An Introduction to Vladimir Nabokov

Christopher North

A paper delivered to Javea Book Circle

Spring 2004

Vladimir Nabokov

‘ Lolita, light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin, my soul. Lo – lee – ta: the tip of the tongue taking a trip of three steps down the palate to tap , at three, on the teeth. Lo. Lee. Ta.

She was Lo, plain Lo in the morning, standing four feet ten in one sock. She was Lola in slacks. She was Dolly at school. She was Dolores on the dotted line. But in my arms she was always Lolita.

Did she have a precursor? She did, indeed she did. In point of fact, there might have been no Lolita at all had I not loved, one summer, a certain initial girl-child. In a princedom by the sea. Oh when? About as many years before Lolita was born as my age was that summer. You can always count on a murderer for a fancy prose style.

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, exhibit number one is what the seraphs, the misinformed, simple, noble-winged seraphs envied. Look at this tangle of thorns.’

Thus opens the main narrative of the  best known novel of the Russian emigré novelist Vladimir Nabokov.
Lolita was originally published in a two volume form in 1956 by the little known Olympia Press based in Paris. Girodais, the proprietor, was known as a publisher of risqué and pornographic books but his press was the only publisher the Nabokovs could find for this novel.

We all know why the novel had such trouble finding a publisher. Few wanted to handle the material used: a middle-aged man’s passionate, obsessive love for a twelve year old girl. Forget the film versions of this novel. They show Lolita as a sixteen year old. What is surely important is to realize that the central relationship was with a child.

Graham Greene , on being asked to contribute to one of those interminable Xmas book recommendations  mentioned ‘Lolita’ as being one of the three best books published that year. This recommendation drew it to the eyes of the main newspapers and a series of reviews appeared. Some found the novel quite brilliant – others condemned it as disgusting pornography.  As we all know there is nothing like these kind of reviews for bringing the novel into the public eye. 

Initially American publishing houses liked the novel for its literary quality but were put off by their lawyers who thought the book would be banned. It was not published in the States until 1958 – and then it was a runaway best seller.

What makes this novel great? 

In my opinion it is a number of things:

1) Originality

2) Great writing – the prose is simply superb

3) It’s underlying metaphor

4) Its re-readability
The voice of the main protagonist, the ultimate unreliable narrator, Humbert Humbert is so persuasive, so credible, so charismatic that the point is frequently made that Nabokov himself must have had paedophile tendencies – his understanding of the character seems so complete. But as Martin Amis points out: Nabokov, like many great artists, had the ability to employ what Keats called ‘the negative capability’ that is he could find the 1% of him that might have potential paedophile tendencies – and that small percentage of potential  is always in all of us - he could take that 1% and expand it to a 100% so that imaginatively he is in the mind of a paedophile. This sureness and seeming deep understanding of a character completely the opposite to the writer’s traits is the sign of great artistry and great writers. Shakespeare had it – Jane Austen had it – and so on.

Another feature of Lolita is its geography, its  portrait of Eisenhower’s America. An America insulated against the rest of the world in the depths of the Cold War. The picture of the country that emerges through Humbert Humbert’s description of their endless car tour bears curious comparison with the Bill Bryson technique of concentrating on the ephemeral detail in painting a picture. One can almost breathe the atmosphere of motels, service stations and small town neuroses. Another novel it reminds me of is Kerouac’s, very different in other respects, novel ‘On the Road’

This passage is an example – it demonstrates the tired old European’s view, a jaundiced take on the bright, but rather phoney optimism of the New World – even including that New World’s embodiment, Lolita’s opinion:

‘We came to know – nous connûmes, to use a Flaubertian intonation – the stone cottages under enormous Chateaubriandesque trees, the brick unit, the adobe unit, the stucco court, on what the Tour Book of the Automobile Association describes as “shaded” or “spacious” or “landscaped” grounds. The log kind furnished in knotty pine, reminded Lo, by its golden-brown glaze, of fried chicken bones. We held in contempt the plain whitewashed clapboard cabins with their faint sewerish smell or some other gloomy, self-conscious stench and nothing to boast of (except “good beds” ); and an unsmiling landlady always prepared to have her gift (“…well, I could give you…”) turned down.

Nous connûmes (this is royal fun) the would be enticements of their repetitious names – all those Sunset Motels, U-Beam Cottages, Hillcrest Courts, Pine View Courts, Mountain View Courts, Skyline Courts,. Park Plaza Courts, Green Acres, Mac’s Courts. There was sometimes a special line in the write-up, such as “Children Welcome, pets allowed (You are Welcome, You are allowed). The baths were mostly tiled showers, with an endless variety of spouting mechanisms but with one  non-Laodicean (i.e lukewarm person or thing exp from Revelations) characteristic in common, a propensity, while in use, to turn instantly beastly hot or blindingly cold upon you, depending on whether your neighbor turned on his cold or his hot to deprive you of a necessary complement in the shower you had so carefully blended…..

Nous connûmes the various types of motor court operators, the reformed criminal, the retired teacher and the business flop, among the males; and the motherly, pseudo lady-like and madamic variants among the females. And sometimes trains would cry in the monstrously hot and humid night with heart rending and ominous plagency, mingling power and hysteria in one desperate scream.

