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Abstract

Nabokov once said that "reality" is "one of the

few words which mean nothing without quotes."

He has often expressed his scepticism as to whether
it is ever possible to know a thing: all one can

do is to collect as many facts and data about a
thing as possible, accumulate information about it
and thus try to get nearer its reality. But even
though one may know a lot about an object, one can
never know everything about it: "It's hopeless”,
Nabokov says and concludes, "... we live surrounded

by more or less ghostly objects.”

What applies.to things applies in an even higher
degree to persons. More often than not the com-
plexities of their éouls and characters escape us
and we see not real persons, but "phantoms": images
of people that are the products of out own minds

and that are shaped by our own interests and expec-

tations.

Nabokov's gquestioning enters the provinces of
metaphysics when he inquires into the nature of
§pace and time, when he asks whether life may not
be an illusion, a dream; whether life is just a
succession of meaningless coincidences, or whether
it has some sensible and meaningful pattern. Finally

he inquires into the nature of death and poses the

question whether death is indeed the end of everything.



According to Nabokov, it is only the artist
who, through his art, can penetrate to the true
reality of things and who can answer these philo-
sophical questions, since it is he who approaches
the world free from all preconceived 1ideas which
are imposed upon ordinary minds by custom or

science or even philosophy.

By using comic devices, most notably parody,
Nabokov frees the reader's mind from all conven-
tional ideas and stock responses, making it possible

for him to follow his depicted artists in their

exploration of true reality.



Introduction



INTRODUCTTION

Scattered throughout Nabokov's Forewords to his own
novels, interviews he gave, rare commentaries on his
own work.(as his essay "On a Book Entitled Lolita")

and his works themselves are a great number of state-
ments - serious, ironical or parodistic - which offer
valuable insights into his conception of art. These

are supported by his treatment in The Gift of the views
of the nineteenth century Russian journalist, éritic
and novelist N. G. Chernyshevskii. Briefly stated, what
emerges from all these sources is that Nabokov wants
art to be created, evaluated, and enjoyed for its
artistic values alone, independent of any "purposes"

or "ideas" or ulterior motives. He dismisses the

suggestion that any utility or morality should be

attributed to his art "with the same scorn that he

once made use of when a clubwoman asked him what butter-

flies were for.“l

"Nothing bores me more than political novels", he
says, "and the literature of social intent"z, and

"I have no social purpose, no moral message; I've no

general ideas to exploit...“3 And speaking in more

general terms: "A work of art has no importance what-

ever to society."4

To save his own novels from gross misinterpretations

he states plainly in some of his Forewords how his

novels should n o t be read, and which consider-

ations the reader had better leave aside. The Intro-

duction to Bend Sinister, for example, even though




granting that the Bolshevist and the Nazi-German rée-

gimes have to a certain degree acted as "models" of

the world of the novel, yet warns the reader not to

see this same novel as directly concerned with either

of the two states:

...the influence of my epoch on my present
book 1s as negligible as the influence of

my books, or at least of this book, on my
epoch.

He is even more outspoken in his Foreword to Invitation

to a Beheading:

The question whether or not my seeing both
[the Bolshevist régime and the Nazi régime]
in terms of one dull beastly farce had any
effect on this book, should concern the
good reader as little as it does me . ©

He does not always express his view quite so direct-
ly. It is true that he is very explicit about Lolita:

I am neither a reader nor a writer of di-

dactic7fiction,...and Lolita has no moral
in tow

but he made this statement only after Lolita had been
thoroughly misunderstood despite the Foreword by John
Ray. This Foreword is a good example of how Nabokov
integrates his view of art into the very art itself.
John Ray's iﬁsistence on "the ethical impact the

book should have on the serious reader", that "in this
poignant study there lurks a general lesson", and that
"'Lolita' should make all of us - parents, social
workers, educators - apply ourselves with still greater
vigilance and vision to the task of briﬂging up a bet-
ter generation in a safer world“8 expresses a view

that is diametrically opposed to all of Nabokov's prin-

ciples, and in the light of these principles the whole



passage can only be taken as a wild parody of such a

view.

His principles become an even more integral part

of his work in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight,

where Mr Goodman embodies all those theories in con-
nection with art which Nabokov abhors. Mr Goodman

who criticizes Sebastian because he refused to take
any interest in general ideas and contemporary ques-
tions and who holds the view that at difficult moments
"a perplexed humanity eagerly turns to its writers and
thinkers, and demands of them attention to, if not the
cure of, its woes and wounds"g, and who demands that

a writer should at such moments tfansform his ivory
tower into a lighthouse or a broadcasting stationlo,

is clearly one of those "middlebrow[s] or...upper

Philistine[s] [who] cannot get rid of the furtive feel-

ing that a book,
11

to be great, must deal in great
ideas."
The most extensive and complex, even though in-

direct statement of Nabokov's views is to be found in

Chapter IV of The Giftlz, although the chapter should

not be read as an abstract treatise on the theory of
literature but as an integral part of the novel.

The chapter contains a biography of the nineteenth
century Russian critic and novelist N.G.Chernyshevskii.
When the novel was published in serialized form in the

Paris émigré literary journal Sovremennye Zapiski,

this chapter was turned down, and it was only fifteen

years later, in 1952, that the novel was published as

13

a complete book. The omission, made with Nabokov's



consent, was motivated by the author's "critical and
irreverent approach" to his subject.14 The editorial
board had all been members of the Russian Social Revol-
utionary Party before the Revolution, and felt that
the author was taking too much liberty with the person
of éhernyshevskii, "one of the official saints of the
Russian 19th century progressive movement"ls, and in-
deed "with the great social-reforming tradition of

the Russian nineteenth century" itself.16 There 1is
fine Nabokovian irony in the fact that the hero of the
novel, Fyodor Godunov-Cherdyntsev, who writes the bi-
ography, has great difficulty in finding a publisher
for his life of Chernyshevskii, and that the reasons

are similar to those which prevented the publication

of Nabokov's book.l7

Critics' opinions on this biography differ. As
Field points out, Fyodor uses factsls, and for long
stretches his account of Chernyshevskii's life does
seem straightforward enough, following the main sta-
tions of his life, and stressing those events and in-

cidents that are stressed in ordinary, matter-of-fact

biographies of Chernyshevskii.19 But then, of course,

he also uses facts “"which are frequently bypassed"zo;
he uses intimate matérial from intimate sources, such
as journals, and dwells on points that tact would in-
duce others to skip. He highlights some of Cherny-
shevskii's weaknesses and takes liberties with certain
episodes, which, comic in themselves, become more
comic when stylized and exaggerated. Karlinsky calls

the treatment of Chernyshevskii "satirical and at



times cruel."21 L.L.Lee, on the other hand, defends

Fyodor, stating that "he does appreciate Chernyshevs-

ki's risks, his courage, and, for that matter, his

goodness"22 and that his work "makes Chernyshevski

a truly sympathetic, if foolish, man and rescues him
from politics in the sense that he becomes human and

not a symbol."23

What is more interesting in this context, however,
is the way in which Nabokov treats, not Chernyshevskii
the man, but his theory of art. As one biographer says
of Chernyshevskii: n,:.[he] denied serious attention
to ahy theory of art or criticism that confined dis-
cussion to the relative merits of works of art and

avoided more fundamental questions."24 Concerning

himself with such "fundamental guestions", Chernyshevs-
kii decided that the "mission" of art was "to repro-
duce, to explain, to judge, and to teach."25 Briefly
and simply stated, this implies that art should re-

produce reality, which he considered as'superior to
art.26 By calling attention to objects through repro-
ducing them, art could fulfil its function to explain,
by making these objects' significance clear and
"[forcing]péople to understand life better." - "Though
art might resemble a learned statement, it would
more easily be absorbed and comprehended."27
Chernyshevskii's conviction that art had the func-
tion to judge entailed his "theory of art's social
MiSSionf“ze He expected that, if a writer was aware

of, and alive to, what was going on around him, "then

consciously or not, his work pronounced judgements



on the aspects of life that interested him.29

He puts it in a way that suggests that a work of
art may in fact contain more than the author inten-
tionally puts into it. His convictions and opinions
may flow into his art without him being aware of it,
so that, even though he does not write in order to
pass judgements, the judgements may be there, implicit-
ly. Nabokov, of course, must have known this; hence -
his statements about his own novels, like the two
quoted above, which anticipate and refute any attempt

to read either conscious or unconscious judgements of

the kind that Chernyshevskii has in mind into his work.
Chernyshevskii even went a step further determining
what a writer should be interested in. Every age had
its own particular problems, on which every member of
Society must necessarily have views. It was impossible
and inadmissible that an artist should not be con-
cerned with them. Chernyshevskii went so far as to
"deny the right of an artist to consider his artistic
work apart from the problems of the age. From [his]

' . 0
point of view, art could not be removed from llfe."3

"Any human activity had to serve mankind"3l, and

art was no exception. The artist neglected his duty

and "supported existing social injustice"32 if he

insisted on "pure art", removed from life's concerns.

Only if the underlying idea, the content, was "correct",
. : : 33
that is, "compatible with the needs of [the] time"~~,

could a work of art be created, for
Artistry consists in the correspondence

of form with idea; therefore to discern
the artistic value of a work, one must,



- as strictly as possible, inquire into
the truth of the idea which lies at the
base of the work. If the idea is false,
there can be no talk about artistry,
because the form will also_be false and
the execution incongruous.34

All of this is worlds removed from Nab&kov's own
views, and it is therefore not surprising that he
should treat it derisively in The Gift, having Fyodor
comment on it with irony and having him put it all
down to the fact that Chernyshevskii had indeed "not
the slightestynotion of the true nature of art, saw

its crown in conventional, slick art (i.e., anti-
35

’

art )..." and therefore simply had to "prefer an

honest description of contemporary manners, civic in-

dignation, heart-to-heart jingles."36If this chapter
is a denunciation and refutation of Chernyshevskii's
views, it is, by the implied contrast, at the same
time a compact and complex statement of Nabokov's own.
The rejection of all thaﬁ Chernyshevskii has to
say about art, and some of Nabokov's statements might
make it appear as if he were an artist who creates
art for art's sake. But to insist on this would mean
pinning him down, labelling him, and it would include
him in a specific group which is something else he
decidedly and sharply objects to; Also, he does not
care for the slogan "art for art's sake", "because un-
fortunately such promoters of it as, for instance,
Oscar Wilde and various dainty poets, we}e in reality
rank moralists and didacticists..."37 And yet: "...

there can be no question that what makes a work of

fiction safe from larvae and rust is not its social
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importance but its art, only its art"38, and when, in

Speak;,; Memory he speaks about the wonders of mimicry

in nature which cannot all be explained by the Dar-
winian theory of "natural selection" he says that
I discovered in nature the nonutilitarian
delights that I sought in art. Both were

a form of magic, both were a game 35 in-
tricate enchantment and deception.

This contains all the terms he keeps using when dis-
cussing art: "nonutilitarian", "delight", "game",
"enchantment", "deception". Sometimes he sounds down-
right lighthearted when talking about art. He lists
as the virtues that characterize all worthwhile art:
"originality, invention, harmony, conciseness, com-
plexity", and then adds, somewhat surprisingly, and,
as it appears, almost irresponsibly and provokingly,
"splendid insincerity".40 However, the last term fits
perfectly into his statements about art and into what
emerges from his novels, if any moral meaning, which
may spontaneously come to mind in connection with this

word, is left out of account. The root of "sincerity"

is Latin "sincerus", meaning "clear", "pure", "sound",

from which "sincere" derived as one of its meanings:

"pure", "unmixed", and also: "containing no elements

of... deception", "straightforward".41 If one there-

fore takes "sincerity" to mean "purity" (in the sense

of being unmixed) and "straightforwardness", and "in-
sincerity" to mean the opposites, the term will be seen
to describe in a condensed form two of the basic
characteristics of Nabokov's art. The way in which his

novels use .and combine traditional literary forms



and themes, scholarly procedures, and approaches to
literature, and, in particular, the way in which they
"mix" comedy and seriousness until these cannot be
disentangled, explains why Nabokov should have chosen
this particular word in connection with his works.,
These are equally conspicuous for their deceptiveness
which is, in fact, one of Nabokov's avowed aims in
writing, and of which, incidentally, his use of the
very word which describes it, is a typical example.

He often dwells on the pleasure he experiences
in creating a work of art and the pleasure true art
is to give, and part of the pleasure of creation con-
sists precisely in producing something that rivals
nature in its deceptiveness. This he achieves by ap-
proaching the creation of a work of fiction somewhat
as he approaches the creation of a-chess problem. Both
have in common that they present seemingly insur-
mountable difficulties to the inventor and the solver.

Deceit, to the point of diabolism, and

originality, verging upon tgg grotesque,
were my notions of strategy

’

he says about his invention of chess problems, and

compares this directly to the composition of one of

’

those novels

... Wwhere the author, in.a fit of luecid
madness, has set himself certain unique
rules that he observes, certain night-
mare obstacles that he surmounts, with

the zest of a deity building a live world
from the most unlikely ingredients -
rocks, and carbon, and blind throbbings.43

These, then, are the difficulties of the composer
of prpblems, the artist, the writer of novels. The

difficulties of the solver of the problems, the reader
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of the novels, consist in trying not to fall victim
to the "delusive opening moves, false scents, specious
lines of play", which are all "astutely and lovingly

prepared to lead the would-be solver astray."44

However, these difficulties are of course part of
the game and an essential part of the pleasure of both
the composer and the solver. The pleasure of the sol-
ution is completely lost if the difficulties are not
fully experienced. When Nabokov expresses this view,
he is talking of a particularly "diabolical" chess
problem, but it can be applied to his novels as well:

The unsophisticated might miss the point

of the problem entirely, and discover its

fairly simple, "thetic" solution without

having passed through the pleasurable tor-

ments prepared for the sophisticated one...

who is at the end rewarded by "a synthesis of poignant

artistic delight."45

These statements about art themselves contain an
element of deception in that they might delude the
uninitiated into believing that Nabokov really composes

his novels for no other reason than to get rid of

them46, for the pleasure of composing "riddles" to

which he likes finding "elegant solutions"47, and

for the sake of that delight which provokes "a radiant

smile of satisfaction, a purr of beatitude."48

Also, they concern only the form of the novels,
which is, in fact, "diabolical" in some cases, and
has provoked critics to have recourse to amusing com-

parisons to describe it adequately:

... a Jack-in-the-box... a clockwork toy,
a chess problem, an infernal machine, a
trap to catch reviewers, a cat-and-mouse
game, a do-it-yourself novel"™®”,
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Mary McCarthy admiringly calls Pale Fire, and Kenneth
Allsop says of the same novel that it is "A riddle
wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma."50

Except for saying that his novels are n o t
concerned with moral, social, didactic or other con-
temporary problems, and neither deal with, nor are
intended to propagate, '"general ideas", Nabokov's
statements contain no clue whatever as to what his
novels are about. It is only slowly and gradually,
and through patient re-reading (recommended by Nabokov
himself) or even re-re-reading, that one begins to
penetrate to their essential contents and content,
and then it becomes clear that one of their common
and prominent themes is reality. In following the
artistic exploration of it, the reader gets involved
in a difficult quest, and to understand all the com-
plexities and intricacies of this quest, the different
meaning$ that Nabokov attaches to the word "reality"

must first be specified.

The main distinction he makes is between "average

reality" and "true reality".51 Kinbote in Pale Fire,

who often expresses his creator's opinions and can

therefore be accepted as an authority, echoes him

when he speaks of "average

communal eye"sz, and the fact that he puts "reality®

'reality' perceived by the

in inverted commas and his addition: "perceived by
the communal eye" indicate that we are here concerned
with what Huxley says has only a "relative reality“.53
It is, again in Huxley's words, "the manifold world

of our everyday experience", the people we meet, daily
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life with its hazards and incidents, or the events

and complications of history. All of these are access-
ible to each of us, or, as Kinbote says, "to the

communal eye". We take them in through our senses

and through our intellects and seldom stop to consider
whether what we are taking in has an absolute reality,
or whether we even perceive things as they are in them-
selves.

Philosophers, however, have raised certain doubts.
Even by assuming that we perceive objects through the
medium of "ideas" (Descartes)ss, or "ideas of sensa-
tion" (Locke)ss; while speaking of "our perceiving
ideas and perceiving sensible qualities" (Berkéley)57,
of "Vorstellungen" (Kant)ss, of "sensations" (Mill)sg,
or "sense-data" (Moore and Russell)so, they indicate
that it is their conviction that there is an element
of subjectivity in the process of perception. While
Descartes and Locke and Berkeley agree that ideas as
objects of acts of sensing do in fact "not exist in-
dependenfly of being perceived"el, Russell, for example,

does grant his sense-data such an independent existence

as "sensibilia", "objects 'of the same metaphysical

and physical status as sense-data', with the difference

that they [are] not actually sensed."®? What i s
sensed, the sense-data,
63

for which he later substituted

"percepts" is "private to the observer whose mind

A~

[it] helps to constitute.n®4 This statement implies

that whatever we perceive may not in fact be what is
objectively there. Russell gives a concrete example

discussing the colour of a table which changes con-
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stantly, depending on the light, on the point of
view, or on the spectator; and as all the colours
seem equally real he concludes "... to avoid favour-
itism, we are compelled to deny that, in itself, the
table has any one particular colour."65 In this case,
however, if the table has no colour, and if all the
same we perceive some colour all the time, the table
"cannot... Dbe identical with what we see.“66 This
applies to its shape as well, and Russell in fact

concludes: "The real table, if there is one, is not

immediately known to us..."67

, and Ayer states it
even more bluntly:"In fact, the upshot is that we know
relatively little about the real table.“68
Kant comes to a similar conclusion. Rejecting

the assumption of ratiqnalist philosophers "that they ’
could discover the nature of things merely by the
exercise of reason", because "reason [is] bound to
lose itself in contradictions if it [ventures] beyond
the limits of possible experience"eg, he decides‘that

... the world that we know is partly our

own creation. We can infer that there is

a raw material upon which we go to work.

But what things are in themselves, in-
dependently of our processing them, is

something that we can never know.70
Nabokov does not operate with many philosophical
terms and never enters into a detailed abstract dis-
cussion of the problem, but the distinction he makes
between "average reality" and "true reafity" is to a
degree the same as that between Russell's "sense-data"
or “"percepts" and "sensibilia", and that between Kant's

"world that we know" and "things as they are in them-

selves". He also applies the terms to persons, to the



- 14 -

lives of 1individual persons, and in fact to our
whole existence. With regard to each of these he
assumes that there is something more truly real be-
hind the "average reality" we perceive and that we
generally mistake for the only, and implicitly true,

reality: he assumes that there is the "real person"

behind the "phantom"71 we see; some meaningful pattern

behind the seeming jumble of incidents and coinci=-
dences of which individual lives seem to be formed,
but which constitute in fact only their "average
reality"; and he assumes that there is some absolute
reality, something noumenal behind the "average reality"
of our existence.

It is "true reality" that Nabokov wants to know,
Kant's "things as they are in themselves" (now used
in the wider meaning explained above) but he is aware
of all the difficulties connected with this. It seems
to be impossible to know even things. One may strive
and struggle to know a thing, one may collect as‘
many facts and data related to it as possible, one
may add them all up, and one will still have to admit
in the end that they do not seem to form more than

a haphazard collection of information a b o u t

the thing and that something is still missing and
escaping one. The thing itself, or that which fakes it

what it essentially is, refuses to be discovered.

Nabokov puts it like this:

Reality is a very subjective affair. I can
only define it as a kind of accumulation of
information; and as specialization. If we
take a lily, for instance, or any other
kind of natural object, a lily is more real
to a naturalist than it is to an ordinary
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- person. But it is still more real to a
botanist. And yet another stage of
reality is reached with that botanist
who is a specialist in lilies. You ‘can
get nearer and nearer, so to speak, to
reality; but you can never get near
enough because reality is an infinite
succession of steps, levels of per-
ception, falsebottoms, and hence un-
quenchable, unattainable. You can
know more and more about one thing,
but you can never know everything about
one thing: it's hopeless. So that we

live surrounded by more or less ghostly
objects. )

What is true of things applies in an even higher degree
to persons. If it is next to impossible to know even
things, as they are in themselves, if they remain
"ghosts" to us, how much more hopeless must any

attempt be to try and understand what a person really
is behind what he appears to be, to see and understand
all the complexities of his soul and character: The
subjectivity and relativity of what we know about

others is proved in Pnin, The Eve, and The Real Life

of Sebastian Knight. Pnin's most obvious character-
istics being his tendency to fall into quandaries over
simple matters, the curious workings of his mind,

and an apparent absent-mindedness, he is irrevocably
put down as a freak and nobody cares to look behind
the convenient label and find the real person.

The Exe

and The Real Life of Sebastian Knight both illustrate

how our impression of another person is determined by

our attitude to him, our Preoccupations, interests
LS

and emotions. One person - Smurov in.

The Eye and

Sebastian in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight - is

seen to evoke highly divergent, even contradictory

Pictures in the minds of other persons, each of whom
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is convin;eq~yq really know Smurov or Sebastian, while
none of the pictures has probably anything to do with
the real Smurov or the real Sebastian.

Nabokov extends his quest into another sphere,

hinted at above, in The Defence, Pale Fire, Transparent

Things, and Despair. Here he is concerned not so much

with individual things or persons and the gquestion

what they are in themselves, but with the complexities
of human life. To the ordinary person, of whom Hugh

Person in Transparent Things is a kind of

incarnation,

life may appear to be a mere haphazard sequence of

incidents and coincidences which do not seem to be

in any way logically and purposefully connected.
Nabokov is concerned with the gquestion that Dillq;d

describes as central to Russian literature, namely

whether a coincidence is not in fact a "controlled

73, and whether life has not an underlying

event"
pattern which escapes the attention of those who,

like Hugh Person, perceive only its "average reality".
To discover some such pattern would be another step

on the way to the knowledge of "true reality".

Nabokov's quest is at its most profound when it
touches on the reality of life. This theme is first

tentatively introduced in The Eye, where life seems

to Smurov to be no more than 74

*a shimmer on a screen"

and where he himself gets caught up in an unreal

.

world of mirror images. Transparent Things at one

point poses the question whether life is not a mere

25

dream. The problem of life's reality is most poig-

nantly treated in Ada and Invitation to a Beheading,
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both of which deliberately undercut our confidence
in the reality of our very world and life and try to
open ways out of their "average reality" and to come

to some insight into some ultimate "true reality"”

beyond our existence.

Again, Nabokov is only too conscious of the dif-

ficulties involved in his quest and he knows that he

can expect no help from anywhere. The common, “average"

approach, as has been seen, prevents knowledge rather

than furthers it because it stops at the most super-
ficial appearance of things, and of persons and life

as well, Nor does Nabokov feel that science and

philosophy have provided any satisfactory answers to
his questions. They have tried to provide them and
have taken us a few steps on the way to knowledge,

but have not really sclved any problem. The mysteries

remain, provoking and disquieting, and paradoxically

they become the more disquieting the more we know:

... In point of fact, the greater one's
science, the deeper one's sense of mystery.
Moreover, I don't believe that any science
today has pierced any mystery. We, as news-
paper readers, are inclined to call 'science'
the cleverness of an electrician or a
psychiatrist's mumbo jumbo. This, at best,
is applied science, and one of the char-
acteristics of applied science is that
yesterday's neutron or today's truth dies
tomorrow. But even in a better sense of
'science' - as the study of visible or
palpable nature, or the poetry of pure
mathematics and pure philosophy - the
situation remains as hopeless as ever.We
‘shall never know the origin of life, or

the meaning of life, or the nature of

space and time, or the nature of nature,
or the nature of thought.76

If even science and philosophy are excluded as sources

of real knowledge, the situation does.irideed seem
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hopeless, but Nabokov does not get caught in an impasse.
Bergson expresses a thought that Nabokov shares,

when he describes the artist as one who can see

through the labels affixed to things and perceive

their inner life:

Art... [brushes] aside the utilitarian symbols,
the conventional and socially accepted general-
ities, in short everything that veils reality

from us, in order to bring us face to face
with reality itself.77

Nabokov expresses it like this:
Whatever the mind grasps, it does so with
the assistance of creative fancy, that
drop of water on a glass slide which gives

distinctness and relief to the observed
organism.78

His mind helps the artist in different ways in his
understanding of "true reality". ;n the "average"
world, in which man finds himself, the artistic mind
may be aware of reflections and echoes of some superior
reality, and through them the artist may be enabled
to overcome the limitations normally set to the human
mind and to apprehend something truly real. This: is
the case in Lolita, where, through Lolita's youthful

beauty, Humbert has an intimation of some infinite

perfection and some pure and eternal and immaterial

beauty. In Transparent Things the process Nabokov
déscribes seems to be an almost involuntary one. The
artist needs only concentrate on an objecE, and with-
out any deliberate effort he will sink into its past
and history. By a simple "act of attentfbn"79 he breaks
the "thin veneer of immediate reality [that] is

spread over natural and artificial matter"so, and

behind this "thin veneer", the "now" of the object
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(formed by its present qualities and its present
context), opens the vast spectrum of things and
incidents and persons with which or with whom it

has been in any way connected. More than that, a

dense pattern of interrelations between these things
and incidents and ‘people is also disclosed. One simple
object can take the artist away in space and back in
time, and if he traced and followed all the connecting
lines, this one object might grant him insights that

would in the end comprehend the whole "world that Jack

built."81 Nabokov's implication is that the ordinary,

average mind never steps beyond the "now" or the "thin
veneer of immediate reality"of things and thus obtains
no knowledge“df what is concealed behind them.

