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SLIDE TACKLE
From the Editor

1

Am I so round with you, as you with me,
That, like a football, you do spurn me thus?
You spurn me hence, and he will spurn
me hither:
If I last in this service, you must case
me in leather.

— William Shakespeare,
The Comedy of Errors (11, 1)

Evgeni Nabokov, a goaltender for the
Russian national ice hockey team,
was about to lose his temper. Fierce
Canadians did not leave any chance
for Russians to win the game this
time. Russia bitterly lost a quarterfinal
match at the 2010 Winter Olympics
held in Vancouver—7:3. As the
dramatic game continued, one hoped
that Evgeni remembered his celebrated
namesake who stated: “I was less
the keeper of a soccer goal than the
keeper of a secret.” What breathtaking
eternal truths was Vladimir Nabokov
pondering as he stood at the goal? Did
they have any relation to the worlds of
his fiction? What was the riddle behind
his creative success? Who invents the
rules of literary games based on the
structures and strictures of language?
The questions are manifold; the
contributors to the present collection
of articles are trying to tackle some of
them.

Vladimir Nabokov, Speak, Memory (New York:
G. P. Putnam’s Sons), 268.
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With the launch of the Nabokov Online Journal (www.nabokovonline.
com) almost four years ago, it was clear that the times were changing and
that the era of electronic press had overstepped the threshold at which some
colleagues could frown upon the suspicious Internet and its murky webs. In
order for scholarship to remain dynamic we have to keep abreast with the
times and employ cutting-edge technology —all this without compromising
scholarly quality. Bringing Nabokov studies to a virtual portal has allowed us
to offer operative responses to the growing demands of modern academia and
to stay in touch with our readership.

On average, Nabokov Online Journal enjoys 600 to 1000 hits each
month, from fifty countries and territories, ranging from Estonia to Hungary
and South Korea. Thanks to the help of Google tools (a detailed breakdown
and maps, overview of traffic sources, keyword searches, average time spent
on site, and other useful data), we are able to monitor our readers’ preferences
and strive to provide general public and refined experts alike with intellectually
rewarding material. One cannot help but imagine and appreciate those few
loyal visitors who browse our site still using frail dial-up connections from
remote Ukraine.

In 2009 we introduced the new look of the journal. I am particularly
grateful to the members of the editorial board, friends, and colleagues for
their creative input when we tried to conceptualize the main page. Only
one question was posed then: what specific verbal images from Nabokov’s
prose evoke your acute and memorable visual perceptions? The results can
be seen online; they are accompanied by unattributed quotes which appear
and vanish on the main page along with playful animation (hopefully,
the Nabokovians will derive pleasure from recognizing the sources of
these quotes). The design work was done by a talented Israeli art guru,
Andrey Bashkin, who transformed mere chaotic ideas into a functional and
aesthetically appealing website. The background soundtrack is by Sergei
Rachmaninoff, a great Russian composer and an avid reader of Nabokov, and
is performed by Sergei Prokofiev.

Himself an ardent goalkeeper, the author of Lolita viewed soccer as more
than a game. The goalkeeper “is the lone eagle, the man of mystery, the last
defender,” he writes in his memoirs.> Mysteries shroud Nabokov’s image and
also those who study him.

Every major Nabokov conference traditionally features some twist that
reminds the participants of the omnipotent presence of our master. The first

2 TIbid., 267.




FROM THE EDITOR

Nabokov conference in Nice, organized by Maurice Couturier, was notable,
among other things, for a huge butterfly that suddenly flew into a densely
packed audience amidst a public lecture. A few years later, at the closing
banquet of the centennial Nabokovian festivities in Pushkinskii Dom, on
the bank of the Neva River in St. Petersburg, an abrupt blast of wind gusted
into a pillared hall and overturned the champagne tray. A powerful thunder
followed: greetings from the Otherworld. The 2010 Nabokov conference in
Kyoto was no exception.

Scene one: outside of the conference rooms, two people stand next to the
coffee table: a lady, who must be a participant (judging by a nametag hanging
from her neck), and an aged Japanese gentleman who has stumbled across
the lobby. The man looks perplexed as he studies Nabokov’s portrait on
a huge poster adorned with Japanese hieroglyphs. He then turns around, and
inquires with a heavy (one is tempted to say, Pninian) accent:

‘What is it?’

“This is a conference...’

‘A CAN-fe-ren-ce?’

Yes, it’s like a meeting!’

‘Ah, the man acknowledges with a slight sense of relief, a meeting! What about?’
‘It is about Nabokov, the woman patiently explains, you know, an author...’
The Japanese gentleman still does not understand.

‘A writer,” the lady continues. ‘Fiction, non-fiction, NA-BO-KOV!’

Suddenly the man’s face lights up: ‘So...is he famous?’

‘Very famous,’ reassures the lady.

‘Is he there? I wanna see 'im right after the meeting!” The man smiles, now
obviously satisfied with the answer, and cheerfully strolls away.

Scene two: a tourist bus is taking more than three dozen of the conference
participants for a tour at Shisendo castle and Philosopher’s Walk. After one
of the stops in Kyoto’s picturesque suburbs, the prominent scholars and their
family members return to the parked vehicle. Everyone is already comfortably
seated, but Professor Maxim D. Shrayer realizes that he is missing his grey
jacket that he had left in the top luggage area prior to leaving the bus. At first
people joke that the jacket is probably behind someone’s bum, but as time
goes by, all realize the gravity of the situation. Finally, someone plucks out
a long grey coat. But Maxim rejects it: “Mine was the very same color indeed,
but shorter; this one has buttons and it’s old, while mine had a zipper and was
brand new!”

Invisible tensions rise. Joseph, the young American guide, solemnly
announces into his mike: “Okay, gentlemen, here we are, all sealed in one

XI



SLIDE TACKLE

bus and there is a coat missing.” Is it a coincidence that Professor Catharine
Nepomnyashchy entitled her paper on Nabokov and Agatha Christie, “Revising
the Detective Story and the Terms of Engagement”? And, really, why is there
an extra coat that seems to have increased in size in its owner’s absence, to
paraphrase Samuel Marshak’s celebrated Russian poem “Baggage”? Another
dreadful possibility: what if someone never came back from the Buddhist
shrine above the hill? Shoko Miura, the current President of the Nabokov
Society of Japan, frantically starts counting the people on the bus. Everyone
is in. “Now, I really want to find my coat,” exclaims the coatless victim.
Another moment and the final day of the conference will be on the brink of an
inevitable catastrophe...

Suddenly a fragile pause is broken by simultaneous and indistinct chatter.
The short coat is being delivered from the front of the bus...The French
psychoanalyst (yes!) had mistakenly put on Maxim’s coat and, as it turns
out, has been peacefully contemplating the landscape out of his side window
during the entire search.

True to its playful title, The Goalkeeper combines innovative scholarly
strategies and different academic styles while pursuing a single common
goal: a greater understanding of Vladimir Nabokov’s art and his genius. This
inaugural collection of the Nabokov Almanac features contributions from two
dozen leading Nabokov specialists worldwide, including academic articles,
roundtable discussions, interviews, archival materials, the Kyoto Nabokov
conference report, and book reviews. I am grateful to our keen peer-reviewers,
members of the editorial board, and to Theresa Heath for her invaluable
editorial assistance in preparation of this volume.

Let the game begin!
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NABOKOV STUDIES:
STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT
OF THE FIELD

AND SCHOLARLY
COOPERATION!

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Yuri Leving: 1 would like to welcome
the participants of our present forum
representing various academic tradi-
tions in Nabokov studies. The idea is to
generate an expert discussion around
the issues that can range from your
own vision of the future of our area
to emerging trends and potentially
productive venues of research within
Nabokov scholarship. What are our
major challenges, accomplishments
and weaknesses? What multilingual
and multicultural approaches in
the Nabokov community can we re-
cognize? How can we improve the
quality of research? How do we
sustain traditional scholarly values

t First appeared in Nabokov Online Journal,

Vol. I (2007).
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vis-a-vis technological advancement and growing information resources, as
well as guide their impact on the development of Nabokov studies?

Jeff Edmunds: In framing the topics to be discussed, Yuri Leving uses
the phrases “our major challenges” and “the Nabokov community.” Who is
the “we” implied by the “our”? Who is “the Nabokov community”? Does this
(hypothetical?) group share a common aim? Should it? If so, what is that aim,
or what should it be?

THE FUTURE (I.E. THE PRESENT)
OF NABOKOV STUDIES

Brian Boyd: Nabokov was wary of prophecy and so am I. Late in 1997
I had no idea I was about to write a book on Pale Fire over the next couple of
months. If I couldn’t foresee my own imminent future then, what hope do I
have now of predicting a whole field over a longer span of time?

Nabokov remains not particularly fashionable but exhilarating to good
readers. He seizes hold of some imaginations but is ignored by others in
academe who prefer what fits easily into periods or places or worthy causes.
Fortunately he also inspires writers from John Updike, Andrei Bitov, and
Edmund White through Martin Amis and Orhan Pamuk to Zadie Smith.
One legitimate measure of writers’ deep creativity is the extent of their
influence, as demonstrated through Nabokov’s inspiration from Pushkin and
Shakespeare, which saturate The Gift and Pale Fire. In this respect Pamuk’s
debt to Nabokov seems a particularly fecund field to explore.

Maria Malikova: My experience in the sphere of Nabokov studies
is limited to research and editing rather than teaching. Considering that
I no longer study Nabokov, my experience tends to be negative, but this
cynical view should be regarded as just my personal opinion. Furthermore,
I am most likely unaware of the latest developments in the field. Since the
people invited to participate in this forum all represent different national
traditions, I assume that we are meant to speak about our individual national
experiences in Nabokov studies. Therefore, I will concentrate on my Russian
experience.

In Russia, Nabokov is no longer considered to be in academic vogue — yet,
the provincial universities have developed programs of study to rival those
of metropolitan. This can be taken as a sign that Nabokov studies will
eventually become a standard scholarly subject in Russia. However, while this
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might cause overall interest in the field to increase, it simultaneously causes
a decrease in specialized study at more accredited institutions in Moscow and
St. Petersburg.

There have been two major peaks of interest in Nabokov studies. The
first occurred in the early 1990s with the first republications of Nabokov in
post-Soviet Russia, and the second occurred around 1999 with Nabokov’s
centennial jubilee. However, we are currently witnessing a dramatic decrease
of interest in Nabokov studies. From the perspective of the general reading
public this is probably caused in part by the overall social devaluation of
literature, as well as the growing prevalence of popular fiction. In terms of
scholarship, I believe that the initial reception of Nabokov as a “missing link”
between nineteenth century Russian classics, Russian émigré literature,
European modernism and early Soviet postmodernism (e.g., Andrei Bitov)
clashes with Nabokov’s easy appropriation as a commercial brand. This
branding was, of course, facilitated by his highly pragmatic self-positioning
on the literary market.2

There might still be some potential for the promotion of Nabokov as
a popular figure —from new film versions of Lolita to parodies and literary
mystifications. Another reason might be that Nabokov’s declaration of
extraterritoriality to his contemporaneous Russian literary field appears to
be true. The idea was first enthusiastically disapproved by Russian scholars
as a retrospective stance adopted by the writer in accordance with his late,
American literary politics (in the process they uncovered a number of
interesting subtexts from Russian and émigré literature). The fact remains
that Nabokov is loosely, and for the most part anachronistically, embedded
in a Russian literary context. In times of high modernism he was described
as a belated heir of the Russian classical tradition; then as an émigré writer
working within a very limited and highly specific émigré literary field; and
finally as an American writer of Russian origin living in voluntary isolation
in a deluxe Swiss hotel. To a large extent, understanding Nabokov can do
without literary context and does not add much to the understanding of any
wider literary movements, which means that Nabokov scholars either have
to remain independent, or risk treading the swampy terrain of typological
comparisons. However, I think that Nabokov’s aesthetic project of total
literary autonomy is still worth studying. As far as I can see, in Russia
Nabokov is now most often explored as an exponent of wider literary and

2 Cf. Yuri Leving and Evgeny Soshkin, ed., Imperia N. Nabokov and Heirs (Moscow: New
Literary Observer, 2006).
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historical trends and devices (romanticism, urbanism, poetics of memory,
narrative structures), and the future of Nabokov studies depends solely on
the talents of individual researchers.

Brian Boyd: The direction of Nabokov scholarship will continue to
depend mostly on unpredictable individual energies (like Dieter E. Zimmer’s
work on Nabokov’s butterflies and Nabokov’s Central Asia) and unpredictable
cultural and critical trends. The imaginations captured by Nabokov often
become Nabokov specialists. He does need hard work and, ideally, knowledge
of three languages and their literatures.