I would say that Vladimir Nabokov is far more admired in the States than he is here. It is true that he considered himself an American novelist (not a Russian one) and he seems to have skipped the fiction styles of Great Britain and embraced more completely the fictional breadth of the USA. Perhaps breadth is the similarity it shares with Russian literature.

 His present day champions include John Updike, Mary McCarthy, Saul Bellow and so on. His greatest fan in the UK is undoubtedly Martin Amis – and many would say that there is the strong whiff of the mid Atlantic, at the very least , about the work of Martin Amis. Other English admirers though include Anthony Burgess and AS Byatt,

There was a precursor (In fictional reality as well as in Humbert Humbert’s opening paragraph) in a novella ‘The Enchanter’ written in 1939 but only posthumously published finally in 1986. Nabokov made the following observation in the introduction:

The first little throb of Lolita went through me late in 1939 in Paris at a time when I was laid up with a severe  attack of inter-costal neuralgia.  As far as I can recall, the initial shiver of inspiration was somehow prompted by a newspaper story about in ape in the Jardin des Plantes who, after months of coaxing by a scientist, produced the first ever drawing ever charcoaled by an animal: this sketch showed the bars of the poor creatures cage…..

It is this theme of imprisonment that is picked up on in a remarkable book ‘Reading Lolita in Tehran’ by Azar Nafisi for ‘Lolita’ has found readers of great perception in surprising places

Nafisi, an Iranian woman, was a Professor of English studies at Tehran university in the years following the Shah’s removal from power and the coming of the Ayatollah . 

She was closely controlled as to what she could formally teach – but, in dangerous circumstances, nonetheless ran a clandestine reading group for a number of her female students. A reading group that would have involved the arrest and imprisonment of its members had they been betrayed.

One of the key books they studied was ‘Lolita’. The young female students, living a life of repression, the veil, arranged marriages and religious extremism closely and easily identified with the plight of the 13 year old Lolita – who was essentially imprisoned as they were in a ferociously male dominated society.

And recently ‘Lolita ‘ has encouraged a sequel. As Jean Rhys was inspired to write ‘Wide Sargasso Sea’ as a companion to ‘Jane Eyre’ and various other novelists have written sequels to ‘Rebecca’ and so on, in 1995 the Italian novelist Pia Pera produced ‘Lo’s Diary’ a version of ‘Lolita’ as written from Lolita’s point of view – this was originally given enormous opposition from the Nabokov estate but was eventually given clearance for publication by Nabokov’s son. I haven’t read this yet – but understand it has literary merit.

Lolita is a remarkable novel. The edition I would recommend is The Annotated Lolita edited by Alfred Appel Jr – this includes 150 pages of textual comment and analysis. It illustrates the sheer complexity and variety of reference and literary play that lies beneath the main narrative that fuels this book. I think it enriches and enhances one’s understanding of the novel.

When ‘Lolita’ was published in America,  Nabokov was already 58 years old. He was a novelist who found success late in life. What is perhaps remarkable ,  a gold mine for his publishers, was the enormous body of work that preceded Lolita which thus provided a constant stream of exciting and compelling novels to flow onto the market once Nabokov was in demand.

I have listed all the major publications in the hand out. Virtually everything published in Russian initially by Nabokov has been translated into English, either by Nabokov himself (closely supported by his wife), his son Dmitri or other close colleagues.

But what of Nabokov himself? He had a truly remarkable life.

By the way: ‘Vladimir’ to rhyme with ‘redeemer’

and    ’Nab  oh  koff’ .
IN 1899 he was born in St. Petersburg into a wealthy, aristocratic family. He had a two brothers and a sister. His father, Vladimir Dimitrievich Nabokov, was a wealthy and eminent liberal politician, lawyer, and journalist. A supporter of the ill fated Karenski party. 

The Nabokov household was Anglophile and multi lingual–Nabokov spoke Russian and English, and at the age of five he learned French. He received his education at the Tenishev, St. Petersburg's most innovative school. At 16 he inherited a large estate from his father's brother, but he did not have much time to enjoy his wealth. During the Russian Revolution his father was briefly arrested. The family were forced to emigrate leaving behind most of their wealth and property. The family ended up in Berlin after some hair raising adventures.. 

Nabokov entered Trinity College, Cambridge, from where he graduated in 1923. His Cambridge period was clearly a positive time for him and he regularly used Cambridge as the university background for many of his characters. 

His father Vladimir Dimitrievich was murdered in Berlin in 1922 by a Russian monarchist gunman. VN happened to be there at the time. This appalling assassination resonated through all his later work – I think it placed violent and sudden murder particularly with guns as a recurring plot device. (Look at the Harlequins, Pale Fire, Despair, Lolita etc.)
In 1924 Nabokov married Véra Evseevna Slonim, who came from a wealthy Russian but Jewish family. They had one son, Dmitri. VN’s relationship with his wife was an absolute central plank in his literary output. She was first critic, secretary, business manager, literary agent and PR officer. And most important – she was his muse. Virtually all Nabokov’s novels are dedicated to her – and her support for his work, she clearly considered him a genius, was absolutely unswerving until her death in 1991.

 Their son Dmitri after a colourful career as an opera singer is also a great champion of his father’s work  He has translated many of the Russian novels and continues to this day to promote and manage the considerable Nabokov oeuvre and literary estate.