It seems that this breaking through the "thin
veneer" is also the basis of the artistic process of
creation that Kinbote describes. He says that "'reality'
is neither the subject nor the object of true art"sz,
meaning, of course, that art is not concerned wifh

"average reality" as defined above:

[Art] creates its own special reality having
nothing to do with the average 'reality’
perceived by the communal eye.83
This does not mean that the artist takes no notice of
the world around him. On the contrary, Nabokov is
wide awake to every trifle and takes in, and uses
in his novels, thousands of daily triviqf "The artist
should know the given world", he says; "Imagination
without knowledge leads no farther than the back yard

of primitive art..."84, and the same thought, namely

that daily life is a constant source of inspiration
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for the artist, is expressed in his essay "Pouchkine

ou le vrai et le vraisemblable"ssz

Si la vie semble quelquefois bien brumeuse,
c'est parce que l'on est mypoe. Pour qui

sait regarder, la vie quotidienne est aussi
pleine de révélations et de jouissances qu'elle
l'était aux yeux des grands poetes de jadis.86

But he does not "reproduce" life in Chernyshevskii's

sense. He takes it in, and what happens then is again
best described by Kinbote, speaking about "his" poet,
Shade: |

I am witnessing a unique physiological
phenomenon: John Shade perceiving and
transforming the world, taking it in
and taking it apart, re-combining its
elements in the very process of storing
them up so as:to produce at some un-
specified date an organic miracle, a

fusion of image and music, a line of
verse.

The artist, as has been seen,can break the "thin
veneer of immediate reality".of things. This implies that
he can see things individually, independent of their
present qualities and contexts; in Kinbote's words:
while taking the world in he can also take it apért.

" And seeing things individually, as they are in them-
selves and free from their present functions and con-
texts, he will not only discover the pattern of inter-
relations described above, but other connections and
interrelations as well: combinations and patterns
that remain hidden to the ordinary mind whose per-
ception is limited to the "immediate reality" of things.
He can see links between things from different contexts,
even relations between seemingly disparate things, and
he can see links and relations between things he is

just perceiving and things he has perceived at some
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other time. It is thus that he can re-combine the
elements into new patterns, and that he can "transform"
and re-create the world. He does not invent these in-
terrelations and patterns, nor does he shape them
through an arbitrary act of selection. They are there,
hidden from the ordinary mind behind the surface
appearance of things, and it is for=the artist to
uncover them in his work of art.

Memory plays an important part in this, because
stored in it the artist finds the elements that he
may use in the process of re-creation, and, moreover,
he finds them stored in such a way that the inter-
relations and patterns just described are clearly
visible. Some "mysterious foresight" seems to be at
work (again not an act of arbitrary selection) when
memory stores those elements which will uncover the
pattern and pushes those into the background that

would confuse it or blur it.

I would say that imagination is a form
of memory... An image depends on the
power of association, and association

is supplied and prompted by memory. When
we speak of a vivid individual recollection
we are paying a compliment not to,our
capacity of retention but to Mq;dgsyne's
mysterious foresight in .having “stored up
this or that element which creative im-
agination may- use when combining it - with
later recollections and inventions.®88

What we find in a work of art, then, may be elements
from factual ("average") reality, but they do not

reproduce this reality as we know it. They are taken
out of their contexts, shaped, re-combined, combined

with elements from completely different contexts, or

transformed into artistic shapes, so that they form
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a new, wholly artistic reality. And this artistic
reality is the rendering of the "true reality" the

artist has perceived.

It is thus that Shade in Pale Fire, for example,

gains through the medium of Kinbote an insight into

what he calls "the web of sense"89 the ordering and

meaningful pattern underlying his seemingly unpattern-
ed and unordered life. It is thus, too, that the
narrator of Pnin uncovers for the reader the "true
reality” of Pnin's life, the "average reality" of
which - and the only reality perceived by the Wain-
dell people - looks like a meaningless succession of

absurd and comic incidents. Hugh Person in Transparent

Things does not see beyond the "average reality"
and sometimes not even beyond the "thin veneer of
immediate reality" of his own life. To him it appears
as no more than a series of unrelated and haphazard
incidents, and it is again left to an artist, Mr. R.,
to uncover that there are a number of incidents énd
moments which form a very clear and very meaningful
"web of sense".

According to Nabokov it is again only the artist
who -has the ability to see through the "average reality"
of a person and to discover something more real behind

the surface appearance that lends itself to misinter-

pretations and subjective views. It is thus the

narrator in Pnin who uncovers a real human being

behind the comic freak that the Waindell people see

in Timofey Pnin.

Humbert Humbert's vision of Lolita is even profounder
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and has metaphysical dimensions. He detects in the
little girl he himself so often describes as vulgar
some quality which eludes man all the time though

he may yearn for it and struggle to reach it and
capture it: some "immaterial, pure, eternal, un-
changing beauty..."90 This for him is Lolita's real
essence, and this he wants to capture because he
feels that by grasping the beauty and perfection en-

cased in child-women man may transcend this world and

time and pass beyond "the mirror you break your

nose against."9l

There are shades as to how fanciful or even fan-

tastic the individual artistic renderings of "true

reality" are. There are those in Pnin and Transparent

Things in which the elements of "average reality"
of which they are composed are clearly recognizable.
But there is also that in Pale Fire, where the artist
puts what he has perceived in purely fantastic shapes
which do not at the first sight seem to possess any
reality except that of fictitious events and charac-
ters. The intimations of "true reality" that they con-
tain emerge only slowly and gradually.

Nabokov attaches a warning to this which is illus-
trated most poignantly in Pale Fire, but also-in

The Defence and Despair. The artist must remain aware

that his art is no more than a means of transcending
"average reality" and catching a glimpse of "true
reality", and that it does no more than render an
artistic image of it. Doing this, it giwves him and

others knowledge that cannot be obtained in any other
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way, and this knowledge and the implications of the
work of art are valuable and should influence him

and others in their reactions to the "average reality"

in which they live. People at Waindell might react -

differently to Pnin if only they had the narrator's
insights, or even only knew his version of Pnin.

Hugh Person in Transparent Things might have lived

had he had Mr. R.'s insights. But the artist must not
get iﬁvolved in his piece of art to the degree of
becoming part of his creation and reacting to it
rather than to the world in which he finds himself,
however "average" this world may be. Both Luzhin in

The Defence and Kinbote in Pale Fire fail to make

this distinction and the inevitable consecuence is

madness. The same happens to Hermann in Despair whose

invention, moreover, is not based on any reality at

all, and can therefore, in Nabokov's view, not even

be considered as a work of art. Humbert Humbert in
Lolita destroys Lolita by reacting to his view of her
as a nymphet and denying her the only reality she is
aware of, that of a very human, very terrestrial

little girl.

In Invitation to a Beheading, Ada, and Transparent

Things the artistic mind is seen to possess still
greater and still more far-reaching abilities. In
these novels the terms "average reality" and "true
reality" acquire new, and perhaps the most profound,
meanings.

Life may appear real enough to ordinary minds, and

it is in.fact presented in the novels in real enough
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terms. However, for Cincinnatus, and Ada and Van

it possesses at best a "relative reality". The life

in which they find themselves caught - "imprisoned"
in the case of Cincinnatus - has here no more than the
status of "average reality". The ways in which they
transcend it may differ from each other, but they

do transcend it (and .so does Mr. R.) and obtain an
insight into some ultimate "true reality" beyond our
existence.

In Cincinnatus' case it is a process of awakening
from dreams and through his art destroying the world
around him that brings him face to face with a "true
reality" which has all the appearances of the Platonic
world of Ideas, and of which our life and world is
only a "clumsy copy“gz. Cincinnatus' experience is
based in his imagination, which may cast doubt on its
validity. He imagines even his own death (as do Mr. R.
and John Shade) and gains from this the conviction
of his immortality, and again the evidence of hi$
experience may be doubted. But, as has been seen, it
is Nabokov's thesis throughout that the artist's

imagination or "creative fancy" is the only way to

knowledge, and that it is reliable. To quote Nabokov

once more:

Whatever the mind grasps, it:does so with
the assistance of creative fancy, that drop
of water on a glass slide which gives

distinctness and relief to the observed
organism.

In another context he speaks of the "lamp of art"94
that makes things visible which remain otherwise con-

cealed from our perception and knowledge.Thus the
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suggests that, even though Cincinnatus may not go

through the experience of actual physical death, his
mind is yet capable of apprehending what mental ex-
periences the end might bring with it, and the same

applies to Mr. R. in Transparent Things.

Cincinnatus can talk about his experience, and to
a degree he can even convey to the reader an idea
of his "real" world. Mr. R. and Ada and Van remain
somewhat vague about the nature of their experiences
and certainly give no indication of what it actually
is that they have come to know. The reason is that
their experiences are impossible to put into words.
Mr. R. says of his that if he could put it all down
in a book and explain his "total rejection of all re-
ligions ever dreamt up by man and [his] total composure
in the face of total death... that book would become

no doubt a new bible and its author the founder of

a new creed."95 But he admits in the same breath that

this is impossible because one "can never express in

one flash what can only be understood immediately.“96

Van takes pains to explain that what he and Ada ex-

perience is "nowness“97 or the "true Present"ga, and

he makes yet another attempt at an explanation:

It would not be sufficient to say that

in his love-making with Ada he discovered
the pang, the ggon‘, the agony of supreme
'reality'. Rellity, better say, lost the
quotes it wore like claws in a world where
independent and original minds must cling
to things or pull things apart in order

to ward off madness or death (which is

the master madness). For a spasm or two
he was safe. The new naked reality needed
no tentacle or anchor; it lasted a moment,
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but could be repeated as often as he 99
" and she were physically able to make love.

Both Mr. R. and Van speak in terms that are reminiscent
of descriptions of mystical experiences. These lay
stress on the fact that such experiences free the

mind from all the limitations set to it by the
intellect: that they grant knowledge which is quite
different from, and goes far beyond, that obtained
through intellectual processes. It is an intuitive

and immediate knowledge:

There come to many the sudden moments

of intuitive perception, elusive,

fading quickly, but of deep significance,
illuminations which they feel reveal to
them new facets of reality.100

Such experiences and the knowledge they convey do not

lend themselves to expression in words, as these are

made to express and convey rational and intellectual
ideas and concepts, and prove insufficient with regard
to something in which the intellect has no part,

those insights that appear like "something given{

a sort of revelation coming from a something out-

side oneself."101

To all appearances both Mr. R. and Van and Ada go
through experiences that have these characteristics.
They experience something to which the term "noumenal"102

had better be applied to make its metaphysical dimen-

sion quite clear, and although it does at least with

Van and Ada probably not have the religious associations

Huxley attaches to it, the same is no doubt true of

their absolute (or "true") reality that is true of his:

... We can never hope to describe it even though it

is possible for us directly to apprehend it."103
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Admittedly not all of Nabokov's thoughts and
problems, and not all of his solutions to the prob-
lems he discusses can be said to be original. A few
short suggestions may suffice to support this state-
ment: as was indicated above, the doubts, for example,
that he entertains concerning what we know (or what
we can know) have occupied the minds of the philos-
ophers of all ages and have found expression in their

writings.

Plato was nameéd in connection with Invitation to

a Beheading because the idea that Cincinnatus C.

in
that novel conveys of his ideal world has a strong

resemblance to Plato's world of Ideas.
Cincinnatus considéers life as a semi-sleep "into

which penetrate in grotesque disguise the sounds and

sights of the real world...“104. Sleep and its dreams

take him a step in the direction where his ideal world

(his "true reality") is to be found, and his scale,

which is diametrically opposed to that of everybody
else, is completed by death, which is for him in
fact an awakening from the dreams and nonsense of

life into the very presence of this ideal world.

Again, the idea of life as a dream is not originally

Nabokovian, but recurs for example in the writings

of the exponents of what Huxley calls the "Perennial

Philosophy",

~

... the metaphysic that recognizes a
divine Reality substantial to the world
of things and lives and minds; the psy-
chology that finds in the soul something
similar to, or even identical with, divine
Reality; the ethic that places man's final
end in the knowledge of the immaneni and
transcendent Ground of all being... 05



As Huxley says:

This metaphor of waking from dreams recurs
again and again in the various expositions
of the Perennial Philosophy. In this context
liberation might be defined as waking out

of the nonsense, nightmares and illusory
pleasures of what is ordinarily called real
life into the awareness of eternity.

The idea of death as liberation and entrance into
some absolute reality behind the world and life into
which we find ourselves cast is an idea that is also

common with German Romantic philosophers and poets.

With them, as with Nabokov, this absolute reality

has lost its religious associations. Schelling, for
example, describes death as the transition from some
"relative Non-Esse" into what he calls '"pure Esse."107
The poet Novalis could be named as another exponent

of this thought.

German Romanticism also gave rise to an idea which
recurs in Ada. Schlegel developed what might be called
a philosophy of love: it is through love of another
vperson that man can break the boundaries set to his
own self and find fulfilment. This motif is modified
in Novalis into some kind of love-mysticism, in
that physical love becomes with him a'means of escap-

ing from the limitations of our "reality" and of

gaining access to something true and absolute behind

108

it. This is precisely what happens in Ada, Van

and Ada feeling liberated, reality losiné its quotes,
only during moments of physical love.

Nabokov is not the first to entertain the notion

that art plays a decisive part in man's quest for
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"true reality"” in that it allows him to gain and to
convey insights that neither science nor philosophy
can give. Bergson was already named as having ex-

pressed the same conviction, but the idea can be

traced farther back. Sidney, in his Defense of Poesie,

makes the point that the poet "makes direct contact
with the world of Platonic ideas", and is in his art
"not imitating the idea as reflected palely in real
life, but is directly embodying his own vision of the

109

ideal."” The position taken by Bergson and Nabokov

is also a Romantic one, its ideas perhaps best ex-

pressed in Shelley's Defense of Poetry, where he, too,

claims that "the poet, through his use of the imagin-

ation, comes directly into contact with the world of

Platonic ideas, and so with true reality, instead

of simply imitating reflections of these ideas.

Quite often, then, Nabokov seems not so much to

be proposing something truly original, but rather to
be re-asserting propositions and convictions of thch
some have quite a tradition in the histories of phil-
osophy and literature. His true originality, which
has so often been praised, lies rather in his way of
presenting these same propositions, of utté;ing these
same convictions in unusual and surprising cbntexts,
and in turning his quest for reality into a comic quest.
The term "comic quest" is not meant to imply that
Nabokov's novels follow the structure or the action
line of comedies. Ada might be named as the only ex-

ception in that it does to a degree follow a typical

comedy formula, more specifically the formula that
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Northrop Frye describes as underlying Shakespeare's
comedies. These, he says, are concerned with
.. the efforts of a young man who tries
to get possession of a young woman who
is kept from him by various social
barriers... These are gradually cir-

cumvented, and the comedy ends at a point

when a new society is crystallized, usually
by the marriage or betrothal of hero and
heroine.

Ada follows this formula as far as the circumvention
of social barriers is concerned; which do, in fact,
keep Van and Ada separateéd for a considerable time.
But even here the similarities end, for even though
there is a reunion at the end, the festive ending,
so typical of Shakespeare's comedies, is ironized
and marred. Whereas with Shakespeare the couples are
normally united in their bloom of youth, it is "fat

112

old Veen" and Ada, "a dark glittering stranger

with the high hair-do in fashion"ll3, aged fifty-two

and fifty respectively, who eventually find them-
selves re-united. |

It is not only the typical comedy structure that
is absent from Nabokov's novels, but also what, again,
Frye describes as the"predominating mood [of comedies]
which is festive."114 Nor can Nabokov's novels be

said to be comic in the sense that Tom Jones, say,

is comic, or The Pickwick Papers, most of the comic

quality of which derives from an almost uninterrupted

series of burlesque incidents. -

In fact, from the analysis of the central concern
of the novels it will have emerged that it is not
their subject matter that justifies the use of the

term "comic" in connection with them. It is rather
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the manner in which the subject matter is treated

that accounts for their comic quality. The subject
matter, which is in itself not comic, is embedded

in an overall pattern formed of a variety of comic
elements: burlesque, grotesque, or absurd; chief

among them is parody; parody not only of a great

number of traditional literary themes and motifs,

forms and styles, and of extant literary works, but

also of some critical approaches to works of literature.
The traditional love story, for example, or the story
of the love-triangle, the story about incest, the famil-
iar mystery story, are all parodied, just as well as

the biography, the scholarly edition of a poem, or

the psychoanalytical and moral approaches to a piece

of literature.

One of Nabokov's favourite victims is Freud. He never

loses a chance of exposing and ridiculing him and his
theories. He uses a particular strategy for doing this,
creating plots and incidents that actually seem to
invite Freudian interpretations. Lolita and parts of

Transparent Things look like paradigms of Freud's

theory of the unconscious, like perfect case histories.
But whatever psychoanalytical interpretations are pro-
voked by these novels and by others, are then shown to
be completely and absurdly beside the point, so that
those readers and critics who do not see through the
deceptive game at once become the victims of Nabokov's

A

mocking together with Freud.
There is no contradiction between the use of comic
devices and the striving for a serious aim, such as

the solution to the metaphysical questions that Nabokov
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raises. He allows Sebastian Knight to use parody "as

. . 115
a kind of springboard of serious emotion" , and
treating the questions that move him in a comic manner,

he remains true to his conviction that " the

difference between the comic side of things and

their cosmic side depends on one sibilant."ll6

Accordingly, he brings the comic sides of things

and their serious aspects into such close proximity

that the borderline gets blurred, that they become,

in fact, inseparable. (If they are treated separately

in the following chapters, this will be done only for

the sake of convenience. Even while enhancing each

other's qualities, both the comedy and the serious-

ness being heightened by contrast, they also blend

and merge. The superficially comic elements reveal

their serious implications and the serious sides of

things prove to have also a comic touch. In the last
analysis it becomes impossible to separate the manner
from the matter, for the matter is actually contéined

in and expressed through, the manner.

In The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, for example,

the parodies of various forms of biographical re-.
search contain within them the questions that lead to
the metaphysical speculations described earlier in

this Introduction. They ridicule old and established
ways of research and expose them as unrg}iable, in-
sufficient and misleading, but even while ridiculing
them, they actually raise Nabokov's basic question,
namely how much and what can be knoWn, and the question

if there is any way to true knowledge at all.
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‘The case is quite similar in Pale Fire. Kinbote's
commentary to Shade's poem is, of course, a parody of

a scholarly commentary. But this superficially ludicrous
composition of his provides through its very form the
answer to the central metaphysical question of this
poem, so that the manner is no longer just the vessel
for the subject matter, but is inseparably linked

with it.

In Pale Fire, incidentally, comedy and seriousness

are seen to interact in yet another way. The comedy

of the incongruous commentary in .its turn has its
source in Kinbote's tragedy - his madness, which re-
sults from his complete identification with the story
the commentary relates.

Nabokov is perhaps nearest the strategy of absurd

plays in his use of comic elements in Invitation to

a Beheading and Bend Sinister, where things are comic,
and horrible and frightening at the same time. The

superficially comic dream images in Invitation to a

Beheading turn out to be a rendering of the senseless-
ness and horror of the world in whi¢h Cincinnatus
lives, and they contain and evoke this horror. Here
perhaps more than anywhere else in Nabokov's novels
both the comedy and the seriousness are heightened

by their close proximity and create a nightmarish
effect very similar to the effect created by an absurd
play. What has here been said about only a few of
Nabokov's novels applies to all of them. Nowhere can

their comedy and their seriousness be separated.

When V in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight speaks
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about Sebastian's use of parody, he stresses that

one of his intentions was

...[to hunt] out the things which had
once been fresh and bright but which
were now worn to a thread, dead things
among living ones; dead things shamming
life, painted and repainted, continuing

to be accepted by lazX minds serenely
unaware of the fraud.ll7

This can certainly also be put down as one of Nabokov's
intentions. However, it is perhaps not enough to see

in it only the artistic purpose of exposing worn-out

literary forms. It also directly serves the gquest

with which all the novels are concerned, and makes
the reader receptive for the novels' import.
What was described above forms an intricate surface
of artistry and deception. The reader is often temporari-

ly trapped into feeling that he is reading something

very familiar, like the mystery story, sav, or a
biography, or else that he is dealing with the scholar-
ly edition of a poem. He is trapped into this particu-

larly because thecharacteristic of parody is "analytic

mimicry"lla, so that a parody may at first sight look

like the thing it is in fact parodying. But parody

is also a form of "mimicry that is just off the note"119

so that the reader will realize by and by that he

is reading something gquite different from what he

thought he was reading, and that it has quite a dif-

ferent import from what it seemed at first to suggest.
This, for one thing, is the source of pure intel-

lectual enjoyment and of the pleasure that Nabokov

wants true art to give. The reader who manages to avoid

“"the delusive opening moves, false scents, specious
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lines of play"120 will in the end be rewarded by a
"synthesis of poignant artistic delight."121

This intellectual enjoyment, in its turn, prevents
the reader from getting too emotionally involved,
and it frees his mind for the experience 0of the philos-
ophical contents and content. Thus, he will, for
example, penetrate to the real content of Ada, because
the artistry will effectively prevent him from reading
Van's and Ada's story as literally one about incest,
and from getting trapped into an emotional involvement

with them. He will no longer read The Real Life of

Sebastian Knight as a biography once he has realized

that the old methods of biographical research are not

used as ways to knowledge about a person, but are

parodied and called into question.

He will also be discouraged from reading Invitation

to a Beheading as literally a novel about imprisonment

and death by beheading; he will not be allowed either

to react emotionally to the horrors of any one specific

political system, but he will be led on to the real-

ization that the concern of the novel is, again, a

quest for knowledge, knowledge of some superior reality,
in this case.

The old and traditional forms of fiction - this is
the implication - have become stale; they are among
Nabokov's (or Sebastian Knight's) "dead things
shamming life". They no longer surprise the reader and
therefore provoke always the same stock responses from
him. By getting rid of - in fact, through parody

annihilating - these old conventional forms, the
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author frees the reader's mind and enables him to

look at things in a new way, without being hampered
by the traditional ideas these forms have all along
imposed upon him.

"Parody serves to startle the reader into an aware-
ness that his comfortable notions of fiction and
'reality' are about to be 'exploded."122 It is thus
that his eyes are opened to the novels' basic theme -
the quest for reality - and it is thus, too, that |
he is startled into an awareness of the "true reality"
the author has discovered through his art and uncover-
ed for the reader in his art. The author cannot actual-
ly bring the reader face to face with the "true
reality” he, as artist,.perceives, but he can at
least bring him face to face with his artistic ver-
sion of what he perceives.

Sometimes, however, he has to stop short even of

this. Nabokov admits that much when, as in Ada and

Transparent Things the characters' experiences afe
hinted at rather than articulated, and he admits as
much about himself. His characters' preoccupations
are largely his own. This becomes clear from his
statements about the enigmatic nature of reality

quoted earlier in this Introduction:; he is fascinated

by patterns in his own life123 like some of his char-

acters, and, like Van Veen, he is preoccupied with

time124 and deathlzs, and shares to a degree Van's
126

conception of time . And it seems that he must have

had experiences of the nature described for example

in Transparent Things:

experiences that have given
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him knowledge surpassing that given by the senses,

the intellect, by science, or philosophy: experiences

that cannot be expressed in intellectual terms because
they have nothing to do with the intellect but are
purely intuitive. It seems that this is implied in

something he once said in an interview:

... what I am going to say now is something
I have never said before... I know more

than I can express in words, and the little

I can express would not_have been expressed,
had I not known more.l2

What has emerged from this analysis confirms what
was said at the beginning about Nabokov's conception
of art, and it confirms what he says about his own
novels. They are unlike anything that Chernyshevskii
wants art to be, and thus support Nabokov's rejectidn
of Chernyshevskii's theories. They neither "reproduce"

nor "explain", nor do they "teach". They defy any

attempt to read a "social mission" into them, and they

are not concerned with the "problems of the age". As
Nabokov insists, they contain no "moral message".and
certainly no "general ideas".

If they cannot be called "art for art's sake",
this is due to their preoccupation with the quest
that has been described. As has been seen, Nabokov
puts this quest into an artistic shape because he con-
siders art as a superior way to knowledge. By his gift
of the imagination, the artist can obtaig knowledge,
and can penetrate into realms which are forbidden to
everybody else, and though he does not "teach", he can,

through his art make this knowledge available to others;

he can sometimes open these realms to others, or he



can, at least, make others aware of the existence of

these realms and of the fact that there are, after all,

ways of obtaining knowledge of them. But Nabokov does

not do this for an amorphous mass called "the audience"

or "society'":

A work of art has no importance whatever
to society. It is only important to the

indiwvidual, and onl¥ the individual reader
is important to me. 28

Chronologically speaking, however, all this is an-

ticipating things a little. Some motifs from the later

novels, it is true, are there in outline in Mary,

Glory and King, Queen, Knave, which G. M. Hyde lists
sory !

under "Three Early Novels"129 even though Glory is not

quite as early as that. But in these novels the motifs
do not yet have, and hardly hint at, the profound

implications they are to assume later on.

Ganin, the hero of Marxl30 lives as an exile in a

Berlin pension together with a small number of other
exiles, and his life, and that of the others, has
about it some unreal quality: "his dream life in exile"

(52) it is called, and his surroundings appear just

as unreal to him:‘Riding on a bus"... Ganin felt that
this alien city passing before him was nothing but a
moving picture" (52). By chance he finds out that his
neighbour's wife, who is about to arrive from Russia
to join her husband, is Mary, the girl he loved in

his youth, and this discovery starts in his mind "a

Proustian act of recreation"l3l of the past. He evokes

that past in loving detail, so that, for a few days,

it assumes in his mind more reality than his l1ife in



the present.

This act of recreation somehow resembles Van Veen's
and Ada's, but whereas in Ada the recreation of the
past brings with it a victory over time and in a sense
(when memories are turned into art) even over death,
it does not have any of these implications in Mary.
Ganin realizes eventually that by recreating and in
his mind reliving, the past romance.he has also ex-

hausted it, and that "his future cannot be founded on

132
the image of Mary, which belongs to the past." On

his way to the station where he fully intends to meet

Mary, he looks around him and, as it were, becomes

alive to the reality of the present for the first

time:

Ganin walked down the middle of the sidewalk,
gently swinging his solidly packed bags, and
thought how long it was since he had felt so
fit, strong and ready to tackle anything.

And the fact that he kept noticing everything
with a fresh, loving eye - the carts driving
to market, the slender half-unfolded leaves
and the many-colored posters which a man in
an apron was sticking around a kiosk - this

fact meant a secret turning point for him, an
awakening (113).