Nevertheless I would like to see more non-specialists encouraged to write
on Nabokov; people like Michael Wood and Robert Alter, whose independence
of mind and range of reading outside Nabokov and his personal literary canon
more than make up for their non-specialization.

Jeff Edmunds: In rereading the comments by Maria Malikova and
Brian Boyd, I found myself mentally nodding in agreement to Malikova’s
statement “the future of Nabokov studies depends solely on the talent of
individual researchers,” and Boyd’s “Where Nabokov scholarship will move
will continue to depend mostly on unpredictable individual energies.” If
a Nabokov community can be said to exist, it can only benefit, I think, from
encouraging and supporting such talents and energies, wherever and in
whatever form they happen to arise.

NABOKOV STUDIES AND
TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENT

Jeff Edmunds: At least two of the presentations at last year’s Nabokov
conference in Nice included digital audio and video. Given the bandwidth now
available on the Internet, it seems inevitable, and desirable, that future critical
responses to Nabokov’s work will be multimedial rather than purely textual or
texto-pictorial. When it came to gathering material for his art, Nabokov was
a magpie. Sound and moving pictures were no less worthy of his attention
than images or the printed word.

Multimedial criticism allows a more polydimensional appreciation of
Nabokov’s work. Conference presentations are as likely to be made available
as audio or video as they are as text. Students and specialists can listen to
podcasts of presentations or lectures “on the go” as they walk to class, drive to
work, or prepare dinner.

Scholar, record thyself!
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Brian Boyd: Regrettably NABOKV-L, once an invaluable venue for
scholarly and readerly exchange, and still an occasional route to discovery,
has become mostly incessant chatter and uncontrolled speculation. Perhaps
a more tightly moderated forum associated with the Nabokov Online Journal
could serve the function that NABOKV-L once fulfilled?

Jeff Edmunds: 1 agree with Brian Boyd. As the Internet passes its
infancy as a form of what is sometimes referred to as “scholarly commu-
nication” (a hot topic in American academic libraries and at universities
in general) and enters adolescence, I think we will see the ground rules shift,
just as parenting a baby is different from parenting a teenager. Babies don’t
talk much and are utterly guileless. Teenagers talk nonstop and, as the joke
has it, one can tell if they are lying by looking to see whether their lips are
moving. The Internet is now a teenager —but hang on. Either forums for
scholarly discourse will need to evolve away from the LISTSERV model
(e.g. NABOKV-L), or the very notion of scholarly discourse will have to be
redefined to accommodate what undoubtedly strikes many veteran researchers
as “elephant talk” (in the Belewian sense of the phrase). Better tools will have
to be deployed for data mining —so we can effectively pick the nutritious bits
of grain from enormous mounds of logorrheic excess.

Jeff Edmunds: As evidenced by Brian Boyd’s ADAonline, a website
built by volunteers from five countries, the Internet is an ideal forum for
collaborative work.

Nabokov studies would benefit immeasurably from an online, free, multi-
lingual, comprehensive, annotated, and up-to-date bibliography of Nabokov
criticism, preferably one that can be built and maintained collaboratively and
which will allow scholars themselves to add and edit entries. The logical next
step would be to link each entry to the full text of the article itself, thereby
producing an online repository of Nabokov scholarship. Volunteers?

Brian Boyd: We also need specialist scholarship: annotated editions
of the published works (in book or web formats), and editions of the still
uncollected or unpublished material (translations, interviews and articles,
letters and lectures). We very much need a primary bibliography to update
Michael Juliar’s and an annotated secondary bibliography of material in all
languages. Clearly this would have to be an international project, preferably
in book form but also perhaps in a readily updatable CD or web version.

Jeff Edmunds: Again, 1 concur with Brian Boyd about the needs he
identifies, especially for editions and translations of unpublished material.
Translation is especially important. To cite two examples: can any serious
Anglophone scholar of Nabokov appreciate Invitation to a Beheading without

Brian Boyd, Jeff Edmunds,
Maria Malikova, Leona Toker
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having read Alexander Dolinin’s article “Pushkinskie podteksty v romane
Nabokova Priglashenie na kazn’,”3 currently only available in Russian? Or the
early lecture on Pushkin by Nabokov, held in the Berg Collection, to which
Dolinin refers in the same article, and which is unavailable in print?

Such lacunae in the literature are partially the result of what Maria
Malikova discusses below in her response to the concept of challenges
faced by Nabokov scholars: “permission to use and quote materials from
the Vladimir Nabokov archive is granted either on commercial or on purely
subjective grounds.” Certainly the translation and presentation of Nabokov’s
unpublished writings requires extreme care, but the need for such care should
not and cannot be taken as an insurmountable obstacle.

POTENTIAL WEAKNESSES

Jeff Edmunds: Three potential weaknesses come to mind when
considering the future of Nabokov scholarship: mediocrity, academic faddish-
ness, and parochialism. Nabokov abhorred mediocrity; his commentators
should follow suit. Specialists should reject the mediocre, whether it
is a poorly written thesis or a poorly researched article. The academic
industry, at least in the US, churns out vast quantities of drivel every year
simply because professors are required to “publish or perish.” Disdain the
perfunctory. Maintaining high standards for Nabokov scholarship becomes
ever more important as the field of discourse (e.g. the Internet) expands
and the possibilities for cross-contamination by what Brian Boyd referred to
above as “incessant chatter and uncontrolled speculation” increase.

Academic faddishness could be defined as shoe-horning Nabokov into
this or that currently fashionable ism. (I am reminded of Alain Robbe-Grillet’s
reference to Roland Barthes’ comparison of such systems of thought to
boiling oil: “vous pouvez y plonger n’importe quoi, il en ressortira toujours
une frite.”)4 Parochialism in the context of Nabokov studies can be defined
as monolingualism, ethnocentrism, and temporal chauvinism. Teachers
of Nabokov should encourage the sustained study of Russian and French,
the translation of key critical texts, and an understanding of how critical
appraisals of Nabokov have changed over time.

3 http://www.libraries.psu.edu/nabokov/dolininpush.htm
4 Alain Robbé-Grillet, Contemporains, vol. 21 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1997), 98. “You can
throw in whatever you like, but it will always emerge a French fry.” — Ed. note.




FORUM

Maria Malikova: A repertoire of ready-made undergraduate research
papers covering a whole range of topics in Nabokov studies is available on
the Russian web for only 600 rubles (25 US dollars). These topics include
synaesthesia, literary bilingualism and enantiomorphism as literary devices,
and classical tradition (Pushkin and Gogol) in Nabokov’s art, e.g. narrative
structures of short stories; word games. Another symptom of the latest
trivialization of Nabokov studies is the fact that the overwhelming majority of
dissertations devoted solely to Nabokov in the last five or six years have been
defended in universities outside of Moscow and St. Petersburg —including
Rostov, Omsk, Saratov, Voronezh, Stavropol, Bashkiria et al. In Russia, unlike
in the States, geographical provincialism with very few exceptions means
scientific provincialism (due to meagre libraries, limited funds for travel and
inviting renowned scholars, etc.).

Jeff Edmunds: Maria Malikova’s observation on the “trivialization
of Vladimir Nabokov studies” is interesting and at least partially a result,
in a broader sense, of the ever expanding virtual space in which scholarly
discourse occurs, i.e. the Internet. It seems indisputable to me that the signal-
to-noise ratio has diminished logarithmically as the Internet has matured and
scholarly communication has begun to cohabit the same virtual space as the
elephant talk I mentioned above.

CHALLENGES

Jeff Edmunds: Much of what can be done to benefit the field (disse-
mination of lectures in digital format, translation of secondary texts) falls
outside the traditional equation for academic success (publish or perish).
In my experience, there is scant support, almost zero funding, and precious
little glory in trailblazing. Securing funding and support for initiatives will
be a significant challenge. The traditional scholarly carrots (tenure and
impressive job titles) may not be enough, especially for members of the
hypothetical community who are not academics.

Maria Malikova: In Russian scholarly tradition there are a number
of key approaches to the legacy of a major writer (apart from interpretative
research) that culminate in definitive “academic” editions, including archival,
biographical and textual research, as well as informed commentary. Even in
the case of writers whose heritage was scattered in the mishaps of the twentieth
century — Leonid Dobychin, Konstantin Vaginov, Andrei Nikolev (Egunov),
the “Chinary” (OBERIU) authors and many others — attempts have been made

Brian Boyd, Jeff Edmunds, ”
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to provide as definitive editions as possible. By “definitive” I mean that these
editions have been prepared with the presumption of maximum completeness
by thorough archival/textological work and exhaustive commentary.

Although all of Nabokov’s Russian works are available in numerous post-
Soviet editions, the quality of key editions (not to mention their popular
versions) falls far behind the level of academic editions and is inadequate
for a writer such as Nabokov, who has been accepted to the highest rank of
the Russian literary canon. However, it should be mentioned that Russian
editions surpass European and American ones as they compile all of the
scattered critical essays by Nabokov.

The obvious objective reason is that the Nabokov archives in Montreux,
the Library of Congress in Washington, and the Berg Collection of the New
York Public Library are not easily accessible to Russian scholars. This is due
not only to the fact that most of us cannot afford prolonged archival research
overseas, but also because the Nabokov archives have areas of limited access,
lacunae in the catalogue and, in the case of the private Montreux repository,
is, as rumours say, in a state of chaos. To the detriment of Nabokov studies, it
is not likely to ever be fully opened to visiting researchers.

Furthermore, permission to use and quote materials from the archives is
granted either on commercial or purely subjective grounds. As a consequence,
textological work and commentary simply cannot be carried out according to
the demands of Russian academic editions. The necessity to view Nabokov’s
archived manuscripts is reinforced by the fact that close scrutiny of Russian
émigré and Ardis editions generates many questions, not to mention that it
is always desirable to reconstruct text evolution. Due to these restrictions,
Russian scholars unsurpassed in archival study tend to shy away from
Nabokov. This is my understanding of the situation —it would be interesting
to hear the opinions of such scholars as, for example, Roman Timenchik.

The Poems of V. V. Nabokov in the Poet’s Library seriess that I edited
is a compromised product handicapped by limited access to the archives and
the publisher’s inability to pay the Vladimir Nabokov Estate for the right to
republish poems first printed in the Ardis 1979 Stikhi [Poems] collection. I
agree that the publisher could have displayed greediness; however, I still think
that it would have been symbolically profitable for the Nabokov legacy to have
his complete poems published in this highly respected series. While working
on this edition I had some access to Nabokov material in the Berg Collection

5 Considered the most authoritative and definitive series for publication of classical Russian
poets, Poet’s Library [Biblioteka poeta] was initiated by Maxim Gorky in 1931. — Ed. note.
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and to periodicals unavailable in Russian libraries. As a consequence, it
became possible to publish dozens of Nabokov’s poems and translations that
had never been reprinted before, to correct numerous mistakes in Nabokov’s
own notes to his 1979 Stikhi and Poems and Problems — this alone proves how
fruitful unlimited access to Nabokov archives and their proper cataloguing
would prove for Nabokov studies. For example, Nabokov’s Dar (The Gift)
could be edited and published in a single volume according to the principles of
the Literaturnie pamjatniki series,® including all of its unpublished sequences
as well as the reconstruction of its complex history (the scholar ideally suited
to carry out this task would, of course, be Alexander Dolinin). Some ten years
ago I enthusiastically began to prepare Nabokov’s editions, armed with a “bird
in the hand is worth two in the bush” attitude. Now, however, inaccessibility
to the archival materials required to produce the elusive definitive edition
discourages me from participating in those projects.

Yuri Leving: This is a rather pessimistic picture. Can you describe the
shape of Nabokoviana in present day Russia?

Maria Malikova: Logically, the result of the previously described
situation is that, legally, Nabokov’s works in Russian are now published
either by the Symposium publishing house or in the popular classics series
Azbooka. The five-volume Symposium edition of “Russian” Nabokov (1999-
2001), in which I took part, is unfortunately a broth spoiled by too many
cooks. For health reasons, the collection’s editor-in-chief could not closely
supervise the work on the project. It was also terribly prolonged for financial
reasons, and therefore became a playground for dilettante experimentation by
numerous commentators and publishing house editors. In the end, Nabokov’s
works were published according to an idiosyncratic “chronological” principle.
The idea was to present his evolution as a writer but, in the final run, his
authorized collections of stories and poems were disjointed; texts were not
published according to the author’s latest will but based on earlier editions;
and commentaries were drastically discordant in tone, scope and adequacy.
The greatest stroke of luck for this five-volume collection was Alexander
Dolinin’s introductory essays that would later comprise the major part of
his monograph.” Azbooka paperbacks, while cheap, popular and laudatory

6 The Literary Monuments [Literaturnye pamiatniki] is a prestigious series with extensive
commentary and textological analysis, published in the USSR / Russia in accordance with
academic standards since 1949. — Ed. note.