The Nabokovs lived in Berlin for 15 years where he worked as a translator, tutor, and tennis coach – she as a secretary. They were rarely far off the bread line. He won acceptance as the leading young writer in the Berlin Russian community. Most of his readers were Russian émigrés - in the Soviet Russia his books were banned or ignored. 

Nabokov initially considered hiimself a poet – he worked with the pen name ‘Sirin’ In his early works Nabokov deal with the death, the flow of time and sense of loss. Already using complex metaphors, Nabokov themes became later more ambiguous puzzles – His first novel ‘Mashenko’ or ‘Mary’ was published in 1926 and he was hailed in the Emigré community as the new Turgenev 

MARY, 1926 - Mary  (Mashenka)

I have only just read this novel – it is quite hard to find now – but Abebooks came to my rescue. 

It is a fresh, lively read giving an amusing insight into the curious émigré Russian population in Berlin in the mid 20’s. The central plot theme is a childhood romance that was to re-emerge in the much better known ‘Speak Memory’ in the Tamara chapter. It is an interesting, lighter novel than most of his others – but the beautiful craftsmanship is obvious. I think VN discovered his true voice here and the production of novels became his central concern from now on despite dabblings in theatre etc.

(The Man From the USSR – a Play 1926)

Further novels followed:

KING, QUEEN, KNAVE 1928 (Korol – Dama - Valet,) SOGLYADATAY, THE 

A humourous novel of a classic three way relationship. It was filmed in 1972 starring Gina Lollobrigida and David Niven but originally released in German I believe.

THE EYE 1930 -– (Silmä )

A novella which I remember reading in essentially one sitting through a rain-swept night. Rivetting prose, wit and Nabokov’s voice strong and clear throughout – though apparently translated by his son from the 1923 Russian original version.
 At the time I noted: ‘ A novella – but as full of shade and nuance as any novel. The central idea , a failed suicide who decides that in fact the suicide was successful and that he continues on merely as a figment of everyone else’s imagination. The odd obsessional unrequited love affair he conducts therefore full of ambiguity as he describes his role in it as if he was a third person. Not a dull page – though I think Nabokov’s protestations that he is not writing about anything other than a concocted story outside any socio/political dimension is a little faux naïf. Here is a bit of early Nabokov’s descriptive power:

‘I recall a dark street on a stormy March night. The clouds rolled across the sky, assuming various grotesque attitudes like staggering and ballooning buffoons in a hideous carnival, while, hunched up in the blow, holding on to my derby which I felt would explode like a bomb if I let go of its brim, I stood by the house where lived Roman Bogdanovich. The only witness to my vigil were a street-light that seemed to blink because of the wind, and piece of wrapping paper that now scurried along the side-walk, now attempted with odious friskiness to wrap itself around my legs, no matter how hard I tried to kick it way. Never before had I experienced such a wind or seen such a drunken , dishevelled sky….’

and the  THE DEFENSE in 1930 

This extraordinary novel allowed Nabokov to explore one of the minor obsessions of his life : Chess. One of his other publications was a book ‘Poems and Problems’ a book of his poetry and chess problems. Nabokov was a strong player – he played Nimzovitch and Alekhine in Simulataneous exhibitions by these grandmasters in Berlin and supposedly gave them some tough games.

It is a fact that the Russian mind is peculiarly adapted to the chess board – there have been more grandmasters and world champions out of Russia than any other country on Earth. Under Stalin and Kruschev chess players were afforded the same status as footballers are in ours. As a student I was a very involved chess player – In deed I even went on a chess tour of Russia in the mid 1960s and met the then world champion Tigran Petrosian. I can therefore confirm that Nabokov’s understanding of the game is profound. This novel really does capture the true nature of the chess obsession. If one becomes too deeply involved it is a fact that reality becomes the chess board and the rest of life a game played with wooden pieces. This novel brilliantly describes a grandmaster whose grip on reality slips away. You do not need to be a chess player to enjoy it. The story is compelling enough. A rather good film (so I’m told) was made of it three or four years ago.

(The Luhzin Defence- film 2000, dir. by Marleen Gorris, starring Emily Watson, Joh Turtutto, Geraldine James, screenplay by Vladimir Nabokov and Peter Berry 

GLORY 1930 (Podvig)

This novel very much explores the theme of dispossession and loss of a home country- the language is richer and denser than before and I felt when I first read it that this was Nabokov getting into his stride.

The next novel 

LAUGHTER IN THE DARK 1933 (CAMERA OBSCURA -Naurua pimeässä )

This is a Nabokov story with a particularly potent plot – an older man falling for a younger woman – a gold digger – who takes appalling advantage of him after he is blinded. Its compellingly written , certainly one of the accessible Nabokov novels – a one sitting read – and like all his Berlin writing surprisingly contemporary in feel and style.

The novel ‘Laughter in the Dark’ was also later made into a film starring Nicol Williamson. 

His next novel.

DESPAIR 1936 (Otcha Yaniye) 

is also a surprisingly contemporary read – and deals as a central theme the way we can totally delude ourselves. This novel and Laughter in the Dark are probably the two most instantly accessible Nabokov novels.

