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INTRODUCTION

Full of great rooms and small the palace stood,
All various, each a perfect whole

From living Nature, fit for every mood
And change of my still soul.

—Alfred Lord Tennyson

This book focuses on the Anglo-American literargdition in the
American novels of Vladimir Nabokov written aftdret author emigrated
to the USA from France in 1940. The chapters deelitto the discussion
of individual novels aim to discover the Anglo-Arntam sub-texts and
inter-textual patterns in order to show that Nahakmovels continue and
become a part of this literary tradition.

Nabokov's distinguished and unique position in Aicen literature
has always been indisputable, but paradoxical. &hes always been an
element of foreignness in his writings, since e ahcorporated elements
from Russian and French literature into the sultsteX his novels and
with the exception oLolita, dealt less with American “reality.” In the
preface taNabokov at Cornella compilation of studies published for the
centenary celebrations of Nabokov’s birthday, Galvhapiro claims that
Nabokov “occupies a towering position in Russiad arorld literature,”
but omits to stress the author’s status in Ameritiwmature! Another
critic a few years before, Alexei Zverov, also egaed his reservations:

Nabokov, who lived in America for more than a gaexf a century and
created there a reputation that is now acknowletigemore than a narrow
circle of connoisseurs, was more like a foreigmerelation to American
culture than its own permanent property?2. . .

Nevertheless, this book suggests that Nabokovna&nglo-Russian
writer, consciously, playfully, but in all seriowess, continues the Anglo-

! Gavriel Shapiro, Preface tdabokov at Cornelled. Gavriel Shapiro (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2003), xi.

2 Aleksei Zverov, “Nabokov, Updike and American kature,” trans. Anna K.
Primrose, inThe Garland Companion to Nabokoed. V.E. Alexandrov (New
York: Garland Publishing, 1995), 547.
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American literary tradition. Although he once sthat the “writer’s art is
his real passport,” through the recurrence of hisab and literary
situations, the shared themes and motifs, and dmsplicated structural
labyrinths of allusions, he shows that he is awdréhis tradition and is
able to employ it and contribute to 89 63). In other words, he succeeds
in making his American novels an integral part loé tAnglo-American
literary heritage. He also transcends and “glokalizthis tradition by
discovering and making constant parallels with Russand French
literature. Therefore, it is worthwhile to approdéabokov’s English texts
from a comparative literary viewpoint. In doing sehat is perhaps most
intriguing about Nabokov’'s fiction becomes cledne tthemes may be
recurring and eternal, but the “combination” ofreéts that brings them
to the surface offers “delightful possibilitieslugions, vistas of thought”
including false onesJ0O12). Discovering the Russian and French parallels
and correspondences alongside the English and Aamemnes usually
helps in finding an interpretation or the illusiofi an interpretation. As
Nabokov once pointed out:

I am trilingual, in the proper sense of writingdamot only speaking, three
languages (in that sense practically all the wsitepersonally know or
knew in America, including a babel of paraphrastse strictly
monolinguists). $0111)

But it was more than just Nabokov’s trilingualismdamulticultural
background which contributed to this richness. Bearcquainted with the
difficulties of translation as a process, and whtb mistranslated texts that
abound in the three languages he was familiar Wahokov dedicated a
great deal of time to translating passages or whtelts from Russian or
French for his students at Cornell University. hi®re ambitious and
meticulous translations dfhe Song of Igor's Campaigand Pushkin’s
Eugene Oneginwhich aimed at precision and provided extensiegdry
historical commentaries, contributed towards shgpilNabokov's
American fiction. This may be at the root of thealepancy that some
readers may find between his Russian and Englisiseprit is mainly
owing to the art and study of translation that streicture of Nabokov’s
English novels came to embed more and more Anglewan inter-
textual patterns and sub-texts. Even when we coenpkabokov’s first
novels in English to the ones he wrote in thed#tiwhile he was working
on these translations, we can see a distinctiveigehdaking placeThe
Real Life of Sebastian Knighand Bend Sinistermay be devious
constructions, buttolita, Pnin, Pale Fire andAda cannot be compared in
structural complexity to the earlier American nevdh his four volume
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prose translation of Pushkin’s verse poem Nabokwludes his own
poem, “On Translatinffugene Onegifi which reconstructs the meter and
rhyme scheme of thEugene Onegistanza. The following lines from the
poem, however, do not just refer to the “stratagamd the attitude that a
translator should take, but could be applied tes¢headers and scholars
who wish to study and interpret and arrive at asetounderstanding of
Nabokov’s own texts:

What is translation? On a platter

A poet’s pale and glaring head,

A parrot’s screech, a monkey’s chatter,

And profanation of the dead.

