I get are, in their wild en-
thusiasm, ridiculously incommensurable with the lack of interest my
inane and inept publishers take in my books. . . . I am completely in
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the déche, am in miserable financial difficulties, see no way out of ac-
ademic drudgery (ill-paid to boot).”’s

Teaching at Harvard at least was not ill-paid. Every fall John Finley
taught Harvard’s Humanities 1 (Epic: Iliad, Odyssey, Aeneid, Divine
Comedy, and Paradise Lost), which led in the spring to Harry Levin’s
Humanities 2 (Novel: Don Quixote, Sorrows of Werther, Bleak House,
Moby Dick, War and Peace). For the spring of 1952, Levin had other
commitments. Would Nabokov care to take over the course, substi-
tuting his own choice of novels? Yes, he would. He would be at Har-
vard then in any case to replace his friend Karpovich for two small
Russian literature courses and to monitor Dmitri’s progress, and
needed the extra income a large new course would bring. He was
much less keen to accept Levin’s arguments that he would have to
teach at least one new novel. After Humanities 1 swept through
more than two millennia from Homer to Milton, Levin pointed out,
it would be absurd if Humanities 2 immured itself entirely within the
nineteenth century. Could he not reach back in time to Don Quixote?
Nabokov remained reluctant to undertake another major book, es-
pecially as he knew no Spanish, but eventually had to concede.+

Before leaving the East and university cares behind, the Nabokovs
had one last chore. The large house they had rented since September
1948 at 802 East Seneca Street was ruining them financially: they
would have to move. Selling off their few items of furniture, even
their piano, they piled their remaining belongings high up behind
the frosted doors of Nabokov's offices in Goldwin Smith Hall and left
the rest in storage with Dean of Ithaca.> From now on they would
become nomads, renting cheap accommodations in the West every
summer and moving, during the months they had to be at Cornell,
from one home of a professorial family absent on sabbatical to an-
other.

II

In the last week of June, their aging Oldsmobile set off westward. In
a paper he had finished early in 1948, Nabokov had named and de-
scribed Lycaeides argyrognomon sublivens on the strength of nine male
specimens in the M.C.Z. Keen to capture the first female sublivens
and simply to study the insect in the field, he had Véra head for Tel-
luride, Colorado, where the M.C.Z. specimens had been caught half
a century earlier. For afternoons and rainy days he took with him his
copious notes for Lolita, “a novel I would be able to finish in a year if
I could completely concentrate upon it.”” Dmitri meanwhile had trav-
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eled ahead to Los Angeles for a national high-school debating tour-
nament.®

All along the route, Véra had to brave rains, thunderstorms, and
floods. With no chance to collect butterflies, Nabokov instead gath-
ered impressions for Lolita. In a special diary he execrated smelly mo-
tels and extolled delicate skies. June 28: “Yesternight highbrow
trucks like dreadful huge Christmas trees in the darkness.” June 29:
“the first mesas, the first yuccas.” June 30: “Night. St. Francis. Old
farmer with a mummy’s neck, furrowed and tanned. A grim El Greco
horizon. Alternating stripes of water and green corn—of brightness
and darkness opening like a fan as we drive by—somewhere in Kan-
sas.”’7

As his wife drove on, Nabokov sometimes jotted down her casual
phrases: “The little headlights are lighting up like one candle from
another”’; “My Oldsmobile gulps down the miles like a magician
swallowing fire. Oh, look at that tree sitting on its haunches!”’® John
Synge improbably pictures Elizabethan dramatists reaching for their
inkhorns and inserting into their plays phrases they have just heard
at dinner from their mothers or their children, and adds that “in Ire-
land, those of us who know the people have the same privilege.”
Nabo