THE GIFT 1937-38 – (Dar) 

Is considered by most to be the masterpiece of Nabokov’s Russian novels written in Berlin. It is a remarkable and dense novel involving many themes – perhaps the most potent the effect on Nabokov of the untimely death of his Father and a literary and literal homesickness for the lost paradise of the Nabokov estates in Russia. The latter, a recognition of a lost Elysium, was to inform much of Nabokov’s later fiction – here it is perhaps dealt with in the most inspiring way – particularly a novella within a novel that centres the book – Nabokov calls it ‘A spiral within a sonnet’. The whole novel is a paean to the great writers of Russian literature such as Pushkin – who Nabokov revered above all others. The prose is wonderful even in the translation (which Nabokov checked line by line.)

Another strand to Nabokov came to the fore in this novel – Nabokov’s obsession with lepidoptery – the study of butterflies.

This is a passion that began in early boyhood on that estate near St Petersburg and continued all through his love. Dmitry , his son, wrote that on Nabokov’s death bed, he noted that his father was crying. He was asked what was the matter. It was that a certain butterfly he admired was emerging in the meadows above Montreux and that he would not alive to witness it.

Butterfly imagery permeates virtually all Nabokov’s work with particular significance in ‘Pale Fire’, Lolita’ (which was essentially written whilst on extensive butterfly hunts across America). Nabokov later described:

"My pleasures are the most intense known to man: writing and butterfly hunting," 

At this point I should perhaps say more about Nabokov’s wife Vera. She was a remarkable woman in her own rite. She was totally fluent in four languages. She apparently spoke French without trace of an accent. She could also speak German which Nabokov could not. She had a brilliant literary mind – and could well have been a significant figure herself – but at some point she decided to subordinate herself entirely to what she considered the genius of her husband. She was his secretary, amanuensis, literary agent, manager and, most important, muse. There is an element of Vera in virtually all Nabokov’s significant female characters. There is very little doubt that her devotion was the strongest possible support to the remarkable output of her husband- and she was unswerving in her absolute devotion to his work.

INVITATION TO A BEHEADING 1938 Priglasheniye Na Kazn 

Came next – this novel being written in a furious fortnight of activity – and is indeed one of Nabokov’s most Kafkesque novels. Worth reading as a contrast to 1984, ‘Brave New World’ and the other vaguely science fiction novels that were appearing in those days where the dictators were ruling large tracts of Europe.

In 1939 He wrote ‘The Enchanter which I mentioned earlier. At this stage Nabokov had to flee from Berlin to Paris (he left only just in time – not least because his wife Vera was Jewish. He obtained a loan from the composer Rachmaninov and left for the USA 

Nabokov moved three years later with his wife and son to the United States. On his move to America Nabokov switched to writing in English . 

Nabokov's first novel in English was

THE REAL LIFE OF SEBASTIAN KNIGHT (1941) and 

This novel is chiefly memorable to me for its quite brilliant prose. The novel is about his first love, his transition from Russian to the New World. About the impossibility of accurate recall.

This passage describes his hero’s first arrival at Cambridge University

To be sure he enjoyed many of the things he found at Cambridge – he was  in fact quite overcome at first to see and smell and feel the country for which he had always longed. A real hansom cab took him from the station to Trinity College: the vehicle, it seemed, had been waiting there especially for him, desperately holding out against extinction till that moment, and then gladly dying out to join side whiskers and the Large Copper . The slush of streets gleaming wet in the misty darkness with its promised counterpoint – a cup of strong tea and a generous fire – formed a harmony which he somehow knew by heart. The pure chimes of tower clocks, now hanging over the town, now overlapping  and echoing afar, in some odd, deeply familiar way  blending with the piping cries of the newspaper vendors. And as he entered the stately gloom of  Great Court with gowned shadows passing in the mist and the porter’s bowler hat bobbing in front of him, Sebastian felt that he somehow recognized every sensation, the wholesome reek of damp earth, the ancient sonority of stone slabs under heel, the blurred outlines of dark walls overhead – everything…….

From this passage I think one can realize one of the lessons that Nabokov has for other writers. Whilst no writer of his time demonstrated more ably the powers of creative imagination – Nabokov used to the full his own experiences of life. 

Virtually nowhere in his writings will you find him using locations that he has not intimately known. His images are nearly always from areas of obsessive passion in his own life – lepidotera, chess, the vanished Russia of his childhood, the South of France, Paris, briefly Cambridge (as described above) and of course the vast wastes of Bryson’s Coast to Coast America which give Lolita such breadth.

Such was the power of his imagination that in his final novel Nabokov describes his main character as returning to Leningrad after 50 years of exile. His description of the grey, rather bleak city seemed so accurate and real that several commentators believed that he had made a trip there surreptitiously – but Nabokov never returned to his country of birth.

Some commentators suggest that Nabokov’s next work – a biography of the Russian novelist Gogol represents the perfect introduction to Nabokov’s style and tone. It is a very interesting and amusing read – he starts with the death and seems to work towards the birth – it is certainly worth reading , if you can find a copy

NIKOLAI GOGOL, 1944 

The next novel was:

BEND SINISTER (1947) 

A novel responding to exactly the same zeitgeist that produced ‘Koestler’s ‘Darkness at Noon’ and ‘ Orwell’s ‘1984’ Nabokov names his Big Brother tyrant state the ‘Average Man’ party. (In his later introduction to this novel Nabokov refers to seeking to avoid ‘Orwellian clichés’ – no one could say that Nabokov was ever generous to literary rivals.)