The parasites you were so hard on

Are pardoned, if | have your pardon,

O, Pushkin, for my stratagem:

| traveled down your secret stem,

And reached the root, and fed upon it; .PP(75)

We cannot, of course, as parasitic scholars, be sfirhaving the
author’s “pardon,” nor to have “reached the roairid therefore our
attitude should be humble in this respect. Fos dlivays possible that the
“root” we think we have reached may have secondengs, as well as
radicals, which complete or offer parallel, altéeta valid interpretations.
But the approach that Nabokov shows in his Commgnthat one should
“travell. . .] down” a “secret stem,” can be folled. The tracking down of
the origin of an image, motif or allusion, realigifthe similarity between
metaphors accumulated” in French, Russian or Hmgpsetry, the
discovery of “parallelisms” either deliberate omgly “explained by the
logic of literary evolution working on the same €urof immemorial
formulas,” the method that Nabokov himself followezhn also be the
technique for those who wish to investigate Nabd&kavovels more
closely EO 3:53). Nabokov believed that “there is no deliglithout the
detail,” so it is no wonder that the author's texts are aewand
inexhaustible fund of linguistic and literary disesies and interpretatioris.

Realizing that this was the approach that Naboktexts demanded,
early Nabokov criticism focused on Nabokov's Russaad English prose
from mainly an aesthetic, structural point of vieAlthough several
scholars have studied the Anglo-American tradition Nabokov's
American fiction, providing valuable comparativeabyses in this area,

% Quoted in Brian Boydyladimir NabokovThe American Year@rinceton:
Princeton University Press, 1991), 340.
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there has been no extensive study of all the Araericovels from this
perspectivé. The first to engage in a longer comparative aislystween
an English poet and Nabokov was Michael Long indhdy eighties. In
his comparative study of Marvell and Nabokov, Loalyo included
Russian novels and attempted to find common “thetoegs and images”
in the writings of the English poet and the AnglosRian novelist, but
warned that the aim was not to “bind them up togeih some fixed
relation.® In the case of this book as well my aim is not“bind”
Nabokov to various English poets and American wgjtdbut to open
possibilities for future analyses and interpretagio

A number of distinguished Nabokov critics have sitizen opened up
perspectives in the unraveling of the structural imer-textual intricacies,
exploring the Russian, and/or the French and Emdjlisrary associations
in both Nabokov’'s English and Russian novels. Drt@®aJohnson and
Brian Boyd have been leading these groups of schoiiscilla Meyer’'s
main critical work illustrates the bridge Nabokounstructed between
Anglo-American and Russian literary texts. Othdasginning with Ellen
Pifer, (Boyd also deserves a place in this longj iave concentrated on
not simply the “cerebral” delights in these novels,Leona Toker argues,
but the “deeply touching human reality” they offére “humanistic value
of Nabokov's work.® Beginning with the publication of V. E.
Alexandrov's seminal critical work ohabokov’'s Otherworldhere has
been a shift in interpretation, to see Nabokov’'glEh and Russian fiction
as an investigation into Nabokov's convictions abthe metaphysical
realms of the afterlife. Numerous dedicated sclolarith different
linguistic backgrounds, have contributed valuabiedies to Nabokov
scholarship, focusing on the linguistic, aesthestcuctural, humanistic,
and metaphysical features of his work. Interpretetj new associations
concerning the same, repeatedly analyzed text® hagn numerous and
will abound in the future. And each work of schelap has its special

4 The names of Leona Toker, Suellen Stringer-HyeBDJohnson, Brian Boyd,
Herbert Grabes, John Burt Foster, however, dederbbe mentioned here, as they
have been leading the group of scholars who haeenied the role of some
English and American texts in Nabokov's fictiontask which this work also
undertakes. Some of these names also indicateftairsttritical attitudes to see
Nabokov’'s American novels as being more a part hef American literary
tradition.

5 Michael Long,Marvell, Nabokov: Childhood and Arcadi{@®xford: Clarendon,
1984), vii.

5 Leona Toker,Nabokov: The Mystery of Literary Structure@thaca: Cornell
University Press, 1989) 2, 3.
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function in helping to unravel the mysteries of Nkbv's texts’ This
book also wishes to contribute to existing intetgtiens to show that there
are further discoveries awaiting those who studypdkav's writings,
specifically in their relationship with Americantdrature. When asked
about the great American writers he happened taraddabokov repkd:

When | was young | liked Poe, and | still love M#&; whom | did not
read as a boy. My feelings towards [Henry] James aather
complicated. . . . Hawthorne is a splendid writEmerson’s poetry is
delightful. S0O64)

Although it seems that in his mature years Nabdkowed away from
Poe, in his later years he returned to his childhéevorite. He also
admitted that in his youth he had a “veritable fmas$or poetry, English,
Russian, and French’SQ 150). Then, by switching from Russian to
English as a writer, and by becoming an Americanefist, he was
consciously adopting and transforming the themefeltdw English and
American artists from the past in order to embednthin the deep
structure of his prose. In doing so he also pravideliterary historical
perspective which emphasizes a poetic continuith wivariety of eternal
subjects that surface in a new combination of tetach time an artist
addresses them.