7 A. Dolinin, Istinnaia zhizn’ pisatelia Sirina: Raboty o Nabokove [The Real Life of the Writer
Sirin: Works on Nabokov] (St. Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2004). — Ed. note.
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as an enlightenment project, were never intended to provide extended
commentaries and introductory essays (these were limited either to popular
brief introductions or to Russian translations of Nabokov’s own introductions
to English translations of his Russian works—which themselves require
clarification).

Therefore, although all of Nabokov’s texts are now easily available in
Russia, their textology and commentary are not satisfactory. Considering
that the general public is quite happy with the existing editions, regularly
replenished with Azbooka paperbacks, and that the archives are not readily
accessible (preventing responsible scholars from approaching the task), defi-
nitive editions of Nabokov’s works are not likely to appear in the near future.

To sum up, I think that the brief heyday of Nabokov studies in Russia
is over. I do not see where new inspiration could come from, so within the
Russian literary canon Nabokov will be (and already is) dethroned from his
place next to Pushkin and moved to the more appropriate company of Ivan
Bunin and Mark Aldanov. Nabokov strove for that lofty literary status and he
very nearly reached it in 1999, with his centennial anniversary and Pushkin’s
bicentennial.

Jeff Edmunds: To this I would add only that, if Maria Malikova’s
characterization of the “chaos” of the Nabokov collection in Montreux is
accurate, organizing and cataloguing the collection is imperative. Digitizing
the collection would merit whatever resources were required. Digital versions
of the holdings, accompanied by a searchable catalogue, should be made
available online.

MULTILINGUALISM

Brian Boyd: One pressing need is for the burgeoning field of Nabokov
scholarship in Russian to be better assimilated outside of Russia. Surveys,
reviews, abstracts and digests in English would all be useful. For those who
read Russian but do not travel there, finding out about, let alone purchasing,
important annotated editions of the Russian works or collections of scholar-
ship can be difficult. Russian scholars need to build bridges to the West —and
the Internet, and the Nabokov Online Journal, should be among the sturdiest.

Jeff Edmunds: 1 would add only that Western scholars need to build
bridges to Russia as well.

Maria Malikova: The same can be said of the status of English-language
Nabokov scholarship in Russia today. Even the cultivated Russian public

10
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still generally tends to read foreign books in Russian translations. Scholarly
articles written in the local tradition still supply all quotations from foreign
texts in Russian. There are many translations of Nabokov by Gennady
Barabtarlo, Mikhail Meilah, and Dmitri Chekalin (as well as others that are
not widely acknowledged or available). However, the majority of translations
have been monopolized by Sergei II'in, who almost single-handedly translated
all of Nabokov’s major works for the five-volume Symposium edition of
Nabokov’s “American years.” II'in, being an indigenous translator, does not
possess the specific translator’s virtue of effacing himself. More importantly,
it is well known that translating the complex texture of Nabokov’s later works,
written in an idiosyncratic interweaving of languages, is next to impossible
and in many ways violates the author’s intention. As a result, Russian readers
do not possess adequate knowledge of Nabokov’s later works (though they
are aware of their subject matter). I have only utopian visions of solving the
problem of publishing English-language paperbacks in Russia, or English
texts with parallel Russian translations; this, of course, will never be done.
However, the very exercise of translating Nabokov’s highly idiosyncratic and
artificial English prose into Russian is often a great challenge to translators.
Another point here is that as a bilingual writer celebrated in Russia, America
and Europe, Nabokov created for himself an international field of studies
that far surpasses anything available either to far greater Russian writers or
to far lesser bilingual ones. Nabokov studies probably have more potential
for development through the enrichment of different national traditions.

Leona Toker: Though Nabokov was practically always recognized as
a great prose stylist, and though for some time it was necessary to argue that
he was considerably more than that, critical accounts of what makes Nabokov’s
style so finely artistic are still insufficient. One of the important directions that
Nabokov studies can still take is a philological analysis of Nabokov’s style.

This analysis should concentrate on both the “translatable” and lapidary
features of his style. The former are common to his English and Russian works
and include defamiliarization of the familiar / deautomatization of perception
and imagination, semantic collocation (with the inevitable differences in
the semantics of Russian and English vocabulary items), relationships
between abstract and image-bearing vocabulary, lexical recurrence/reprise,
heteroglossia, the use or withholding of adjectival and adverbial modifiers,
and transitions between different stylistic registers within the same chapters,
paragraphs and even sentences. The latter, the lapidary features of his style,
are associated with his exploration of linguistic effects particular to English
and Russian.

Brian Boyd, Jeff Edmunds, 11
Maria Malikova, Leona Toker



FIELD

Lapidary characteristics include prosodic effects (such as following and
avoiding the metrical undersongs favored by each language) or the use of
words of different etymological origins. In Nabokov’s English, for instance,
pitting the vocabulary of Anglo-Saxon origin against that of Romance or
Latinate origin produces a wealth of effects; one may ask whether similar
effects of etymological heterogeneity (e.g., the deployment of Slavic,
Western-European, Tatar and other variously blended lexes) are also
explored in his Russian texts. In English, specific effects are also produced
by Nabokov’s handling of monosyllabic and bi- or polysyllabic words (it
makes a considerable difference, for instance, to describe Pnin’s love affair
with Mira as “banal and brief” rather than “brief and banal”). An additional
feature of Nabokov’s Russian texts is their existence in a linguistic universe
contemporaneous with and parallel to the language of the Revolutionary and
post-Revolutionary era in Russia — existing studies of the lexical changes that
took place in the Russian language after 1917 may be helpful in pointing out
the trap areas which Nabokov instinctively or deliberately avoided.

A special field of interest in terms of style is the compensations
that Vladimir and Dmitri Nabokov have found in English for what is
untranslatable in the Russian texts. This may be compared and contrasted to
the modifications that the author devises in moving from Russian to English
(in translating Lolita and Conclusive Evidence) — modifications that lie only
within the prerogative of the author. In fact, some of the most interesting
work on Nabokov’s style (for instance, G. Barabtarlo’s study of Nabokov’s
Russian Lolita) has been done on precisely these issues.

Jeff Edmunds: 1 agree with Leona Toker’s statement that “critical
accounts of what makes Nabokov’s style so finely artistic are still insuffi-
cient.” To her mention of Gennady Barabtarlo’s study of the Russian Lolita,
I would add a reference to Peter Lubin’s magnificent essay “Kickshaws and
Motley,” in which Nabokov’s use of language is brilliantly (and playfully)
analyzed.

POTENTIALLY PRODUCTIVE
AVENUES OF RESEARCH

Jeff Edmunds: Rework resulting from ignorance is a bugbear in every
field of scholarly endeavour. In a perfect world, Nabokov specialists would
be able to search a single source to quickly discover whether a given line of
argumentation has been previously pursued and, if so, when and by whom.
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One possible solution is a comprehensive online bibliography mentioned at
least twice above.

A related issue is the availability of Nabokov criticism in translation,
which too has already been mentioned. Much good work remains unknown
to the scholar unfamiliar with the language of his colleagues in other
countries. Translation of core Nabokov criticism strikes me as an invaluable
avenue for future work. Unfortunately, academia tends not to support or
reward such work.

Brian Boyd: 1 happen to have become interested in linking literature
and evolution. I think a cognitive and evolutionary understanding of human
nature offers insights into literature unavailable in other ways, although
it does not invalidate old insights. The fact that Nabokov might have been
wary of this approach —he was guarded about evolution and skeptical of
the possibility of understanding thought —makes it more, rather than less,
appealing. Those of us who are Nabokov specialists perhaps have come under
his spell and taken his directions more than we should. His directions have
long seemed to me more promising, more reasonable and more imaginative
than others that have been current in academe, yet keen readers of Nabokov
should not hesitate to show the independence of mind he so valued and
exemplified.

But how my interest in literature, evolution and cognition will impact on
my future work on Nabokov I do not yet know. Research has to make its own
trail to discoveries that it can’t predict in advance.

Jeff Edmunds: Brian Boyd’s statement that some Nabokov specialists,
among whom he may count himself, “have come under his spell and taken
his directions more than we should,” is revealing. As a non-academic, I have
formed, rightly or wrongly, a very clear sense that there are Orthodox and
Heterodox approaches to Nabokov’s work, and that the current climate
remains much more hospitable to the former than to the latter.

Leona Toker: Though the study of [various] stylistic phenomena
cannot be entirely divorced from the interpretive analysis of Nabokov’s text,
it would nevertheless concentrate on what, to borrow the concepts of Hans
Ulrich Gumbrecht’s Production of Presence,® one can call “the effects of
presence” as distinct from “the effects of meaning.” The effects of presence
are more massively characteristic of visual arts and of music, but style is the
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area where the sense of the “author’s” presence is conjured up for the reader

8 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2004), 108.
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of literature, enhancing the sense of dialogue; of interactive communication
in that “other state of being” in which the aesthetic, ethical, and intellectual
heighten one another through competition and mutual support.

Maria Malikova: 1 have practically no experience teaching Nabokov.
However, the few attempts I have made proved that his prose offers an ideal
forum to train and refine students’ skills of close reading (especially as the
subject matter does not yet seem as antiquated as that of Russian classics),
teaching them how to savour literary artifice.

Jeff Edmunds: 1 second Maria Malikova’s opinion. Although, like her,
I have no experience teaching Nabokov in the traditional sense, I think his
work as a translator would be excellent source material for teaching not only
the appreciation of literary artifice but also the translation of literary texts.
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Neil Cornwell

ORHAN PAMUK
AND VLADIMIR NABOKOV
ON DOSTOEVSKY

Orhan Pamuk’s writing, his fiction
and non-fiction, is not by any means
short of references, allusions, and
often tributes to other writers.
Both Dostoevsky and Nabokov are
prominent among such literary foils
or mentors.! This essay will survey
Dostoevsky’s role in this respect, before
proceeding to a discussion of Nabo-
kov, in order to make comparisons
between the attitudes of Pamuk and
Nabokov towards Dostoevsky.2

On Pamuk and Nabokov, see Neil Cornwell,
“Secrets, Memories and Lives: Nabokov and
Pamuk,” in Transitional Nabokov, ed. Will
Norman and Duncan White (Oxford: Peter Lang,
2009), 115-33.

For a summary of Nabokov’s dealings with
Dostoevsky, see Georges Nivat, “Nabokov and
Dostoevsky,” in The Garland Companion to
Vladimir Nabokov, ed. Vladimir E. Alexandrov
(New York and London: Garland, 1995), 398-
402. More specialised essays include: Sergej
Davydov, “Dostoevsky and Nabokov: The Mora-
lity of Structure in Crime and Punishment and
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PAMUK AND DOSTOEVSKY

Pamuk’s activities as a collector of books and other objects “in the early
days” (referring to his formative period around 1972), he told himself (and
much later us, in his memoir), would eventually “all form part of a great
enterprise —a painting or a series of paintings or a novel like those I was then
reading by Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and Mann.”3 And, indeed, we are also told:
“[Pamuk’s] early untranslated novels, Cevdet Bey and His Sons (1982) and
The Quiet House (1983), were family sagas, modelled on Dostoevsky, Tolstoy
and Thomas Mann.”# Mann is another author (along with Dostoevsky) to
whom Pamuk, unlike Vladimir Nabokov, wants to return “again and again.”s
In addition to Tolstoy, both Pamuk and Nabokov much admired Flaubert.
Other Russian writers make appearances in Pamuk’s works; for instance
Turgenev and Pushkin in the novel Snow.°

Demons (or The Devils) [Besy] is referred to as The Possessed in The
Black Book (probably Pamuk’s major novel), in which its plot is said to be
“replicated...down to the last detail” in the carrying out of a political murder.”
This, no doubt, stemmed too from the fact that “a similar crime” (to that of

Despair,” Dostoevsky Studies 3 (1982): 157-70; Katherine Tiernan O’Connor, “Rereading
Lolita, Reconsidering Nabokov’s Relationship with Dostoevsky,” Slavic and East European
Journal 33.1 (1989): 64-77; plus four essays by Julian W. Connolly: “Dostoevski and Vladimir
Nabokov: The Case of Despair,” in Dostoevski and the Human Condition after a Century, ed.
Alexej Ugrinsky et al. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 155-62; “Madness and Doubling:
From Dostoevsky’s The Double to Nabokov’s The Eye,” Russian Literature Triquarterly
24 (1991): 129-39; “Nabokov’s Dialogue with Dostoevsky: Lolita and ‘The Gentle Creature,”
Nabokov Studies 4 (1997): 15-36; and “Nabokov’s (re)visions of Dostoevsky,” in Nabokov and
his Fiction: New Perspectives, ed. Julian W. Connolly (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999), 141-57. For more recent treatments, see: Dale E. Peterson, “White [K]nights:
Dostoevskian Dreamers in Nabokov’s Early Stories,” in Nabokov’s World. Vol.2: Reading
Nabokov, ed. Jane Grayson, Arnold McMillin and Priscilla Meyer (Houndmills, Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2002), 59-72; and Alexey Sklyarenko, ““Grattez le Tartare...” or Who Were the
Parents of Ada’s Kim Beauharnais?” The Nabokovian 59 (2007): 40-9; 60 (2008): 8-17.