In 1950 Nabokov published one of his most popular books (after ‘Lolita’ of course). Originally called ‘Conclusive Evidence’ this was later changed to 

SPEAK MEMORY (1950)

‘Speak Memory – it is a wonderful auto biography – that covers only the early years – up to about the time he met his wife Vera (who is nowhere mentioned in the text – although the book is dedicated to her).

When asked for detailed  material by his first biographer Andrew Field, Nabokov’s answer was: 

"I told everything about myself in Speak, Memory, and it was not a very pleasant portrait. I appear as a precious person in that book. All that chess and those butterflies. Not very interesting." 

To a small extent this is true – but this book is worth reading for the prose alone. It is quite magical. Nabokov here is unrestrained by the normal exigencies of plot and simply writing from his memory – and there are many many exquisite passages.

Here he describes a boyhood crush he had whilst on holiday in Bairritz

During the two months of our stay in Biarritz, my passion for Colette all but surpassed my passion for Cleopatra. Since my parents were not keen to meet hers, I saw her only on the beach; but I thought of her constantly. If I noticed she had been crying, I felt a surge of helpless anguish that brought tears to my own eyes. I could not destroy the mosquito’s that had left their bites on her frail neck, but I could, and did, have a successful fist-fight with a red-haired boy who had been rude to her. She used to give me warm handfuls of hard candy. One day, as we were bending together over a starfish, and Colette’s ringlets were tickling my ear, she suddenly turned toward me and kissed me on the cheek. So great was my emotion that all I could think of saying was, ‘You little monkey.’

I had a gold coin that I assumed would pay for our elopement. Where did I want to take her? Spain? America? The mountains above Pau? ‘Là-bas, là bas, dans la montagne’, as I heard Carmen sing at the opera. One strange night, I lay awake, listening to the recurrent thud of the ocean and planning our flight. The ocean seemed to rise and grope in the darkness and then heavily fall on its face.

Of our actual getaway, I have little to report. My memory retains a glimpse of her obediently putting on rope-soled canvas shoes, on the lee side of a flapping tent, while I stuffed a folding butterfly net into a brown paper bag. The next glimpse of our evading pursuit by entering a pitch dark cinema near the Casino (which, of course, was absolutely out of bounds). There we sat, holding hands across the dog, which now and then gently jingled in Colette’s lap, and were shown a jerky, drizzly, but highly exciting bullfight at San Sebastian. My final glimpse is of myself being led along the promenade by Linderovski. His long legs move with kind of ominous briskness and I can see the muscles of his grimly set jaw working under the tight skin. My bespectacled brother aged nine, whom he happens to hold with his other hand, keeps trotting out forward to peer at me with awed curiosity, like a little owl.

  Among the trivial souvenirs acquired at Biarritz before leaving, my favourite was not the small bull of black stone and not the sonorous sea-shell but something which now seems almost symbolic – a meerschaum penholder (meer = sea, schaum = foam – a hydrous magnesium silicate used for tobacco bowls) with a tiny peephole of crystal in its ornamental part. One held it quite close to one’s eye, screwing up the other, and when one had got rid of the shimmer of one’s own lashes, a miraculous photographic view of the bay and of the line of the cliffs ending in a lighthouse could be seen inside.

 And now a delightful thing happens. The process of recreating that pen holder and the microcosm in its eyelet stimulates my memory to one last effort. I try again to recall the name of Collette’s dog – and , triumphantly, along those remote beaches, over the glossy evening sands of the past, where each footprint slowly fills up with sunset water, here it comes, here it comes, echoing and vibrating: Floss, Floss, Floss!   

The other biographies of Nabokov are interesting. The original by Andrew Field was roundly condemned by Nabokov himself – who complained that it was hopelessly full of inaccuracies. The one I would recommend is the two volume The Russian Years and The American years  by Brian Boyd. As well as a thoroughly researched and fascinating account of a fascinating life – they also include a detailed critique of the literary work. 

Another fascinating biography is a comparatively recently published biography of Vera Mrs Nabokov by Stacy Schiff. This provides more evidence of the curiously powerful symbiosis of this outstanding marriage.

Nabokov’s passion for Butterflies forms the subject of a separately slanted study and biography Nabokov’s Blues by the Lepidopterist Kurt Johnson and an editor of the New York Times Steve Coates. 

Brian Boyd has collected all the Nabokov writings on Butterflies into a somewhat monumental ‘Nabokov’s Butterflies. seriously a book for the addict.

And this stage in his life Nabokov’s activities were split three ways. He was making a living as a college professor working for the English Department of Cornell University.

His approach to English studies was original – and at times brought him into collision with the English faculties. He was however extremely popular with the students who gained remarkable insights into the mechanics and techniques behind the great masterworks of literature. Transcripts of virtually all these lectures have been posthumously published – and are of exceptional interest to lovers of the literary side of novels and their construction. Novels he analyses include Gogol’s ‘Dead Souls’, Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, Dostoiyevsky’s great three novels (though to be truthful he rather despised Dostoiyevsky’s work  Chekov and Gorki.