The discussion of the novels in the seven chaptetise book follows
the chronological order of publicatiomhe Real Life of Sebastian Knight
composed in France in 1938, shows NabokovV’s fitehgpt to become an
English writer. Because speaking and writing a legg which is not
one’s native tongue is similar to donning a mask ahedding one’s
original self, Nabokov used Shakespeare’s playelfth Night to illustrate
that Sebastian Knight's identity—the subject of Wisgraphy—is just as
elusive as the identity of Shakespeare. Charaatersesurrected not only
from Sebastian Knight's fiction, but from the plitgelf. References to
Shakespeare’s other plays can be found in the dhgtish novels as
well, since, as Nabokov explains 8trong Opinions “Pushkin’s blood
runs through the veins of modern Russian literataseinevitably as
Shakespeare’s through those of English literat®O 63). Thus the
constant presence of Shakespeare’s plays, as $tance, the repeated

" Websites have been dedicated to Nabokov studiesZembla,”
http://www.libraries.psu.edu/nabokov/zembla.htm

or the Archives of NabokVL@LISTSERV.UCSB.EDU
http://listserv.ucsb.edu/archives/nabokv-I.html dieé Nabokov Online Journal
www.nabokovonline.com
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allusions in later novels tblamlet or Timon of Athensas well as other
plays, are also signs of Nabokov’s conscious grfiistention to incorporate
the Anglo-American tradition into his writings, ma§ sure that
Shakespeare’s “blood runs through” his Americanetav

In Bend Sinister Nabokov’s second novel in English, the author
merges a nightmare fantasy of a dictatorship wihtttopophy. Most of the
philosophical ideas, which are also political omepractice, are shared by
and may even have originated with William James,oseh writings
Nabokov had read as a boy in St. Petersburg. Jampesymatic principles
on individualism and free will were in turn influeed by Emerson. The
main principles of American individualism and freed but also James’s
fascination with the irrational and the possikélitiof immortality, left an
imprint on Nabokov's own intellectual developmentdaphilosophical
convictions, as we will see in the novel.

In the chapter orolita, | have attempted to conduct a comparative
analysis between Nabokov's most famous novel andthtane’s last
romance. Art, the main theme of Hawthorn&€he Marble Fauris shared
by Lolita. Humbert's desired transformation from a symboiistthical
faun-satyr into a human being does not take plageemains throughout
the novel a faun who cannot distinguish betweentvehaossible in art, or
must not be attempted in life. The figures of tharf and the nymph are
present in Hawthorne'sThe Marble Faunas well, but there the
transformation of Donatello into a human being seéombe complete. He
will succeed in understanding how sorrow and sith @so repentance are
connected to the human condition. Humbert, howepkced into the
American world of the forties, revived from symistldecadent, late
nineteenth century English texts, and professiegvsithat representatives
of English and French Aestheticism also diffusedaiways confusing
Arcadia with America. It is irLolita that Nabokov first offers a literary
historical overview of the essence of aestheticasnit is described in the
poetry and writings of English and French represams of the movement,
as well as in the writings of its symbolist predesms.

Pnin seems to stand apart from the rest of the Americavels.
Nabokov’'s academic novel, published in 1957, pa®diAmerican
academic life. The book relies heavily on the Rarsditerary tradition
rather than an American one because, as a Rusdlanand despite the
pressure, Pnin finds it difficult to conform to Hsnerican surroundings.
The time structure of the text is constructed otsfby’s Anna Karenitf

8 Nabokov repeatedly emphasized that her last namé&riglish should be
“Karenin,” not “Karenina.”
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The inter-textual associations are, however, pathtical, and much of
the imagery is Christian. We find that saintly Prlike the apostles two
thousand years ago, has a mission to carry outevberfate may take
him. In this case he is an American citizen, altifohistory has made an
exile of him. America is the terrain of his missiaere he fights as an
educator and scholar against ignorance @oshlost the Russian word for
philistinism, the trite, the mediocre, which is, wever, a common
phenomenon all over the worldnin’s colleagues may not appreciate him
as a teacher, but he is an ideal scholar. ThronghtRe character, and the
novel's theme and location, Nabokov pays tributéigoadopted country,
but also to the culture of the pre-Soviet worldhisf native one.

Pale Fire was inspired by the theme of literary friendshis, the
literary friendships of poets in English literarigtory are evoked through
the relationship of Shade and Kinbote. These fgais, although in
many ways different from one another, were chareeté by one partner
(or both) being melancholic in nature, and trying fight madness.
Melancholy has been a major theme in English pagtrge the seventeenth
century. Thus Nabokov, in the sub-text Béle Fire offers a literary
historical tour of this subject and creates a sgaé dead English poets
with whom communion is possible through their pgetr

The literary combinations iAda are more eclectic than in any of his
other American novels. The main concern of the hadime, and the
investigation of its dual nature, which is an irtoesis one (between
duration and spatial Time). lAda specific references to the writings of
Melville offer a good example of how Nabokov adoptsnetaphor from
an American nineteenth century text for use in gte@mporary work: thus
the incestuous relationships in MelvilleBerre and Nabokov'sAda are
both metaphorical. In Melville’s case the “celeltiand the “terrestrial”
(the chronometric and horologic) ideals are incatibes in Van's case,
however, it is the two aspects of Time which carbeteconciled:’