He abandons his plan, aware of and alive to, the

present reality of things and realizing that

By now he had exhausted his memories, was
sated by them, and the image of Mary...

now remained in the house of ghosts, which
itself was already a memory.

Other than that image no Mary existed,

nor
could exist (114).
133 . . :
Glory tentatively introduces the motif of a

thematic design underlying a person's life, something

more fully exploited in other novels, most notably



in Transparent Things.

Like Ganin in Mary, Martin Edelweiss is a young
exile trying to come to terms with the fact that his
homeland is lost to him; The "course...to take refuge
in nostalgia, to enter the comfortable past and there
lapse dreamily away"134is rejected by him, just as
by Ganin. Nor can he in the long run accept the atti-
tude of his Cambridge tutor, Archibald Moon, who
treats Russia és an "inanimate article of luxury"
(97), who regards it as a definitely lost land "which

the present cannot touch" and who delights in its

"hermetic containedness."135 Martin decides on a dan-

gerous enterprise. Illegally, all by himself, he is
going to cross the frontier, to enter Russia for just

twenty-four hour's and thus to recover it. His enter-

prise is of course doomed, and he never returns from
his exploit.

What is interesting in the context of the present
study is not so much Martin's story but the way in
which the author uses the idea that a human life is
not just a chaotic sequence of évents and incidents,
but that for him who can see, it appears structured.
It has an undérlying thematic design. There are in
a life incidents that link with others, earlier or

later ones, and that may in some cases be discovered

to be of fatidic significance.

o~

Nabokov introduces this idea in Speak, Memory

where he says that "The following of such thematic
designs through one's life should be, I think, the

true purpdse of autobiography"l36'ﬂe weaves one such
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design in the life of Martin Edelweiss out of one of

his own childhood recollections:

One night, during a trip abroad, in the
fall of 1903, I recall kneeling on my
(flattish) pillow at the window of a
sleeping car...and seeing with an inex-
plicable pang, a handful of fabulous
lights that beckoned to me from a distant
hillside, and then slipped into a pocket
of black velvet: diamonds that I later

gave away to my characters _to alleviate
the burden of my wealth.137

These lights reappear in Glory where they "accom-
pany the hero...throughout his life, from Yalta, to
~Southern France, Switzerland, and finally back to
Russia."138He is intensely aware of them on a moonlit’

night in Yalta:

Right under his feet he saw a broad black

abyss and beyond it the sea, which seemed

to be raised and brought closer, with a

full moon's wake, the 'Turkish Trail’

spreading in the middle and narrowing as

it approached the horizon. To the left,

in the murky, mysterious distance, shim-

mered the diamond lights of Yalta (20).
This, and the rest of the surroundings: "...above the
black alpestrine steppe, above the silken sea, the
enormous, all-engulfing sky, dove-gray with stars" (20)
evokes in Martin an extraordinary sensation: "an un-
bearable intensification of all his senses, a magical
and demanding impulse, the presence of something for
which alone it was worth living® (20). These lights,
of which he keeps catching glimpses from trains never
lose their attraction and magic for him.and firmly
remain associated in his mind with the intense emo-

tional experience in his childhood:

Thus the nostalgic memory of the past
flashes out of the darkness of anonymous
landscapes which are rushing past the
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- windows of various trains...and urges
Martin to attempt to cross the border
into 'Zoorland', as he romantically 139
calls 'the remote northern land' (162).
The lights become fatidic for him in the sense that
they urge him to undertake the dangerous adventure
from which he does not return.

Another such design in Martin's life is of course
that formed by the repeated image of the forest path.
Again this begins with a childhood memory: On the wall
above the bed of little Martin hangs "a watercolor
depicting a dense forest with a winding path disap-
pearing in its depths" (4), and in a book from which
his mother reads to him before he goes to sleep

...there was a story about just such a
picture with a path in the woods, right
above the bed of a little boy, who, one
fine night, just as he was, nightshirt

and all, went from his bed into the pic-

ture, onto the path and disappeared into
the woods (4-5).

The child Martin wonders if his mother will not notice
the resemblance between the picture on the wall and
the story and, becoming alarmed, remove the picture
to "avert the nocturnal journey" (5).
The path, like the splendid lights, keep haunting
Martin's imagination, and later, when he has started
thinking of his enterprise, it is always connected
with the image of the winding path:
'*And then I'll continue on foot, on foot',
muttered Martin excitedly - a forest, a
winding path - what huge trees! (157)

And this image, connected with his childhood and ac-

companying him throughoﬁt his youth, is also connected

with his end: Darwin, his Cambridge friend, informing
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Martin's mother of her son's disappearance, momentar-

ily "becomes" Martin, so to speak, as he leaves her

and conjures up an image of Martin walking into

"zoorland" from where he will not return:
Darwin emerged from the brown depths of
the melancholy garden, closed the wicket
behind him...and started back along the
path through the woods. ...It was quiet
in the woods, all one could hear was a
faint gurgle: water was running somewhere
under the wet gray snow...The air was
dingy, here and there tree roots tra-
versed the trail, black fir needles now
and then brushed against his shoulder,
the dark path passed between the trunks

in picturesque and mysterious windings
(205) .

Certainly, it is a long way from here to the com-
plexities of later novels, but Glory is partly a
first venture into the exploration of the pattern
underlying the life of man, which is not, as Luzhin,
Shade and Kinbote, and finally Mr. R. are to find out,
a sequence of haphazard inéidents and coincidences,
but which, on close examination, and seen through the
eyes of an artist, will be discovered to be well

ordered, planned and determined by an underlying

"web of sense'.

140 4

King, Queen, Knave ", this "bright brute‘rl l, as

Nabokov calls his second novel, reads simply like a
story of the love triangle, with Frahz, the innocent,
coming from the provinces to Berlin and being seduced
by his much older aunt who also talks him into plans
of murdering her unloved husband, Kurt Dreyer. None
of the three characters has much depth: the title of

the novel itself is an allusion to their cardboard



naturest?? and a cinema built in the neighbourhood

of Franz' dismal lodgings is to open with a show of

a film based on Goldemar's play King, Queen, Knave,

and, as an advertisement, has a display of "three
gigantic transparent-looking playing cards resembling
stained~-glass windows which would probably be very
effective when 1it up at night" (216).

Franz is a simpleton and a dumb fool, an easy
victim to his aunt's advances, whose values, in turn,
are derived from the world of the cinema, and who is
so wholly rooted in convention that even for a woman
to have a lover appears to her to be a conventional
necessity. As in their affair, Franz is equally help-
lessly her victim when she involves him in her murder-
ous plans.

The only one to show some signs of genuine life
is the hen-pecked husband, Kurt Dreyer, who is not
only a successful businessman, but also knows how to
enjoy life; who has a keen sense of humour, is amused
by his conventional home and has something of an
artist about him; in fact, in his youth he wanted to
be one (223). He reads poems on the train journey,
which Martha finds objectionable (9-10), and winces
at some abominable performance at a variety show
which entrances Franz and Martha (116-117). One sign,
perhaps, that he has the author's sympathy is the
fact that he can identify "'a Red Admirable butterfly',

the recurring lepidopteron that is almost Nabokov's

heraldic beast."143

But although alive in the sense just described, he



- 46 -

is blind where his wife and Franz are concerned, and

this gives rise to a number of ironic situations,
described in detail by Jiirgen Bodenstein.144 To give
only a few examples out of the many: Dreyer is pleased
to find, for example, that his wife is smiling "fairly
often of late", and he mistakenly puts this down to
the fact that she is happy with him. Actually Martha
smiles because she intends to seduce young Franz, and
"was in the pleasant position of a person who has
been promised a mysterious treat in the near future"(62).
Leaving for a skiing trip, Dreyer encourages his wife
to "Have a good time over the holidays" and "Tell Franz
to take you to the theatre" (148), without realizing
that there is no need for such encouragement at all.
He is the victim of false appearances on many other
occasions, as for example, when he returns from his
trip and experiences "perfect happiness" because
"there was a magnificent smile on Martha's face" (160).
However, it is not a smile of welcome; she smileé
because "wise fate... had so simply and honestly
averted a crude, ridiculous, dreadfully overworked
disaster" (160), namely that of Dreyer surprising
her and Franz together in his own bedroom.

All these and many other examples145 joyfully
exploit a stock comedy-situation and its consequences,
and may in this novel not have any profound implications,
However, they do anticipate, even though in a cohic

guise, the implications of later novels, such as

The Eye, Pnin, Lolita, and The Real Life of Sebastian

Knight, all of which centre round the question whether
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and to what degree, people can really know each other.
Dreyer knows neither Franz nor Martha. He has labelled
Franz, and Franz will remain for him "an amusing
coincidence in human form" (106). He files him away
in his mind under "'cretin' with cross references

to 'milksop' and 'sympathisch'" (169).

Martha remains a stranger to him even though he
has lived with her for over seven years. He knows
her so little that she can make all sorts of cruel
plans to abolish him without raising his suspicion.
In fact, after he has visited an exhibition of crime
and has looked at photographs of murderers and their
victims and all the appalling instruments of murder,
he comes home, and looking at Franz and Martha, who
have been plotting h i s murder for weeks, "felt a
pleasant relief at seeing at last two familiar, two
perfectly normal faces" (209). His former mistress,
Erica knows very well what Dreyer's weakness is:

oh, I can just see what you do with your
wife. You love her and don't notice her.
You love her - oh, ardently - and don't

bother what she's like inside. You kiss
her and still don't notice her (175).

People in the later novels label those with whom they
live and file them away in their minds, never getting
to know them more than superficially. Humbert Humbert

loves Lolita "ardently" and still does not "notice"

her.

.~

Without trying to stretch things too far and to

146

burden the "“gayest" of Nabokov's novels with a

metaphysical meaning, one might say that even in its

comical guise Martha's experience foreshadows the



- 48 -

serious and profound experiences of those characters
in Nabokov's later novels who find that it is not
for man to shape his own future and destiny. In
Martha's case their experience is again rendered in
ironical terms.

She plans her husband's death with the aim of se-
curing her and Franz' happy future, but her plans mis-
carry. Her spells do not work (128), nor her tricks
(146), and she herself cancels'a carefully worked-
out plan at the last second because Dreyer happens to
mention that he is going to make "a hundred thousand
dollars at one stroke" (247) the next day, a sum that
"thrifty" Martha is of course not going to sacrifice.

"You see", she says, trying to introduce the idea
of murder to Franz, "people generally make all kinds
of plans, very good plans, but completely fail to
consider one possibility: death. As if no one could
ever die" (319). This is turned ironically against her.
Of course she applies it only to her husband and never
once to herself, and yet, ironically, it is Martha
in the end who dies, having caught a fatal pneumonia
on the rowing expedition that was to have been the end

of her husband's life.

The heroes of Nabokov's later novels, Luzhin, Shade
and Mr. R. will come to realize that there is some
mysterious power at work, organizing, planning and

shaping human life and that it is impossible for man

to take any part in this shaping.
In this "gay" novel, it is of course a less mys-

terious power that does the ordering and planning.
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It is "the god of chance (Cazelty or Sluch, or what-
ever his real name was)" (224), whose real name may
in fact be Mr. Vivian Badlook (153) or Bavdak Vinomori
(139) who keeps wandering through the novel with his
camera and his butterfly net and who interferes with
the lives of his (playing card) characters in a way

in which Mr. R. in Transparent Things will no longer

dare to interfere.



The Eye
Pnin
Lolita; Laughter in the Dark

The Real Life of Sebastian Knight
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THE EYE

Within the general context of Nabokov's preoccupation
with reality some very different novels from different
periods of his career centre round the specific gquestion
whether it is possible to know and understand what an-
other person really is behind what he appears to be. To
put it in terms used in the introduction: is it possible
for anyone to know the "true reality" of another person,
or is all ouf knowledge of others limited to their
naverage reality", to those of their characteristics which
are immediately obvious, or even to the images we create
of them influenced by our own attitudes, interests, pre-
occupations and emotions?

The Ezel, the first of Nabokov's novels to introduce
the theme, denies the possibility of real knowledge
about others and ends on a note of despair, for, it
implies, if real mutual knowledge and understanding are
impossible, genuine contact and communicatioh become
impossible too, and this leads in the end to loneliness
and complete isolation.

The Eye goes further than this, casting doubt on
what we generally take for the "reality" of life: if
we do not know r e a 1 people, but,

as will be shown,

“phantoms", is not what we take for life merely a

picture in a deceptive mirror, or a "shimmer on a

screen"?

Pnin and Lolita, although superficially they do not
seem to have anything in common with The Eye, explore

and dramatize some of the theories evolved in the early
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novel. They illustrate how people, even though they
thiﬁk they know each other, and even though they may
live as closely together as Humbert Humbert and Lolita,
yet remain complete strangers to each other, condemning
each other to isolation, either because they make no
effort to see behind the most obvious traits of the
other and to explore his true personality, or because
they see in the other person what they want to see.

It is only at the end of Lolita and in The Real Life

of Sebastian Knight that some (tentative) positive

answers are given and that some (hard) ways of over-

coming the barriers between persons are opened.

In The Eve and The Real Life of Sebastian Knight

these problems are combined with the respective heroes'
quest for self-knowledge: is it possible for anyone to

know even himself? This knowledge, too, is denied to

Smurov, the hero of The Eye, and it is again only the

later novel that introduces some more optimistic note

and grants Sebastian insight into, and knowledge of,

his own self.

The Evye is a slight novel, simpler in its form than

most of Nabokov's other novels, and its central questions

and the answers to them are clearly formulated. However,
even in this novel the development of the action and the

narrative hinges on a typically Nabokovian comic twist.

Before the novel has progressed very far, the narrator

shoots himself;.at least, he tries to coﬁhit suicide.

To all appearances, he does not succeed, but he believes

he has succeeded and behaves accordingly from the moment

on at which some (he thinks miraculous and post-mortem)
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consciousness returns to him. The idea he tries all
along to impress on the reader is that he is not a
live person any more: it is only his "thought", as he
puts it, that "lives on by momentum" (29), and all he.
experiences is no more than a "postexistent chimera" (31).
If this is so, human thought must indeed be "a mighty
thing" (29), for even after his supposed death it
recreates to perfection all the things he knew in life,
including a hollow tooth.

It also furnishes his memory with the exact details
of his (attempted) suicide. Looking back on it, he
even seems to be aware of a streak of irony and absurd-
ity in a situation that, after all, marked a serious
crisis in his life: He has had specific an§ yet rather
vague ideas of "how people went about shooting them-
selves" (26). In his imagination this is a ceremony
that should follow a certain established pattern.
There are the "traditional letters" (26) to those whom
one knows and loves, the tidying up of things,‘the
clean linen one is suppos§d to put on, one's money
to dispose of... But "I knew few people and loved
no one" (26): so what is the use of writing letters?
All he possesses in the way of money are twenty marks.
Is this worth the trouble of putting it in an envelope

and leaving it to someone? The tradition of suicide

is rather too solemn and pompous for the "wretched,

A

shivering, vulgar little man" (26) he sees in the

mirror. When his time has come, he is not up to executing
all the moves that tradition requires. Instead, he makes

a very unconventional and unceremonious exit (after
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tearing the banknote into little pieces and destroying
his wrist-watch).

The incidents after his suicide also smack of irony,
and again he seems to be aware of it and slightly hurt.
The dramatic circumstances which accompanied his last
moment, that "delightful vibrating sound behind...me"
after the shot, "the warble of water, a throaty gush-
ing noise" (28), are explained away all too prosaical-
ly: it was only the pitcher that his bullet hit and
smashed. If he felt “"unbelievably free" (27) during
his last moments and convinced that nothing mattered
any more, he finds that this was another mistake on
his part. Everything matters, just as before. The world
closes in on him again. Even as a ghost he has to be
practical. His watch has to be repaired, he needs
money, he needs a job. He is not free at all, but finds
himself (or, in his opinion, his thought) engaged as
always in "a sphere where everything is interconnected"
(31), and in a world which, he feels, might have strongly
objected had he given in to his lawless impulses (27)
inspired by that exaltedvfeeling of freedom.

The worst ironic slight, of course, is that nobody
but himself believes in his death. The only sympathetic

comment comes from Weinstock: "You look awful", which

he attributes to the "grippe" (32), and this must be

rather disconcerting for someone who is convinced that
LS
he is stone-dead and no more than a ghost.
It is, to say the least, rather unusual to be

talked to by a narrator of whom one is pretty sure that

he is as alive as can be, but who seems to believe



- 54 -

quite firmly in his own death and pretends that it
is only his disembodied spirit that goes about the
ordinary affairs of life, that speaks to and talks

about people. Yet such is the underlying comic for-

mula of this "twinkling tale.“2

It is also the necessary precondition for the quest
the narrator sets out to undertake. From the moment
at which he moves into the house at 5 Peacock Street
and gets to know a group of émigré Russians, he does
not talk much about himself any more. At least, he
pretends that he is only present as the narrating "I"
that watches what is going on, that observes people
and comments on them. He does talk a lot about a cer-
tain Smurov, a young man who is a newcomer to the
group. He watches him closely and attentively:; he
notes how other people react to him, and he sets him-
self the aim of "[digging] up the true Smurov" (59),
"the type,,the model, the original" (58).

It does not take one long to realize that he him-
self is Smurov. He has alwayvs watched himself:; he
‘has never been able to stop doing so, even when he
desperately wanted to, and behind this obsession, it
seems, has been a constant preoccupation with the
riddle of his own personality and, in fact, his whole

existence:

...I was always exposed, always wide-eyed;
even in sleep I did not cease to watch over
myself, understanding nothing of my exist-

ence, growing crazy at the thought of not .
being able to stop being aware of myself...(16-17)

If his suicide has not freed him of his obsession,

it has yet given him a king of freedom he did not
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wrapped up in his own self, watching his every thought

and action from inside, self-consciously and "with

sympathy" (35), that is, emotionally, but he looks
upon himself as upon another person, detachedly, so-
berly, as an "onlooker", and "with curiosity instead
of sympathy" (35). With the suicide, then, he has
not killed himself physically, but, as his own words
imply, he has killed (or: for the time being, has
shed) the emotional part of himself, that part which
always made him suffer. Looking at Smurov, he is,

as it were, looking at himseif from the outside,
interested, curious, striving to find out about him-
self and his existence, and all the while talking
about himself in the third person.

His quest foreshadows to a certain degree Sebastian's
and V's search for the "real" Sebastian Knight, for
in addition to watching himself, the narrator tries
to gain knowledge about himself by observing and
spying on, other persons' reactions to him.

He is soon puzzled because his image takes on new
aspects all the time. The pictures that the others
form of Smurov differ widely from one another, they
even exclude one another. Marianna sees in him "a
brutal and brilliant officer of the White Army" (59),
Weinstock suspects him of being a dangerous spy (57-
58). For Gretchen and the janitor's wife he is "a
foreign poet", "a spiritual gentleman” (78):; he is

"an adventurer", "a Don Juan, a Casanova" (76) for

Weinstock, but "a rascal", "a sexual lefty" (85) for
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Bogdanovich, which may well be the picture preserved
for future centuries in Bogdanovich's diary. Uncle
Pasha has his own private picture of Smurov the bride-
groom (which is based on an error), and Krushchov

sees him as "a thief in the ugliest sense of the word"
(86). None of these has anything to do with the pic-
ture which the reader is moved to form of him at the
beginning: that of a pitiable man, lonely, "despondent
and afraid" (16), "frightened to death" when crossing
the Finnish border (even though with a permit [15]);

a weak person who allows himself to be seduced by
plump Matilda and to be beaten up by her husband.

All these pictures are evoked by the same person.
Marianna, Bogdanovich, Weinstock, Krushchov, and all
the others see, and talk to, the same Smurov. But
they see him from different angles, as it were. They
are grouped around him like mirrors, and each mirror
catches him differently and reflects him in a differ-
ent perspective and coloufing. What perspective and
colouring depends wholly on the position and quality
of the mirror. In other words, how Smurov appears to
each individual person, depends on this particular
person's attitude to him, which is determined by this
person's preoccupations, emotions and interests.

As he puts it:

...his image was influenced by the climatic
conditions prevailing in various souls -
...Wwithin a cold soul he assumed one aspect

but in a glowing one had a different colour-
ation (59).

Only a "spy" will satisfy mysteriously-minded Wein-

stock; a "foreign poet" suits the simple "romantic"
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imagination of Gretchen best; all the qualities that
make Mukhin look on him with contempt (55-56) acquire

a certain charm in gentle Vanya's view (94-95): and

the defeat he has just suffered is reason enough for
Smurov to invent.an extremely idealistic and gallant
picture of himself (40-41), which can be trusted no

more than any of the others.

This has rather pessimistic implications as far as
the answer to the basic gquestion is concerned. It
appears that anybody looking at another person will
be aware of only a few of that person's superficial
traits without being able to see the real person
behind them. And moreover, the little he 1is aware
of will be wholly subjective because what he sees will
depend on his own specific personality and character.

It is hard to guess at the real and natural stature
and the real looks of a person whom one sees distorted
by perspective in a mirror, and when there are a whole
number of distorted and fragmentary images, this
becomes even harder. Eventually it becomes impossible
even for Smurov himself to detect the real Smurov be-
hind the confusing variety of contrasting reflections:
even the possibility of self-knowledge is thus ruled
out in this novel..Being unable to do what he has set
out to do, namely "to dig up" the real Smurov, he
decides in the end that such a person does not exist.
The only mode of existence, not only forghim but for
anybody, he implies, is in the multiplicity of con-
trasting images formed by others. There is no such thing

as the model, or the real person, but only "phantoms"
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that vaguely resemble him:

...l do not exist:.there exist but the
thousands of mirrors that reflect me.
With every acquaintance I make, the
population of phantoms resembling me
increases. Somewhere they live, some-

where they multiply. I alone do not
exist (102).3

The novel reaches beyond this concern with the "true
reality" of a person and explores the implications of
the pessimistic conclusion just analysed:

Just as all the people he meets are "not live beings
but only chance mirrors for Smurov" (90), he is a
mirror himself, in which all the others, too, are
reduced to mere reflections, their entire existence
being "merely a shimmer on a screen" (91).

If this is so, this same multiplicity can be a
valuable protection: Nothing that one person can do
can really harm the other one. It is impossible to
hurt anybody if he does not exist. Whatever attacks
may be aimed at a person, they can reach only one of
the variety of "phantoms" that resemble him; all fhe
others go unharmed. This, it seems, is what gives
Smurov that exultant feeling of security at the end:

"The world, try as it may, cannot insult me. I am in-

vulnerable" (103). But in this triumph is mingled a

note of despair. Why should he insist so repeatedly,
so defiantly and aggressively that he is happy?

I am happy - yes, happy! What more can

I do to prove it, how to proclaim that

I am happy? Oh, to shout it so that all

of you believe me at last, you cruel,
smug people... (103).

This sounds rather as if he were trying to con-

vince above all himself that he is happy. He has in-
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deed been through an experience that may account for
this. There is a brief period during which he tries
to break out of the unreal world of mirrors and re-
flections and during which he steps back into life.
He becomes one with himself once more, so to speak;

he does not watch himself, nor his emotions but lives
through them, and talks in the first person of Smurov
(72ff.) He loves Vanya. Not for anything he knows
about her: "What difference did it make to me whether
she were stupid or intelligent, or what her childhood
had been like, or what books she read, or what she-
thought about the universe?" (73) He loves her for
something that he sees as her essential quality and
which he calls "her loveliness" (73). But he is not
loved back, and he also feels that this "loveliness",
which he most needs and wants from her, is too inti-
mately hers and not accessible to him. Like "the

tint of the cloud or the scent of the flower" (74) it
can only be sensed and admired but not "appropriated"
(74). The only escape he sees from this painful
passion is to tell himself that it is all just an il-
lusion on his part. There are probably as many differ-
ent versions of Vanya as there are of himself. There
is probably no such person as the "real" Vanya whom
he believes for a moment to have found. Why, then,
should he be unhappy if she does not love him? He
calms down (74), telling himself that he %as loved

no more than one of the "phantoms" that resemble

her, an image created in the mirror of his own mind.

"...Vanya, like all the rest, existed only in my

imagination..." (191-192).
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He says he calms down, but the tone in which he
later insists on his happiness betrays the despair
that has remained in him. One might conclude that
the source of his despair is not simply the.;oss of
Vanya but an awareness of the great loneliness to
which his theory condemns man and has condemned him-
self. If his assumption about himself and about Vanya
is right, then people not only see and judge, hate
" or attack "phantoms"; then they also talk and get at-
tached to, and fall in love with, not real people,
but persons of their own invention, "phantoms" as well.
Then all genuine contact and communication 1is impossi-
ble.Feelings and emotions never reach the person on
whom they are centred because they are all based on
errors and illusions. Should an emotion become too
powerful and painful, one needs only remind oneself
of these facts.

In the last analysis, and this may well be the

profoundest cause of Smurov's despair, the conclusions

he has come to completely reduce life to irreality
and uncover its transiency. He has set out to try and
understand his existence, and has found that his and,
in fact, everybody's existence is only "a shimmer on
a screen." He has found only reflections, images in
mirrors, which, though they may look like people and
appear lifelike, cannot be taken for féal people and
are not life, but only a debased and disggrted and
unreal version of it. His own real self, and Vanya's,

which he thought for a moment he had found behind her

reflection, escape him, and although he senses that
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there must be some "model" and "original" of the
unreal "shimmer" of life on the screen, real life,
too, escapes him,

Something else contributes to his despair. For a
little while he has entertained the illusion that his
image, so elusive that he himself cannot capture and
preserve it, might be "securely and lastingly pre-
served" by Roman Bogdanovich, and at that thought has
felt "a sacred chill" (80). He has entertained the
hope that Roman Bogdanovich, in his diary, might be
"creating an image, perhaps immortal, of Smurov" (82),
only to find that Bogdanovich's is the most humili-
ating, distorted and degrading image of the many that
exist of him in the mirror minds of others (85-87).
Along with Uncle Pasha Smurov sees "the happiest
image" of himself dying (93), and it gradually dawns
on him that there is no such thing as immortality.
Only "phantoms" of himself will survive him for a
while, and then even these will die:

With every acguaintance I make the popu-
lation of phantoms resembling me increases.