He also looks at Flaubert’s ‘Madame Bovary’, Dicken’s ‘Bleak House’, Austen’s ‘Mansfield Park’, Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’, and Kafka’s ‘Metamorphoses’ and , of course Proust. A separate Book tackles Cervante’s ‘Don Quixote’ – and a fine route into that monumental, strange book.

One thing that Nabokov does is to look into the factual detail behind the location and the plotting of these master works – so he looks at exactly what type of windmill Quixote would have charged, at the precise layout of a train carriage in Anna Karenina – and a street map of Dublin to help understand the movements of the chief characters in ‘Ulysses’

These techniques are all great clarifiers and do enrich one’s understanding of the novels. All these lecture notes were published after Nabokov’s death.

 LOLITA 1956

And so we get to Lolita which we’ve already talked about. The colossal success of ‘Lolita enabled  Nabokov to abandon teaching and devote himself entirely to writing. In the three years it took for Lolita to finally appear with a major publisher Nabokov produced a fine satirical novel of American college life 

PNIN 1957 Nabokov ‘s  story of a hapless Russian professor of literature in the ‘Groves of Academe’,the university campuses of America , is substantially based on a version of himself. This is a very funny, moving novel – a little one dimensional but a pleasant relief after the somber humour of Lolita.

To pronounce ‘Pnin’ Nabokov advises you to say ‘Up Nina’ and miss out the ‘u’ and the ‘a’

The novel is in essence simply a character study of Pnin. VN apparently shared Pnin’s ability to always be on the wrong train or knocking at the wrong door if separated from his wife for more than ten minutes. As well as himself the character is part based on other emigré characters he met in Berlin and on the American University campus circuit. 

Here is a passage from the opening of the novel. In this passage note how he layers the details of his protagonist – he subtly gives him a past – gives a clear mental picture and early on places one of the chief plot devices into action Pnin’s Magoo like tendency to get things wrong.)

The elderly passenger sitting on the north-window side of that inexorably moving railway coach, next to an empty seat and facing two empty ones, was none other than Professor Timofey Pnin. Ideally bald, sun-tanned, and clean-shaven he began, rather impressively with that great brown dome of his, tortoiseshell glasses (masking an infantile absence of eye-brows) , apish upper lip, thick neck, and strong-man torso in a tightish tweed coat, but ended, somewhat disappointingly, in a pair of spindly legs (now flannelled and crossed) and frail-looking, almost feminine feet.

   His sloppy socks were of scarlet wool with lilac lozenges; his conservative black Oxfords had cost him about as much as all the rest of his clothing (flamboyant goon tie included). Prior to the 1940s, during the staid European era of his life, he had always worn long underwear, its terminals tucked into the tops of neat silk socks, which were clocked, soberly covered, and held up on his cotton-clad calves by garters. In those days to reveal a glimpse of that white underwear by pulling up a trouser leg too high would have seemed to Pnin as indecent as showing himself to ladies minus collar and tie; for even when decayed Mme Roux, the concierge of the squalid apartment house  in the 16th Arrondissement of Paris where Pnin, after escaping from Leninized Russia and completing his college education in Prague, had spent fifteen years – happened to come up for the rent whilst he was without his faux col, prim Pnin would cover his front stud with a chaste hand. All this underwent a change in the heady atmosphere of the New World. Nowadays, at fifty-two, he was crazy about sunbathing, wore sports shirts and slacks, and when crossing his legs would carefully, deliberately, brazenly display a tremendous stretch of bare skin. Thus he might have appeared to a fellow passenger; but except for a soldier asleep at one end and two woman absorbed in a baby at the other, Pnin had the coach to himself.

  Now a secret must be imparted. Professor Pnin was on the wrong train…..

Nabokov was a writer – not for financial reward but for the sheer obsessional love he had for the written word. It can only be this that caused him to make as his next major product a deeply researched and exhaustively annotated translation of the well known Russian poets’s master work: Pushkin’s ‘Eugene Onegin.’ Nabokov’s approach to this was extraordinary. It took some ten years of effort – and although it was frequently put aside for other literary work – it was nonetheless a monumental task, It was eventually published in four volumes in 1964. 

VN was a writer that followed his unconscious. As Martin Amis has commented somewhere with many writers – they have little conscious choice in what they write –an unconscious drive directs them and the Eugene Onegin translation is an extraordinary example – not least because it was not well received – the translation being too pedantically literal – and the commentary detailed to the point of obsession.

In essence Nabokov mission was to restore , as much as possible, what he felt is usually ‘lost in translation’ and to give wherever possible as much information in note form so that the reader may precisely know the shade of meaning intended. This kind of textual micro surgery may seem obsessive – and indeed it is impossible to really enjoy this text unless you simply read all the notes afterwords. His closest literary friend Edmund Wilson believed the work a failure and said so – and a great friendship came to an abrupt end. 

Although this translation is probably not a success – it’s structure led to the novel that I consider Nabokov’s second great masterpiece ‘Pale Fire’

PALE FIRE (1962) 

is an ambitious mixture of literary forms, partly a one-thousand-line poem in heroic couplets, partly a commentary on them by an apparent mad exiled king. along with a foreward and index that all form part of the novel’s matrix.