Nabokov's last three novelsTransparent Things Look at the
Harlequins!and the fragmentaifhe Original of Laurgpublished recently,
in the Fall of 2009 are compared to some tales and poems by Edgam All
Poe in which the themes of trance, dreams and migtets dominate.
Trance, as did melancholy, became a literary trendergoing its own

® There are long descriptions mbshlostby Nabokov inStrong OpinionsLectures
on Russian LiteraturandNikolay Gogolas well §0100-101,LRL 309-314;NG
63-74).

10 See Suellen-Stringer-Hye's article which providies basis for the ideas in the
chapter orAdaandPierre: “The Weed Exiles the Flower, Melville and NaboKov
http://libstaff.library.vanderbilt.edu/LIBTECH/Strger/nabokov.html
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evolution throughout the nineteenth century. Witk help of Poe’s texts,
Nabokov continues and revivifies the Romantic tiadiwhich associated
trance with the source of the power of the creatimagination. The

Anglo-American tradition in Nabokov's American nds¢hus deserves a
whole floor in Nabokov’'s palace and perhaps theadies offer a view

into these exquisite chambers.

In demonstrating Nabokov's own pattern of contipuithe idea for
Nabokov's PalaceThe American Novelsomes from a character iEnin,
Joan Clements. At Pnin’s housewarming party (whidh also prove to
be his farewell party at Waindell College) she ref® a particular feature
of the books of the diabolical narrator, Vladimidadimirovich: “But
don't you think—haw—that what he is trying to do—wha-practically in
all his novels—is—to express the fantastic recureerof certain
situations?” Pnin 134). This is true of Vladimir Vladimirovich Naboi's
books as well. In all of Nabokov's American novéie main characters
find themselves in situations that have had premsdend which have
been documented by the pens of English and Amepoats and writers.
Kinbote finds his state of mind being similar to if\w, Boswell’s,
Coleridge’s, Tennyson’s, Housman's; Sebastian Knigh a literary
incarnation of Shakespeare’s Sebastianmivelfth Night, Timofey Pnin
finds himself in a similar position as St. Timottyyumbert is a resurrected
faun from a Mallarmé poem and a romance by Haw#hofine traces of
Melville’s Isabel and Lucy ifPierre can be found in the characters of Ada
and Lucette and Van finds himself battling agaitiet same, powerful
forces which Pierre also found unconquerable. Nat’skprose (as any
good prose) is thus built upon poetic metaphorsbhdkav began his
literary career as a poet and continued througlhditlife to compose
poetry (mainly in Russian). In comparing poetryptose, Nabokov found
many similarities:

Well, poetry, of course, includes all creative gt | have never been
able to see any generic difference between poetyaatistic prose. As a
matter of fact, | would be inclined to define a dgmem of any length as a
concentrate of good prose, with or without the &oldiof recurrent rhythm

and rhyme. The magic of prosody may improve upoatwte call prose

by bringing out the full flavor of meaning, but jitain prose there are also
certain rhythmic patterns, the music of preciseapimg, the beat of
thought rendered by recurrent peculiarities ofidiand intonation. As in

today’s scientific classifications, there is a lot overlapping in our

concept of poetry and prose today. The bamboo éiidgween them is the
metaphor. $044)
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The main metaphors, therefore, which are elaboriatéite novels and
are described in deceptive combinations, inclugertfask, circles, faun,
the saint, friends, incest, fire (of trance), nighte (of trance) and suicide
(in trance). Most of the metaphors listed link Nid»o to the Romantic
tradition of English and American writing. For thearly and late
Romantics the dichotomy of Art and Life was a magsue. Nabokov
consistently returns to this aesthetic theme, ioifiedifferent interpretations
of “other states of being” in relation to realitgome of his characters,
however, cannot tell the difference between the teaims of Life and
Art. As Lucy Maddox suggested: “the most torturefl Mabokov's
characters are those who fail to distinguish behwbe ideal images of
imaginative art and the actual people and procesbesdinary life.**
Thus Kinbote, Humbert, Hugh Person and Vadim caometito be absorbed
by the nineteenth century Romantic dilemma of ‘itgahs opposed to the
world of art. The problem with reality, Nabokov gegts, is that

[ylou can get nearer and nearer, so to speak.aldyiebut you never get
near enough because reality is an infinite sucoassf steps, levels of
perception, false bottoms, and hence unquenchatédtainable.$011)