I alone do not exist. Smurov, however, will
live on for a long time. The two boys, those
pupils of mine, will grow old, and some image
or other of me will live within them like a
tenacious parasite. And then will come the
day when the last person who remembers me will
die. ... Perhaps a chance story about me, a
simple anecdote in which I figure, will pass
on from him to his son or grandson, and so

my name and my ghost will appear fleetingly
here and there for some time still. Then
will come the end (103).

~

Sebastian Knight in the later novel, who is con-

fronted with the same dilemmas, eventually finds a

way out. Smurov has no means of escaping from the
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state of affairs he recognizes and from which he
desperately wants to escape. He gets irrevocably
caught up in the world of mirrors and mirror images,
and the process is concluded when, on leaving the
flower shop, he merges into one with his reflection

in the mirror:

As I pushed the door, I noticed the reflection
in the side mirror: a young man in a bowler
carrying a bouquet, hurried towards me.

That reflection and I merged into one (97).

From that moment on there are no two Smurovs any
more. There is just one, isolated, watchful: ("a big,
slightly vitreous, somewhat bloodshot, unblinking
eye" [103)); "dead" (as the mark of his bullet on the

wall proves [99])), no more than an unreal reflection,

and yet, it appears, yearning for real life.



P NIN

In their appreciation of 22321 critics have remarked
on its relative simplicity in comparison with Nabokov's
other novels. One of them has called it "a quiet and
gently comic interlude between the involved magnifi-

cence of its predecessor and Pale Fire"z, and it does

in fact appear much less complex than Lolita, the
novel that precedes it in the Nabokov canon, and Pale
Fire, which follows it, or the complex and intricate

Sebastian Knight, with which it is thematically con-

nected. This can be attributed to the fact that it
"does not employ its own artifice as its own primary
subject"3 and does therefore not send the reader on
a desperate quest for what is "real" in the maze of
mirror images that art creates when reflecting on it~
self. Instead of playing with and parodying, literary
techniques and devices, as other Nabokov novels do,
and instead of creating "puzzles", Pnin "concentrates
on the depiction and understanding of a truly human
being."4

It is not strictly speaking a biography. Rather
than a full-length account of Pnin's life, the novel
contains seven episodes, each showing Pnin in a dif-
ferent situation during his residence at Waindell
where he has been an émigré assistant professor for
over nine years, and it is only through }lash-backs
that some bits of his past are revealed. From these
somewhat loosely connected episodes he emerges as a

fascinating character, or rather: two Pnins emerge;
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one evoking hilarity: the comic Pnin; "the outstanding
Waindell campus curio“s; the Pnin who is in one way
or another always out of step with the world around
him; the other evoking compassion: the pathetic and
sad Pnin: the exile; "the\perpetual wanderer"6, bat-
tered and stunned by thirty-five years of homeless-
ness" (144).

With the emergence of the two Pnins the novel loses
much of its superficial simplicity. Though less clear-

ly defined than in The Eye and in The Real Life of

Sebastian Knight, the central concern of Pnin closely
resembles that of these two novels. The analysis of
Egg_gzg has suggested how easily people fail in their
appreciation of others, and how the "true reélity" of
a person can get lost behind the faulty images created
of him in the minds of those around him. This leads

in Sebastian Knight to a quest of infinite complexity,

and Pnin, in the very process of depicting and under-
standingaaﬂiruly human béing",also poses the guestion
whether such a depiction and such an understanding

is at all possible. It is true that instead of a whole
variety of Smurovs and (later) Sebastians there are
only two versions of Pnin, but both these are open to
doubt, and in the attempt to single out the more
likely version, or to form a picture of the real
personality of Pnin, the reader gets involved in the
question described above. Gradually this problem is
widened, and round the main concern are grouped other

questions all dealing with the approach to individual

aspects of reality.
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For the sake of convenience the two aspects of
Pnin must be dealt with separately, although, of course,
they are never separate in the novel. For the depiction
of the comic Pnin, the narrator, who by and by emerges
also as a character in the story and an old acguaint-
ance of Pnin's, relies for the most part on what others
tell him. Dr. Eric Wind, for example, gives him "some
bizarre details" (185) of Pnin's passage to America;
his main source of information, however, is apparently

Jack Cockerell who can impersonate Pnin "to perfection"

(187).

Theories of the comic name "unlikeness"7 as the
main criterion by which a comic character can be ident-
ified. A person appears comic when he is seen against
the background of a society whose conduct, habits, and
modes of thinking are presented as the norm (not
necessarily the ideal), and when his own conduct,
habits, and modes of thihking differ from that norm.

In fact, everything in a person: his appeérance and
his clothes, his speech and gestures, his'emotions,
interests and desires, cén'wqu together to make him

appear comic if they are different from what is sup-

8 e . .
posed to be normal.  Some specification is necessary:

someone excessively and abnormally bad or cruel is

not comic, says Olson, because he is "the object of

serious concern."9 Nor can someone be sajid to be comic

because he is "extremely good'or better than most."10
Furthermore, two types of comic persons must be

distinguished: the ridiculous and the ludicrous. The

term "ridiculous" implies for Olson some moral judge-
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ment. Ridiculous persons are not simply "unlike",
they are also "bad in a way which renders [them] worth-

11

less or of no account even as bad" , and they are

"inferior, either to the ordinary, or at least inferior
to what has been thought or claimed about [them]"lz,
inferior also "in a way which obyiates the possibility
of taking them seriously, that is as the object of any
serious emotion."13 The term "ludicrous", as Olson

uses it, has no moral implication. The basis of the
ludicrous, too, is "unlikeness", but it is an unlike-
ness that makes a person neither worthless nor in-
ferior. There is no element of degradation in it; it

is, rather, the unexpected, surprising, sometimes bi-

zarre unlikeness of the odd, the eccentric, and the

quaint.l4

It can be stated at once that Pnin belongs to the
second category of comic persons. The background (the
standard) against which he is seen and against which
nearly everybody around him measures him, is a section

of modern (American) society: the population of Wain-

dell and Waindell College campus.

Pnin's.very name is odd. It is a very unusual name:

"a preposterous little explosion" (32), unpronounce-
able for American tongues (26). It is, incidentally,
also the name of the eighteenth century Russian poet
Ivan Pnin, andg, together with its allusians to one of
that.poet's Works, it is one of Nabokov's "private
Russian jokes" and is coloured by all sorts of associ-
ations (as the names of comic persons often are),

which also reflect on Pnin and his behaviour.'ls
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Pnin's appearance is comic, made up of a number of
incpngruous elements both in his facial expression and
in his figure (7). Also, at the age of fifty-two, he
has got used to making concessions to the "heady at-
mosphere of the New World" (8), and whereas he dressed
himself soberly and in a conventional manner in his
youth, he now sports fashionable and trenay clothes
and creates an image of himself that does not corres-
pond with his conservétive beliefs, his sedate manners
and his old-fashioned inner self,.

His comic diction, or, to be precise, his comic use
of English (for "his Russian was music" [66]) is a
source of amusement to those around him and inspires
Cockerell to endless imitations (187). After so many
years in America Pnin admits himself that he still
speaks "in French with much more facility than in Eng-
lish" (105), and, as examples are given, it becomes
indeed quite clear that mastering the language is still
a problem for him in many respects. A person's sﬁeech
becomes comic through faulty pronunciation, through
grammatical errors, through being "too prolix or con-
cise" or "by employing the wrong style."16 Pnin is
fighting a constant battle with the sounds of the Eng-
lish language, but it is a losing battle: all his
vowels and consonants come out wrong; the results are
so odd at times as to be pronounced "mythopeic" (165).
Although by stubborn application Pnin has learnt enough
English to "handle practically any topic" (14), he

clearly still has some difficulty both with the pecu-

liarities of English grammar and with the choice of
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words. He misapplies the words he has learnt with so
much devotion, thus creating some amazing mental pic-
tures ("I only am grazing" [40]). He also uses adven-
turous word formations all of his own which he uncon-
cernedly creates by analogy ("abstractical" [11]) or
by simply "Englishing" Russian words ("quittance"
[18]). He constantly moves on the wrong level of Eng-
lish, using formal words and phrases (not excluding
archaisms), no matter whether he is having a chat over
a meal or just asking someone to his house:

So I take the opportunity to extend a

cordial invitation to you to visit me

this evening. Half past eight, postmer-
idian. A little house-heating soiree,

nothing more. Bring also your spouse =

or perhaps you are a Bachelor of Hearts?
(150-151)

Even when his English is not quite wrong, it is just
off the mark; most of the time it is formal and stilted;
so much so, in fact, that an occasional colloquialism
("o.K.” [104]) sounds rather out of place.

Something else must infallibly make him appeaf comic
to all those around him, and that is his apparent in-
competence and helplessness in everyday situations and
with regard to commonplace little problems. He seems
to be quite unable to cope with life and its daily
little hazards in the same way as everybody else.

Pnin is on safe ground with literature. He loves 1it,
he understands it, he knows how to apprq?ch it, but
once he leaves his preoccupation with Russian litera-
ture and lore, he is on safe ground no longer. He then
seems to enter a completely new and dangerous world,

full of treacherous pitfalls, in which he gets caught
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all the time. He suffers an almost uninterrupted
series of minor disasters and defeats and appears to
those who do not know much about him and who see him
only from the outside, as one of those comic Bergsonian
"childlike dreamers for whom life delights to lie in
wait.," The comic effect of this is heightened once
the causes of his mishaps are discovered: ironically
it is Pnin himself who creatés most of the unfortunate
situations which he finds so hard to master and which
often prove too much for him. The source of all his
troubles is that his approach to things and ordinary
matters and problems is different from everybody else's
(and therefore "odd"): it involves a special Pninian
attitude, a particular, peculiar way of thinking, a
special kind of logic. In connection with literature
he has a clear and scholarly mind; with regard to
everyday matters the workings of his mind are no good.
His thoughts and his logical conclusions hardly ever
suit the occasion: they are either too complicatéd or
too simple. They put him out of step with everybody
and everything and invariably either make him appear
odd or get him into trouble.

One instance of this is the comic war with inani-
mate objects in which he finds himself engaged almost
' permanently and in which he is always the loser. The
world outside literature seems to Pnin to be full of
wonderful and intriguing things. He approaches them
with an attitude and an enquiring mind that are in
fact very much like a child's. He looks at them as if

for the first time, with fresh eyes and a fresh mind
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that has as yet not formed any idea about them, that
is ready to marvel at them and i s consequently
filled with admiration for what it sees. The less he
understands about things, the more wonderful they ap-
pear to him. "On gadgets he doted with a kind of dazed,
superstitious delight. Electric devices enchanted him.
Plastics swept him off his feet. He had a deep admir-
ation for the zipper" (13-14). The very delight he
takes in these things makes him appear odd. The zipper,
plastics, electric devices and thousands of other
things have become very ordinary objects. Everybody
uses them, everybody takes them for granted. Nobody
thinks about them any more; much less does anybody
develop a "deep admiration" for them. It is with regard
to them clearly a wrong (and therefore comic) emotion.18
Furthermore Pnin is not content to simply admire
them and to use them as they ought to be used. They
seem to him to ask for close examination and investi-
gation. "Out of sheer scientific curiosity" (40) he
experiments, he tries to find out to what other uses
they can be put, and this is fatal. Somehow it looks
.as if things had developed some kind of incomprehen-
sible intelligence and consciously defended themselves
against the unaccustomed treatment. Pnin's scientific
curiosity, his kindly, though unusual, approach provoke
the most vicious behaviour on their part and are

answered by unpredictable attacks. Things become un-
manageable in his hands: They "fell apart, or attacked

him, or refused to function, or viciously got them-

selves lost as soon as they entered the sphere of his
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existence" (13). In his presence they behave in wicked
and unnatural ways, even when he is quite innocent for
once (64).

It contradicts all expectation and logic that a
"thinking, intelligent human being should be inferior
to, and a victim of, inanimate, mindless objectslg,
but even though Pnin has taken up some extraordinary

measures to protect himself, such as wearing rubber

gloves "so as to avoid being stung by the amerikanski

electricity in the metal of the shelving" (77), his
intelligence is constantly outwitted by that of the
objects around him, and he suffers one comic defeat
after another,

He also gets defeated in his dealings with people,
and for exacily the same reason as in his dealings
with things: namely because he does not act (or react)
"normally". There are instances in which his "adver-
saries" are not aware of any problem and in which
neither they nor Pnin himself are aware of his défeat.
Such is the case when he gets involved with the
"Twynns": Professor Tristram W. Thomas of the Department
of Anthropology and Professor Thomas Wynn of the Orni-
thological Department who resemble each other. The
doppelgdnger device is in itself almost a guarantee
of comic effects, and when someone like Pnin gets in-
volved with doppelgéngers, comic:effects\are impossible
to avoid. When Pnin realizes (after eight years or so)
that a person he has known as Professor Wynn "was not
always Professor Wynn", but "at times...graded, as

it were, into somebody else" (149), this fact assumes
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for him the dimension of a major problem and he pro-
ceeds to treat it as one. Simple and "normal" ways of
action never occur to him. But neither his initial
complicated efforts to avoid the two professors (until
he eventually seems to be playing a hilarious game of
hide-and-seek with them) nor his later efforts to iden-
tify them lead to anything at all. In fact, although
he is never aware of it, he gets them more thoroughly
confused than ever, inviting the one to his party
while he thinks he is inviting the other, and causing
wonder and amusement at his apparent oddity when (in
his seeming triumph over them) he makes sly quips
which are, in the circumstances, quite pointless (156).
Paradoxically and ironically Pnin gives the im-
pression of being singularly absént—minded because he
spends so much time thinking and analysing situations.
He thinks at the wrong moments, creating such far-
fetched problems that he cannot cope with (or doés not
even see) the issues immediately at hand, and fails to
do the necessary or obvious thing. He gets into absurd
and nightmarish situations although (or just because)
he tries so hard to avoid them, because he is "too
painfully on the alert" (13), because he thinks and
analyses when he should act or react. In this way he
manages to get himself defeated even when there is no
enemy whatever, neither of the human nor.of the inani-
mate kind. He simply conjures up the conditions of
defeat himself by complicating simple issues and getting
himself into Pninian quandaries about, for example,

whether he should carry the manuscript of a lecture he
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is going to give, on his person or in the suit he 1is
going to wear for the occasion. In the end, and because
the confusion he has created is too great, he leaves
it in his bag and takes the wrong manuscript instead.
(It is only the author's kindness that spares him a
final catastrophe and allows him after all to arrive
at his lecture with the manuscript he desperately
needs.)

Pnin does not even react "normally" where laws and
conventions require him to do so. It appears, indeed,
that he is qguite unaware that laws and established
ways of behaviour have in many situations replaced
thinking and what appears to him as logic. For every-
body except him these laws and conventions have be-
come so firmly established that they are not ques-
tioned any more. They have become so predominant as
to provoke certain automatic reactions and patterns
of behaviour that make further thinking unnecessary.
As far as Pnin is concerned they might as well not
exist. He does not react automatically (which to
others means naturally and normally); he is not condi-
tioned by conventions. He thinks and applies logic
and defends what his logically thinking mind tells
him is right. Unfortunately his thinking, although it
tends to take rather sinuous paths, is also character-
ized by a certain harmlessness and naivety, so that
his approach to certain gquestions is paradoxically too
complicated and too simple at the same time. Why, he

argues, for example, and at a very unsuitable moment

too, should he stop at a red light, encouraging "the
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development of a base conditional reflex" (113) even
when the road is clear?

It does not occur to him that his reasoning and his
nonconformity in such matters could possibly be re-
garded as eccentricity by those who behave "naturally",
and be the object of mirth and laughter. In fact, it
does not occur to him that his attitudes might not be
regarded as perfectly natural as to him they are, and
this self-delusion adds of course another fadet to
the picture of the comic Pnin.20 When he meets with
contradiction, or with surprise at what he thinks is
right, he reacts to the judgements behind them "with
a dignified scorn for their manifest inferiority."21
What if he did get the number of a library volume
wrong as long as he got the date right! "Eighteen,
19... There is no great difference! I put the year
correctly, that is important!...They can't read, these
women. The year was plainly inscribed" (75).

It is true that he sometimes does submit to laws
and conventions (when he eventually learns about them),
but he does so unwillingly and out of sheer necessity:
to pass his driver's licence test, for instance. There
are other occasions where he makes it guite clear
that there are limits to his readiness to compromise
and that he has "reservations" (60). He applies (or
misapplies) logic to things that by agreement should
not be treated and questioned logically. He strictly
refuses, for example, to accept the laughable assump-
tions one has to accept in order to find a cartoon

funny: "so small island, moreover with palm, cannot
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exist in such big sea" (60). It comes hardly as a sur-
prise that even Pnin's senée of humour should be dif-
ferent from everybody else's and that things that amuse
others should leave him indifferent. And one can hardly
expect him to laugh at Charlie Chaplin, that "incom-
parable comedian" (80), of whose misfortunes and end-
less fights with things one is so often reminded when
watching Pnin's. own comically helpless battles.
Whatever Pnin does, whatever happens to him,.it is
nearly always something unexpected and hardly ever the

"normal® kind of thing. With his extraordinary delight

in ordinary things and his constant losing battles
with them; with his quandaries over simple matters;
with the curious workings of his mind, which lead to
unsuitable reactions at the wrong moments and result

in irrelevant comments on what is supposedly humour,
the picture of the comic Pnin is complete, or, almost
complete: Pnin is so unpredictable as to sometimes
behave like other, "normal" people. Absent—minded and
forgetful about ordinary things (or rather, too deeply
engaged in his own complicated thoughts to have any
time for them), he can be quite unexpectedly efficient.
He goes, in fact, to funny extremes in his efficiency
when he supplies someone on the phone not only with
the precise bit of information that this person wants,
but adds an extra bit which he fancies may come in
useful (159). He is so constantly o u t of step with
the world, his eccentricity is so firmly established

from the beginning, that the few occasions when he is

i n step seem totally out of character. One is so
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used to his behaving differently from everybody else
that when all of a sudden he behaves 1 i k e every-
body else, this comes as a little shock of surprise.
What in others is normal is not normal in him. In him,
it is incongruous and thus adds the finishing touch to
the picture of the comic Pnin.

This, then, is Pnin as seen by the majority of
people at Wainde;l, as described to the narrator by
Cockerell, and by the narrator to the reader.

He [Cockerell] went on for at least two
hours, showing me everything -~ Pnin
teaching, Pnin eating, Pnin ogling a coed,
Pnin narrating the epic of the electric
fan which he had imprudently set going on
a glass shelf right above the bathtub into
which its own vibration had almost caused

it to fall; Pnin trying to convince Pro-

fessor Wynn, the ornithologist who hardly
knew him, that they were old pals,...

We heard Pnin criticize the various rooms
he had successively rented. We listened
to Pnin's account of his learning to drive
a car, and of his dealing with his first
puncture... (187-188).
Cockerell has an endless repertoire (187-189), though
it is not quite clear how much of his impersonation
is based on fact and how much of it his enthusiasm
has caused him to invent. However that may be, his
and the general Waindell image of Pnin is clearly in-
correct and one-sided. To put it in terms of The Eye:
People at Waindell know only a "phantom" that resembles
Pnin, and to that phantom they react. They do not know,

and make no effort to find out, whether there is any-
thihg behind the comic person they see.

It becomes obvious by and by that their picture of
Pnin is rooted in their approach to all aspects of

life and reality, and this issue springs in turn
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directly from Pnin's peculiar and surprising aﬁproach
to the world. His approach is considered as comic be-
cause it is different from everybody else's and not
"normal", But if his approach is not normal, then the
norm must be an unthinking, blind, matter-of-fact ac-
ceptance of things and an equally unthinking attitude
to people and life. This is,. in fact, the attitude
that characterizes the Waindell community as it emerges
from Pnin (although it might as well be stated that
this attitude is not limited to that particular group
of people).

The general approach to things is to regard them
as merely useful and functional. Their specific uses
are indicated by their names which are attached to
them like labels, and behind these labels hardly any-
body tries to look. People see that side and that
quality of a thing which the label promises will be
useful to them, and to that side and quality they re-
act. The other qualities they notice only in pasging,
if at all, so that the thing itself escapes thenmn.
They do not normally even try to find out how or why
a thing-works. They are aware of how inconvenient it
is to have to do without it when it refuses to func-
tion. They are seldom aware of the wonder that it
should function at all.22

What is true of the general reaction to things also
applies to the general ("normal”) reactions in many
other séheres of life. In many fields life is regu-
lated by conventions, customs, and laws which fulfill

the same function as the names of things: they label
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specific situations and provoke specific reactions,
that is, the reactions that the situations require.
Certain signals are quite sufficient to produce unfail-
ingly the specific reflex actions. No questioning, no
thinking, no reasoning precede or accompany them. They
are quite automatic. One stops at a red traffic light,
one laughs at a cartoon, one laughs about Charlie
Chaplin, because, by common agreement, he is funny.

At Waindell, the signal “beginning of term'" never
fails to provoke the same activities year in year out.
Young students are regularly brought up on "word plas-
tics like ‘conflict' and 'pattern'" (138) and react to
their first samples of academic teaching with always
the same notes in the margins of books. The Waindell
Recorder regularly discusses the Parking Problem; and
regularly, and with dull and mindless repetition, the
same "mimicked kiss" in "applied lipstick" appears on
"the marble neck of a homely Venus in the vestibule
of Humanities Hall" (137).

Routine and monotony have even crept into some
areas of people's private lives. This shows in a dead-
ly uniformity of taste and interest which assures that
in the bookcases of all the houses Pnin tries out
"Hendrik Willem von Loon and Dr Cronin were inevitably

present", and that in all the houses a Toulouse-Lautrec

poster hangs somewhere (64).

LS

In this respect, too, Pnin is of course different

from all the rest. For years, it is true, he has lived
in rented rooms which have afforded him neither peace

nor privacy, but even so he has never failed to make
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them at least 1 o o k 1like his own, "Pninizing" them
(35), weeding out all traces left by their former oc-
cupants. He lovingly applies this "pleasant task" (35)
even to his university office (69):; and when, after
all these years, he moves into "a discrete building
all by himself" (144), his pleasure and delight almost
equals that which he finds in his scholarly activities.

With all this in . mind, it is neither fair nor sat-
isfactory to see in Pnin simply a curio, or the "freak"
(32) that he is taken for at Waindell College. Com-
pared with those around him he emerges by and by not
only as the one person who has retained his individu-
ality, but also (with the exception of the Clementses)
as the only person who strikes one as really alive.
Customs, laws, and conventions have not dulled his
mind. It is ever active,‘inquisitive and critical;
neither satisfied by looking at surfaces, nor content
simply to accépt the information that labels provide;
never ready to follow rules laid down by conventions
and laws unless he has analysed them first and found
them satisfactory or impossible to circumvent. He does
not allow labels and conventions to intervene between
himself and things or problems; he looks behind them
or through them, at the things and at the problems
themselves, and penetrates (or at least tries to pen-
etrate) to their real being and nature that others do
not even suspect.

All this has the effect, if one is willing to see
in him not only the eccentric, and to try and follow

the train of his thoughts, that he can divert one from
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one's own prejudices and insinuate his vision into
one's own consciousness.23 With him, one can discover
new and surprising aspects of reality and discover:
that there is more delight, more beauty and wonder,
but also that there is more sadness than the "normal"
appréach discloses. As one critic has put it: "By the
absurdities of his life, by his laughable preoccupa-
tion with the patently irrelevant, he persuades us to
readjust our focus and to revise our own sight."24
However, this is not the attitude brought to Pnin
at Waindell. No one there is persuaded by him to read-
just his focus or to revise his sight. On the contrary,
as has been seen, Pnin himself has become the victim
of the conventional approach to the world. Once people

have made up their minds about him and decided that

he is an outsider and a freak, they do not let any-

thing interfere with this notion. He has been labelled
and behind the convenient label no one cares to look.
This mindless approach is fatal when applied £o
human beings. It also reflects on those who exercise
it and casts a new and surprising light on them. All
along Nabokov has led the reader to believe that it
is Pnin who is the comic figure of the novel, and so
he is when he is measured against what is commonly
accepted as the norm.
However, without a word of open critigism, and
almost imperceptibly, Nabokov cuts the ground under
our feet. Not only has he led us to realize that, com-

pared with Pnin, we miss a great deal of what the

world offers, and that, what we look at as reality is
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indeed only the very thinnest surface of it; he also
shakes our belief and trust in old and established
norms, in the very norms indeed, against which Pnin
has so far been measured. For many purposes the '"nor-
mal" approach that Waindell people and ourselves bring
to things is undoubtedly reasonable and practical, as
Pnin's difficulties prove by contrast. But from a
superior point of view, from which practical ends be-
come inessential, all actions that are prompted by
habits, all those which have become simple reflex ac-
tions, and even those at the basis of which lie con-
vention and ceremony, are seen to lack all freshness
and originality : people move and behave and think in
fixed and rigid patterns and "give us the impression
of puppets in motion."25 "Campus dummies" (146)
Nabokov very appropriately calls the population of
Waindell College Campus. From that point of view a

' great part of "normal" human behaviour proves to be
prompted by the very automatism and to be characfer-
ized by the very inflexibility that Bergson sees as
the basic source of the comic.26 From that point of
view, then, not Pnin but the world around him is
comic, insofar as it is absent-minded, and mindless,
automatic and inflexible. These qualities are so
prominent in the world around him that Pnin, when he

leaves Waindell, "bears away with him all of the

world's vitality."27

All this, as was said above, is implicit in the
relation of Pnin's story rather than stated in the

form of open criticism, but Nabokov is not so chari-
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table throughout. From mild reproof he switches to
ridicule and unsparing satire when he turns to groups
who claim special attention; who pretend to superior
knowledge and an enlightened mind; of whom one would
expect spiritual openness and flexibility, but who
prove by their attitudes that automation has penetrated
into their fields and minds as well and that their
minds are caught in a tiny circle of concepts into
which they must perforce fit everything and everybody
they encounter.