This concept must have arrived out of the Herculean labours on Eugene Onegin. To me this is the book to read of Nabokov’s if you enjoy subtlety in your literature. It is an infinitely complex work – but one, I would argue, that can be enjoyed at all levels of your reading. 

Like Lolita there is a top layer narrative – which is intriguing in itself. On one’s first reading of the novel – the average reader would not penetrate much below this.

But a second reading will reveal all sorts of hidden depths that you hadn’t noticed the first time round – and so on and on .

The novel starts – as does Lolita with a ‘foreword’ that lulls the reader. In fact, as in ‘Lolita’ the foreword is a key element in the plotting of the novel. 

The formal narrative begins with the 999 line poem written in heroic couplets (ie iambic pentameters written in rhyming couplets). This is in itself a beautifully crafted and put together piece of poetry written by John Shade – an eminent American poet. (loosely based on Robert Frost – certainly of Frost’s eminence.)  In it he describes his young daughter, her surprising suicide and he and his wife’s efforts to come to terms with it. 

The poetry is a joy to read.

The poem is addressed to Shade’s wife – once again Vera   - a muse figure for Nabokov 

In this passage – Shade is explaining his daughter to the reader – the first part addresses lines to his wife :

I love you when you’re standing on the lawn

Peering at something in a tree: ‘It’s gone.

It was so small. It might come back’ (all this

Voiced in a whisper softer than a kiss).

I love you when you call me to admire

A jet’s pink trail above the sunset fire.

I love you when you’re humming as you pack

A suitcase or the farcical car sack

With round trip zipper. And I love you most

When with pensive nod you greet her ghost

And hold her first toy on your palm, or look

At a postcard from her, found in a book.

She might have been you. me, or some quaint blend:

Nature chose me so as to wrench and rend

Your heart and mine. At first we’d smile and say:

‘All little girls are plump’ or Jim McVey

(the family oculist) will cure that slight

squint in no time’ And later: ‘She’ll be quite

Pretty , you know’; and, trying to assuage

The swelling torment: ‘That’s the awkward age.’

‘She should take riding lessons, ‘ you would say

(Your eyes and mine not meeting). ‘She should play

Tennis or badminton. Less starch, more fruit!

She may not be a beauty, but she’s cute.’

It was no use, no use. The prizes won

In French and history, no doubt , were fun;

At Christmas party games were rough, no doubt,

And one shy little guest might be left out;

But let’s be fair: while children of her age

Were cast as elves and fairies on the stage

That she’d help paint for the school pantomime,

My gentle little girl appeared as Mother Time,

A bent char woman with slop pail and broom,

And like a fool I sobbed in the men’s room……’

Now hearing that beautifully chiseled narrative verse you would not expect there to be any underlying  as it were counter-flow.

In fact the main text of the novel is another characters line by line commentary on this poem – for just before he was to write the last line – the poet John Shade was murdered. 

The text is then taken by an apparent colleague and friend at the college faculty they both attend and the poem published with a commentary.

But the colleague is the classic unreliable narrator. It is he that wrote the Foreword and as gradually becomes clear his relationship with John Shade is an extraordinary one. From the straightforward, beautifully expressed tragic narrative poem , Kinbote, the commentator creates an extraordinary fantasy, firstly assuming that between he and Shade there was a close friendship – and that Shade had intended to write the poem for him describing  a Royal shenanigans in a vague Russo/Scandinavian ‘distant Northern land’, a kingdom named Zembla. 

As the commentary progresses Kinbote is revealed as a stalker, a misogynist with  paedophile tendencies and an obsessive who uses the ingeniously constructed logic of a mad men. It slowly dawns on the reader that there is connection between Kinbote and Shade’s death. 

There are many trails and false trails and to read into the narrative an underlying intent – a concealed and rather ludicrous story of suggesting Kinbote is of Royal blood and much of the narrative involves a bizarre fiction of Kinbote’s supposed aristocratic past. The writing is so vivid and studded with detail that the narrative indeed forms a life of its own – running in a peculiar counterpoint to the very clear narrative in the poem.

This dense texture has been closely analysed and indeed Brian Boyd Nabokov’s biographer has written an entire book on the novel.

I’ll give you a flavour – this is the entry for line 181 which in the text is ‘One task. Today I am sixty-one, Waxwings are berry-picking…

Kinbote merely notes the word ‘Today’

‘Line 181 ‘Today’

Namely July 5 1959, 6th Sunday after Trinity. Shade began writing canto two ‘early in the morning’ (thus noted at the top of card 14). He continued (down to line 208) on and off throughout the day. Most of the evening and part of the night were devoted to what his favourite eighteenth – century writers have termed ‘the bustle and Vanity of the World.’ After the last guest had gone (on a bicycle), and the ashtrays had been emptied, all the windows were dark for a couple of hours; but then, at about 3a.m. I saw from my upstairs bathroom that the poet had gone back to his desk in the lilac light of his den, and this nocturnal session brought the canto to line 230 (card 18). On another trip to the bathroom an hour and a half later, at sunrise, I found the light transferred to the bedroom, and smiled indulgently, for, according to my deductions, only two nights had passed since the three-thousand-nine-hundred-ninety-ninth time – but no matter. A few minutes later all was solid darkness again, and I went back to bed.