This description, however, might also apply to tbpposite of
“reality,” the deceptive quality of bottomless dmesawithin dreams, and
their Romantic interpretation, which are linkedhe creative imagination.
Therefore, when Nabokov defines the term “aesthdiss,” and connects
it to “a sense of being somehow, somewhere, coadewstth other states
of being where art (curiosity, tenderness, kindnesstasy) is the norm,”
he is referring to the “otherworld” of af. Thus all of Nabokov's
American novels express—through different elabolitéeary structures,
themes, motifs and metaphors—these “other statdseinfy” where the
“fantastic recurrence of certain situations” becermpessible. Recreating
these situations also makes the resurrection ofactexs from other
literary texts and a “parleying” with dead poetssgible. So when the
guestion is raised: “Is it really possible to speatk Nabokov as an
American writer if one has in mind not the facthi$ citizenship but the
peculiarities of his writing?there can be no doubt about the ansW@he
American “reality” that some readers miss in hisitings (with the
exception ofLolita), and the “absence” of which questions whether

11 Lucy Maddox,Nabokov's Novels in EnglispAthens, Georgia: University of
Georgetown Press, 2009), 6.

2 y/ladimir Nabokov, “On a Book Entitletolita,” in Lolita, 315.

13 Aleksei Zverov, “Nabokov, Updike and American ligire,” 538.
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Nabokov truly belongs to the Anglo-American trafitj is clearly to be
found in the “wayside murmur” of the allusive suxs BS 11).
Hopefully this book will add to the discoveries mealdy readers in the
distinct “otherworld” of Art in Nabokov’s Americanovels.



CHAPTERONE

“A MANNER OFBEING:”
SHAKESPEARE S TWELFTHNIGHT
AND NABOKOV'S THE REALLIFE

OF SEBASTIANKNIGHT

It is too hard a knot for me to untie.
—Shakespearwelfth Night

He (the dying man) was that knot, and he wouldritesd at once, if he could
manage to see and follow the thread.
—Nabokov,The Real Life of Sebastian Knight

Nabokov's admiration for Shakespeare, the opentgilhe pays to the
great English playwright and poet, can be partitylaeen through the
references in his novels to various plays suchlasletin Bend Sinister
andTimon of Athenén Pale Fire There are, however, more covert ones as
well, such as the allusions Tavelfth Nightin The Real Life of Sebastian
Knight But Nabokov also expressed in interviews his lagpreciation of
Shakespeare’s “verbal poetical texture,” whichttie greatest the world
has known,” adding that “[w]ith Shakespeare ithe metaphor that is the
thing, not the play” $089-90)" As early as 1924 he composed a poem in
Russian entitled “Shakespeare” in which the mystemyrounding the
identity of the poet is stressed. The speaker agilsn the great poet:
“Reveal yourself, god of iambic thunder, / you hredimouthed,

! For Nabokov's use of Shakespeare in his Engliskelsp see Herbert Grabes,
“Nabokov and Shakespeare: The English Workshye Garland Companion to
Vladimir Nabokoy ed. V. E. Alexandrov (New York: Garland Publishiri995),
496-512. For the presence of Shakespeare in thsidRusovels, see Samuel
Schuman, “Nabokov and Shakespeare: The Russian sWoilthe Garland
Companion512-517. All references in this book to Shakespgsgplays are to the
Oxford Standard Authors edition.
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unthinkably great bard?When Nabokov decided to undertake the painful
switch from Russian to English, after he compldiedlast Russian novel,
The Gift the result of his first efforts to compose a raneEnglish, in
1938, wasThe Real Life of Sebastian Knigffome themes from the
“great bard’'s” comedyTwelfth Nightare embedded in Nabokov’'s first
English novel, as we shall see; the importancamdlage and verbal play
in creating an illusion; the consequences of déseptole-playing and
mistaken identities; the importance of good readamy opposed to
misinterpretation and distortion, and the elusidentity of the authority
behind the whole text.

In discussingrhe Real Life of Sebastian KnigNtabokov criticism has
focused especially on the identity of the narrafoBebastian’s life and the
limitations of biography. One of Nabokov's earliesitics, Andrew Field,
raised the following question: “Is it possible th@he Real Life of
Sebastian Knighis not a biography at all, but a fictional autajiaphy,
another of Knight's own novels?"According to V. E. Alexandrov,
“Sebastian may be behind what V. sets dofviBtian Boyd offers a
similar solution: “Sebastian seems to have inveMehd his entire quest
for Sebastian Knight” According to this interpretation, Sebastian is
providing us with a fictitious autobiography in geiof a biography which
is supposed to have been written by his own halfdar, V. This
standpoint, however, can also be supported by cangpbaome characters
and lines from Shakespeare’s play with those thkat be found in
Nabokov's novel. According to another critic, Pa&gtegner, for instance,
Sebastian's first name may be a reference to SabastTwelfth Night
while V’s initial evokes Sebastian’s twin sistero\4:

Twin brother and sister are close enough to halfHars, and one eyes the
initial consonant in Viola’'s name with a certairegl The screw turns once
again as we recall V’s parting shot, ‘or perhapshsth are someone whom
neither of us knows’

2 Vladimir Nabokov, “Shakespeare,” trans. by Dmittabokov, in NOJHOX
Nabokov Online Journad (2009).
http://etc.dal.ca/noj/articles/volume3//11b_DmitB@Nabokov_Transl_SHAKESP
EARE.pdf

3 Andrew Field Nabokov: His Life in ArtBoston: Little, Brown, 1967), 27.

* V. E. AlexandrovNabokov’s Otherworld159.