Academic life at Waindell mirrors everyday life in
that it cannot and does not want to accommodate Pnin.
The Waindell scholars are harsh in their judgement of
him: he is pronounced "not fit even to loiter in the
vicinity of an American college" (l141). This is a
surprising verdict in view of the fact that Pnin ap-
pears throughout as a devoted and true scholar with
a great love of precision and detail and a rare and
wonderful capacity for enthusiasm, and as an insﬁired,
even though somewhat unorthodox, teacher. It emerges
that the reason for his rejection is the very same
that leaves him an outsider in everyday life. He is
too much of an individual, and unpredictable, and
consequently he upsets and endangers the fixed and
predictable Waindell academic machinery, in which in-
structors can rely on superannuated articles (not
available to students) for their lectures (141), and
in which the Chairman of French Literature and Lan-
guage "disliked Literature and had no French" (140).

Again, it is of course not Pnin who is really comic
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but the group of academics with whom he is contrasted:
"a lot of sterile and pretentious people...whose aca-
demic ambitions vastly exceed their intellectual capa-
bilities."28 Rejecting Pnin, they expose themselves

and their narrowmindedness. Their inability to appreci-
ate what is alive and original in the sphere of schol-
arship, and the methods of their own academic pursuits
make it obvious that they have even in their academic
fields become victims of the comic automatism that is

characteristic of life as a whole. In the very sanc-

tuary of the live human mind their minds have lost
iife and spontaneity and are suspicious of these qual-
ities in others. Pretending to superiority and being
in fact vastly inferior, they clearly qualify to be
classed among the ridiculous.

So, of course, do Liza and Eric Wind, in whose psy-
choanalytical efforts and bractices the general mania
for grouping and labelling and pigeonholing things
and people finds its absurd culmination. Nabokov.has
in many places expressed his abhorrence of psycho-
analysis and has in ironic and sarcastic passages dis-
missed its father as "the Viennese Quack"29 and it-

self as "voodooism".30 He has declared it to be '"one

of the vilest deceits practised by people on them-
selves and on others" that can be tolerated only "by
the ignorant, the conventional, or the very sick."31
But seldom has he allowed it quite so much room as

in Chapter IV of Pnin.

The passage about the Wind parents worriedly ana-

lysing their little boy seems at first reading oddly



- 84 -~

disconnected with the story of Pnin's life, but soon
reveals how intimately its implications are related
with those which emerge from behind the mere surface
events in that story. For the absurd Winds, perse-
veringly and gloomily subjecting their son to one test
after another, stand as examples of how the narrow-
mindedness and inflexibility to be observed in all
fields of life have been sanctified, and have become
the underlying principles of a science that pretends
to knowledge about what is potentially the most alive
- thing imaginable, namely the human mind. Absurdly,

and in the name of science, and in order to prove the
results of its researches, the living mind is expected
to react according to dead and established patterns.

Only if it does, can a person be counted as "normal".
If if does not, as Victor's mind, that person becomes
a "problem", no matter what the reason for the non-
conformity. The rigid system allows of no place for
what is the greatest proof of the possibilities énd
of the life of the human mind: for originality and
genius.

In a world which is dominated by the views which

have just been described, not only Pnin, but every-

body who is either original or different from his

surroundings, arouses, if not amusement, either dis-

like or suspicion. Laurence G. Clements, for example,
is "the most original and least liked scholar on the
Wainde;l campus" (156). Victor's teacher, Lake, who,
although he himself lacks originality, can detect

and appreciate it in others, who is indifferent to
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wnschools and trends", and is convinced (like Nabokov
himself) that nothing but individual talent matters,
is disliked, and is kept on the staff of his college
only as a "distinguiéhed freak" (96). Significantly,
too, all the outsiders take to each other: Lake to
Victor, who reveres him (95); Victor to Pnin, and Pnin
to Victor; and Clements is after some initial hesita-
tion won over to Pnin, and "a tender mental concord”
(41) develops between the two men.

Apart from this friendship, Pnin strikes one as a
lonely figure. He makes his way all alone and '"very
tired" -across the "sad campus" (79). "...battered and
stunned by thirty-five years of homelessness" (144),
he still has to change his lodgings "about every sem-
ester" (62): even his office at the college is taken
over without much ado by a younger colleague (69-70).
All things taken together, his world, with all the
rooms in which he has lived over the years,

...in his memory now resembled those dis-

plays of grouped elbow chairs on show,

and beds, and lamps, and inglenooks which,
ignoring all space-time distinctions, com-
mingle in the soft light of a furniture

store beyond which it snows, and the dusk

deepens, and nobody really loves anybody
(62).

When he has at last found a little house for himself,
he feels at a loss whom to invite to his house-warming
party: his "little list of guests...had body but it
lacked bouquet" (146), but when he triescto give it
bouquet, his invitations are, one after the other, de-

clined on various pretexts.

The Eye suggests that people do not know each
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other's real personalities and natures but that they
know only phantoms: images they create of each other
and which they mistake for real persons. Once they
have created an image of somebody they are reluctant
to change it, and as their reactions are to that image
and not to the real person, and as the image corre-
sponds to only one (and in most cases the most super-
ficial) aspect of that person (if there is any corre-
spondence at all) there can be no real communication
and contact between people and no mutual attachment
and understanding. The end of The Eye suggests how
lonely and unhappy anyoneé can get as a result.

Pnin reveals the mechanism at work behind all this,
and in Timofey Pnin shows the effects that are only
implicitly indicated in The Eye. At one point Hagen
makes a remark which both explains, and exposes the
absurdity of, the general attitude of those who insist
on treating Pnin as the comic person they see in him
(their "phantom"), and which neatly sums up what is
at the root of his loneliness: "The world wants a
machihe, not a Timofey" (161).

The reader is not allowed to share the attitude of
the Waindell people. He is certainly shown what they
see and might be inclined to simply laugh as they do,

if he were not at the same time made to appreciate

Pnin's originality. .
Also, Pnin's comic sides are presented in such an

exaggerated form, which so obviously makes for effect,

that by and by the laughter is stifled. The initial

amusement is superseded by an almost protective attitude
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to take sides with him and react rather scornfully
against those who have so blindly made him their
laughing stock.

Bathos, too, is used to evoke sympathy rather than
hilarity, such as when Joan Clements finds Pnin in a
truly distressed state after Liza has left him, and

is immediately confronted with an instance of his

adventurous and comic English:

He came out of [the pantry], darkly flushed,
wild-eyed, and she was shocked to see that
his face was a mess of unwiped tears.
'I search, John, for the viscous and
sawdust,' he said tragically (59).
Most important, however, in determining the reader's
attitude to Pnin is the insight he is given to the
"inner Pnin" of whom the Waindell people know nothing.

"Always in Nabokov, the most sensitive conscious-

nesses are those made to bear enormous pain."32 This
is insinuated at first only in short and unobtrusive
remarks which, moreover, stand in very comic contexts.
In the middle of a description of Pnih almost collapsing
over his own subtle jokes in class, there is the la-
conic statement, added in brackets and as an after-
thought, that the world of his youth had Seen "abol-
ished by one blow of history" (12), and in the middle
of his comically disastrous journey to Cremona, Pnin
himself dismisses his fears about losing‘g travelling
bag by reminding himself that he has "lost, dumped,
shed many more valuable things in his day" (19).33
"Such a comment", says Morton, "is easily passed over,

but it opens a way through the trivial problems at the
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surface of Pnin's present life into the reservoir of
accumulated pain."34

Pnin has loét all that mattered most to him. He has
lost his home and his country, and he has also lost
the two women he has loved. Liza, his ex-wife, whom he
still adores in spite of all her thoughtlessness and
cruelty, actually comes for a brief visit, only to
leave him in utter distress. But even if "recollections
of his marriage to Liza were imperious enough to crowd
out any former romance" (134-135), the memory of the’
loss of a girl he loved in his youth is even more un-
bearable than that of Liza. It is not so much the sep-
aration from Mira that haunts him but her death in a
German concentration camp. Dr. Hagen, even though "the
gentlest of souls alive" (135) perversely laments only
the fact that the camp was put so near "the cultural
heart of Germany" (135). Pnin, more imaginative and
more human, cannot cope with the thought of what hap-
pened in that camp, no matter where it was. That Qas
something with which "no conscience, and hence no con-
sciousness" (135) can live and which he has taught him-
self to ban from his memory’'"in order to exist ra-

tionally" (134).

He has learnt to ban other memories as well, and

yet, from time to time, called forth unexpectedlv by

the chance combination of details of scenery, by sounds
LS

(114), by a few words he happens to be reading (75),
they crowd into his mind and re-awaken the pain that
their loss caused him. Thus, gradually, beside the

comic outer Pnin, whom the Waindell community knows
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and .smiles at, there emerges quite a different person:

someone who suffers from "real exile", a "complete loss

of home and cultural ties", and a "total absence of
love."35 As the exile, Pnin can be himself only once:
every two years when he meets other exiled Russians,
who share his background and his values, at the place
of a friend, Alexandr Petrovich Kukolnikov; he has
much love and affection to give, and wants them, and
yet finds himself in a world where "nobody really
loves anybody" (62), and he is left, even after thirty-
five years, with no certain possession but his sorrows:
"Is sorrow not, one asks, the only thing in the world
people really possess?" he himself asks at one point
(52). And at the very moment that he thinks that he
has found something to make up for his past miseries:
a permanent job and a neat little house of his own,
when he bravely tries to convince himself that

...had there been no Russian Revolution,

no exodus, no expatriation in France, no

naturalization in America, everything

- at the best, at the best, Timofey! -

would have been the same: a professorship

in Kharkov or Kazan, a suburban house

such as this, old books within, late
blooms without (144-145),

he finds that his wanderings are not yet over. He is

no longer wanted at Waindell College.

However, his suffering is saved from degenerating

into melodrama; at no point is there any tearful sen-

timentality about Pnin, and Pnin himself ‘of course,

never gives way to self-pity and never accepts the

s 3 . .
victim's role. 6 When grievous memories become too

strong to be born, he bans them, and even the end,
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in which one sees him, homeless once more, disappearing

into the distance and into an uncertain future, is not
without an element of hope and confidence.

Throuéhout, then, there are two Pnins: the Pnin
the Waindell people see and laugh at is a "phantom"
whose only characteristics are his comic eccentricities.
They are unable to see behind these superficial traits
and never even make the attempt. On the contrary, they
build them up until the real person is forever lost
behind them. Pnin's life appears to them as no more
than a succession of comic disasters and absurd in-
cidents. Unlike them the reader sees a complex person,
somewhat eccentric, imaginative, and sensitive, who
has preserved his originality and individuality in a
world which is hostile to these qualities. The reader
is also made to see the pain and sorrow, past and
present, that have determined Pnin's life and have
given it more depth than can ever be appreciated by
the peoplé at Waindell.

The comic image they have of Pnin and his life
is exposed as the result of a faulty vision and a
mindless approach to all things and to persons. As
has been seen, this picture does not necessarily
evoke hilarity in the reader but rather the opposite )
reaction, and this is particﬁlarly true when it is
put in close proximity with the tragic aﬁpects of
his person and life, as in the example given above,
when it partakes of their quality and at the same time
acts as a foil to them, making the tragedy even more

poignant.
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More depth and reality are also given to Pnin's
life through the narrator's use of a device which

can be traced in Glory, then in The Defence and much

later in Transparent Things, which Nabokov comments

on in Speak, Memory37, and which Joan Clements describes

as typical of the narrator's novels:
But don't you think...that what he is
trying to do...practically in all his
novels...is...to express the fantastic
recurrence of certain situations? (159)

The most impressive and most fantastic example of
this occurs quite early in the novel, when Pnin, on
his journey to Cremona has what looks like a heart
attack. The sensations he experiences detach him for
the time being from his surroundings (19) and take
him back to a certain moment in his childhood when he
was ill, and which he now relives with the "sharpness
of retrospective detail that is said to be the dra-
matic privilege of drowning individuals" (21). How-
ever, it is not just a matter of reliving that past
moment, for in the surroundings in which he finds
himself sitting on a bench, a multitude of the features
from his childhood bedroom are miraculously repeated
and come:to life: not only the pattern of rhododendrons
and oak leaves on the wallpaper, but also the scene
that was depicted on a wooden'screen near his bed:
Pnin himself is the "old man hunched up on a bench"
(23), and before him, when he regains full conscious-
ness, he finds a duplicate of the squirrel which was
shown on his screen "holding a reddish object in its

front 'paws" (23) - this object now turns out to be
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a peachstone. The very guestions the child asked
himself in his fever now beset Pnin: the pattern of
the foliage and flowers around him is as intricate as
that on the wallpaper of o0ld was. It seems impossible
to detect the system of the design, which no doubt
must be there; but at last, "during one melting
moment, he had the sensation of holding...the key

he had sought" (24). Ais Julia Bader says, the scene
"serves as a retrospective mirror into Pnin's child-
hood"38, and of such mirrors there are a few more.

Pnin feels transported back into the past when sitting
in the lecture hall of Cremona (27-28): when watching

a film about Russia (81-82); at the place of his friend
Kukolnikov (133): and even the combination of some
sound and the warm wind is sufficient to take him

back to a "dim dead day" in a Baltic.summer resort

and to evoke "the sounds, and the smells, and the
sadness =" (114).

But this particular scene in the park is more £han
just a mirror. The narrator has been accused by critics
of not fulfilling his role as a faithful chronicler
of events and of not being a trustworthy biographer.
His sources of information about Pnin being for the
most part the accounts of others, he 'yet talks about
things that one would expect only Pnin himself to know.
Everything that surpasses the bbvious incidents, all

the insights into Pnin's mind and emotions, clearly

surpass what can have come to his knowledge through

others. Pnin himself at two points denies the narrator's

statements and calls him "a dreadful inventor" (185
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cp. 180). The narrator also gives himself away by
what Field calls his "“narrative 'slips'"39 points
in the story at which he quite clearly gives up all
pretence of being the objective reporter of the true
story of Pnin's life; at which he invents scenes and
elaborates on them rather in the fashion of an omnis-
cient narrator, and at which, moreover, he quite
frankly takes pleasure in a skilful relation of his
inventions. |

This tendency on his part is underlined by his
guasi-identification at certain moments with Nabokov
himself. Like the author (who has in turn invented him
and Pnin) he is "a prominent Anglo-Russian writer"
. (140), a "fascinating lecturer" (169), he shares his
love of butterflies, and even his initials (V.V.) with
him (128). Therefore, together with Pnin, critics mis-
trust him, and apart of accusing him of a tactless ;nd
unforgivable intrusion into Pnin's life and privacy
and of exposing not only his comic eccentricity bﬁt
even his most private sorrows4o, they wonder whether

"the version of Pnin we have come to believe in, through

the narrator, is any more authentic than Jack Cock-’
erell's imitation" of him.41

The scene in the park and the narrator's implied
knowledge of all its similarites with an earlier ex-
perience of Pnin's would be another point_ in the
critics® argumentation, for here the narrator oversteps
again the limits of what he can reasonably be expected
to know. So, paradoxically, even whiie adding another

touch of depth to Pnin's story, and while apparently
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adding to its reality, it also detracts from it, for
it can be suspected of having been invented.

The intricacies are so tight as hardly to allow of
a solution. One answer to the riddle might be that
Pnin, in a rather round-about fashion, is relating
the story of his own life, exposing and correcting
the faulty images that exist of him in the minds:of
others . One can also approximate to a conclusion if
one remembers and accepts Nabokov's direct and indirect
statements about art and reality. The narrator is an
artist, like other Nabokov characters: Luzhin, Shade
and Kinbote, Sebastian Knight and Mr. R., and like
Nabokov himself. Therefore, when writing Pnin's bi-
ography, he does not write a straightforward factual
account of Pnin's life but shapes his work artistical-
ly. Kinbote speaks for all of Nabokov's artists when
he says that "'reality' is neither the subject nor
the object of true art."42 This certainly does not
mean that art has nothing at all to do with factuél
reality; what it means is that art does not aim at
describing and reproducing factual reality slavishly,
and to this the narrator of Pnin subscribes. Apart
from his rather obvious departures from reality, he
betrays what liberty he feels he can take with it
by his somewhat less obvious unconcern with real dates:
even though the 15th February 1955 w a s_ a Tuesday
(187,188) the 15th February 1953 was not, although
the author insists in a rather round=about fashion that

it was (67, 75).

Instead, then, of taking down facts and instead of
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being accurate in every point, the narrator shapes
reality, following artistic considerations. And doing

so, he does something that Nabokov does in Glory,

Luzhin in The Defence, Shade in Pale Fire and R. in

Transparent Things. With different effects on their

minds, both Luzhin and Shade £find out and understand
the pattern of their lives through their respective

art forms, and Nabokov in Glory and R. in Transparent

Things make the lives of their heroes '"transparent”.
The narrator in Pnin may invent things; the incident

in the park, for example, may not be wholly based on

fact. It certainly has nothing to do with "average

'reality' perceived by the communal eye."43 The

vaverage ‘'reality*" of Pnin's life perceived by the

Waindell population, is a never-ending and chaotic

sequence of comic incidents, which Jack Cockerell,

with absurd and mindless repetition, relates again

and again. The artistic insight reaches beyond that.

It detects a meaningful design under the seemingly

meaningless and chaotic surface and uncovers it, point-

ing out curious repetitions in Pnin's life, or, to

put it in terms of Speak, Memory, uncovering its

"thematic désign".44 Doing this, it provides the key

to its pattern, which the common beholder does not see
and of which Pnin himself is only vaguely aware

and which he cannot grasp and hold.

LS

The "average 'reality'" of Pnin's own person, that
is, Pnin as seen by people at Waindell, is the freak
and comic eccentric. Again the artist, gifted with more

imagination and insight, penetrates the outward appear-
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ance which is all the ordinary ("average") mind per-
ceives, and helps the reader penetrate it with him.

Pnin anticipates much that will have to be discussed
in connection with other novels., As they will be seen
to do, it changes in the very process of being read.
And as it changes, it becomes clear that tke misunder-
standings concerning the narrator and the criticism
of him are brought about by a rather too close adher-
ence to the simple factual information the novel pro-
vides and by a neglect of its implications, that is by
a more or less automatic reaction to its surface.

It is true that the comic Pnin is rather prominent
at first and that it seems tactless to expose what
simply looks like his comic eccentricity and all his
comic misadventures. It is equally true that the nar-
rator sometimes rather seems to overstep the bounds
of simple truth and to wander off into fiction. How-
ever, it has by now turned out that it is not really
Pnin who is exposed to ridicule but the general modern
automatic approach to all aspects of life which results
in a superficial knowledge of things and bars the way
to an understanding of their real quality and nature;
which fails to see and accept people as they are
because it wants and reacts to machines rather than
to live and real human beings.

What the narrator gives us may not be the "true"
story of Pnin's life, nor the "true" Pnint but his

artistic versions of both are more r e a 1 than what

the "communal eye" perceives. The question posed at

the beginning, namely, whether the depiction and under-
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standing of a “"truly human being" is possible has been
answered by the novel: it is possible through a work
of art, the artist's perception being superior to the
perception of other minds, art being superior to

other, "normal" approaches to life and people.



LOLITA

LAUGHTER IN THE DARK

There seems to exist no relation at all between the

early novel The Eye and the much later Lolita. However,
a relation can be established if one recalls one of

the conclusions that emerged from The Eye. That novel
ends on a note of despair. It is the first novel (be-

fore Pnin and The Real Life of Sebastian Knight) to

illustrate and dramatize the fact that people tend to
see other persons not as these really are, but that
their impressions of others are qualified and deter-
mined by their own characteristics, preoccupations or
wishes. As a consequence they see, judge, react to,
hate or get attached to, not real persons but persons
of their own invention, "phantoms" that have no exist-
ence outside the minds of their inventors. The result
is the impossibility of genuine contact and communi-
cation, isolation, loneliness and unhappiness. This
is what eventually determines the relationship of
Humbert Humbert, who insists on seeing in Lolita a
nymphet instead of a little girl, and Lolita, who
comes to regard Humbert as a pervert and a dirty old
man.

This looks rather like a commonplace of literature.
However, it has emerged from The Eye that with Nabokov
this theme is intimately connected with h{s central
concern, namely his quest for "true reality". Humbert's
obsession, too, can be seen in this context, for it is

his yearning for something truly real, for some pure
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eternal beauty, and his conviction that he has found
it in Lolita, that is at the root of his view of her
and causes unhappiness to both.

Lolital, as written by Humbert Humbert in his
prison cell is made available to the reader through the
intermediary of one John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., who claims
to have been asked by Clarence Choate Clarke, Esq.,
his own friend and Humbert's lawyer, to pﬁblish it.
It is preceded by a Kinbotean sort of Foreword by
John Ray, which sets the tone for the entire novel,
for, as the novel itself, it contains passages that have
to be taken at their face value and others which do
not, and it is not easy to distinguish between them
and to disentangle them. There are those passages which
are quite obviously parodies of a foreword proper and
of various critical conVentions, and they seem mis-
leading and beside the point in the same way as Kin-
bote's critical apparatus in Pale Fire. However, by
negation of the things they parody, they contain valid
comments on Humbert's memoir and a valuable help towards
an understanding of it. And there are those passages
which have the same parodistic look about them, but
which are not, in fact, parodies, but genuine and true
comments on the story about to unfold.

Ray presents Humbert's memoir as based on actual
events. He explains how he happens to be {ts editor.
He takes pains to establish that he has treated it with
due respect, that what the reader has before him is

indeed the memoir as Humbert wrote it, "intact", save

(and here he sounds very Kinbotean) "for the correction
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of obvious solecisms and a careful suppression of a

few tenacious details" (5). He even refers the reader
to the newspapers which, he says, reported on Humbert's
crime. However, in his very next sentence Ray under-
cuts his own pretence, exposing his own foreword as

a parody of the kind of foreword he is ostensibly

writing. After first parodying the expectations of those
readers in whom the subtitle: "..., or the Confession
of a White Widowed Male" excites hopes of some porno-
graphic oeuvrez, he now parodies the demands of those
"old-fashionéd readers" (and the kind of work which
fulfils their demands) who do believe in the '"reality"
of the "true" story and who "wish to follow the
destinies of the ‘'real' people beyond [it]" (5). The
"facts" that he offers about these "real" people are
arbitrary and unreliable. He puts the words "true" and
"real" in quotes, indicating thereby how questionable
the "reality" of memoirs is anyway, just as Nabokov
would do were he speaking jin person, and Nabokov i§
indeed not very far off. The reference to Vivian Dark-
bloom and her.biography "My Cue" makes it pretty clear
who this John Ray is.

Significantly, he calls Humbert's manuscript a novel
and then "a work of art" (6) when discussing it in more
detail and applies critical standards to it which would
not normally be appiied to a memoir. These stanaards
are quite frankly Nabokov's own, the commentator here
"repeating" (and applogizing for this) "what he has

stressed in his own books and lectures" (6).
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One luckless early critic wrote about Lolita: "A

strong, a disturbing book... it is largely concerned
with Humbert's youth and is intended to trace, in the
Freudian fashion, the origins of the man's obsession."3
This critic overlooked that the scientific, psycholo-
gical approach to'a piece of art, and all its conno-
tations of "Freudian voodooism"4 is clearly ridiculed
in the Foreword (and of course in Lolita itself) and
thus dismissed. He also overlooked that Nabokov "in
starting to work 6n a book has no other purpose than
to get rid of that book“5 and certainly does not have
the kind of intention here ascribed to him. What
Nabokov says in "On a Book Entitled Lolita" als makes
it clear that he has no "moral purpose", ascribed to
him by another criticsz that Lolita has "no moral

in tow", and that a work of fiction exists for him
"only in so far as it affords me... aesthetic bliss."7
All this Nabokov found it necessary later to state un-

mistakably and in his own voice, but it is already.

there in the Foreword:

... Still more important to us than scientific
significance and literary worth, is the ethical
impact the book should have on the serious
reader; for in this poignant personal study
there lurks a general lesson;... 'Lolita' should
make all of us - parents, social workers, edu-
cators - apply ourselves with still greater
vigilance and vision to the task of bringing

up a better generation in a safer world (7).

The moral-social-didactic approach cou{@ not be par-
odied and condemned more effectively than in this passage
and in the rather outré vocabulary, "the curious mix-
ture of moral, psychological, and social judgements"8

that Ray uses with regard to Humbert, and which might
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by a sensitive reader well be applied to him in
earnest.

More echoes from the "commentator's books, almost
overgrown by their parodistic surroundings, indicate
guite plainly and seriously what the approach to Lolita
should be. The reader should accept it for what it is:
a magical work of art that can "entrance" the reader
even though he may abhor its author. In a genuine piece
of art everything has its place, even that which may
by the "paradoxical prude" be felt to be offensive.
Anyway - and Ray now speaks in Nabokov's very own voice:

... 'offensive' is frequently but a synonym
for *unusual'; and a great work of art is of

course always original, and thus by its very

nature should come as a more or less shocking
surprise (6).

Alfred Appel has said with reference to Nabokov's

novels: "... one must penetrate the trompe-l'oceil, which

eventuall¥y reveals something totally different from
what one had expected."9 For this task and process John

Ray's Foreword prepares the reader.

This trompe-l'oeil, which complicated the publica-

tion of Lolita and which excited so much moral indig-
nation once it was published, is the familiar story

of Humbert Humbert, the middle-aged nympholept, who
makes twelve-year-old Lolita his mistress after her
mother has been killed in an accident. This story and
its sequel, their two mad journeys across the United
States, Lolita's escape with Clare Quilty, Humbert's
pursuit of them; and his eventual murder of Quilty, is

told in an essentially comic manner.

"Oh, my Lolita, I have only words to play with!" (33)
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says -"well-read" Humbert Humbert, and Alfred Appel

points out that he plays in fact (often parodistically)
with the words and stylistic peculiarities of more than
fifty writerslo, dramatists, poets and novelists of
different nationalities, from different ages and of wide-
ly different character, including Horace, Catullus, E.