3 Orhan Pamuk, Istanbul: Memories of a City, trans. Maureen Freely (London: Faber, 2006
[original 2005]), 319.

4 Interview by Maya Jaggi, “Between two worlds,” The Guardian, Saturday, December 8, 2007,
11, Features and reviews.

5 QOrhan Pamuk, Other Colours: Essays and a Story, trans. Maureen Freely (London: Faber,
2007 [originals 1999-2006]), 3.

6 Orhan Pamuk, Snow, trans. Maureen Freely (London: Faber, 2005 [original 2002]), 31, 244,
435 (Turgenev: one character has translated First Love, “from the French,” and in prison, 435;
Pushkin, 325).

7 Orhan Pamuk, The Black Book, trans. Maureen Freely (London: Faber, 2006 [original 1990]),
244.
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Nechaev, and as re-presented in Dostoevsky’s novel) “was perpetrated [albeit
“unwittingly imitated”] in Turkey [by a] revolutionary cell to which a number
of my classmates belonged.”® Asked much later about his “first literary
throbs,” Pamuk replied: “The Possessed and Anna Karenina. I realized 1
loved them a thousand times more than any of my architecture books, and
even more than my books on painting.” Yet, Pamuk still considers Demons
“the greatest political novel of all time,” to which he had been able to affix
something of a Turkish understanding, in its own way adding to Dostoevsky’s
Russian-Slavic brand of non-Westernism.!©

Pamuk was first “engrossed in” and overwhelmed by The Brothers
Karamazov [Bratia Karamazovy] (a novel which his father’s library
contained in both English and Turkish) at the age of eighteen."* Twenty years
later, in his own novelistic work, an apparently fictional “source” for The
Grand Inquisitor purports to be a certain Le grand pasha, by one Dr. Ferit
Kemal, a Turkish author writing in French, supposedly published in Paris in
1870, and “our only writer to present the Almighty in all His glory.”? This
work “does not —to the regret of many — feature in our [that is, evidently, the
Turkish] literary canon” and indeed it appears to have been mischievously
proposed by Pamuk in The Black Book:

To exclude the only work that shows the Almighty in His true colours, simply
because it was written in French, is as grievous as to allege that the Russian
author Dostoyevsky stole the model for the Grand Inquisitor in The Brothers
Karamazov from the same slim treatise — though it must be said that those who
made this charge in the eastward-looking journals Fountain and The Great East
did so with trepidation.'s

“The Grand Inquisitor” returns later in the novel, referred to as someone’s
“copycat nazire,” amid a controversy of smokescreen, translation or pla-
giarism."4 For that matter, a quotation attributed to “Fyodor Dostoevsky,
Notebooks for The Brothers Karamazov” serves as one of the epigraphs in

®

Pamuk, Other Colours, 145.

“Interview With Orhan Pamuk” by Lila Azam Zanganeh, trans. Sara Sugihara and Lila Azam
Zanganeh, from “Orhan Pamuk: Etre un artiste libre,” Le Monde, May 12, 2006: htttp://www.
lazangeneh.com/inside/pamuk.html (citation posted on NABOKV-L, September 25, 2007).

10 Pamuk, Other Colours, 143; 144-5.

1 Tbid., 147.

2 Pamuk, Black Book, 153.

13 Tbid.

14 Ibid., 351.

©
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Snow: “Well, then, eliminate the people, curtail them, force them to be silent.
Because the European Enlightenment is more important than people.”s An
intriguing, though frustratingly brief, paragraph in Pamuk’s essay “Cruelty,
Beauty and Time” (discussing Ada and Lolita) notes “Nabokov’s quarrels with
Freud,” with guilt felt from “the golden age of his childhood,” and Nabokov’s
own attempted “sorcery of a Freudian sort.”®

Dostoevsky is the subject of three short essays by Pamuk; he also makes
occasional appearances in his novels.” The Dostoevsky works mainly featured
here are Notes from Underground [Zapiski iz podpolial, Demons, and
The Brothers Karamazov. The two areas commented on that are perhaps of
greatest potential interest for present purposes are Dostoevsky’s talent for
dramatisation, and his treatment of European ideas and of those who hold them.

The “experiment,” as Dostoevsky terms it, singled out by Pamuk from
Notes from Underground, is the scenario and events arising from the tavern
fight around the billiard table. Commenting on this episode of “unexpected
humiliation,” Pamuk writes, “I see all the elements that characterize
Dostoyevsky’s later novels in this small scene.”® With Demons particularly
in mind, Pamuk affirms: “There are very few writers who can personify or
dramatize beliefs, abstract thoughts, and philosophical contradictions as
well as Dostoyevsky.”® According to Pamuk, “Dostoyevsky is a consummate
satirist, especially on crowded sets.”?° The dramatic effect is also implicit
(as is the unmentioned concept of polyphony) in the “awe” expressed “for
Dostoyevsky’s ability to create so many characters who are so distinct from
one another and to bring them to life in the reader’s mind in such detail, color,
and convincing depth.”2

On the European front, Pamuk writes of the “true subject and wellspring”
of Notes from Underground being “the jealousy, anger and pride of a man
who cannot make himself into a European,” rather than (as he himself
had earlier thought) “his personal sense of alienation.”?? In his reaction to
Chernyshevsky:

5 Pamuk, Snow, np.

16 Pamuk, Other Colours, 156.

17 Chernyshevsky even gets into one of these, too: see Black Book, 69. “Dostoyevsky’s Notes from
Underground: The Joys of Degradation;” “Dostoyevsky’s Fearsome Demons;” “The Brothers
Karamazov”: Other Colours, pp. 136-142; 143-146; 147-52.

8 Pamuk, Other Colours, 141.

19 Ibid., 144.

20 Thid., 145.

2t bid., 150.

22 Tbid., 137.

18



RUSSIAN NABOKOV

[Dostoevsky’s] anger was not a simple expression of anti-Westernism or hostility to
European thinking. [...] What Dostoyevsky resented was that European thought
came to his country at second hand. What angered him was not its brilliance,
its originality, or its utopian leanings but the facile pleasure it afforded those
who embraced it. He hated seeing Russian intellectuals seize upon an idea just
arrived from Europe and believe themselves privy to all the secrets of the world
and —more important — of their own country. He could not bear the happiness
this grand illusion gave them.23

Dostoevsky’s “gloomy, damning ambivalence” is what strikes Pamuk: “his
familiarity with European thought and his anger against it, his equal and
opposite desires to belong to Europe and to shun it.”24 Dostoevsky (rather like
Pamuk himself, in his, and our, modern era) feels himself caught between the
two worlds. As a young leftist reading Demons, Pamuk felt that Dostoevsky
was being pulled into

a society of radicals who, though inflamed by dreams of changing the world, were
also locked into secret organizations and taken with the pleasure of deceiving
others in the name of revolution, damning and degrading those who did not speak
their language or share their vision.2>

Ignored in leftist circles in Pamuk’s Turkey, Dostoevsky, it might be said,
was not so much against the ideas themselves, but the people who held
them — deceiving not only others, but each other (and themselves) as well. In
any event, Pamuk would no doubt strongly agree with A. N. Wilson’s comment
that “it is essential to read the novels [as opposed to the same author’s
journalism] as narratives in which ideas repellent to Dostoevsky are given
freedom to breathe.”2® In a later piece, Pamuk perhaps puts his argument
even more cogently:

I am in sympathy with Dostoevsky, who was so infuriated by Russian intellectuals
who knew Europe better than they did Russia. At the same time, I don’t see this
anger as particularly justified. From my own experience, I know that behind
Dostoevsky’s dutiful defences of Russian culture and Orthodox mysticism was a rage
not just against the west, but against those who did not know their own culture.2”

23 Ibid., 138.

24 Tbid., 142.

25 Pamuk, Other Colours, 144-5.

26. A.N. Wilson, “Shot at the altar,” review of Dostoevsky: Language Faith and Fiction, by Rowan
Williams, TLS, October 10, 2008, 3-5 (5).

27 Orhan Pamuk, “The collector,” trans. Maureen Freely, The Guardian Review, October 18,
2008, 19.

Neil Cornwell 19



FIRST TIME BALL

One reviewer of Other Colours, Christopher de Bellaigue, stated that

Pamuk is a better novelist than essayist;...[i]ln a ponderous description of the
effect that the Brothers Karamazov had on him as a boy, for instance, he takes
a page to say what the arresting first line of his novel, The New Life, says in
a sentence: “I read a book one day and my whole life was changed.”8

There are weak points in Pamuk’s views on Dostoevsky. He appears to believe,
for instance, that Dostoevsky reached “the age of seventy,”29 and one would
certainly hesitate to go all the way with Pamuk’s conclusion that “Dostoyevsky,
who wrote one of the greatest novels ever, hated the West, and Europe, as
much as today’s provincial Islamists.”3° Nevertheless, de Bellaigue may be
somewhat discordant, as well as unfair, in asserting that “[Pamuk] situating
himself so close to the likes of Dostoevsky and Nabokov strikes a discordant
note, at once aspirational and unadventurous.”3

NABOKOV AND DOSTOEVSKY

Dostoevsky is undoubtedly one of the writers lurking behind Nabokov’s
much-quoted fulmination to his students at Cornell: “Style and structure are
the essence of a book; great ideas are hogwash.”32 Similarly, in Nabokov’s
lecture on Dickens: “The effect of style is the key to literature, a magic key
to Dickens, Gogol, Flaubert, Tolstoy, to all great masters.”33 Another student
reports on Nabokov’s grading of Russian writers, with Dostoevsky rating
just C- (“Or was he D-plus?”), Tolstoy getting the sole A+, while Pushkin
and Chekhov each manage to achieve an A.34 In a 1946 letter to Edmund
Wilson, Nabokov referred to Dostoevsky as “a third rate writer and his fame

28 Christopher de Bellaigue, “Portrait in black-and-white,” TLS, March 21, 2008, 19. Cf. Orhan
Pamuk, The New Life, trans. Giineli Giin (London: Faber, 1998 [original 1994]).

29 Pamuk, Other Colours, 151.

30 Ibid., 152.

31 de Bellaigue, “Portrait,” 19.

32 This is reported by a student (Updike’s “own wife,” her name not here given) of Nabokov’s “last
classes” in 1958, in Vladimir Nabokov, Lectures on Literature, introduction by John Updike,
ed. Fredson Bowers (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), xxiii.

33 Ibid., 113.

34 Turgenev was allegedly as high as A-, and Gogol merely a B-. Hannah Green, “Mr Nabokov,”
in Vladimir Nabokov: A Tribute, ed. Peter Quennell (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1979), 37.
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is incomprehensible.”35 Occasionally, though, Nabokov’s somewhat extreme
deprecations are accompanied with a qualification. In a 1964 Playboy
interview, Nabokov, carefully prepared, as always, interposes the sentence
“T admit that some of his scenes, some of his tremendous, farcical rows are
extraordinarily amusing” between the two statements: “He was a prophet,
a claptrap journalist and a slapdash comedian. [ ... ] But his sensitive murderers
and soulful prostitutes are not to be endured for one moment — by this reader
anyway.”3¢ In a similar manner, even with a modicum of consistency one
might say, not even the A+ Tolstoy escapes Nabokov’s criticism: “The mystical
didacticism of Gogol or the utilitarian moralism of Tolstoy, or the reactionary
journalism of Dostoevski, are of their own poor making and in the long run
nobody really takes them seriously.”s”

The mightier the (in particular, American) reputation of a Dostoevsky
work, from among “his worst novels,” the stronger the (at least purported) ire
it inspired in Nabokov:

I dislike intensely The Karamazov Brothers and the ghastly Crime and Punishment
rigmarole. No, I do not object to soul-searching and self-revelation, but in those
books the soul, and the sins, and the sentimentality, and the journalese, hardly
warrant the tedious and muddled search.3®

Yet in February 1950, between his comments to Wilson in 1946, and his
interview with the BBC in 1968, Nabokov was proposing to translate
the intensely disliked Karamazovs for Viking, presumably due largely
from despair at existing translations; but we are told that the project was
“relinquished” “in April after he was hospitalized.”39 Apparently he had
considered translating Dostoevsky much earlier, in 1923, for Orbis in Berlin;
an imprint set up by the father of Véra Slonim (Nabokov’s future wife) to
produce Russian classics for the American market.4° This was despite his

35 Vladimir Nabokov, Dear Bunny, Dear Volodya: The Nabokov-Wilson Letters, 1940-1971,
Revised and Expanded Edition, ed. Simon Karlinsky (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2001), 197.