  On July 5th, at noontime, in the other hemisphere, on the rain-swept tarmac of the Onhava airfield, Gradus, holding a French passport, walked towards a Russian commercial plane bound for Copenhagen, and this event synchronized with Shade’s starting in the early morning (Atlantic seaboard time) to compose, or set down after composing in bed, the opening lines of canto two. When almost twenty four hours later he got to line 230, Gradus, after a refreshing night at the summer house of our consul in Copenhagen, an important Shadow, had entered, with the Shadow, a clothes store in order to conform to his description in later notes (to lines 286 and 408). Migraine worse today.

As to my own activities, they were I am afraid most unsatisfactory from all points of view – emotional, creative, and social, That jinxy streak had started on the eve when I had been kind enough to offer a young friend – a candidate for my ping-pong table who after a sensational series of traffic violations had been deprived of his driving licience – to take him in my powerful Kramler, all the way to his parent’s estate a little matter of two hundred miles. In the course of an all night party, among crowds of strangers – young people, old people. cloyingly perfumed girls – in an atmosphere of fireworks, barbecue smoke,, horseplay, jazz music, and auroral swimming, I lost all contact with the silly boy, was made to dance , was made to sing, got involved with the most boring bibble-babble imaginable with various relatives of the child, and finally , in some inconceivable manner found myself transported to a different party on a different estate, where after some indescribable parlour games, in which my beard was nearly snipped off, I had the fruit-and –rice breakfast and was taken by my anonymous host, a drunken old fool in tuxedo and riding breeches, on a stumbling round of his stables. Upon locating my car (off the road in a pine grove), I tossed out of the driver’s seat a pair of soggy swimming trunks and a girl’s silver slipper. The brakes had aged overnight, and I soon ran out of gas on some desolate stretch of road. Six –o-clock was being chimed by the clocks of Wordsmith college, when I reached Arkady, swearing to myself never to be caught like that again and innocently looking forward to a quiet evening with my poet. Only when I saw the beribboned flat carton I had placed on a chair in my hall way did I realize that I had almost missed his birthday……(page 128)

I have often wondered whether A S Byatt, who is certainly a great admirer of Nabokov’s work, had the germ of her novel ‘Possession’ from a reading of Pale Fire. 

From 1959 Nabokov lived in Switzerland, where his permanent home was at the Montreux Palace Hotel. His later works include:

ADA (1969), a love story set on the planet of Antiterra, a mixture of Russia and America,

This is Nabokov’s longest novel and it is stuffed full of the concerns and obsessions of all his other work – but as it it takes place in a slightly fantasy universe and the chief characters lack credilbility – I think , on the whole it is one to miss.

That is not to say that it lacks fascinating passages and as usual wonderful prose – but it is perhaps a little self-indulgent.

It was the actor’s James Mason’s choice as a Desert Island Book on DID – a real ‘Trivial Pursuits’ piece of information!

Two more novels followed:

TRANSPARENT THINGS (1972), 

just over novella length, a witty read – using in part a Swiss background – the Nabokov’s lived in the top suite of the  Montreux Palace Hotel for the last 13 years or so of his life. and  
LOOK AT THE HARLEQUINS! (1975),

 in which Nabokov's own life coincides occasionally with the protagonist's, also a writer. This novel has a valedictory feel – he returns once again to themes explored in many previous novels. In parts I began to feel a note of worked out seams came into my mind. The central protagonist is a novelist. of similar reputation but who has four marriages. Each wife seems to be a facet of Vera - and he touches on a dangerous theme of incest . 

One aspect of Nabokov’s writing that I have not mentioned are his short stories.

The four key collections are:

Tyrants Observed

Nabokov’s Dozen

A Russian Beauty 

and Details of a Sunset.

These have been brought together into a Complete Collected, published a few years ago and unfortunately missing from this mini library in front of you. For those of you interested in the short story form I would particularly recommend:

Cloud, Castle Lake

An Affair of Honour

Lik

and my particular favourite ‘Christmas’ (In Details of a Sunset)

These were mainly written in the Berlin years – and they are a vital part of the Nabokov oeuvre. He was , I believe, an absolute master of the form and I would rate them very high. 

To get an authentic idea of Nabokov’s conversational tone – the posthumously published ‘Strong Opinions’ is a fascinating read.. It contains much background information of the major novels and  a wide divergence of opinion and views on Art generally and politics.. VN was particularly fussy about the nature of interviews and didn’t trust his conversational voice so needed the questions well before the programme so he could carefully construct his replies.

Also worth reading are the Nabokov Collected letters – both the general collection and the Wilson correspondence which ends with the famous literary spat of over Wilson’s review of Eugene Onegin..

Nabokov died in Montreux aged 78. His wife lived on to 1991. Their son Dmitri still manages the Nabokov literary estate and makes occasional appearances on the literary circuit. Nabokov died a happy man – he felt he had done everything he ever wanted in life.

Nabokov’s literary output and achievement is considerable. He did not gain the honours that I think he deserved and his reputation in UK is still far lower than in the States were he is highly revered. He did not win the Nobel Prize for literature as Pasternak did with Doctor Zhivago – yet from a literary standpoint I believe his work is more important. 


It was Zhivago that finally knocked ‘Lolita’ off top place on the best sellers list to Nabokov’s immense chagrin

On the hand out I have indicated what I would recommend as introductions to this writer’s work.