A. Poe, George Gordon Lord Byron, Hans Christian Ander-

son, James Joyce, Christopher Marlowe, Johann Wolfgang

von Goethe, Marcel Proust, T. S. Eliot, Laurence Sterne,

Frangois René Chateaubriand and Charles Baudelaire; and
these are joined at one place by the unnamed author of

Baby Snooks, a "popular weeklyv radio program of the

forties"ll, namely when the name of the place in which
Lolita seduces Humbert is given as Briceland.

Often Humbert's playful handling of his models does not
exceed the quotation of one line or one word, or even

only a name, and sometimes these do not do much more than

throw a comic sidelight on the immediate context and

scene in which they occur. This can be said of the'passage
in which Humbert incongruously describes the effect that

he believes Lolita to have on others in Baudelairean

terms (159).12 This can also be said of his characteriza-
tion of the yet unknown Quilty as a "heterosexual Erl-
kdnig" (234). Another example seems at first sight to
belong into the same category: an 18th century English
classical scholar (Thomas Morrell) and his song, "See the
Conquering Hero Comes" serve to describe a banal adver-
tisement which Lolita has pasted on the wall above her
bed (69).13 But'the superficial playfulness of this is

deceptive: in retrospect the motto of the "conquering hero"
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on the picture of someone who 1s said to resemble Humbert
closely, is seen to be laden with irony.

The passage is a good example of how quite incon-
spicuous references have a greater and deeper significance
than is at first apparent. In various ways they reflect
on the individual scenes in which they occur, on the
persons and their characters and peculiarities, sometimes
on the whole novel. In one way or another they all add
illuminating aspects to it and give depth to Humbert's
narrative through the implications they carry. Some out
of the many will be commented on in the appropriate places.

Nor is Humbert's use of parody limited to the play-
ful handling of the words and stylistic devices of other
authors, to the borrowing and insertion into his narrative
of quotations from their works, and to the parodistic
imitation of their characteristic manners and mannerisms.

It extends so far as to embrace whole literary genres

as well as individual works: the confessional mode and

the literary diary, the literary death scene, the Doppel-

gédnger tale, and the tale of ratiocination:; Dostoevski's

Notes from Underground, Poe's Annabel Lee, his William

Wilson, and the ideas of his Philosophy of Composition.14

This overall use of parody does not wholly account for
the beculiar effect of Lolita. Nor does the fact that
a serious tale emerges from behind the comic surface
formed by the parodies and incongruities just listed
suffice to explain things. This happens inxall of Nabo-
kov's novels, and yet Lolita affecfs the reader in a way

which is different from that in which most of the other

novels affect him. Into the amusement caused by the comic
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surface, into the initial moral shock, and into the seri-
ous emotions evoked by the sadness behind it all, there
enters also a feeling of profound uneasiness, even of
exasperation, sometimes exceeding the amusement, some-
times giving way to it, but never taking over or dis-
appearing altogether.

Humbert Humbert himself provides the word that best
characterizes his and Lolita's story and which explains
this phenomenon when he calls their journey across the
United States "our grotesque journey" (224). Most of
the comic scenes and descriptions of his memoir - par-
odistical, or farcical, or absurd, or all at once -
also have a touch of the grotesque about them, and they
all add up to create an overall grotesque effect.

Briefly stated, the grotesque comes into existence

by "the unresolved clash of incompatibles in work and

response."15 It may simply be "the co-presence of the

laughable and something which is incompatible with the

l'aughable"16 in the subject matter that causes a twofold

reaction. In other cases something disgusting or hor- -

rible or gruesome, or, in general terms: something

which is definitely not comic in itself, is presented

in a comic manner. In such cases disgust or horror are

evoked on the one hand, and on the other hand those

reactions which are incompatible with them, namely
amusement and laughter, and with them a feeling of in-
dignation or exasperation because the manner will be
felt to be wholly unsuitable to the matter.l7 It is
the essential characteristic of the grotesque that the

conflict between the incompatibles should not be re-
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solved, that is, that something should not turn out
to be just horrible or just comic after all, and that

the reaction should not be reduced to either one or the

other.18

Both forms of the grotesgue are to be found everywhere
in Lolita and they account for the unique impact it
makes. They give its peculiar quality to the action,
both to the main action and to minor incidents and
encounters; and they determine the quality of the re-
lation of Humbert Humbert and Lolita and are the reason
for the uneasiness and uncertainty the reader experiences
with regard to his reaction to the book. He can neither
simply react with indignation as he might feel he ought
to, for much in the relation is incongruous and comic.
Nor can he react simply to the comic side of it, because
the amusement is constantly qualified by the awareness
of the impossible outrage of it all. The response is
further complicated by the fact that Humbert tells his
story in the comic, parodistic style hinted at aone,

which, in view of what he is telling, is felt to be

another outrage.

However, before that story actually starts, Humbert
gives a lengthy account, couched in equally inapproriate
language, of some events and experiences that preceded

it and, as he pretends, led up to it. He acquaints the

reader with his peculiar affliction, making at the same

time a comic mock-effort to explain it and excuse it. The

origin of his nympholepsy, he tries to make the reader be-
lieve, was an experience in his early youth, his unful-
filled

love for Annabel Leigh, a girl then roughly his own

t
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age. She was the "initial girl-child" without whom"
"there might have been no Lolita at all" (l1l). It was
during that summer, he argues, "that the rift in my
life began" (15). He cannot get over the hemory of
their unfulfilled, frustrated romance:; the memory of

her "honey-coloured skin", "brown bobbed hair", "long
lashes" (14), of her "musky perfume" (17) and the mem-
ory of their crudely interrupted love-making haunts him.
Long after her death his‘thoughts~still seem to be col-
oured by hers. Such an impression has their short un-
happy romance left on him, and such a shock has her
death been that no other romance is possible for him.

It takes him fully twenty-five years,'during which he
struggles with his perversion and with actual insanity,
before the spell of Annabel is broken, and this happens
at Humbert's first sight of Lolita. In her he finds
everything he loved in Annabel, the same "bright beauty"
(41), "the same frail, honeyhued shoulders, the same
silky supple bare back, the same chestnut head of hair"
(40). She is so much "the same child" (40) that, after
the first shock of passionate recognition, Annabel and
Lolita seem to merge into one, or, as Humbert puts it,
"...I broke [Annabel's] spell by incarnating her in
another" (17). He makes it all sound very much like a
case history of the Freudian kind. He traces not only
his nympholepsy and the long years of struggling
against this predicament back to the frustration in his
youth, but he sees his very discovery of Lolita and his

subsequent involvement with her as a "fatal consequence"

of that experience in his “"tortured past" (41)

The reader Who is acquainted with Nabokov's abhor-
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rence of anything that smacks of Freudian psychoana-
lysis is suspicious of all this from the very start,

and this suspicion soon proves to be justified when

it becomes clear what Humbert's own reaction to it is.
on the two occasions on which he gets involved with

it he reveals the same attitude to psychoanalysis as

his inventor. Insane though he is, he still sees

through what he regards as complete nonsense, and it
becomes for him a source of gleeful enjoyment. He first
realizes on what shaky ground it stands when, on some
obscure expedition, he is supposed to record the psychic
reactions of his comrades, gets bored with his task and
‘just makes up a perfectly spurious report, only to find
it accepted and printed in some scientific magazine.

He finds the same readiness on the part of the doctors
to believe anything, when he himself becomes the object
of psychoanalysis. No matter what he tells them, it is
solemnly accepted as true; analysed.with

equal solemnity

and eventually made to yield such absurd and hilarious

diagnoses that Humbert is in the end not cured by the

treatment he receives but by the endless fun he de-

rives from it all. He leaves the sanatorium a saner man

than the psychiatrists, whom he has so frightened with

his invented dreams that they, "the dream-extortionists,

dream and wake up shrieking" (36).

With Freudian methods thus once more reduced to
humbug, there can be no question of taking Humbert's
"analysis" of his "case" seriously. Even by providing
a psychoanalytical explanation in spite of what his

attitude to this sort of aporoach is, he ridicules it
’
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and implies in the parody that nothing could be more
absurd than to try and understand his problem by be-
lieving in his "childhood trauma".

"As a case history, 'Lolita' will become, no doubt,
a classic in.psychiatric circles", John Ray mockingly
prediéts in his Foreword (7). Humbert suspects the
same, and parodying and ridiculing the psycﬁoanalytical
approach, he frankly mocks not only Freud and his methods
but also the future reader and critic of his memoir,
one of whése possible'reactions he anticipates in the
comic "analysis" of his "case".

This is not the only instance in which the reader
is made the object of parody. Both Ray and Humbert
Humbert also anticipate the storm of moral indignation
that Lolita was to raise, and parodying it, exclude it,
too, as a valid approach. Ray calls Humbert "abject"
and "horrible"; "a shihing example of moral leprosy"
and "abnormal" (6), into which chain of epithets
Dﬁpee's "a thorough creep" and "a sex fiend"lgfit
nicely. Humbert Humbert himself joins in with Ray's

comic denouncement of his vice, and so convincing does

he manage to sound that he has been said to be con-
ducting not only his own defence but also his own pro-
secution.20 There is certainly some truth in this as
far as the later parts of his memoir are concerned,
but at the beginning, when he talks of a time at which
Lolita has not yet entered his life, he seems to be
doing no more than giving the reader what he expects.

His self-accusations sound too stale and conventional

to be taken for expressions of sincere and genuine
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emotions, and furthermore they are partly embedded in
the account of his abortive attempt to keep "my de-
grading and dangerous desires" under "pacific control"
(26)'by marrying Valeria, and in the comic quality of
this account they participate.

They become all the more questionable as he inter-
mingles with them all sorts of facts meant to rational- -
ize his affliction and to prove that he is not such an
exceptional and shocking case after all, and that "it
was all a guestion of attitude, that there was really
nothing wrong in being moved to distraction by girl-
children" (20). To prove his point, he goes back to
ancient Greece and points out that nothing was thought
at that time of implicating little girls of ten in sex,
and for a similar purpose he evokes certain habits of
the people of some East Indian province (with the girls
participating even younger) (21). He draws examples
from the Bible and from modern law. What introduces an
element of insincerity into all this is the fact tﬁat
he seems to have meddled with some of his examples so
as to make them serve his purpose. Whereas throughout
his memoir he proves to know his authors and his liter-
ary history inside out, he makes some strange mistakes'
here, which cannot simply be put down to ignorance.

He overlooks that "Dante...was...nine years old when
he met Beatrice in 1274, and she was suppqsedly eight",
and that "there was no romance", and that there is no

certainty about who Petrarch's Laura was and about how

old she was when he met heer, so that these two can

certainly not be counted among his distinguished pre-

decessors as he wants to make out.
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He is equally inaccurate in what he says about
the law, which, he pretends, still tacitly allows a
girl of twelve, or fifteen at the most, to get married
(134)22, so that there is again a suggestion of dis-
honesty about his statements. So, all of Humbert's
early supposedly moral innuendoes against himself be-
long into the same category of parody as his mocking
psychoanalytical explanation of his own "case".

Anyone whom this does not discourage from applying
ordinary moral standards to Humbert's memoir must grad-
ually be discouraged as he reads on, for there is much
in this memoir which makes this approach appear hypo-
critical, and ironically casts doubt on the moral
standards and integrity of the very society which con-

demns Humbert.

One critic has complained about Humbert's attitude

towards the world around him:

He is indeed anything but attractive...

- His characteristic mode of thought is
contemptuous and satirical, but we do not
know what makes his standard of judgment,
for it is never clear what, besides female

beauty of a certain kind, has won his ad-
miration.? '

“Humbert does_indeed. not paint a beautiful picture of
society. There i s nothing to admire in what he
shows us of it. One could argue that he uses ali its
negative aspects to excuse his own guilt, but this
does not argue them out of existence. The fact remains
that society ignores and tolerates a lot that is not
in keeping with its outward show of respectability.

Alfred Appel points out that in a strange, unsett-
\

ling and grotesque way the entire physical world of
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Lolita seems to be maimed:'not things only but persons
too. There is Miss Opposite, the crippled neighbour,
Lolita's almost deaf husband, his friend Bill who has
lost an arm in the war; a man wiping Humbert's wind-
shield has a broken nose. A "hunchbacked and hoary
Negro" takes Humbert's and Lolita's luggage into the
Enchanted Hunters Hotel, and there are the tennis-
playing "Boschean cripples".24

It appears throughout that the world in which
Humbert and Lolita move is in the same way "ma;med"
morally. "But let us be prim and civilized" Humbert
Humbert admonishes himself at one point (21). This
"civilized" has an ironic ring about it when it is
taken to refer to a civilization that accommodates
Miss Lester and Miss Fabian, Gaston Godin, Clare
Quilty, and Lolita's schoolmates for that matter,
without taking offence at their habits or even sharing
them.

Gaston éodin, suitably placed at Beardsley, wifh
his predilection for little boys, is the favourite of
all his neighbours, "crooned over by the o0ld and car-
ressed by the young" (179), because he easily manages
to fool them all about his infirmity. Fowler sees him
as almost representative of the hypocrisy and self-
deception which is practised by so many of the other
members of society as it emerges from Lolita:

The sentimental gauze which surrounds and dis-
guises Gaston is part of the relentless self-
deception that all philistines practice in this
novel;..hyper-middle class Charlotte; and John
Farlowe, solid burgher and anti-Semite: and

Mona pahl...who has already had an affair with
a marine; and Mary Lore...who helps Lo escape
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with Quilty; and, of course, Prsgt, the head-
mistress of Beardsley School

Quilty's case is different. There does not seem to be
any attempt at secrecy about his perversion, but there
is no suggestion of a scandal either. On the contrary,
he is rich, he is a public figure, he has a reputation
as a talented playwright. His plays are staged at
girls' schools, and his picture is pasted on walls in
girls’ bedrooms. He knows the corruption of others

(of the chief of police for instance) and can there-
fore make them his instruments. He has no difficulty
finding "friends", ready to join in his "games" and

to figure in his films. They know of his criminality
and are indifferent to it, just as they are indiffer-
ent to his death. Again, Fowler sees all that goes

on around Quilty as representative of the attitude

of society, "of everything that is not Humbert in

this novel."26

Thus, apart from the psychoanalytical and the moral
approaches beihg parodied, any moral judgement that
might be made about Humbert is ironically turned back
on society in much the same way in which the ridicule
heaped on Pnin is flung back on the world. Any moral
judgement that society might pronounce on Humbert
would, indeed, only add to its own hypocrisy.

The final irony which adds the supreme grotesque
touch to the background of Humbert's stofy, as it has
now emerged, is the fact that even the children are
notvthe innocent creatures Humbert naively believes
them to be. He has all his "conventional notions of

what twelve-year-old girls should be" (123) disabused
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by Lolita's reports of the various "diversions" (135)
practised by her friends in the summer camp. Lolita
herself is no exception, and the moment at which
Humbert discovers this is one of the most grotesque
in the whole book.

At some stage, on his signing out of the sanator;
ium in which he has SO successfully fooled the doctors,
fprecise fate, that synchronizing phantom" (102), de-
liberately seems to take over and arrange things for
Humbert. Instead of allowing him to take rooms in the
McCoo household as he had plannéd, it starts a fire
in this very house so that he has to change his plans.
It épares him the disappointment of the little McCoo
girl whom he had imagined as a lovely nymphet and
whom "I would coach in French and fondle in Humbertish"
(37). It deposits him instead in the very garden
where, "in a pool of sun, half-naked, kneeling, turn-
ing about on her knees" (40), he finds Lolita. |

Nor does fate stop halfway but works on his behalf
again somewhat later. From the moment he moves into
the Haze household, there begins for him a time of
such intense frustration and agony that he begins to
fear another breakdown, for Lolita,

so near and an

"intolerable temptation" (48), is of course unattain-

able. Checked in his desires by her mother's presence
and, he protests, his own consideration for the child's

chastity and moral (56,62), he has to content himself

with a few blissful moments when Lolita "co-oper-

atively" allows him to kiss "her fluttering eyelig"

(44-45), to hold and stroke and squeeze her hand (51),
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or to hold her on his knee (49). There comes a Sunday
on which he échieves what he has been longing for,
on which, alone with her in the house and ostensibly
fooling around with her, he "solipsizes" her, as he
puts it, experiences paradise, ecstasy, without her
being aware of it (Ch.13). His hope of repeating this
performance is thwarted, for Lolita is sent away to a
summer camp, and all his other schemes, too, seem to
miscarry hopelessly: He marries unloved Charlotte Haze,
for in his exasperation on reading her love letter it
suddenly dawns on him that, if he can bring himself

to .do this, he will be able to bestow on Lolita with
impunity and quite naturally "all the casual caresses"
that he longs for and does not dare to bestow on her
now. "I would hold her against me three times a day,
every day. All my troubles would be expelled, I would
be a healthy man." His fancy carries him well beyond
those "casual caresses", though at one point he stops
himself: "No, I would not go that far" (70-71). If
must appear to him as a terribly ironic move when,
after he has committed himself with his own very
special end in mind, Charlotte decides: "Little Lo
goes stréight from camp to a good boarding school

with strict discipline and some sound religious
training. And then - Beardsley College. I have it all
mapped out, you need not worry" (83). Of course he
does worry. He even plans the perfect murder by which'
to remove Charlotte, but cannot bring himself to put

it into action.

It is here that fate interferes and takes over
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again and turns his despair into triumphant delight.
It not only arranges for Lolita to have to return

for at least some time, it also does what Humbert
himself cannot do. It stages an accident, artistically
combining all the elements that lead up to it: "hur-
rying houéewife, slippery pavement, a pest of a dog,
steep grade, big car, baboon at its wheel”, and adding
to these Humbert's own contribution, namely his jour-
nal which produced "vindictive anger and hot shame"
and "blinded Charlotte in her dash to the mailbox"
(102). So perfectly are they all mixed, and so per-
fectly timed, that Charlotte is "messily but instantly
and permanently eliminated", just as Humbert has some-
what tastelessly but accurately imagined in one of

his daydreams (53). Although talking about a fatal
accident which is in itself certainly not comic, Hum-
bert mentions so many details that appear comic (or
become so in his description), both in the scene of
the accident and in his reactions to it all, that‘the
gruesome and the comic are in the end perfectly bal-
anced. He mentions such incongruous details as the
silly dog walking about from group to group "and back
to the car which he had finally run to earth":; the
father of the driver of the car, "to the anatomical
right of the car", "whom the nurse had just watered
on the green bank where he lay - a banked banker so

to speak" (97). Side by side with the comic detailé
there is the shocking sight of Charlotte Haze, "the
top of her head a porridge of bone, brains, bronze

hair and blood" (even here he has time for alliter-
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ations ) (98). And he describes his own mock enacFiSP
of all the appropriate emotions that are expected of

him at this "tragic" moment, but which he wisely does
not overdo : *"The widower, a man of exceptional self-
control, neither wept nor raved. He staggered a bit,

that he did;..." (98). And he staggers "friend" Beale
(the "friend" being another comic touch, for Beale is
the driver of the fatal car), "the agent of fate" by

accepting "with a drunken sob of gratitude" the offer
to pay the funeral home expenses (102).

With the gruesome elements thus intimately linked
with the comic, with a fatal accident related in
Humbert's comically irreverent and ironic style, his
account of his stay at Ramsdale ends on a grotesque
note, which suitably rounds it off (for that stay has
its own grotesque aspects), and which sets the suit-
able tone for the account of his grotesque relation
and journeys with Lolita.

It was said above that much in the relation of
Humbert Humbert and Lolita is comic. Given the basic
fact that Humbert is middle-aged and Lolita a girl
of twelve, this sounds in itself a rather incongruous
statement: the natural and spontaneous reaction to
Humbert's confession is one 6f horrified revulsion,
for, as Lionel Trilling says (even though he comes to
thelconclusion that Lolita is réally about love):
the novel makes "a prolonged assault on one of our
unquestioned and unquestionably sexual prohibitions,
the éexual inviolability of girls of a certain age."z7

It is this intimate connection of the comic and the
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outrageous, and the incompatible reactions evoked
thereby, which give the grotesque quality to the re-
lation. And, one must add, Humbert's comic and ironic
and wholly inappropriate style heightens this peculiar
effect.

One of the comic aspects of the relation is the
fact that Lolita does not strike one as the sort of
girl to cause the irresistable sexual attraction and
the passionate admiration and love that Humbert pro-
fesses to feel for her, and that therefore his emo-
tioné seem guite incongruous. Recent critics have
been rather uncharitable in their comments on her.
They have accused her of indifference28 brainless-

nesszg, conventionalityBo, a horrifying "lack of
imagination" (proved for this particular critic by

her inability to imagine Humbert's state of mind and
her inability to see Humbert's superiority to Quilty)3l,
of vulgarity and shallowness32, and of having no soul

and no identity.33

She does indeed emerge from some of Humbert's de-
scriptions as a very ordinary little gifl; even in
her appearance and manners there is at first sight
very little to justify Humbert's reactions to her,
in fact, there are moments when he seems puzzled him-

self:

Why does the way she walks - a child* mind you,
a mere child! - excite me so abominably? Analyse
1t. A faint suggestion of turned-in toes. A kind

of wiggly looseness below the knee prolonged to

the end of each footfall. The ghost of a dra

She likes to dress in faded jeans and boys' shirts,

and sneakers, she has rows with her mother, she has
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a strident, harsh high voice, and a vulgar vocabulary
which she uses freely. "Vulgar" is a word that Humbert
uses throughout with'respect to Lolita. Even by making
this vulgar little girl with turned-in toes and a
wiggly gait and bad manners the object of his love

and lust and passion he stands the traditional love
story with the traditional and conventional expecta-
tions with regard to the heroine on its head; his

sobs and the agony and the tremors and the "dull pain"
which he feels "in the very root of my being"” (56)
because of this little anti-heroine make him appear

at once pathetic and comic, and his repeated solemn
evocation of "that Lolita, my Lolita", reminiscent

of Catullus' evocation of his Lesbia34, is, in its
incongruity, one of the many comic stylistic touches
of his memoir. The comedy of this is intensified. by
the fact that at such moments Humbert implicitly
figures as Catullus, just as he figures as Dante When

he compares Lolita to Beatrice, and as Petrarch when

he sees Laura in her.35

His decision, incidentally, to marry Charlotte
solely for the reason to be near her daughter makes
havoc of another literary cliché: "the theme of an
affair between the lodger and the mother"36, quite

apart from the fact that he looks on her with distaste

although she is "full-blown and conventianally seduc-

tive."37

Besides being anything but the plausible heroine
outwardly, Lolita also justifies the critics' censure

of her brainlessness and conventionality. Humbert
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himself admits that "mentally I found her to be a
disgustingly conventional little girl", and her "list
of beloved things" goes a good way towards explaining
what he means: "Sweet hot jazz, square dancing, gooey
fudge sundaes, musicals, movie magazines and so forth -
..." (146). She consumes comic-books insatiably and
uncritically, she believes their advertisements and
advice, she piously follows road signs directing her

to gift shops, ads are directed to her, she is "the
ideal consumer, the subject and object of every foul
poster" (146). Clare Quilty is her idol. She is "just
another one of the 'wholesome children' who, even
before adolescence, think and feel only in terms of
outwardly inspired stereotypes."38

Humbert's culture need not be proved; it speaks
from every line he writes. The discrepancy between
their minds is comically underscored at one point
when Humbert loses himself in the contemplation of
the scenery through which they travel and finds him—
self reminded of Claude Lorrain and El Greco paintings,
whereas Lolita "not only had...no eye for scenery"
but- resents having it pointed out to her, and is more
charmed by toilet signs (149-150).

Altogether it is hard to see eye to eye with Humbert
wlo calls her "a gaspingly adorabie pubescent pet"
(168), and the idea of him literally crawling on his
-knees to her chair (188) verges on the grotesque. By
the time he has been reduced to this, their relation-

ship has become grotesque altogether. One hardly knows

what to call it unless one talks in £erms of parody.
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When Humbert talks of his decision to marry
Charlotte for the sake of having Lolita near him as
his "daughter", he quoteé Byron, thereby subtly and
ironically commenting on his own past, for Harold's
lines to his absent daughter Ada: "'To hold thee
lightly on a gentle knee and print on thy fond cheek
a parent's kiss'" (71) have little to do with Humbert's
nwisions of venery" (71) that crowded into his mind
at that past moment. The Byron reference contains
some more implicit comment: the facts that Byron
married his wife "for the sake of tranquility and
respectability" and that he had an incestuous rela-
tionship with his half-sister39 provide an appropri-
ate backdrop to the development of Humbert's rela-
tionship with Charlotte and Lolita.

wThe word is incest" (119), Lolita later points
out in a shrewd, matter-of-fact way when Humbert is
groping for a word to characterize their relationship
that is about to start, and makes an insincere ané
clumsy attempt to make it look like a normal father-
daughter relationship: "For all practical purposes I
am your father. I have a feeling of great tenderness

.

for you. In your mother's absence I am responsible
for your welfare" (118).

Their relationship is neither one nor the other
but a parody of both. Although Humbert has taken great
pains'to make the credulous Farlows believe that Lolita
is really his own child, neither he nor Lolita live

up to their respective roles. Taking his own words

quite literally, Humbert does indeed act as her father



- 122 -

for all pr actical purposes: He sustains

her, he buys her clothes and presents, he takes her
on long journeys, he gives her tennis lessonst he
tries to give her an education. He does "everything
in my power to give my Lolita a really good time"
(160). But where fatherly affection should come in,
there is Humbert's insatiable sexual desire. Lolita,

for her part, shows little filial love for Humbert

and never calls him "Dad" without a sneer of ironic

contempt. After he has lost his initial glamorous
attraction for the girl, she accepts what he offers
her in material respects without any particular show
of gratitude, and,'the sexual complication apart,
makes life difficult for him. "Lolita, when she chose,
could be a most exasperating brat", Humbert admits.