36 Vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1974), 42.

37 Ibid., 65.

38 Tbid., 148.

39 Vladimir Nabokov, Selected Letters 1940-1977, ed. Dmitri Nabokov and Matthew J. Bruccoli
(London: Vintage, 1991), 97. See also Brian Boyd, Vladimir Nabokov: The American Years
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1992), 146-7. Boyd calls this “a surprising project,” agreed to
when Nabokov was “still short of money” (146).

40 Brian Boyd, Vliadimir Nabokov: The Russian Years (London: Chatto and Windus, 1990), 212.
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negative assessment of Crime and Punishment on rereading it at the age of
nineteen: “long-winded, terribly sentimental, and badly written,” as opposed
to having earlier declared it “a wonderfully powerful and exciting book,”
admittedly at the age of twelve.4!

Nabokov’s one sustained piece of discourse on Dostoevsky is, of
course, the lecture in his posthumously published volume Lectures on
Russian Literature, which first appeared in 1981.4> At the outset, Nabokov
acknowledges: “My position in regard to Dostoevski is a curious and difficult
one.” Nabokov approaches literature as “enduring art and individual genius.”
He continues: “From this point of view Dostoevski is not a great writer,
but a rather mediocre one —with flashes of excellent humor, but, alas, with
wastelands of literary platitudes in between.” He admits (or perhaps even
boasts): “I am very eager to debunk Dostoevski.”43

The discredit comes thick and fast in the form of general exposition,
followed by five mini-analyses, much of which are taken up with synopsis and
quotation (on Crime and Punishment; “Memoirs from a Mousehole,” as he
insists on calling Notes from Underground; The Idiot; The Possessed; and
The Brothers Karamazov).4 Many of the comments are the sort of thing that
we might now expect. Dostoevsky found “a neurotic Christianism,” so as not
to go “completely mad” in his penal servitude years; his characters have “this
trick [...] of ‘sinning their way to Jesus.”45

Dostoevsky is credited with being “an intricate plotter” who “keeps up his
suspenses with consummate mastery”; however, he does not bear rereading.4¢
The real “flaw” in Crime and Punishment, causing “the whole edifice to
crumble ethically and esthetically” is epitomised in one sentence from part
ten, chapter four:

...sheer stupidity has hardly the equal in world-famous literature [ ...] The candle
was flickering out, dimly lighting up in the poverty-stricken room the murderer
and the harlot who had been reading together the eternal book.47

41 Vladimir Nabokov, Lectures on Russian Literature, ed. Fredson Bowers (London: Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 1982), 110. On this initial 1911 opinion, Brian Boyd comments: “That is not the
Nabokov we know.” Quoted in Boyd, The Russian Years, 150, 91.

42 Nabokov, “Fyodor Dostoevski (1821-1881),” Lectures on Russian Literature, 97-135.

43 Nabokov, Lectures on Russian Literature, 98.

44 The last named work being omitted from the Contents page, at least in the 1982 edition.

45 Nabokov, Lectures on Russian Literature, 100-01, 104.

46 Tbid., 109

47 Ibid., 110.
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This dreadful “triangle” (of “murderer,” “harlot,” and “eternal book”) is
judged “a shoddy literary trick, not a masterpiece of pathos and piety.”48
Such a formulation is seen as deriving from “the conventional link of the
Gothic novel and the sentimental novel,”4% coming from the influence of “the
European mystery novel”—the extraction of “the last ounce of pathos.”s°
Western influence remained in Dostoevsky, to an extent that “one is tempted
to say that in a way Dostoevski, who so hated the West, was the most European
of Russian writers.”s* At the same time, credit is occasionally given: “In The
Possessed there is the delightful skit on Turgenev”52—a detail also singled out
by Pamuk, who calls it “a biting caricature.”s3

Nabokov held that Dostoevsky should have been “Russia’s greatest
playwright, but he took the wrong turning and wrote novels;” The Brothers
Karamazov, for instance, seemed “a straggling play.”s+ “What his novels
represent is a succession of scenes, of dialogues, of scenes where all the people
are brought together —and with all the tricks of the theatre.”55 Dostoevsky is
“a writer of mystery stories,”5¢ at times a successful exploiter of “the detective
story technique,” capable of writing “a riotous whodunit—in slow motion,”
though he is still liable to “a bad flaw” (in this case, Ivan Karamazov’s failure
to tell the court about Smerdiakov’s admitted use of the heavy ashtray).5”

The longest analysis goes to “Memoirs from a Mousehole,” whose title,
Nabokov says, should really be “Memoirs from Under the Floor” (Notes
from Underground being a “stupidly incorrect title”). In terms of “a study
in style,” it is “the best picture we have of Dostoevski’s themes and formulas
and intonations. It is a concentration of Dostoevskiana.”s® Nabokov does not
single out the scene admired by Pamuk, instead going for the “mouseman”
being thrust aside by the military man; and he then hones in on the dinner
scene, with Zverkov and his cronies: “one of the best scenes in Dostoevski,”
who did have “a wonderful flair for comedy mixed with tragedy.” He even goes
as far as to affirm that Dostoevsky “may be termed a very wonderful humorist,

48 Tbid.

49 Ibid.

50 Tbid., 103.

51 Tbid.

52 Tbid., 129.

53 Nabokov, Other Colours, 145.
54 Nabokov, Lectures on Russian Literature, 104; see also on The Possessed, 129.
55 Ibid., 130.

56 Ibid., 109.

57 1bid., 133; 135.

58 Tbid., 115.
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with the humor always on the verge of hysterics and people hurting each other
in a wild exchange of insults.”59

The one work by Dostoevsky which meets with Nabokov’s full approval,
although not accorded any full attention in his Lectures, is The Double
[Dvoinik]. This early work is singled out by Nabokov (in 1955) as “by far the
best thing Dostoevski ever wrote”; “a perfect work of art [...] and moreover
its imitation of Gogol is so striking as to seem at times almost a parody.”°
Other things apart, this 1846 work was, of course, written before Dostoevsky’s
arrest and exile, and therefore before he succumbed to his obsessions with
“great ideas” or any other such “hogwash.”

In addition to what he has to say in his letters, interviews and lectures,
Nabokov also made a protracted, and often a more subtle, use of Dostoevsky
in his own fiction. Much of this activity has been discussed by a number of
commentators (see especially those listed in footnote 2), though no doubt
more will be said. Reflections of Dostoevsky in Nabokov’s fiction are frequently
taken as satire, or as variants, but, as stressed by Georges Nivat, parody may
be the more fitting term.®* The most frequently cited example is probably
Nabokov’s allusions to Dostoevsky in Despair (which are in fact amplified
in what has to be considered the definitive English text of 1965). In this
novel, Dostoevsky is included by Hermann Karlovich (not exactly a positive
protagonist in Nabokovian terms with, apart from anything else, his respect
for Marxism and the Soviet Union) among “the great novelists who wrote of
nimble criminals” (alongside Doyle, Leblanc and Wallace).®2> More famously,
he refers to “old Dusty’s great book, Crime and Slime. Sorry: Schuld und
Siihne (German edition)” and the “all Dusty-and-Dusky charm of hysterics.”®3
Later, “a grotesque resemblance to Rascalnikov” is mentioned.®4 The literary

59 Ibid., 122.

60 Nabokov, Selected Letters 160; Lectures on Russian Literature, 100, 104. At the time of a 1967
interview, Nabokov still deemed it “his best work,” with the qualification “though an obvious
and shameless imitation of Gogol’s ‘Nose.” He then adds: “Felix in Despair is really a false
double” (Nabokov, Strong Opinions, 84).

61 Nivat, Nabokov and Dostoevsky, 399, quoting in support of Nabokov’s affirmation: “Satire is
a lesson, parody is a game” (Nabokov, Strong Opinions, 75).

62 Vladimir Nabokov, Despair (London: Penguin, 1981 [1987 reprint; revised English edition first
published 1965; original published as Otchaianie 1934]), 106.

63 Ibid., 148, 156.

64 “In spite of a grotesque resemblance to Raskolnikov—No, that’s wrong. Cancelled” (Nabokov,
Despair, 158). Nivat (p. 399) quotes from an American edition (a Vintage, 1989, reprint; the
original was G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1965) using “Rascalnikov.” The Penguin imprint (1981,
reprinted 1987) appears to have “corrected” [?] the American spelling.
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phenomenon of the double is parodied in this work, and Nivat asserts that
“In Dostoevsky’s ‘thrillers’ [Nabokov] dislikes the philosophical and religious
message. But he appreciates the plot.”®5s While this may be largely so, the later
Nabokov, in particular, is fully capable of complaining about Dostoevsky’s
“melodramatic muddle” together with his “phony mysticism.”¢°

While later novels written (or revised) in English may see strong parodic
uses of, or references to, Dostoevsky (one would probably think in particular
of Lolita, Ada and Look at the Harlequins! in this respect, in addition to
Despair; nor should The Gift be forgotten), Nabokov’s early (Russian)
fiction indulges in a perhaps more respectful exploitation. Julian Connolly
and Dale Peterson have explored instances of Dostoevskian “dreamers” and
“doubles” in the earlier fiction. Peterson sees it as “quite likely that the young
Nabokov began his career in prose fiction as a fellow traveller of the young
Dostoevsky.”®” According to Connolly, aside from “Nabokov’s professed
antipathy for Dostoevsky’s excesses” in his public utterances, “the evidence of
his prose fiction reveals a more complex relationship”; as already indicated to
an extent here, “it is apparent that Nabokov’s views on Dostoevsky underwent
a complex evolution.”®® One could hardly do better than to stress Connolly’s
conclusion on the matter: “Seen as a whole, Nabokov’s relationship to
Dostoevsky forms an intricate design marked by points of striking engagement
and recoil.”®

CONCLUSION:
PAMUK, NABOKOV AND DOSTOEVSKY

We might well suspect that, in terms of “professed antipathy” for
Dostoevsky, and at least some other of the writers regularly denounced by
Nabokov (Henry James is another example),”” his megaphoned distaste is
at least partly attributable to a Bloomian anxiety of influence —the author in
question having prematurely anticipated Nabokovian elements but without,

65 Nivat, Nabokov and Dostoeuvsky, 400.

%6 Nabokov, Strong Opinions, 266.

67 Peterson, White [K]nights, 71.

68 Connolly, Nabokouv’s (re)visions of Dostoevsky, 141.

69 Ibid., 154.

70 On this subject, see Neil Cornwell, “Paintings, Governesses and ‘Publishing Scoundrels’:
Nabokov and Henry James,” in Nabokouv’s World. Vol. 2: Reading Nabokov, ed. Jane Grayson,
Arnold McMillin and Priscilla Meyer (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), 96-116.
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of course, executing them to Nabokov’s satisfaction. In Dostoevsky’s case,
one might also suggest that the shared biographical parallels between the
two writers — of enforced exile (however different the circumstances) and the
murder of the father — might not have been greatly relished by Nabokov.”

Pamuk and Nabokov approached Dostoevsky, ostensibly at least, from
very different viewpoints (national, geographical, cultural and political)
and apparent starting points of estimation. However, that being so, there is
perhaps a surprising amount of common ground in some of the things that
they have said, and in many of the details that interested them in the literary
career of Dostoevsky.

Just one example may suffice, at this stage, to confirm this assertion.
Nabokov’s strong enthusiasm for Dostoevsky’s The Double has been stressed
already. Pamuk acknowledges his own immersion in “that most celebrated
of literary themes: identical twins changing places,” pointing to examples in
Hoffmann, Poe, Dostoevsky and Stevenson.”? In particular, Dostoevsky’s early
novel The Double is duly acknowledged as having been accorded “homage
in the legend of the epileptic pope in the Slavic villages” of The White Castle
(1979), Pamuk’s first novel; though certainly not his last to exploit extensive
double-formation, false doubles and identity-play.73

The Double, we have noted already, and now stress again, was singled out
by Nabokov as “by far the best thing Dostoevski ever wrote.””# Moreover, this
particular Dostoevsky novella is now perceived to have Nabokovian qualities,
having recently been honoured by Eric Naiman with a “preposterous” (i.e.
“arsy-versy” or, in other words, anachronistic) reading (“What if Nabokov had
written ‘Dvoinik’?”).75 If the approaches of Nabokov and Pamuk to Dostoevsky
can make a topic of some interest, as we hope has been here demonstrated,
an even more fascinating project, following Naiman’s lead, might be to

7t These last two points have been made previously in Neil Cornwell, Viadimir Nabokov
(Plymouth: Northcote House, 1999), 59; 20.