5 Vladimir Nabokov: The Russian Yegfrinceton: Princeton University Press,
1990), 499.

% page StegneEscape into Aesthetics: The Art of Vladimir Naboigew York:
The Dial Press, 1966), 70.
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David Shields also argues: “In a book about hatiters, ‘Sebastian’
must be taken as a reference to Viola's twin broth&welfth Nightand
‘Knight’ is a triple pun on ‘night,” ‘chess knightand ‘dubbed knight.’*
Thus one reason why some references in the noved fwoTwelfth Night
can be found in the elusive identity of Shakespeatich, in Nabokov's
work, is countered by the ambiguity of the authbiSebastian Knight's
biography. As the young Nabokov expressed it in p@em on
Shakespeare: “You are among us, you're alive; waane, though, / your
image, too—deceiving, thus, the world— / you haubrserged in your
beloved Lethe® In a similar manner, Sebastian is deceiving us by
presenting a fictitious biography of himself to dees, and we cannot be
sure of the “real” name of the author, (Sebastiak®), nor of his “real”
image or ‘“real life.” Thus the limitations and dptee quality of
biography as a genre, the impossibility of capwihe “real” in another
person’s life, the subjectivity of the biographeteirferes with the quest for
“truth.” The use of language as a tool for deceptiad disguise is the first
step towards enhancing the illusion that the faig author Sebastian
Knight wishes to create concerning his own imagkidantity.

Language and illusion

Although Nabokov continued to write poetry in hiatiwe language
and later even undertook the tedious work on thesRuLolita, switching
from one language to another must have been theegaence of his
having given up all hopes of ever returning to hisneland. Nabokov
could no longer believe that he could become angjsished Russian
writer who could finally drop the label “émigré” wdm qualified and
narrowed the scope of his art. He had been a welvk Russian novelist
only in émigré circles, and had not even dareddpehin the late thirties
that any of his books would ever get published uride Soviet regime.
Reaching a broader native audience, and receivioges sort of

" David Shields, “Autobiographic Rapture and Fictixany in Speak, Memorgnd
The Real Life of Sebastian KnighThe lowa Reviewl7 (1987):44.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20156348http://www.jstrg/stable/20156348

See also an earlier article on inter-textuality ahdracterization iThe Real Life
of Sebastian Knighbased on Shakespear&welfth Night Marta Pellérdi, The
Real Life of Sebastian Knighir, What You Will,” inStudies on the 20th Century
Novel ed. Zoltan Kiszely (Székesfehérvar: KodolanyiakarJniversity College,
1999), 17-27.

8 Vladimir Nabokov, “Shakespeare NOJHOK Nabokov Online JournaBB
(2009).
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“reverberation, if not response” from Russian readead become an
irrational wish §O 37). The first of Nabokov’s eight English novelde
Real Life of Sebastian Knightmarks the end of the author’s Russian
output, leaving behind more than forty short s®@@d numerous poems
written in Russian, not to mention the series akmovels which end with
The Gift Although Nabokov asserted that he was “bilingasila baby,”
changing the language of his artistic medium fromsd$®an to English
must have been more like acting on his part, dgnaiimask with which
he also had to become familig8@ 5). A year after the appearance, in
1941, of The Real Life of Sebastian Knighh the American literary
market, the writer still had misgivings about abamidg his native
language. He felt keenly the urge to write in Raissks he described in a
letter to his wife:

On the way a lightning bolt of undefined inspiratian right through me,
a terrible desire to write, and write in Russian-tHite impossible. | don't
think anyone who hasn't experienced these feelings properly
appreciate them, the torment, the tragdy.

Fourteen years later, in the author’s afterword atita, he expressed
the same feeling:

My private tragedy, which cannot, and indeed shadti be anybody’s
concern, is that | had to abandon my natural idimw,untrammelled, rich,
and infinitely docile Russian tongue for a secoatbrand of Englist’

There is an evident similarity between Nabokovisation at the time
and that of his hero, Sebastian, who undertakegsgiin English from the
start, exchanging his Russian identity for an Esfglone. Sebastian’s
mother, Virginia, however, had been an Englishwomas a result,
Sebastian had grown up worshipping a distant araheEnglish mother
and her remote land of birth. While his half-brattad biographer V,
whose mother was Russian, stayed in Paris, which atathe time, in
addition to Berlin and Prague, one of the majorteenfor Russian
émigrés in the twenties and thirties, Sebastiarg msolved to forget his
Russian past, turned enthusiastically to his mdtheountry and was
trying to:

out-England England . . . until finally he realizéht it was not these
outward things that betrayed him, not the mannevisfrifashionable slang,