"I was not really quite prepared for her fits of dis-
organized boredom, intense and vehement griping, her
sprawling, droopy, dopey-eyed style, and what is
called goofing..."; "Charlotte , I began to under;
stand you!" he sighs, remembering Charlotte's com-
plaints about her impossible daughter (145ff). There

is an oblique comment on this father-daughter rela-
tionship in the fact that Lolita seduces Humbert in

the town of Briceland. The name of this town, as,
again, Appel points out, evokes the name of Fanny

Brice who starred in a radio-programme of the forties.
The two characters in this programme, the unpleasant
Baby Snooks and her "helpless and ineffectual Daddums",

and their relationship: “the program explored all but

one of the various ways the tyrannical Baby Snooks
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could victimize her poor daddy and hold him in her
sway" =, are in themselves parodistic of what father
and daughter and their relationship are normally
expected to be. As somewhat distorted comic mirror
images of Humbert and Lolita and their life together,
they throw an additional ironic and parodistic light
on them.

At the Enchanted Hunters Hotel Lolita adds one
more way (the one which the Baby Snooks programme
skipped) of victimizing her Dad to her repertoire,
thus giving the mock-incestuous touch to the mock
father-daughter relationship. Again, this is a very
comic scene although it makes one of the most reck-
less attacks on some deep-seated moral principles:
Humbert plans to satisfy his perverse sexual desire
on a little girl whom he thinks he has drugged with
some potent pills. But not only is Humbert very comic
in his role as the would-be passionate (though steal-

thy) lover ("L'Amant Ridicule" he calls himself with

a fine sense of humour) (128), but his and Lolita's
roles are comically reversed: it is the little girl
who eventually seduces the experienced man.

The night is for Humbert a terrible (and for the
reader.a very comic) anti-climax. Instead of enjoying
all the delights and raptures that he has imagined,
Humbert is troubled by a multitude of quite unfore-

seen and all too sobering mundane inconveniences.

His "magic potion" (121) has not worked, which means
that he has to cope with quite an unexpected and

intensely frustrating situation. Burning to move
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nearer to Lo, he does not dare to for fear that she

might "explode in screams", His physical discomfort

is intensified by a fit of heartburn and by the fact
that Lolita has left him only a "narrow margin of
bed" and has appropriated "an unfair amount of pillow";
he snatches his back when she has a drink of water
in the night. The "quiet, cosy, old-fashioned" hotel
fairly explodes iﬁ all sorts of noises which attack
Humbert's tense and tender nerves from all sides:
the elevator's gate clatters and the elevator bangs.
and booms; trucks roar past; toilets gurgle and cas-
cade; someone 1in a neighbouring room is “extravagant-
ly sick". In the end, poor Humbert, exhausted by his
long unpleasant and frustrating vigil, and although
he is intensely aware of Lolita's bare shoulders and
her "nebulous haunch" only a few inches from him, is
affected by "a breeze from wonderland"; and quite
inappropriately and very comically (after all he is
the passionate lover in bed with his "bride" for éhe
first time) he catches himself "drifting into a mel-
ancholy snore". And just as comically for someone in
his situation, he finds himself in such a state of
perplexity in the morning that he simply admits in

retrospect, "I did not know what to do" and tries

to save his dignity by feigning "handsome profiled
sleep" (127-131). It is here that Lolita takes over
and assumes Humbert's role as seducer, surprisingly
and shamelessly knowledgeable. It was said above
that this.reversal of roles is in itself comic, and

there is also something incongruous and comic in
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this twelve-year-old girl so energetically disproving
whatever idealistic and conventional conceptions
Huﬁbert (and anybody with him) had of a girl of her
age: and in view of Humbert's past considerate (and

frustrating) reserve the situation can also be called
ironical.

But whatever laughable and comic aspects the situ-
ation has, the conventional notions about little
girls are so deeply rooted that Lolita's part in the
scene cannot be viewed simply with amusement. The
same facts which are incongruous and comic are simul-
taneously exasperating and outrageous. From the con-
ventional point of view Lolita disabusing Humbert
of his illusions of her innocence and purity, is not
laughable. Here we have again the "unresolved clash
of incompatibles" in the subject matter and in the
response which is the characteristic quality of the
grotesgue and which determines Humbert's and Loli;a's

relationship throughout.

At the Enchanted Hunters Hotel, then, Humbert and

Lolita become "technically lovers" (italics mine) (131).

They never become more than just that. Their relation-

ship which has by now turned out to be a parody of incest

and a parody of a father-daughter relationship almost

immediately turns into a "parody of conventional no-

tions of the love between the sexes."41 What love
Humbert has for Lolita finds expression mainly in
his perverted and insatiable sexual desire; Lolita

feels no love for him at all. He has lost all the
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attraction he had for her as "the glamorous lodger"
(49).and which prompted her on various occasions

"in imitation of some simulacrum of fake romance"
(112) to try out on him what she has seen in movies
and movie magazines, and which also prompted her at
the Enchanted Hunters Hotel to boast her "experience".
As Humbert correctly states, her curiosity has first
turned into distaste, and after a while she is ready
to turn away from him "with something akin to plain
repulsion” (163). They remain together because they
are mutually dependent on each other, Humbert, because
of his passion, Lolita, because she has nobody else

to support her.

In this relationship the vulgar and philistine
little American girl incongruously and comically
figures as "Keats' 'La Belle Dame Sans Merci' in
bobby socks"42, and L.Trilling's interpretation
equally incongruously promotes her to the role of
the passionately loved and cruel mistress of the ro-
mances of courtly love.43 It gives another comic
twist to things when, with Lolita in these roles in
mind, one sees Humbert securing her unwilling sub-
mission to his demands through means which‘defini-
tively degrade their relationship: through blandish-
ments and threats (145), through terrorizing her (149)
and eventually even through paying her. Sometimes
he takes a perverse pleasure in inventing ways of
making this cruel little mistress do what he has éome
to regard as her duty: "How sweet it was to bring

that coffee to her, and then deny it until she had
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done her morning duty" (161). With "the human element
dwindling" (180), what remains of a normal man-woman-
love relationship is only the outward frame which is

filled with comic and parodistic elements.

Their relationship, which has so far appeared comic
because it is parodistic of so many normal relation-
ships, is made grotesque by the fact that Lolita is,
of course, only twelve years old. "Remember she is
only a child", Humbert tells himself (112) and remains
conscious of this throughout, as does the reader. He
often stresses her childish and fragile appearance
and her unselfconscious childlike ways. She retains

these even after the night at the hotel:

She wore her professional white socks and
saddle oxfords, and that bright print frock
with the square throat; a splash of jaded
lamplight brought out the golden down on
her warm brown limbs. There she sat, her
legs carelessly highcrossed, and her pale
eyes skimming along the lines with every
now and then a blink...Nothing could have
been more childish than her snubbed nose,
freckled face or the purplish spot on her

naked neck where a fairytale vampire had
feasted...(137).

He says a little later in the same passage that she
would strike anyone as "harmless", "innocent" and
"naive"” (137-138), and we catch other glimpses of the

c hild Lolita, teaching a friend a special way of
jumping rope (160), or talking to some neighbour, "her .
structural heap of books pressed against}her stomach,
her knees showing pink above her clumsy wéllingtons,

a sheepish frightened little smile flitting over and

off her snub-nosed face..." (176).

But into all these passages intrudes Humbert's con-

stant preoccupation with sex. The child never remains
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a child for him for long. His memories of some bliss
he has just enjoyed take over: "...every nerve in me
was still annointed and ringed with the feel of her
body - L (;38), or the anticipation of more de-
lights, of which he either talks triumphantly:
",..things that the most jaded voyeur would have paid
a small fortune to watch" (177), or in a comically
flippant, vulgar tone, as when he states that he led
"reluctant” Lolita away from play and her little com-
panion "for a quick connection before dinner" (161).
Such passages break a taboo, and, to quote Trilling
again, they "make a prolonged assault on one of our...
prohibitions, the sexual inviolability of girls of a
certain age". The outrage caused thereﬁy is deepened
by some other passages in which Lolita appears even

more poignantly childlike and touching (an epithet
44

applied to her by Nabokov "), as when she frees her-

self from Humbert's attempted embrace "with the neutral
plaintive murmur of a chila demanding its natural rest"
(129): when she sobs in the night - "every night,
every night - the moment I feigned sleep" (172), or
when she comes weeping to Humbert's room on the night
after he has told her that her mother is dead (140).
Few critics, when rather harshly criticizing Lolita,
consider the fact that, whatever else she may be, she
is "also a little girl whose mother is dead"45, and
Nabokov is the only one to express some pity for ‘her
when he calls her "my poor little girl."%® mut al1l
other qualities aside, her conventionality, her wvul-

garity and brainlessness, even her seeming sexual
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experience, up to a certain point she is just that.
She is dependent on Humbert materially, she is fright-
ened because he infuses into her a consciousness of
nshared guilt" and makes her dread the consequences

in case they are found out (148-149); she is subject
to his incessant sexual desire which she resents.

For him their life together is paradise, "a paradise
whose skies were the colour of hell-flames - but still
a paradise" (163); for her it is hell. But she can
react only through "vicious vulgarity and childish
despai&" (168), expressions of her very helplessness,
through "fits of moodiness" and "storms of sobs" after
nthe operation" is over and Humbert is "laughing hap-
pily" (165); and she has no one to turn to except,
ironically, Humbert: as he says with an awful undertone
of triumph when she comes weeping to his room: "You
see she had absolutely nowhere else to go" (140).

All the elements which have had to be somewhat
artificially separated for the sake of analysis, are
in fact firmly interlinked throughout. The reader is
constantly faced simultaneouély with the comic and
the outrageous aspects of Humbert's and Lolita's re-
lationship. All the time Humbert appears simultaneous-

ly in his role as the comically pathetic lover of a

mindless vulgar little girl, and the hateful pervert

who frightens and pays a child to make hex conform
to his wishes. It is all equally ambivalent with re-
gard to Lolita: she is incongruous and comic in the
role into which she half manoeuvres herself and in

which she' is half cast against her will, ang pathetic
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and pitiful at the same time. And all the time the

contradictory elements evoke contradictory and even

incompatible emotions and reactions in the reader.

The relationship is indeed, as Humbert says, grotesque.
The basic situation of Lolita is anticipated in the

much earlier Laughter in the Dark.47 Like the later

novel it deals with the infatuation of a mature man
with a much younger girl: Margot is sixteen. Albinus'
idolatry of her is as complete as Humbert's of Lolita.
He abandons his family to live with her and becomes
indirectly responsible for the death of his child.

The basic-difference between the two novels is aptly
described in Nabokov's own statement that "Actually,

of course, Margot was a common young whore, not an

unfortunate little Lolita."48

Margot's, as Lolita's, youth and childishness are
often mentioned: her "girlish figure"(;£}38) and "childish"
face“(;g,llS)hef childish manners and handwriting
(EQ} 39-40), and "You're a child yourself" (LD, llé) Albinus
says to her. However, in her, this childishness is
coupled with gross materialism and great cunning. Hers
is only the appearance of a child and schoolgirl} she
has none of Lolita's genuine childish nature, and
certainly none of her helplessness.
Enamoured by material possessions, it does not mat-
ter to her how she comes by them, SO that, after she
has satisfied herself by inspecting his flat that
Albinus is really wealthy, she is content to give in

to his wishes although she does not love him. And she

quickly falls in love with the life Albinus offers
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her: "... - a life full of the glamour of a first-
class film with rocking palm trees and shuddering
roses..." (LD, 76). So much is this the kind of life
that she wants and so afraid is she "of seeing it
all snap"(gg;76)thatshe does not take any risks,
even when tempted. In order to secure the material
luxury and comfort with which Albinus surrounds her,
she tries "her utmost to remain quite faithful to
him", even though, whatever her feelings for him may
be, "she knew, all along, that for her'it would al-
ways be love minus something, whereas the least
touch of her first lover had always been a sample

of everything" (LD, 75). But when this man, Axel Rex,

returns, she is not prepared to abandon her luxur-

ious life for the sake of her love. She has worked

on Albinus, insisting .on marriage. She thinks that
"now he 1s ripe" and is exasperated to think that
Axel Rex, who is "a beggar compared with him" might
spoil everything (LD, 98).

It was said above that recent critics have been
very harsh in their judgements on Lolita, pointing
out her conventionality and brainlessness, her vul-
garity and shallowness and what they call her’insen-
sitivity. As the analysis has shown, they are right
up to a certain point and in some respects Lolita
appears like a younger edition of Margot' .Conven-
tionality certainly is a predominanf characteristic
of both of them. Also, Margot, lying on the sand,
"a thin white rubber belt relieving the black of

her bathing suit”, looks like "the perfect seaside
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poster" (LD,72) - the kind of poster that Lolita would
fall victim to. Both have a passion for the cinema

in common. "Margot", says Moynahan, "turns out to be
entirely a creature of the camera-obscura world."49
She has been an artist's model and then the model

ahd mistress of Axel Rex, and, ambitious to become

a film actress and convinced of her talent, she con-
siders her job as an usherette in a cinema as no more
than the start of that career. One of the advantages
of living with Albinus is that he "belonged to the
world which offered easy access to the stage and the
films" (LD, 45). She sees herown life in terms of the
film world; the life she leads with Albinus makes her
think of a "first-class film", and sitting between..
Axel and Albinus "she felt as though she were the
chief actress in a mysterious and passionate film-

drama" (LD, 95) and behaves accordingly. "Lolita's world

, says Alfred Appel.50 She

is in many ways a movie"
keeps the pictures of "crooners" and movie stars aﬁove
her bed, she reads movie magazines, a visit to Holly-
wood is the highlight of their long journey; as Char-
lotte Haze remarks: "She sees herself as a starlet"
(2;65); and, like Margot,she acts out in life from time

to time what she has read about in her magazines or

seen in films. "That she will eventually prefer Clare

Quilty to Humbert Humbert is the result of her 'veri-
table passion' for Hollywood." But to this remark
Appel adds in all fairness: "..no one would suggest

that, from her point of view, a distinctive moral

choice is offered her."51
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Looking at it for a moment with moral terms in
mind, one might even say that when she leaves Humbert

and runs away with Quilty she does the most' moral

thing she can do in her situation. Unlike Margot,

who stays with unloved Albinus for the sake of luxury,

Lolita is not willing to stay with Humbert, whom shé
does not love, merely for the sake of material secur-
ity and comfort. She follows Quilty because she is in
love with him. She does notAsee through him at that
stage and has no idea,what "weird, filthy, fancy

things" (269) she will be expected to take part in on

his ranch with the telling name.52 It seems, in fact,

that the critics are somewhat inconsistent with re-
gard to Lolita. They see her as a product of her edu-
cation, a child who has learnt to "think and feel

only in terms of outwardly inspired stereotypes"53:
they admit that her education does not "enable [Lolital

to distinguish between the truly perverted and na-

ture's faithful hounds"54; and they state that the

whole society in which she grows up is corfupt: "It

is no accident that Quilty is rich and successful,

that he has 'friends' on the police force, ...a repu-

tation as an outstanding playwright."55 Granted all
this, it seems unfair to éxpect insights of her that
would be superior to those of which anybody around
her is capable. Seeing in Humbert a dirty o014 man and
in Quilty a genius she does only what society has
taught her. It seems equally unfair to accuse her of
a "horrifying" lack of imagination because she is un-

able to imagine Humbert's state of mind.56 This is
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something which is not easy to imagine even for the
reader who, moreover, is in a much better position,
as he has Humbert's memoir from which to piece to-

gether the evidence.

It might even be argued that Lolita 1 s in fact
superior to everybody elsé in her reactions and deci-
sions. Considering her'upbringing and the example

that even her mother sets her, she can be said to have
amazingly healthy reactions to things. She leaves
Humbert because she does not love him and gives up
material’security; she refuses to do the filthy things
expected of her on Quilty's ranch because she loves
and wants only him, and suffers herself to be thrown
out, having to renounce the hopes he has evoked in

her of having a tryout in Hollywood, even "a bit part
in the tennis-match scene of a movie picture" based

on a Quilty play (269). Considering her passion for
the movie world one can imagine what a sacrifice this
must be for her. And after this she drifts for two-
years, does restaurant work in small places and event-
ually meets and marries and is faithful to, wholly

unglamorous Dick Schiller.

Another shattering statement has been made about
Lolita: "Lolita has no soul, no identity", says one

critic,"(which is why she acts so well)."57 If one is

to believe the testimony of others, Lolita does very

well in the rehearsals for The Enchanted Hunters.

Margot, too, is given the chance to act in a film,
~but it turns out in the preview that she acts "atro-

ciously" (121), a fact that Albinus finds touching
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and Axel Rex delightful. But Margot is by far the
better actress in life. Albinus never suspects that
she stages her scenes not out of passion for him but
with only one thought in mind: that of his wealth:
he is only amazed to see "tears of that size and
brilliance" (77). she deceives him throughout as to
her feelings for him and as .to her relation with Rex.
He neither sees through her confusion when Rex first
comes to his home nor through the "farcical" situ-
ation in which he himself unknowingly plays the role
of the fooled husband (106). He does not see through
her feigned indifference when he suggests that Axel
go with them on their journey:; and it cannot be easy
for her to put on this indifference, for "she felt
that this man meant everything to her" (126). Her
talent serves her again when she manages to convince
Albinus that there is no truth in what he has heard
about herself and Rex. She invents lies, she talks,
she pleads (all the time anxious not to spoil any-.
thing). She weeps, she has a fit of hysterics; in the
end, %eeling she is gaining the upper hand, she accuses
Albinus because of his suspicion: "...please remember
that you've insulted me and my love for you in the
worst manner possible. I suppose you'll understand
that later" (148).

There is little acting of the kind that Margot prac-
tises all the time, on Lolita's part. Her behaviour
is an honest mirror of her mind and her emotions which
she makes no attempt to conceal. She is equally frank

in her "backfisch foolery" (112) and in her surprised
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question "Are we to sleep in one room?" (118) and
in her brusque rejection of Humbert's "controlled
tenderness before dinner": "Look, let's cut out the
kissing game and get something to eat" (119). Her
fits, her weeping and sobbing, and her tears are
genuine. She never leaves Humbert in any doubt about
what she thinks of him: "I'd be a sap if I took your
opinion seriously...Stinker. ..You can't boss me...
I despise you..." (168).

0ddly enough, there is little acting in the sense
in which the word has been used with regard to Margot,
even when Lolita gets involved with Quilty, when she
kxnows that he is following them and that sooner or
later she is going to run away with him. She does
tell some lies té Humbert to cover up her communication
with Quilty and her meetings with him, but apart from
that her behaviour reflects her emotions as faith-
fully as before. This applies to her reactions to
Humbert, to whom she says "unprintable things" (201),
but it applies also to her reactions to Quilty. More
than once Humbert is puzzled by something about her:
"a kind of celestial vapidity" in her eyes (199);
"those muddy, mooney eyes of hers, that singular
warmth emanating from her" (210); "a private blaze on
my right: her joyful eye; her flaming cheek" (215).
Again unlike Margot, she does not play down the emo-
tions evoked in her by the man she loves: her happi-
ness shows, and she is content to let it show.

It appears from all this that Lolita is not guite

the soulless creature and almost non-entity that some
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critics have made her, and from what has been said
one can also gather some first indication of why

Laughter in the Dark must end tragically for Albinus

while Lolita is after all58 (and as the title indi-
cates) Lolita's story.

It was said above that the style of Humbert's mem-
oir adds to the ambivalent and grotesque effect. With
its comic gqualities, its constant playful and par-
odistic handling of words and styles and forms, with
its playing with and abusing of, the reader's conven-
tional expectations and reactions, its flippant com-
ments on incidents that would ask for some serious

treatment, it evokes amusement. The other reaction to

it - incompatible with amusement - is indignation be-
cause it seems to be so wholly unsuited for what it
relates.

At the same time Humbert's tone and style is an

indication of something behind the trompe 1'oceil

which i1s formed by the surface events. Nabokov talks

about Humbert Humbert and Hermann, the hero of Despair,
in his Foreword to that novel and says that while
"Hell shall never parole Hermann", "there is a green

lane in Paradise where Humbert is permitted to wander

at dusk once a year."59 For an explanation of why this

privilege should be granted him (after all Nabokov
calls him "a vain and cruel wretch" elsewhereGO), one
can first turn to the Foreword by John Ray and then
again to Humbert's memoir.

The clearly parodistic passages apart, the Foreword

talks of the "tendresse" and "compassion" for Lolita
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that the book conjures up. It talks of the "desperate
honesty that throbs through [Humbert's] confession",
of the "supreme misery" betrayed perhaps by his very
jocularity, thus hinting that there is more to
Humbert's memoir than may at first meet the eye.

The shock and the moral indignation evoked by the
concern for the child Lolita come very near the moral
scorn which is so effectively ridiculed both in the
Foreword and by Humbert himself, but much in the memoir
indicates that it is in fact guite an inadequate
reaction, and that the sadness of it all lies much
deeper. There is also much in the memoir to betray
the misery which the Foreword hints at.

"Ts 'mask' the keyword?" Humbert asks at one
point (53). If one takes into account what has just
been said, it is possible to see the very way in
which he deals with his past and which prejudices
one against him, the very Jocularity and flippancy
of his style, as the "mask" behind which Humbert |
takes refuge to cover up his misery, and as a means
of putting an ironic distance between himself and
his anguish.

What it is that earns Humbert the privilege granted
him by Nabokov, that makes John Ray talk of him in
sympathetic terms and also causes the critics to speak
up for him, can be appreciated only when Clare Quilty's
role is analysed and seen in relation to Humbert's own.

Quilty is certainly a real enough person. He has a
house and friends: he is known as a playwright; Stegner

points out that "he exists in photographs, which do
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. 61
not record images of the symbolic self.” And of
course, Lolita runs away with Quilty, and Humbert

murders him. But Quilty has also been called "Humbert's

perverse alter ego"62, "the dubious incarnation of

63, and "a projection of

Humbert's sinister side"
Humbert's guilt."64 Humbert himself quite clearly as-

signs that role to him.

Some of the conditions of the traditional Doppel-

ganger tale, Dostoevski's The Double and Poe's William

Wilson, for example, seem to be fulfilled by Quilty

and Humbert Humbert, who moreover has an appropriate
name. It is certainly no accident that Quilty, after
his name has several times been mentioned only briefly
and unobtrusively, should first appear on the scene

at The Enchanted Hunters Hotel, just before Humbert
will for the first time possess Lolita. It becomes
clear only in retrospect that the person mentioned
there is Quilty, but Lolita notices the resemblance,
and he is introduced in a manner suiting the role ﬁe
is going to play: although he talks to Humbert,
Humbert *"could not really see him"

(125), and when

the man strikes a light, "the flame illuminated not

him but another person" (126). "...I saw not, at any

moment, the features of his face", says William Wilson

of the mysterious person who follows him wherever he
goes. Humbert and Quilty resemble each ather in
certain respects. Apart from both being sexual per-
verts, they both have purple bathrobes (Wilson's double
always wears clothes of the same style as Wilson him-

self), and, as Humbert notes, Quilty's "type of humour
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- at its best at least - the tone of his brain, had
affinities with my own" (243). In Poe's tale, the two
Wilsons are believed by some pupils at the academy to

be brothersse. The hero in Dostoevski's The Double is

asked whether the new man in the office, who looks so
-much like him and also bears the same name it not his
brother?67 Mary, the nurse, whom Humbert waylays in a
solitary sidestreet whispers: "He is vour brother" when
Humbert insists on knowing the identity of Gratiano
Forbeson, one of Quilty's aliases (243), and Humbert
himself finds some comfort in the thought "that I still
had my gun, and was still a free man - free to trace
the fugitive, free to destroy my brother" (241).
However, parody interferes again, and by standing
some of the conventions of the traditional Doppel-
ganger tales on their heads,.Nabokov complicates the
issue, so that at times it becomes impossible to make
a clear-cut distinction between an "evil" and a "good"
self. Humbert, ostensibly the good self, is repeatedly
referred to as an ape, both by Quilty and by himself
(40,49,252,290), and this description is in the tra-
ditional tales about doubles reserved for the evil
self.68 Humbert calls Quilty "my shadow" and "our
shadow" (215) which is again what the evil self is
traditionally called; but, as Appel says, "the pun on
Humbert's name suggests that he is as much a shadow
as Quilty..." And, in fact, when Humbert penetrates
into Quilty's house, Quilty sweeps past him, and
Humbert is not sure whether Quilty has not noticed

him "or else dismissed me as some familiar and innocu-
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ous hallucination"” (287).69

It is certainly a parodistic innovation that, after
the "evil self" (Quilty) has first pursued the "good
self" (Humbert), the roles should be reversed and
Humbert should in his turn pursue his evil and per-
verse alter ego. Also, it is not in the tradition of
the Doppelgdnger tale that this pursuit should demand
so much detective ingenuity of the pursuer as to turn

the account of it into something like Poe's Tales of

Ratiocination, and to grant him success only because

he is a literary expert and able to decipher all the
clues his victim has planted - which is again some-
thing that doubles do not normally do.

The confusion becomes almost complete in their
fight, in which "We rolled all over the floor, in each
other's arms...and I felt suffocated as he rolled over
me. I rolled over him. We rolled over me. They rolled
over him. We rolled over us" (291), and as Humbert
drives away, he is still "all covered with Quilty,.
with the feel of that tumble before the bleeding"
(298).70 Quilty, who "rightly balks at his symbolic
role" and dies only after impossibly long and comi-
cally Shakespearean death throes72; also considers
the question of identity as far from settled: Accused
by Humbert of kidnapping Lolita, he denies all res-
ponsibility and lays all the blame on Humhert: "I
did not!...I saved her from a beastly pervert. Show
me your badge instead of shooting at my foot, you ape,

you...I am not responsible for the rapes of others"
(290).
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The murder has been seen as a symbolic act: "One

self has destroyed the other and Humbert is made

whole”73, but Stegner sees it, too, as a parody of a

formula, and so does Appel, whb argues that, strictly
speaking, "it should not be necessary to kill Quilty

and what he represents, for...in asking the no longer
nymphic Lolita to go away with him, [Humbert] has

transcended his obsession.”74

Ironically, Humbert himself seems to undercut the
symbolical meaning of Quilty's death. Driving away
after the murder, he crosses over to the left side of

the highway, which Field interprets as a sign that
75

!

"he has no more to fear from his sinister double"
but, as Humbert says, "it occurred to me - not

by way of protest, not as a symbol, or anything like
that..." (298).