72 Nabokov, Other Colours 249-50.

73 Orhan Pamuk, The White Castle, trans. Victoria Holbrook (London: Faber, 2001 [first
published 1990; original 1979]). See Nabokov, Other Colours, 249, where it is referred to as
“Dostoyevsky’s The Other.”

74 Nabokov, Selected Letters, 160.

75 Eric Naiman, “What if Nabokov had written ‘Dvoinik’? Reading Literature Preposterously,”
Russian Review 64.4 (October 2005): 575-89. Such a “phenomenon” (the alleged influence
of T. S. Eliot on Shakespeare) features, of course, in David Lodge’s novel Small World
(London: Secker & Warburg, 1984). More recently, Pierre Bayard purports to investigate such
suppositions in his Le plagiat par anticipation (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 2009), 30-31;
reviewed by David Coward in TLS, May 8, 2009, 32, who offers the term “forward plagiarism.”
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subject The Eye, Despair, “Ultima Thule,” The Real Life of Sebastian Knight,
Bend Sinister or, in particular, Look at the Harlequins! to a “preposterous”
Pamukian reading. Ostensibly, this would require another —no doubt, full-
length — study.

As an endnote, we should add that, not long before the end of his most
recent novel, The Museum of Innocence (2008), Pamuk has his protagonist
Kemal Bey, compulsive collector and manic museum visitor, place brief
mentions of the St. Petersburg museums to Dostoevsky and Nabokov in
successive sentences. He is here addressing “Orhan Bey” on “his [Pamuk’s]
favorite writers.””® Pamuk is now emerging, we might think in eminently
Nabokovian fashion, from mere mention as a minor character to promotion
as the overseeing ultimate scribe of this particular, for want of a better
expression, extended “collectionist” love-saga.

76 Orhan Pamuk, The Museum of Innocence: A Novel, trans. Maureen Freely (London: Faber,
2010 [original 2008]), 512-13.
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Franklin Sciacca

I would like to thank the students in
my Nabokov Seminar at Hamilton
College for their astute comments
and suggestions for this article. In
particular I wish to acknowledge the
contributions of Evan Adair, Julie
Kruidenier and Martin Nedbal in
articulating and crafting annotations.

SACRIFICING THE
MAIDEN(CS)HEAD:
DECODING NABOKOV’S
BURLESQUE OF SEX AND
VIOLENCE IN INVITATION
TO A BEHEADING

What have I put in my works to suggest so
many subtleties?

I have put in them a little door opening
onto a mystery.!

BEHEADING

Two tales of decollations particularly
resonate in the Western artistic imagi-
nation —that of Orpheus, the sublime
musician, and of John the Baptist,
the seer-prophet to whom the divine
voice spoke in the wilderness. Ancient
Greek myth identified Orpheus as the
son of Apollo and Calliope (the Muse
of epic poetry). He was renowned as
a skilled player of the lyre (a gift from

Odilon Redon, To Myself: Notes on Life, Art and
Artists, trans. Jeanne L. Wasserman (New York:
George Braziller, 1996).
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Approaches to Teaching Nabokov’s Lolita,

edited by Zoran Kuzmanovich and Galya Diment.

The Modern Language Association of America,

New York, 2008; ISBN 978-0-87352-943-3, xiv+190 pp.
Prefaces to series and volume. Notes on contributors.
Bibliography. No price available.

It is difficult to imagine a more
useful handbook for teaching Lolita
than this one. It goes a long way
towards its aim of helping teachers to
make “Nabokov’s chocolate mousse
prose” accessible to students.! The
first section of the book contains
a usefully comprehensive chronology
of Nabokov’s life, continuing with
a detailed and insightful analysis of
many different materials relating to
the study of Lolita, including a full
account of the complex publication
history of the text. But the real meat
of this book is in Part 2. The variety
of stimulating strategies for teaching
Lolita described, in some detail,

Kuzmanovich and Diment, ed., Teaching
Nabokov’s Lolita, Preface to the volume, page
unnumbered.

Joseph Lynch
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observation is at once obvious and certainly ironic, given Nabokov’s well-
documented hostility toward Dostoevsky.

In his essay “Russian Cultural Contexts for Lolita,” Julian W. Connolly
links the “demonic nymphet,”” Dolores Haze, to the similarly bewitching
folklore-figure of the rusalka in works by Pushkin and Gogol. Connolly
suggests a particular link to the “drowned maiden” of Gogol’s short story
“A May Night, or The Drowned Maiden.” He posits a further fruitful
connection between Nabokov and Dostoevsky in linking Stavrogin’s
(suppressed) confession in “At Tikhon’s” to the “Dostoevskian grin” Humbert
Humbert admits to enjoying as he contemplates how marriage to Charlotte
Haze would grant him ready access to Lolita—a young girl of much the same
age as Stavrogin’s victim in The Devils.®

In her essay “Teaching Lolita Through Pushkin’s Eyes,” Priscilla Meyer
reminds us that Nabokov was working on his translation of Eugene Onegin
(1950-57) while writing Lolita (1947-54), and she discovers (perhaps well-
hidden) similarities between the two, including: the action of both texts spans
five years; the heroine of each grows from “provincial miss to inaccessible
grown woman”; the “hero” in both books returns from lengthy travels, only to
be rejected by his love; Onegin kills Lensky, Humbert kills Quilty. Finally, both
Pushkin and Nabokov offer the reader the possibility of creative confusion of
the personae of author, hero and narrator.> We might add that in Canto IV
(stanza VIII) of Eugene Onegin, Pushkin reveals that Tatiana was thirteen
years of age when she first met Onegin.*°

It is well known that Nabokov was a keen cinema patron when he was
young." Galya Diment explores the possible creative influences of early
Russian film on Nabokov in her piece “From Bauer’s Li to Nabokov’s Lo: Lolita
and Early Russian Film.” She describes the influence of Poe on Nabokov, and
on Evgenii Bauer —an important director in early Russian cinema, whose
films dealt with themes that “brim with dark psychological twists and turns of
the kind that Nabokov appreciated.”?

7 Julian W. Connolly, “Russian Cultural Contexts for Lolita,” Teaching Nabokou’s Lolita, 89.

8 Ibid., 93.

9 Priscilla Meyer, “Teaching Lolita Through Pushkin’s Eyes,” Teaching Nabokov’s Lolita, 95, 98.

10 Alexander Pushkin, Eugene Onegin, trans. Stanley Mitchell (London: Penguin Classics,
2008), 79.

1 Vladimir Nabokov, Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited (London: Penguin Books,
2000), 182.

2 Galya Diment, “From Bauer’s Li to Nabokov’s Lo: Lolita and Early Russian Film,” Teaching
Nabokov’s Lolita, 103.
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Nabokov would certainly have appreciated the ironies apparent in
Marianne Cartugno’s “Teaching Lolita at a Religious College.” This essay
discusses the importance of the context in which a given text is read. In
particular, Cartugno fruitfully juxtaposes reading and exploring Lolita at
a Christian college in the United States with the experiences of the brave
women in Azar Nafisi’s memoir Reading “Lolita” in Tehran, who explored the
text in secret in what she calls “a place of transgression” somewhere in the
capital of the Islamic Republic of Iran.'s

Nabokov would surely have seen the irony of his super-subtle text Lolita
being dissected in the strongholds of two rival theologies, both so alien to his
belief in the primacy of aesthetic values over all others, and of good writing
over the merely second-rate. This book will certainly assist students of
Nabokov in very practical ways, both to appreciate the good writing in Lolita,
and perhaps to become better writers themselves. As Samuel Schuman says in
his “Only Words to Play With: Teaching Lolita in Introductory Reading and
Writing Courses,” “it is impossible to read Lolita carefully and not recognize
when one writes poorly.”4

Joseph Lynch,
University of Glasgow

13 Azar Nafisi, Interview with Azar Nafisi, Samarkand Quarterly 3-4 (2003-2004): http://
libstaff.library.vanderbilt.edu/LIBTECH/Stringer/samarkand.html.
4 Schuman, “Only Words to Play With,” Teaching Nabokou’s Lolita, 34.
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Verses and Versions: Three Centuries of Russian

Poetry, selected and translated

by Vladimir Nabokov,

edited by Brian Boyd and Stanislav Shvabrin. Harcourt,
Orlando — Austin — New York — San Diego — London, 2008;
ISBN 978-0-15-101264-0, xxxv+442 pp. Notes. Indices.

No price available.

In this handsome and beautifully refe-
renced book, Brian Boyd and Stanislav
Shvabrin have brought together Na-
bokov’s translations of short Russian
poems into English, completing a
project which Nabokov had planned.
The book includes translations pre-
viously published in the 1940s in the
anthologies Three Russian Poets and
Pushkin, Lermontov, Tyutchev. It also
incorporates translations made during
Nabokov’s laborious work on Eugene
Onegin, and unpublished texts from
the Nabokov archives in New York
and Montreux. As Boyd explains in the
preface, the rather fragmentary nature
of the book is due, in part, to the fact
that it is a posthumous compilation:
the selection of poems is “more acci-
dental than it would have been” had

Rose France
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Nabokov overseen it.! Verses and Versions is as much a sourcebook on
Nabokov as it is on Russian poetry, and no less interesting for that.

The poets whose work is most generously represented here are the three
nineteenth century poets in Nabokov’s anthology: Pushkin, Lermontov
and Tyutchev. Also included are some of their more prominent forbearers,
contemporaries and successors, such as Lomonosov, Karamzin and
Zhukovsky, Fet and Nekrasov, as well as the work of some less well known
poets, such as Aleksey Koltsov. The choice of twentieth century poets is highly
selective: Blok, Khodasevich, Mandelshtam and, surprisingly, Okudzhava.
(As is often the case with Nabokov, what he leaves out is as interesting as
what he includes). Each translation is printed next to the original version
of the poem, and the editors have provided a website giving transliterated
versions for those who do not read Russian.

In addition to the translations, the book includes short biographical and
critical articles on each poet, penned by Nabokov, as well as a number of his
comments on the activity of literary translation. In these notes, Nabokov
is revealed in a number of different guises. He is, by turns, a fascinating,
poetic and opinionated literary critic—writing of Lermontov’s talent for
creating “a fluid and iridescent medium wherein reality discloses the dreams
of which it consists”;? a ferocious baiter of those who substitute travesty for
translation —such as Lowell, who receives a battering for his misleading
adaption of a Mandelshtam poem; and a learned and generous guide to the
work of those he regarded as truly great, such as Pushkin and Khodasevich.
He even appears in the unfamiliar role of devoted father, in a set of notes for
an album of songs recorded by his son Dmitri in the 1970s. Here, Nabokov’s
usual uncompromising tone is noticeably softened.

The book opens with some notes on translating poetry, in which the
author’s strong opinions are at their most evident. (Not for nothing did one
writer brand him “Nazistic Nabokov,” “the verbal sadist”).3 Nabokov was fond
of drawing up lists of unreasonable rules regarding the “perfect translator”
(including one that the translator “should be of the same sex as his author”),+
and of delivering highly subjective statements as if they were undisputed
facts (for instance: “the Russian sense of blueness belongs to a different
series than the Russian ‘remember’ does”).5 His comments are couched in

Boyd and Shvabrin, ed., Verses and Versions, xxiv.
Ibid., 274.

Ibid., xxvi.

Ibid., 15.

Ibid., 10.
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an oppressive rhetoric reminiscent of that of the fire-and-brimstone preacher
or the hanging judge, bristling with words like “ignorance,” “sin,” “evil,”
“frailty,” “hell,” “turpitude,” and “crime.”

Nabokov’s translations, however, speak far more eloquently and humbly
than his diatribes. They bear witness not only to his phenomenal talent
but also to the difficulty of the tasks he set himself in trying to render the
most melodious of Russian lyrics into English. In the earlier translations,
there are concessions to what Nabokov called the “into” language® that must
have cost him dearly —such as the word “frail” included in his translation
of Lermontov’s “The Sail” for the sake of the rhyme. In some cases, there
are various versions of a single poem which chart Nabokov’s growing
disillusionment with free, rhyming translation. Eventually, around 1950,
literal translation takes over entirely. Nabokov described his “stratagem”
in his famous poem on translating Onegin, also included in Verses and
Versions:

I traveled down your secret stem;
and reached the root, and fed upon it;
Then, in a language newly learned

I grew another stalk and turned

Your stanza patterned on a sonnet
Into my honest roadside prose

All thorn, but cousin to your rose.”