° Boyd, Vladimir NabokovThe American Years2.
0«0On a Book Entitled_olita,” in Lolita, 317.
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but the very fact of his striving to be and aceliither people when he was
blissfully condemned to the solitary confinementhaf own self. TRLSK
38)

Sebastian Knight is only half Russian and usesEhniglish mother’s
maiden name as an English author. But he was batrraised in Russia,
just like V, the author of Sebastian’s biographgb&stian, however, tries
to make a complete break with his past. It is r@styefor him, however, to
become an English writer. Although he cannot repligs judgment over
Sebastian’s English, V asserts that Sebastian'sighngas not natural. “I
know, | know as definitely as | know we had the eafather, | know
Sebastian’s Russian was better and more natutdhtdhan his English”
(TRLSK 71). Clare Bishop, his English mistress, correstbastian’s
phrases and grammar: she tells him that “You csent it so in English”
(TRLSK71). For the betrayal of his “father” tongue, S&lan is punished
through his relationship with the Russian lady Nirecerf, thefemme
fatalein the novel. The irony of abandoning his natizeduage will reach
Sebastian in the second half of the book when fieearat the conclusion
that he had been mistaken in trying to give uppaist; being Russian is
just as much an integral part of his being as mgligh heritage, perhaps
even more so. By then, however, it is too latetfe English author to
become reconciled to his past, too late for hiretdeve the “shed snake-
skins” of his Russian self; he will never writeRussian any more. At the
end of the novel, Sebastian who “spoke Russianegipnglapsing into
English as soon as the conversation drew out téhamy longer than a
couple of sentences” sends his last letter to , “gsjtrangely enough, it
was written in RussianTRLSK27, 156). In this letter, which is “couched
in a Russian purer and richer than his English eves, no matter what
beauty of expression he attained in his books,”aS&dn urges V to visit
him, but he registers in the hospital where heigie under his father's
Russian nameTRLSK71). V thus visits the wrong bedside and will meve
find out what the dying Sebastian had wished toaimpo him. But in
trying to write a biography of his half-brother acapturing the truth about
his life and past, V is also using English. Langudigus becomes a tool
for deception: V's identity is just as elusive &s lmalf-brother’s. Language
does not just conceal the structural tricks oftthe but also the identity of
the author responsible for these deceptions. ltiléameously destroys and
transforms “reality” to suit the illusion the authevishes to create,
according to what he wills, enhancing the fictispfiction-within-fiction
quality of text V's rather rigid English creates the illusion thatis the
author of the text.
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Language is used to deceive in a similar waynhivelfth Night.Terry
Eagleton in his analysis of the play draws attentio the power of
language in creating an illusion, its arbitraryat&n to reality. In the case
of Orsino for instance, his love for Olivia is “@aitic” and it is expressed
in language which

has the destructively creative quality of the laanggi of Richard Il and the
Macbeth witches, and the illusions of Puck: it absorbs drshsforms
reality into its own image, leveling its valuesit® own standard and thus
rendering all experience arbitrary and interchahfgea . . The complex
relations of language and reality is a common thémé&hakespeare’s
Twelfth Night'!

Orsino is not so much infatuated with Olivia as$weiith the notion of
love itself when he sends Cesario (Viola in disgui® her repeatedly to
express his love for her instead of going himselfunfold the passion of
[his] love” (1.4.24). His love destroys and transfs reality and becomes
detached from the person of Olivia. But Olivia iscadirected by her
obsession to mourn for her brother and gives ugptbasures of life until
she meets Cesario (Viola). When Viola appears éngihise of a man and
begins to “speak” in a “masterly” fashion, she wibisino’s affection and
Olivia’s love at the same time (2.4.23). When Siby, Maria and Sir
Andrew Aguecheek (the knight in the play) forgeead letter in the name
of Olivia to her steward Malvolio, and he is dupetb believing that
Olivia is in love with him, reality is again tramsfmed by the power of
written language. Thus we can conclude that whajldian calls “[t]he
complex relations of language and reality” is antkethat runs through
Shakespeare3welfth Nightin a similar way as ilNabokov's The Real
Life of Sebastian Knight

Disguises and mistaken identities

The first half of The Real Life of Sebastian Knigfubrresponding to
the first ten chapters) is dedicated to describbiogy Sebastian tries to free
himself from his Russian roots. In the next tenptbes, however, there is
a singular reversal of his feelings which happemsysars before his
death. Sebastian’s return to his native languagellps a change in
personal relationships as well. With his renewedrast in and acceptance

11 Terrence Eagleton, “Language and Realitfhivelfth Night, in Shakespeare’s
Wide and Universal Stageed. C. B. Cox and D. J. Palmer (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1984), 86.
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of his Russian heritage there is a final separalietween him and his
English mistress, Clare Bishop. His abandoningthistworthy English
mistress is partly due to Sebastian’s realizatlmat he had contracted a
fatal heart disease, and mainly to his first enteumwith the young
Russian woman, Madame Lecerf, at Blauberg in 1929soon as he
meets her, he will also remember and attempt tewehis relationship
with his forgotten Russian brother, V. In other d&rSebastian will return
to his father’s native language, as his letter tovkitten in Russian before
his death, implies:

I am fed up fsskominpwith a number of tortuous things and especially
with the patterns of my shed snake-skimgpplziny so that now | find a
poetic solace in the obvious and the ordinary wHmhsome reason or
other | had over-looked in the course of my lifERLSK156)

In choosing Nina over Clare, returning to Russiatiuce, taking an
interest in “the obvious and the ordinary,” helsogplacing himself under
the influence of demme fatalgin the literal sense of the phrase, whom he
cannot bend according to his will. As a writer,Haal betrayed the Russian
language when switching to English; Nina represémés heritage from
which he tried to free himself. She exhales thes@oithat will eventually
take revenge on Sebastian, breaking his heart. dmetional heart
problem, the fatal attraction of the Russian mgstrever the English one
will develop into a rare heart disease in a physease, which will lead
to Sebastian’s death. This return to a lost languatd the past indicates
the painful, futile and tragic quality of the attetn

Nina misleads V by pretending to be the friend eb&stian’'s former
lover. As a character she is seen by V as crugdllyounaffected by
Sebastian’s death, the type of woman that makes miserable. She
shamelessly tells V that she would have liked #e that kind of refined,
distant—brainy fellow [Sebastian] go on all fouredawag his tail”
(TRLSK132). Although V almost falls for the charms of Mrhecerf as
well, he cannot understand how Sebastian could baee attracted by a
woman with whom he had nothing in common intelleiju He could not
even discuss his work with her:

Books mean nothing to a woman of her kind; her &ifenseems to her to
contain the thrills of a hundred novels. Had shenbeondemned to spend a
whole day shut up in the library, she would haverbéound dead about
noon. | am quite sure that Sebastian never alludetis work in her
presence: it would have been like discussing simeidh a bat. TRLSK
146)
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Nina is an incarnation of another Nina, from thes§lan short story
“Spring in Fialta,” written by Nabokov in the sargear asThe Real Life
of Sebastian KnighThe comparison between the two characters stdrts of
a series of associations that lead to Shakespeaeirious way across a
series of literary digressions. “Fialka” is the Bias word for violet, a
color echoed in the title of “Spring in Fialta” aadflower that “dance[s]
through the story from the first page to the labgsides being an obvious
rhyme with the Crimean town of Yalti.Fialta contains “violaceous”
syllables and at their last meeting Victor seesaNholding “a firm
bouquet of small dark, unselfishly smelling violefdlD 7; 27). Virginia
Knight (Sebastian’s mother) and Nina Lecerf arehbassociated with
violets and the color blue. Madame Lecerf has #@&hblsheen to her hair,
violet-dark eyelids, a blue vein on her neck, ségphing, she sits on a
blue sofa the first time V sees her, and it is lauBerg that Sebastian first
meets her. Although Virginia Knight and Madame Léaesemble each
other, the “mother” association, which first occtoghe reader, is correct
only in so far as the two characters represent Higrotongues”, the native
languages of the two females, one of them beingli@ngthe other
Russian. Sebastian’s mother had been an uncectieless woman who
had abandoned husband and child and whose lifeiaralpension called
“Les Violettes” TRLSK16). She visits her son only once and “thrusts int
Sebastian’s hand a small parcel of sugar-coatddtsiaqTRLSK9). When
out of sheer curiosity the young V searches Sedmaistdrawers back in St.
Petersburg, he finds among various items “a smablim bag of violet
sweets” TRLSK15). Nina, on the other hand, succeeds in lurieigaStian
back to the language and culture of his fathehoalgh she is in many
ways similar to Virginia. The letters she writes hom are written in
Russian on “notepaper . . . egg-shell blue withagk-dblue rim,” which V,
out of respect for his brother’s last request, rgst(TRLSK32).

Nina Lecerf’s literary predecessor in the Nina 8pfing in Fialta” is
supplemented with the physical attributes of a fertiterary figure taken
from an American story by Nathanial Hawthorne, “Bagcini’s
Daughter.™® The function of the Anglo-Persian dictionary orb&gtian’s

12, L. Lee,Vladimir Nabokoy (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1976), 33.

13'M. Pellérdi, The Real Life of Sebastian Kniglar, What you Will,” 23. See
also the chapter entitled “Aesthetics and Sin: Thamph and the Faun in
Nabokov’s Lolita and Hawthorne’sThe Marble Fauh for more comparison
between Hawthorne’s and Nabokov's texts. RecentliscHa Meyer also
discussed the relationship between Hawthorne’s rBeaRappaccini and Nina
Lecerf. “Life as Annotation: Sebastian Knight, Natfel Hawthorne,'Cycnos24
(2008). http://revel.unice.fr/cycnos/index.html| 217 2