If it is all the same possible to see Quilty at
least up to a certain point as a reflection of Humf
bert's evil self and to see in his destruction "a
moral purgation for Humbert"76, it is because of those
qualities (which Quilty has not got) that reprieve

Humbert from unrelieved damnation and which make him

"transcend his obsession".

"...in recent fiction no lover has thought of his
beloved with so much tenderness...no woman has been

so charmingly evoked, in such grace and delicacy, as

. 77
Lolita." There are passages in which Humbert per-

ceives and speaks of Lolita's youthfulness and beauty
in terms of which no one else in the novel, and cer-
tainly not Quilty, would be capable:
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No hereafter is acceptable if it does
not produce her as she was then,...,
with everything right: the white wide
little~boy shorts, the slender waist,
the apricot midriff, the white breast-
kerchief whose ribbons went up and en-
circled her neck to end behind in a
dangling knot leaving bare her gasping-
ly young and adorable apricot shoulder
blades with that pubescence and those
lovely gentle bones, and the smooth
downward-tapering back (225-226).

This is how he sees Lolita when she plays tennis,
and this is how he wishes he had filmed her. Quilty,
too, was to give her a bit-part in a tennis match

scene in a film, but his private films are of a

different kind.

There is at least one passage which shows that
Lolita is for Humbert nbt just the sex object she
is for Quilty; there are moments at which he is ca-
pable and in need of nearness and tenderness which
has nothing to do with sex, and at which there seems
to be in him a protecti§e and almost painful aware-
ness of Lolita's youth and fragility and loveliness:

.+.you never deigned to believe that I
could, without any specific designs,

ever crave to bury my face in your plaid
skirt, my darling! The fragility of those
bare arms of yours - how I longed to en-
fold them, all your four limpid lovely
limbs, a folded colt, and take your head
between my unworthy hands, and pull the
temple~skin back on both sides, and kiss
your chinesed eyes... (188)

Humbert's feelings for Lolita have so far been
talked about almost exclusively in terms of sexual

perversion and obsession to which moments like this

Oone are the exception. But his emotions have another

dimension by which parody is at last overcome, and

which allows one to see this novel

too, as dealing,
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behind the comic texture of its surface, with one

aspect of man's search for what Nabokov calls "true

reality". Humbert's admiration and passion for nymphets

has been said to be '"a metaphysical as well as a phys-
ical compulsion.”78 To understand this, it is useful
to remember that "nympholepsy" is defined as
A state of rapture supposed to be inspired
in men by nymphs, hence, an ecstasy or
frenzy, esp. that caused by desire of the
unattainable,
and "nympholept" as

One who 1is inspired by a v%glent enthusiasm,
esp. for the unattainable.

Two passages from Laughter in the Dark and Lolita

respectively express that this is the state both
Albinus and Humbert Humbert suffer from. Albinus
has dreamt of hundreds of girls, but has never got

to know them. He feels that

... they had just slid past him, leaving for

a day or two that hopeless sense of loss

which makes beauty what it is: a distant

lone tree against golden heavens; ripples

of light on the inner curve of a bridge; a

thing quite impossible to capture (LD, 10).
Humbert, too, feels that there is something which it
is impossible to capture, something which man may
vyearn for and struggle to reach, and which eludes
him all the same. But like Albinus he feels that
some of that elusive guality is caught and encased
in child-women. He feels that by grasping their

beauty and perfection man may transcend this world

and time, pass beyond "the mirror you break your

nose against" (L,220), and be admitted into Wonderland:

be taken as near the unattainable as it will ever
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be possible for him to be taken; for in them, the
nymphets on their "intangible island of entranced
time" (L,19) he discovers the

...infinite perfections [which] fill the

gap between the little given and the great

promised - the great rose-grey never-to-be-
had (L,257).

Hence his secret horror of mere human, grown-up,
"terrestrial women" (L,20):; his fear that Lolita
should grow up and lose that quality, and hence his
"Never grow up"(EUZZ), which can now no longer be
taken simply as the wish of a sexual pervert, but
rather as the expression of the desperate wish, com-
mon to all men, that beauty might be durable, and
not subject to change, and not transitory.

At this point Edgar Allan Poe comes to mihd,

whose Annabel Lee and William Wilson are parodied

in Humbert's memoir, and whose name Humbert uses
jokingly on various occasions(gg44, 75, 118, 185). Here
it appears that he is introduced not merely for the
sake of parody, but because there exists some af-
finity between his mind and Humbert's. The eséential
point is not that Poe, like Humbert, suffered from
attacks of insanity (caused, he explains, by "the
horrible never-ending oscillation between hope &
despair" when he sees his wife ill and then recover-
ing and then ill again, and undergoes seven times
altogether "all the agonies of her death:"sl) The
essential point, which establishes the similarity

between him and Humbert, is the fact that he. too

is in pursuit of beauty impossible for man to cap-
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ture in this life. As one critic expresses it: "It

is an immaterial, pure, eternal, unchanging beauty...

Man cannot possess this loveliness for it is infi-

.82

nite... The only way to get anywhere near that

beauty seems to be for Poe, as for Albinus and
Humbert, through the love of a woman, or child-woman,
in whom they see it caught. As somebody who knew him
says about Poe: "His love for his wife was a sort of
rapturous worship of the spirit of beauty which he
felt was fading before his eyes.“83

Both Albinus and Humbert, then,

...have received a true intuition that the
route to the infinite is through attachment
to an adorable image or eidolon, yet both
blunder, perversely and fatally, by hapless-
ly confounding the image with its illusory
reflecgion or echo in the flesh of a child-
woman.
Their common blunder must have different consegquences
because Margot and Lolita are so different.

Lolita is a little girl, and very much alive, and
very human, so that "there is... the possibility of
love."85 Margot, as she has emerged from the analysis,
has none of Lolita's qualities and has turned out

to be "entirely a creature of the camera-obscura
world." It is very apt, then, that Albinus' involve-
ment with her should‘be presented in terms of the
cinema. Albinus is not aware of it, but his melodrama
is that of the film of which he watches the end in
the very cinema where he first meets Margot, and
where, therefore, his own melodrama begins. It is

apt that Axel Rex, the film maker, should see his
place at "the programme of [this] roaring comedy"

in the private box of the stage manager (LD, 118),
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and it is also appropriate and logical that he and
Margot should feel mutually attracted and that Margot
should stay with him.

"Love is blind" remarks the postman (LD,119) - again
talking to the hall-porter as on the occasion when
Albinus tried to intercept Margot's letter. Albinus’
blindness consists, in conventional terms, 1n not
seeing what everybody else does see "this little
slut is going to be the ruin of him"” (LD,105). On
another level it consists in mistaking Margot for some-
thing superior, namely for one of those creatures
in which rest elements of that "pure, eternal, un-
changing beauty" towards which man aspires.

Through her he wants to penetrate to the infinite
and elusive realm of beauty, that is, to some reality
that is superior to the "average reality" which man
normally experiences. Instead he gets caught up in
the camera obscura world which is Margot's and Rex's
and of which they are part, and thus loses all chénce
and hope of ever experiencing what he is yearning for.
Instead of getting any nearer that superior realnm,
he has moved away from it, for the camera obscura
world is inferior even to the average world of man
and completely removed from "true reality". It does
not even share the "average reality" our world possesses.
Its so-called "reality" consists only ofgfleeting
shadow images of our world, those "degrading images"86
which film makers produce and in terms of which

Margot has been described throughout. It is obvious

that Albinus' attachment to one of those images can
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only lead to disaster. Being lost in a world of

images, he is in the end even physically blinded to
the finite realm and reality of "mere mortals"87 to
which he has been morally blind all along. It 1s
ironical that recognition of the truth should come
to him only "in the dark-room of his blindness“88,
but it must not be forgotten that, strictly speaking,

it does not even '"come" to him (Albinus, unlike Humbert,
never becomes aware of things himself), but that the
truth is revealed to him by his brother-in-law.

Humbert's blindness seems to be very much like

Albinus', but whereas Albinus ends up in total dark-
ness, Humbert becomes seeing in the end. From the

conventional point of view, Humbert is guilty of

continually abusing a child to satisfy his perverse

sexual desire. In terms of his metaphysical obsession

he is guilty of seéing in Lolita not the little girl
she is, but one of those '"chosen creatures I propose
to designate as 'nymphets'", whose "true nature... is

not human, but nymphic (that is, demoniac)" (L 18).

From the start, then, Humbert denies that Lolita's
true nature is human. In a way, this adds to the
comedy of their relationsﬁip. Lolita has been seen
as incongruous and comic in her role of the cruel be-
loved mistress, La Belle Dame Sans Merci. Now there
is the additional incongruity between Humbert's
idealized, unearthly version of her, andkthe very
human, very terrestrial Lolita, who constantly inter-
feres with, and threatens to destroy, Humbert's own

reality.89
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But Humbert's view of Lolita also adds another

tragic dimension to their story, for from the start
it is clear that he does not love her as she is, but
as he sees her, as that fanciful, semi-divine being,
a creation of his own mind (based on one of her qual-
ities, namely her youthful beauty and loveliness), who
comes between him and the real child.

I knew I had fallen in love with Lolita

for ever: but I also knew she would not

be for ever Lolita... The words 'for ever'

referred only to my own passion, to the

eternal Lolita as reflected in my blood
(65-66).

Even on that memorable Sunday
What I had madly possessed was not she,
but my own creation, another, fanciful
Lolita - perhaps, more real than Lolita;
overlapping, encasing her; floating be-

tween me and her, and having no will, no

consciousness - indeed, no life of her
own.

The child knew nothing. I had done
nothing to her (62).

He has possessed his own creation, more real to
him than the child before him, and the child - a
being apart - knows nothing. Later, of course, the4
child does not remain ignorant, but Humbert's atti-
tude does not change. In his preoccupation with the
fanciful nymphet in whom he senses and worships and
wants to grasp some mysterious and otherwise un-
attainable beauty, Lolita and her soul and wonder
elude him.

He says he can'"visualize- Lolita with‘halluci-
national lucidity"; he says that he is "always ‘with

Lolita' as a woman is 'with child'" (107). Craving

to attain the unattainable, he wishes he could "turn
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my Lolita inside out and apply veoracious lips to her

young matrix, her unknown heart..." (161), and, with

the old Biblical meaning of "to know" in mind (to
which Humbert himself refers mockingly on a different
occasion), one might even venture to see his sexual
desire as an expression of the wish to know beauty
and to capture beauty, that thing of which Albinus
feels that it is impossible to capture.

Lol:ta has nothing to do with all this. She is
left out. Even though Humbert may turn to Charlotte's
0ld Know-Your-Child Book for Lolita's measurements

and consult "a book with the unintentionally biblical

title Know Your Own Daughter" (170), he remains blind

to the human being beside him. It sometimes dawns

on haim that

.. I simply did not know a thing about
my darling's mind, and that quite poss-
ibly, ... , there was in her a garden
and a twilight, and a palace gate - dim
and adorable regions which happened to

be lucidly and absolutely forbidden to
me... (277).

Although they live as closely together as it 1s
possible for two persons, they are distant from each
other, isolated, and lonely. Lolita is for Humbert

not a child, real, alive, and "rooted in the pres-

S0 , .
ent"” ", but something fanciful, no more than the

vessel of some abstract, metaphysical quality. Hum-

bert is for Lolita, who is less metaphysically-

minded, "... not even a person at all, but just two

eyes and a foot of engorged brawn..." (276). It

is a long way from The Eye to Lolita, but by their

relation and their suffering Humbert and Lolita prove
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the trutnh of the theory developed in that novel.

Humbert 1s all the more guilty as he is perfectly
aware of 1t all. He knows that the words "for ever"
do not refer to the real child, that in a few years
she will cease being a nyvmphet, and there is the
thought 1in his mind

that around 1950 I would have to get rid

somehow of a difficult adolescent whose

magic nymphage had evaporated (170),
but gquite early, during their first trip, he firmly
decides "to 1gnore what I could not help perceiving"
and he makes this decision for purely selfish rea-

sons: "in order to enjoy my phantasms in peace" (276).

Erich Fromm, in The Art of Loving, names respect

and knowledge as two of the essential constituents

of love. He uses "respect" in the old meaning, sug-

gested by 1ts root: "respicere" = "to look (back)
at":; "regard"; "to pay attention to": "to observe

. . . 9
carefully"; "to regard as being of a certain kind" l,

and takes 1t to be the ability to see a person as he
really is, to see him as having a unique and quite
individual personality. To love a person means to
feel as one with that person as he is, not as one
would like him to be, or as he ought to be.92 To
obtain real knowledge of a person is possible only
if one overcomes all self-interested motives and

succeeds in seeing that other person

as he sees
93

himself.

It is only at the end, and when she is lost to
him, that "respect" and "knowledge" enter into Hum-

bert's feelings for Lolita. When he sees her before



him "hopelessly worn at seventeen" (270), he accepts

her for the first time as a human being, and as she

-

1s, and loves her for what she is:
... there she was with her ruined looks and
her adult, rope-veined narrow hands and
her goose-flesh white arms, and her shallow

ears, ana her unkempt armpits, ... and I
looked and looked at her, and knew as clearly

-

as I know I am to die, that I loved her more

than anything I had ever seen or imagined on

earth, or hoped for anywhere else (270).

He overcomes at this moment both his perverse

sexual passion and his metaphysical yearning that
was part of 1t, or was even at the root of 1it.
Lolita 1s hardly recognizable as the nymphet she
was, or that he saw in her: "She was only the faint
violet whiff and dead leaf echo of the nymphet" (270),
and 1t 1s not this echo that he now loves but "this
Lolita", as she 1s before him, "pale and polluted,
and big with another's child" (271), and he loves her
more than anything he "had hoped for anywhere else",

more, that 1s, than even that abstract beauty and
per fection he had hoped and longed to find in her
and through her.

It 1s curious that a "message", and from Quilty's
play, too, should sum up Humbert's experience at
that moment: "mirage and reality merge in love" (197):
Our "average reality" may contain reflections and
echoes of the superior realm of "true reality", and
through them it may be possible to apprehend that
realm. But this is as near as man can get to 1t. What-

ever belongs to it will never actually become part of

our "average reality", nor can anyone make it become



part of 1t. Even with the intuition or knowledge of
something superior man must live in, and react to,

the world in which we find ourselves so as not to

lose touch with this world. This, however, has happened

to Humbert.

He has been enabled to apprehend through Lolita's
peauty and loveliness that "infinite perfection”,
that "immaterial, pure, eternal, unchanging beauty”.
But seeing in her a nymphet, a semi-divine creature,
and thus trying to make what he has apprehended part
of his own world and of "average reality", he has
been deluded. This is what he becomes aware of when he
sees her before him "hopelessly worn at seventeen”.
His Lolita, the nymphet, was a mirage with no
reality except in his own mind.

Oonto this mirage is now superimposed what Humbert
has never wanted to accept until now, and what he
has in fact hardly ever been aware of: the image of
the human being that Lolita essentially and really is.
"Reality" in the guotation from Quilty's play must
certainly be taken as meaning Lolita's essentially
and unchangeably human nature. And as these images
are superimposed one upon the other, they also blend
and become indistinguishable. They blend in Humbert's
mind, and they blend and merge in his love.

Humbert has certainly destroyed Lolita's childhood,

and for this he suffers in his mind. Looking down on

a small town one day, he hears its sounds rising,

And soon I realized that all these sounds

were of one nature,... What I heard was but
the melody of children at play, nothing
but that...
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I stood listening to that musical vibration
from my lofty slope, to those flashes of
separate cries with a kind of demure murmur
for background, and then I knew that the
hopelessly poignant thing was not Lolita's

absence from my side, but the absence of
her voice from that concord (299).
But all that Humbert has done to her has not de-
stroyed her essential human nature (nor has Quilty
been able to do that: unlike Margot who stays with

Rex, Lolita leaves her film maker), and just as the

Young Poet in the playlet (The Enchanted Hunters)

is eventually informed by his Diana that she is not
his invention, not "a poet's fancy, but a rustic,
down-to-brown-earth lass" (197), Humbert is awakened
by Lolita herself to the fact that she is a human
being, not his nymphet, and it is as a human being

that he comes to accept her in the end, and to love

her.
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THE REAL LIFE OF SEBASTIAN KNIGHT

The novel which resembles The Eye more closely than any

of the others is The Real Life of Sebastian Knightl.

Like The Eye it deals with the quest for the "true
reality" of a person, as defined at the beginning of

the chapter about that novel, and also with Sebastian's
quest for self-knowledge. The basic formula is essential-
ly the same as that of the earlier novel: Sebastian,

of whose death we are informed on the second page of

the novel, emerges at the énd as its author, just as

the "dead" narrator of The Eye emerges as the very per-
son he is talking about, so that the experience that

both Smurov and Sebastian go through might be called,

in the words of Mr Silbermann in The Real Life of

Sebastian Knight a "dress rehearsal of death" (120),
an experience which somewhat later the poet Shade in

Pale Fire and Mr. R. in Transparent Things will share

with them. For the purpose of writing the book Sebastian
has split into two like Sﬁurov, one observing, the other
being observed, and these two, V and Sebastian, merge
back into one on the last page of the novel. The device
is disclosed (or rather hinted at) only in the last
paragraph, although one comes to suspect it much ear-
lier. Nearly until the end the pretence that V is
a real person writing about Sebastian is consistently
maintained, and on a special level this can even be
accepted as a fact.

After the negative and pessimistic conclusion of
the earlier novel and after what has emerged from Pnin

the title of the later one with its implied promise
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of an insight into the real life of one Sebastian
Knight gives rise to scepticism and doubt.

Human beings and their minds are individual and
separate entities and there seems to be no way of
anyone acquiring complete and real knowledge of any-

body else.

On the physical level we all feel the intense
solitariness of individuality. There are you,
and here am I. You can never know what it is
like to be me, nor can I ever know what it is
like to be you. As though to emphasize this,
or at least symbolising it, our bodies are

all discrgte and well-defined entities separate
in space.

On the level of the mind a certain amount of communi-
cation is of course possible, but it looks as if in

the last analysis there existed the same solitariness
there as on the physical level, with each person having
his own and individual thoughts and dreams and memories
and fantasies which are accessible to him alone, which
he can exhibit and about which he can give information,
but which he cannot transfer to another person;3 The
validity of verbal communication itself must be doubted

for the simple reason that different people attach

different meanings to words4, especially, one might

say, where mental experiences are concerned. And even
if one assumed for a moment that two persons complete-

ly shared, for example, their memories, "there would

still be at least the possibility of different reac-~

L

tions to the experience;"5

A.J.Ayer suggests a method which, he implies, may
in certain cases help to bridge the gap between two
. persons and grant at least a momentary and fragmen-

N

tary understanding. "I can conceive of having any
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consistent set of characteristics that you please",
he says, and continues saying that it does not mat-
ter "that I do not have the characteristics chosen,
or even that I could not have them, being the person
that I am": that does not "entail that I cannot know
what it would be like to have them." Being told, for
example, of the experiences of a child,

...l may come to believe that I was the

child in question. Later, I may discover

that I was not: but I do not then cease

to understand the st%tement about the
child's experiences.

This contradicts partly the statement about the soli-
tariness and separateness of each individual person,
for it assumes that one person can after all, by a
feat of the imagination, know what it is like to be
somebody else. It also presupposes that the correct
meaning is attached to the statement about that per-
son's experience, which is again something that Ayer
has said is by no means certain.
So far, then, there are only difficulties and

doubts concerning the enterprise that The Real Life

of Sebastian Knight advertises in its title. There

is also Nabokov's own scepticism to take into account,

dramatized in The Eye and in Pnin and put forth in
theoretical form in his essay "Pouchkine ou le vrai

et le vraisemblable."7

Est-il possible dfimaginer en toute réalité
la vie d'un autre, de la revivre en soi et
de la mettre intacte sur le papier? J'en
doute: et 1l'on serait tenté de croire que
la pensée méme, en dirigeant son rayon sur
l'histoire d'un homme, la déforme inévi-
tablement. Ainsi, ce ne serait que le vrai-

semb}ab%e, et non le vrai, que per¢oit notre
esprit.
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The doubt with which one approaches The Real Life

of Sebastian Knight turns out to be justified, for
the truth about Sebastian and his real life proves
to be extremely elusive. Even at the end, and even
though the narrator finishes on a note of confidence
and satisfaction, implying that he has indeed found
what he has set out to find, the reader feels "that
the promise made by the title has not been kept by
the novel."9 And throughout the novel one feels that
perhaps one has.missed something essential, failed
to understand or see some revelation about Sebastian.

In fact, one has the same feeling with regard to

The Real Life of Sebastian Knight that the narrator

has with regard to Sebastian's own novel The Doubtful

Asghodel:

I sometimes feel when I turn the pages of
Sebastian's masterpiece that the 'absolute
solution' is there, somewhere, concealed in
some passage I have read too hastily, or
that is intertwined with other words whose
familiar guise deceived me. I don't know
any other book that gives me this special

sensation, and perhaps this was the author's
special intention (169).

This is not only due to the difficulty of the quest.
It is also due to the fact that what seems to prdmise.
in the title to be simply Sebastian's biography is
not just that, but a complicéted structure of many

parts that mirror each other in various ways. It is,

or so it seems, a book by one writer (Nakokov) about

another writer (V), who writes about his brother
(sebastian), who in his turn wrote novels, some of
them parodies of extant literary works. The book does -

give some biographical information about Sebastian
’
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gathered from various sources, and at the same time
it tells us the story of how this information was
come by. It contains bits of another biographical
work about Sebastian and criticizes this work. It
contains expositions of Sebastian's own novels and
evaluates them. Careful reading reveals that each

of Sebastian's novels has something in common with

the book about him, and that his Doubtful Asphodel

in particular mirrors, and is mirrored in, The Real

Life of Sebastian Knight. It reveals furthermore

that Sebastian's views and techniques correspond
closely with those of Nabokov himself. One could
compare the novel with that children's toy: a set
of little boxes of ever diminishing size that fit
into each other. And one should add that some of
the walls of these boxes are transparent, so that
all the boxes are visible at once, and that, fur-
thermore, some of the walls act as mirrors to each
other. To all this is added the confusion concerning
identities. Are there really two persons, V and
Sebastian, V writing about his half-brother? Or is

The Real Life of Sebastian Knight another of

Sebastian's own novels and V one of his fictitious

characters?lo Is the whole Sebastian's own autobi-

ography?

Nabokov complains that "reviewers scurnrying in
search of more or less celebrated names for the pur-
pPose of passionate comparison" have "hurled" at him,
among many others, "even Sebastian Knight."ll This

is not quite so absurd as he seems to imply, for, as
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has already been stated, Sebastian's art has indeed

a lot in common with that of his creator. One passage
in particular has often been quoted to illustrate

the affinities between their works, namely the pas-
sage in which V explains Sebastian's use of parody:

...at the very moment when the reader feels
quite safe in an atmosphere of pleasurable
reality and the grace and glory of the
author's prose seems to indicate some lofty
and rich intention,...we are again wallowing
in a morass of parody (88).

He also explains Knight's intentions when using par-

ody. One is to expose and

...[to hunt] out the things which had once
been fresh and bright but which were now
worn to a thread, dead things among living
ones; dead things shamming life, painted
and repainted, continuing to be accepted

by lazy minds serenely unaware of the
fraud (85).

This (purely artistic) purpose is not his only one:

...he used parody as a kind of springboard
for leaping into the highest region of
serious emotion (85).

Parody is the comic form Nabokov uses most consist-

ently in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight. On the

one hand this adds tb the bewilderment created by the
intricate structure, but on the other hand it also
helps to get nearer to an understanding of the novel.
Aﬁ analysis of the passages where it is used and an

investigation of why it is used may lead a few steps

towards the solution of the "riddle" of The Real Life

of Sebastian Knight. )

After the death of the writer Sebastian Knight
his half-brother sets out to write his biography.

Apparently the relationship between the two was not
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a very close one, and it seems that Sebastian was
to blame for this. V insists that he was even as a
child deeply interested in his brother, trying in
various ways to catch his attention, but that
Sebastian remained "silent and distant" (15) to-
wards him and ignored him almost completely. On the
few occasions on which they met in later years,
Sebastian was apparently just as distant and off-
hand in his dealings with V. V sees their relation-
ship as one in which his life-long affection for
Sebastian "had always been crushed and thwarted"

(31) by his brother's aloofness.

No wonder he realizes very soon that he hardly
knows anything about Sebastian. Beyond an "inner
knowledge of [his brother's] character" (31) that
he claims to possess there is nothing on which to
base his book; even the feeling that "Sebastian
and I...had some kind of common rhythm" (32) cannot
make up for the absence of facts. His memory does‘
not furnish much beyond vague glimpses of Sebastian
as a boy, "gloriously messing about with water-
colours in the homely aura of a stately kerosene
lamp" (15), "[coming] up the stairs, after school..."
(15), or, later, sometimes helping V with his les-
sons, but soon impatiently "[pocketing] his pencil
and [stalking] out of the room" (16). The only other
memory V has of those days is his diécovery that
Sebastian wrote "very romantic" poems which he signed

with "a little black chess-knight drawn in ink" (16).

Nor does he learn much from his mother (Sebastian's
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stepmother) .

...1 knew he obtained good marks at school,

read an astonishing number of books, was

clean in his habits, insisted on taking a

cold bath every morning although his lungs

were none too strong - I knew all this and

more, but he himself escaped me..." (29).
She tells him a few facts about the first marriage
of Sebastian's father, about a short meeting of
nine-year-old Sebastian and his mother in an hotel,
and about his father's death. She has something to
say about Sebastian's upbr;nging and about Sebastian's
adventure with the poet Alexis Pan and his wife.
Apart from this she has always felt "that I never
really knew Sebastian” and that he would always re-
main "an enigma" (29).

Undismayed, and urged by his love for his brother,
V decides that information can surely be obtained
from others, particularly from those persons who met
Sebastian after he left for England and who lived with
him, and he sets out to find it; making nexhaustive
research, fairness and wisdom" (14) the three con-
ditions under which alone his kind of quest can lead
to correct results. Without any warning he involves
the reader in his research and writes not the ex-
pected biography of Seba