The more prosaic thorns in the collection, like Pushkin’s “Demon,”
produced in this later period, function as elegant cribs to be read side by
side with the Russian (or the transliteration). But more interesting by far
is the material relating to the period when Nabokov was still producing
literary roses. In his translations of such poets as Karamzin and Zhukovskii,
Nabokov reveals a rare ability to capture an archaic poetic diction. The
translations of Tyutchev, dating from the 1940s, are particularly beautiful.
Nabokov’s version of “Nightfall” retains the melodic qualities and rhyme of
the original without sacrificing imagery and sense. A delightful example of
the way Nabokov recasts Russian into English is the line “A liquid shiver,
swift and sweet” for “I sladkii trepet, kak struia.” In “Reconciliation,” there
are more conspicuous departures from the original, which are justified by
the result.

6 Ibid., 14.
7 Ibid., 16.
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A uzh davno zvuchnee I polnei
Pernatykh pesn’ po roshche razdalasia,
I raduga kontsom dugi svoei

V zelenye vershiny uperlasia!

Nabokov’s version:

— while thrush and oriole make haste to mend
their broken melodies throughout the grove
upon the crests of which was propped the end
of a virescent rainbow edged with mauve.8

The translation is lovely and largely faithful to the essence of the Russian
original, but it reveals touches of Nabokov’s style: the unusual, slightly
prosaic “propped” and the rainbow embroidered (for the sake of scanning)
with the rare and melodious “virescent.” Although Nabokov declared that
the translator must “possess the gift of mimicry and...impersonate (his
author) with the utmost degree of verisimilitude,”® his own voice can, on
occasion, be heard ringing through in his English versions (in Lermontov’s
“Angel” “skuchnye pesni” is rendered “dull little ditties” — a characteristically
Nabokovian turn of phrase).

The best translations in the collection are of blank verse, which provide just
the right scope for Nabokov to show his virtuosity. On reading Khodasevich’s
wonderful “The Monkey,” side by side with Nabokov’s English version,
the translator’s extravagant claims for its author do not seem far-fetched.
Best of all, though, are the translations of Pushkin’s Little Tragedies. Just
about any line of these can be selected at random to illustrate how Nabokov
finds inventive ways of retaining the rhythm and the melodic qualities
of the Russian. In “The Covetous Knight,” for instance, “bleshchushchie
grudy”—“glittering heaps” (the coffers filled with gold) is rendered as
“brimming glory”; and “tiazhelykh dum” (“heavy thoughts”) as “inner gloom.”
“Mozart and Salieri” is the crowning glory of the book, as near perfect as
a translation can be, and poignant, as Nabokov echoes in Salieri’s words:

I cut up music like a corpse; I tested

The laws of harmony by mathematics.
Then only, rich in learning, dared I yield
To blandishments of sweet creative fancy;

8 1Ibid., 241.
9 Ibid., 9.
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and in Mozart’s exclamation: “If all could feel like you the force of
harmony!”°

This wonderful book will bring us closer to feeling, as Nabokov did, the
force of harmony in some of the best poetry ever written in Russian.

Rose France,
University of Edinburgh

10 Tbid., 173.
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Vladimir Nabokov, Tragediia gospodina Morna:

P’esy, lektsii o drame, introduced and edited by

Andrei Babikov, Azbuka-klassika, St. Petersburg, 2008;

ISBN 978-5-91181-768-8, 638 pp. Introduction. Commentaries.
Ilustrations. Hardcover. No price available.

Over time, most of the characters
populating Nabokov’s novels have
managed to enter Russia one way or
another; at first quietly tucked away in
the brittle pages of samizdat editions,
and later, in the post-perestroika era,
announcing their arrival with colourful
editions or —in the case of some of the
more Kinbotean characters —unasha-
medly slipping through the net of
international copyright in cheaply
produced pirated copies. Ironically,
the one character of Nabokov’s fiction
whose sole raison d’étre is returning to
Russia had to wait longer than any of
the others. After more than eighty
years he has finally arrived. Enter
Kuznetsov, the man from the USSR,
the secret double agent of Nabokov’s
second play (written between Mary
and King, Queen, Knave). With this
new edition of Nabokov’s dramatic
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work, which for the first time includes the complete original Russian version
of The Man from the USSR, “the process of returning Nabokov’s heritage to
its homeland is now finally completed,” as the publishers proudly announce.

Nabokov’s brilliance as a novelist has long overshadowed his work as
a dramatist, and the fragmented publishing history of his plays in Russian and
in translation has hardly helped to promote his playwriting. Nabokov wrote
a number of small one-act closet dramas and four major plays during his
Russian period. His first play, The Tragedy of Mr Morn (Tragediia Gospodina
Morna, written 1923-4), remained unpublished during his lifetime while, of his
next drama, The Man from the USSR (Chelovek iz SSSR, written in 1926), only
the first act was printed in the Russian émigré newspaper Rul’.! Two dramas
written in the second half of the 1930s, The Event (Sobytie) and The Waltz
Invention (Izobretenie Val’sa), were published in émigré journals, but the
Waltz Invention was the only play published in English translation during the
author’s lifetime.? Posthumously, The Man from the USSR was published in
English translation together with Event and The Waltz Invention, some one-act
closet dramas, and the lectures on theatre which Nabokov gave at Stanford in
1941.3 The Tragedy of Mr Morn is still awaiting its English translation. A first
Russian edition of the plays included only the material available in Russian
publications, hence neither The Tragedy of Mr Morn nor the complete text
of The Man from the USSR were included.# A more recent German edition of
Nabokov’s dramas included all four of his plays and the minor dramas, but was
directed towards a more general readership than previous iterations.5

This new edition of Nabokov’s plays, introduced and edited by Andrei
Babikov, combines not only the four major plays (including separate earlier
outlines and preparatory sketches for The Tragedy of Mr Morn), but also
all of Nabokov’s early one-act plays: “The Wanderers” (“Skital’tsy”); “Death”
(“Smert™); “The Grand-Dad” (“Dedushka”); “The Pole” (“Polius”); “Ahasuerus”
(“Agasfer”); a libretto Nabokov wrote together with Ivan Lukash; and “The
Mermaid” (“Rusalka”), Nabokov’s conclusion to Pushkin’s unfinished verse
drama. In addition, this volume provides Russian translations of Nabokov’s

t Vladimir Nabokov, “Chelovek iz SSSR,” Rul’, January 1, 1927, 2-3.

2 Vladimir Nabokov, The Waltz Invention, trans. Dmitri Nabokov (New York: Phaedra, 1966).

3 Vladimir Nabokov, The Man from the USSR and Other Plays, intro. and ed. Dmitri Nabokov
(San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984).

4 Vladimir Nabokov, P’esy, ed. Ivan Tolstoi (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1990). The Tragedy of Mr Morn
was subsequently published separately in the Russian journal Zvezda 4 (1994): 9-98.

5 Vladimir Nabokov, Gesammelte Werke: Dramen, vol. XV/1, ed. Dieter Zimmer (Hamburg:
Rowohlt, 2000).
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lectures on theatre, and reprints Dmitri Nabokov’s excellent introduction to
his father’s plays in Russian translation. Additional archival materials are
hidden away at the back among the notes to the plays, including excerpts
from Nabokov’s lectures on Soviet drama, and his speech for his role as the
murderer of Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata at a “literary trial” in 1920s Berlin.

The lucid and informative introduction should be read together with
a sort of supplementary preface to the commentaries at the end of the book.
Here Babikov draws together published sources and new archival material,
outlining a wider and more complex background to Nabokov’s playwriting
than has been available to date. Babikov’s exhaustive search of Nabokov’s
personal correspondence adds much color to his account. For example,
Nabokov’s predictable condemnation of fellow émigré Roman Gul”s play Azef,
as a most talentless, extremely trite drama [“bezdarneishaia, poshleishaia
p’esa”]; or Nabokov’s amusing anecdote of how he came to play the role of
Pozdnyshev in the “literary trial.”® The wider discussions on the dramatic art
which took place among Russian émigrés, and constitute essential contexts for
Nabokov’s ideas of theatre, are also particularly interesting. Babikov makes
a convincing case for Vladimir Veidle and Iulii Aikhenval’d as clear influences
on Nabokov’s thinking in this regard.

The dramas in this volume have been edited with great care. Major
discrepancies between the Zvezda edition of The Tragedy of Mr Morn and
the original manuscripts and typescripts have been removed. For instance,
where the Zvezda version had mediocrity and meanness [“posredstvennost’
i podlost’’], the Azbuka edition has reinstated the correct reading based on
the actual manuscript; an early example of Nabokov’s penchant for the
peculiar Russian concept of vulgarity and pretentiousness [“posredstvennost’
i poshlost”].” A few further examples illustrate Nabokov’s dictum that
sometimes “the difference between the comic side of things, and their cosmic
side, depends upon one sibilant.”®

‘lucha i tainy™
[rays and secrets]
‘lucha i teni’©

[rays and shadows]

6 Andrei Babikov, ed., Tragediia gospodina Morna, 10; 544.

7 Ibid., 16; 152, emphasis added.

8 Vladimir Nabokov, Lectures on Russian Literature (Orlando, Fl.: Harcourt Books, 1981), 57.
9 Nabokov, “Tragediia,” Zvezda, 18, emphasis added.

10 Babikov, ed., Tragediia, 155, emphasis added.
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‘[...]stikh i s iazyka sletit / ognem i lepestkom™

[and the verse flies from your tongue as fire and petal]
‘[...]1stikh i s iazyka sletit / ognem i lepetom’2

[and the verse flies from your tongue as fire and prattle]

‘Tristramovo staran’e koldovskoe’'
[the magical endeavor of Tristram]
‘Tristanovo stradan’e koldovskoe4
[the magical suffering of Tristan]

The other dramas in this collection have been edited with the same level
of precision. The first act of The Man from the USSR is reprinted and then
followed by an accurate reproduction of the typescripts in the original
Russian. The edition finds a productive compromise for The Waltz Invention
that abides by the original publication, but includes detailed notes on further
revisions which Nabokov made in 1939 and in the later English translation.
All other dramas are faithfully reprinted according to the published versions
authorized by Nabokov.

The commentaries to the plays are informative and useful in that they
suggest lines of enquiry which invite the reader to dig deeper rather than
impose specific readings of the dramas. Some interesting literary allusions
and references are also uncovered, such as Nabokov’s dialogue with Blok’s
1912 poem “Miry letiat. Goda letiat. Pustaia...” in The Tragedy of Mr Morn,
or the allusions to Merezhkovskii’s play Sil'vio in The Waltz Invention. Some
comparatist pitfalls, however, are obvious here. For example, stage directions
in the first scene of The Waltz Invention that describe the view of a mountain
through a window, are strangely associated with the beginning of Bernard
Shaw’s Heartbreak House where the “hilly [not mountainous] country in
the middle of the north edge of Sussex [...] is seen through the windows of
a room.” Does this mean that there is also a connection to, say, Shaw’s Arms
and Men, which also has the view of a mountain through a window? To
paraphrase Nabokov, sometimes a leaf is just hopelessly green. That said, on
the whole, the commentaries are helpful and in some cases essential.

This volume is so strikingly elegant that its aesthetic aspects should not
go unmentioned. The cover shows a detail from Somov’s painting “Harlequin

11 Nabokov, “Tragediia,” Zvezda, 18, emphasis added.
2 Babikov, ed., Tragediia, 155, emphasis added.
13 Nabokov, “Tragediia,” Zvezda, 69, emphasis added.
14 Babikov, ed., Tragediia, 244, emphasis added.
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and Death,” alluding to Nabokov’s indebtedness to the theatricality of Russia’s
Silver Age, while the fly paper is a color reproduction of the Russian artist Iurii
Annenkov’s sketches for Nabokov’s play The Waltz Invention (the production
never materialized). Further reproductions of images interspersed throughout
the text provide interesting illustrations of the staging of Nabokov’s
plays —beyond the well known photograph of Nabokov amid the cast of the
Gruppa troupe in Berlin —such as a photograph of the staging of The Event
in the popular Russian émigré magazine Illiustrirovannaia Rossiia. A flyer
and the program for the production of The Event by a Russian theatre troupe
in New York serve as a reminder that Nabokov’s plays were actually staged
rather than merely read. The illustrations are another indication that Babikov
has literally left no (archival) leaf unturned to reveal new sides of Nabokov,
the dramatist.

In the best Russian tradition of carefully compiled critical editions,
Babikov has restored a part of Nabokov’s work which could have easily gone
astray somewhere along the way to his homeland. Through what can only be
termed a “labor of love,” Babikov has performed a crucial service to Russian-
speaking Nabokov scholars and readers, and not least to Nabokov’s legacy,
by opening the way for a thorough analysis and examination of the writer’s
dramatic oeuvre. This beautifully produced and intelligently edited volume
can rightfully claim to have returned to Russia the last piece of Nabokov’s
baggage long lost in transit and translation.

Siggy Frank,
University of Nottingham
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Pekka Tammi, Russian Subtexts in Nabokov’s Fiction:
Four Essays, Tampere University Press, Tampere, 1999;
ISBN 951-44-4584-8, xiii+187 pp. Notes. References.

No price available.

Nabokov’s often playful use of subtexts,
and critics’ accounts of spotting them,
is certainly not a new topic. In his four
short essays, Tammi aims to bring
these subtexts into clearer focus,
and to lay the groundwork for their
categorization. In doing so, we might
be able to glean what function subtexts
play in certain Nabokov works, and
determine thematic patterns between
his works and the broader sphere of
Russian literature, stretching back to
Pushkin.

Tammi’s approach is patiently
methodical and begins at the beginning,
as it were, with a short analysis of
the first known works to identify and
examine literary subtexts, namely
Kiril Taranovsky’s critical essays on
the poetry of Osip Mandel’'shtam.
Taranovsky’s definition of subtext,
quoted by Tammi, is “an already exist-
ing text (or texts) reflected in a new

Jan F. Zeschky 91
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one.” While Taranovsky acknowledged a “surface” plot in Mandel’shtam’s
poetry that was intelligible to all readers, he noted that there was also a subtext
that imbued every semantic element of the piece with additional or enhanced
meaning —whether this subtext was present in Mandel’shtam’s canon, or
in the broader sphere of literature. Looking outside the closed system of
a work, therefore, allows greater overall comprehension of its meaning. Of
course, many readers do this intuitively, establishing connections and motifs
almost unconsciously. Systemizing this process, combining these strands into
effective interpretation, is Tammi’s challenge.

Tammi admits that there is a leap from examining subtexts in poetry
to those in prose—that is, we cannot expect every word of a prose piece to
be imbued with subtextual meaning—but does not see this as a problem
with a writer as allusively rich as Nabokov. A greater problem, Tammi
acknowledges from the start, is the open-endedness of determining subtexts,
which can bloom outwards into “unpredictably large intertextual systems.”>

In Tammi’s first example of subtext in Nabokov— comparing a passage
from Lolita with Turgenev’s Dvorianskoe gnezdo—he identifies a parallel
between a scene from each text, then picks out allusions in preceding and
following passages of both texts. He adds that we might then explore these
Turgenevian “echoes” elsewhere in Nabokov’s works, or view them in
light of Nabokov’s personal opinion of Turgenev. “Or we might extend the
discussion to the narrative functions played by Russian subtexts in Nabokov’s
English fiction on the whole,” Tammi continues. “But at some point we
must stop...and start looking for some thematic justification behind the
intertextual play.”s

This is also an issue in Tammi’s analysis of Dostoevskian subtexts in
Invitation to a Beheading, the first time it has been linked to the author
towards whom Nabokov harbored a notorious distaste. Many excellent
parallels are made: the condemned man of Nabokov’s work echoes a similar
motif in Idiot, and Dostoevsky’s own experience of imminent execution;
Dostoevsky’s oft-invoked theme of crime and punishment and the similarity of
the names of Nabokov’s antagonists to Raskol’nikov; the motif of the double;
spider imagery; and a clever pun of the word “axe” (topor) in both English
and Russian. But when the allusions stretch to Alice in Wonderland, Tammi

! Tammi, Subtexts, 9. See also Kirill Taranovsky, Essays on Mandelstam (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1976).

2 Ibid., 12.

3 Ibid., 15.
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acknowledges that the comparison moves toward “a form of insanity,” quoting
the Nabokov text.4

So what is the purpose of this subtextual “game,” as Tammi dubs it?
Partly, in the latter analysis, it is Nabokov’s playful parody of Dostoevskian
style, theme and mood, he explains. In addition, Tammi shows how Invitation
to a Beheading is a study in religious transcendence, suffering of the soul,
and the quest for spiritual rebirth; themes which tie in heavily to the world
of Dostoevsky, “the quintessential avatar of mysticism in Russian literature.”>
Yet this subtext of Dostoevsky’s beliefs is not anchored in mysticism but in
the imagination; the creation of art in Nabokov’s works—the protagonist
Cincinnatus writes a prison diary —brings man closer to the “other world,”
says Tammi. This refers to the inevitability that the novel will end: seeking
to make one last entry in his prison diary, Cincinnatus finds “It has all been
written already” —that is, the meaning of his life, the novel itself, is coming
to a close and he is off to his execution, to the “other world.” Tammi equates
Cincinnatus’s realization with the closing line of Dvoinik,® “Alas! He had
already known for a long time this would happen” [“Uvy! On eto davno uzhe
predchuvstvoval”]. This also ties in with fatalism, another common feature of
Dostoevsky’s works, and rounds out Tammi’s Dostoevskian subtext.

In closing his first essay, Tammi writes “An activated subtext is always
used by the author for specific thematic ends, and this necessarily affects
our interpretation of the primary text.” He emphasizes that, in unearthing
subtexts, he does not wish to offer a new interpretation but to fill gaps or
embolden the text so that it becomes richer, “something has nevertheless
been added that was not previously there.”” This first essay contains the
only in-depth analysis of a specific Nabokov text; the remaining three offer
further avenues of exploration, possibilities for Tammi’s categorizations of
Nabokovian subtexts, and examples of their use.

The second chapter examines the typology of subtexts in polygenetic
allusions. This expands subtextual interpretation into “three dimensions,” in
that the roots and branches of Nabokov’s “cultural synthesis” are sought. So,
allusions come to light in, for example, characters’ names, authors’ names,
and the titles of works; quotations can be compounded from different authors.
Previously unlinked writers, works, themes, and passages of text are combined

4 Ibid., 23.
5 Ibid., 30.
6 The work by Dostoevsky that Nabokov most respected (rather hollow praise, admittedly).
7 Ibid., 33.
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and given new meaning in a Nabokovian subtext —a meaning, of course, that
is particular and personal to Nabokov:

For here a motif originating in the author’s own life conjoins a network of
subtextual, cross-linguistic, and transcultural echoes...it is no longer possible to
trace such compounds of links to a single biographical or textual source, for they
are transmitted through the mind of a poet “to whom life and library were one.”®

Tammi would have us searching for subtexts within subtexts, as well as
comparing and contrasting those subtexts that are independently but
simultaneously present. Often this bears rich fruit, as in highlighting Nabokov’s
scathing criticism of Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s derivativeness by tracing
their style and poetic images back to their source, using parody and barbed
comment: of Anna Karenina in relation to Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, and
Dostoevsky generally in relation to Gogol’. As for Look at the Harlequins!,
Nabokov’s last work, Tammi deems the narrative constructed “from multiple
allusions to his own texts,” and from his own life.? But, in expanding a typology
of subtexts into “three dimensions,” we also illuminate its core problem:
again, when or where do we stop searching for allusions? At what point is the
technique stretched so far that it becomes essentially meaningless?
Thankfully, Tammi regains some focus in the third chapter, which
concentrates on Nabokov’s native city of St. Petersburg as a text and as
a mechanism for generating texts and subtexts. Tammi shows how the city
looms large in Nabokov’s literary imagination, although he is, of course, far
from the first writer to exude such an attribute: Pushkin, Gogol’, Dostoevsky,
Belyi, Blok, Mandel’shtam and Akhmatova are given as other, “basic” examples.
The list could go on, but one can argue that the influence of the city refracted
through the minds of these particular writers was crucial to Nabokov’s own
view. Tammi puts Nabokov in their league in an attempt to determine the
“textual manifestations of St. Petersburg in Nabokovian writing.”'° He starts by
unearthing Nabokov’s genuine nostalgia for the city from which he was exiled
and then shows how this is manifest in his work: for example, the literary focus
on that part of the city around Bol’shaia Morskaia and Nevskii Prospekt, where
the family home was located; the fact that Nabokov’s Petersburg passages
are exclusively set in winter, when he was most often there; and the natural
antipathy and linguistic superiority that Peterburzhets feel toward Muscovites.

8 Tbid., 64.
9 Ibid., 60.
0 Tbid., 67.
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Tammi asserts that Nabokov most often represents St. Petersburg
in an “embedded second-level narrative reality.” Similar to those works
of the great writers and poets before him, the city becomes the object of
reminiscences, dreams, hallucinations, and stories within stories; that is,
characters themselves produce new texts about the city. This mode is weaved
into the principal text, creating a blend of realities. Tammi traces the source
of this method to Nabokov’s thwarted dreams of returning to his native city.
He points out that characters’ physically travel to St. Petersburg only twice in
the writer’s later works; and even then, it remains foreign to them due to the
inevitable changes that have occurred in their absence. This reveals the sad
pain of émigré life: “You can dream about it, or dwell on it in your personal
memories, or invent fictions about it. But you can never go back —to the past,
or to the twice (now thrice) renamed city.”'> Tammi tempers this sadness in
an endnote explaining how Nabokov has since returned to Russia in the form
of his literary legacy.

The final chapter is a pioneering study on Nabokov’s use of fatidic dates,
a topic of great fascination for the writer who, in his commentary to Eugene
Onegin, dwelled on Pushkin’s attempts to discern the date of his death. Like
the subtexts explored previously, Tammi finds that dates have a thematic and
aesthetic function in Nabokov’s works, and act metonymically: their seemingly
casual use can represent a greater, more significant subtextual background;
a simple reference may require further research to fully flesh out its meaning.
Here Tammi shows how Nabokov uses dates and their corresponding
numerals across his work, across the works of Russian literature, and in the
creation of an almost mythical persona of himself —that is to say, facts and
dates from his own life assume a “textual status” in his writings, which then
shape a different persona of the author in his texts —ultimately, another
subtext.’3 This chapter is presented more as reference than a fully fleshed-
out essay. Still, Tammi raises some interesting comparisons, including the
implications of the difference of twelve or thirteen days between old and new
calendars, and how corresponding gaps of time appear as a motif in Nabokov’s
works. Nabokov’s games with dates and numbers also imbue particular
texts with a certain sense of fatalism —for example, dates of births, deaths,
anniversaries, and notable events often reappear in more banal details such as
addresses and phone numbers. This lends a certain binding, cohesive effect.

1 Tbid., 81.
12 Tbid., 85.
13 Ibid., 105.
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Tammi writes clearly and unambiguously throughout this study and
seems an objective, trustworthy and modest commentator. He criticizes
Nabokov’s “banal” earlier poetic verses about St. Petersburg while, admittedly,
showing how Nabokov later alluded back to these selfsame verses, in another
example of self-referential subtext. Additionally, Tammi makes absolutely no
pretence that his study is authoritative or complete, and refers many times
to its introductory nature. Much of it is new ground, or patches of old being
fertilized in an effort to bring forth new fruit.

Some particularly interesting suggestions for further exploration are
raised throughout, not least a comprehensive study of both St. Petersburg
and fatidic dates in the Nabokovian imagination. On the latter topic, Tammi
hopes to one day see a “full-scale typology of the functions allotted to dates in
literature.”4 In the opening chapter, he also hints at how the analysis of one
subtext in one work could be reversed, and interpretive light cast back onto
the subject of the subtext: that is, Tammi’s analysis of Dostoevskian subtexts
in Invitation to a Beheading could perhaps reveal hitherto unseen aspects of
Dostoevsky’s canon.

The overriding concern with this study, which Tammi frequently notes, is
where do we draw the line in forming allusions? Again, Tammi acknowledges
that we can go too far and, by way of addition, says some of his observations
on dates “verge on numerological magic.”5 In closing, referencing Umberto
Eco, he warns against “unlimited and uncheckable intertextuality.”'® So, does
the fact that we can go too far in extrapolation not diminish its interpretive
value, apart from our own amusement?

After all, Nabokov’s use of subtexts appears to have been, if anything,
an intellectual game. His references are rarely illuminated but, rather, left
embedded in the text as a “compliment” to those who will understand them. He
seemed to delight in catching out those readers “who do not possess the cultural
competence presupposed by Nabokov’s semiotic and subtextual strategies.””
Certainly, pinning down the rules and boundaries of this game looks a difficult
task, but Tammi lays down some brave and insightful groundwork in these first
steps towards a hoped-for “field guide” to Nabokov’s intertextuality.

Jan F. Zeschky,
Vancouver, BC

14 Tbid., 146.
5 Tbid., 94.
16 Tbid., 112.
7 Ibid., 2.
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