
VLADIMIR NABOKOV
*****

A biographical essay by 

June Salm
*****

March 3, 2009
For years a book has lain on my coffee table that I like to dip into from time to time, titled (in English translation) In the Twenties: the Diaries of Harry Kessler.  Recently I opened it at random and came across this:  “It’s a pity about Nabokov.”  How appropriate, I thought, since I’m due to write a paper on Nabokov for the Novel Club.

Kessler was a German count, known actually as the Red Count for his liberal sympathies. He was also a diplomat, an art collector, a publisher and a writer.  His diaries of the Europe of the entre deux guerres, with emphasis on 1920’s Berlin, chronicle a world of glitter and sophistication that is in process of giving birth to  nightmare.

The passage that I came across is dated March 28, 1922.  The scene is Berlin:

In the evening I went to a reactionary Russian cabaret

[to see a show that was] a lamentation for Old Russia’s

downfall.  In the middle of the performance burst the 

shocking  news of the murders of the conductor Miliukov 

and of Nabokov. The rumor swept most of the audience, 

almost exclusively Russian, out of the cabaret like 

a tidal wave.

The Nabokov he refers to is the father of the author we’re discussing tonight.

And the rumor proved to be fact.  Nabokov père, as I shall call him, died in an unsuccessful attempt to defend an orchestra conductor from two right-wing assassins.  He was a prominent liberal, a criminologist, a journalist and editor.  His son, our author, revered and adored him, and the murder left a permanent mark on his psyche and his writings.

But I get ahead of myself.  This paper is divided into four parts that follow the geographical trajectory of our author’s life:  1)  Mother Russia;  2)  Deutschland, Deutschland;  3) The Stars and Stripes Forever;  4) Montreux and Adieu.

1.  Mother Russia.

Vladimir Nabokov was born into circumstances that every infant deserves:  into a family of immense wealth, that is, and immense education, and with an immense capacity for love.  If everyone were thus introduced to life, perhaps we wouldn’t have wars.  On the other hand we might then not have Homer, which would be a pity.  At any rate Nabokov’s birth in April of 1899 was, as he commented in adulthood, “an event I always recall with delight.” 

His upbringing was among other things linguistically sophisticated.  At the age of two he had an English governess; at six, he was taught by a French governess; and finally at seven he learned to read and write in Russian  It was also at this age that he became enchanted by butterflies.  At eight he could name all the known butterfly species on the planet, and knowing him, perhaps invented some new ones.

The Nabokovs lived in St. Petersburg; photographs show a veritable palazzo.  They had fifty servants.  There was also a vast country estate.  The parents took their five children on luxurious trips to Europe. They were a vivid couple, each highly intelligent, he handsome and a major actor on the political scene; she beautiful, a lover of literature, who read stories to her son Vladimir in English.  She nurtured his acute sensitivity to color and light by giving him her jewels as playthings. (Jewels turn up in much of his writing). When the child became ill with pneumonia, she surrounded his bed with what amounted to a library on butterflies.

Nabokov père was anti-slavophile, pro-western, passionately committed to western concepts of individual rights.  Following a savage pogrom near Petersburg in 1903 he published an article, at no little risk to  himself, excoriating anti-Semitism and condemning the police for having failed to intervene in the massacre.  He was a founding member of the Constitutional Democratic Party, and in 1906 the party’s leader in the first Russian Parliament. For protesting its later dissolution he was barred from political office and imprisoned; after his release he became publisher and editor of St. Petersburg’s leading liberal newspaper.


Political turmoil notwithstanding, our author has referred to his childhood as “perfect.”  Speak, Memory, the autobiography which is among his most famous works, is not so much factual and chronological as it is, to quote Nabokov,  “a series of spaced flashes.”  The reader is witness to many such flashes from young Nabokov’s summers at the country estate, where as an intense and ecstatic observer of butterflies and insects and botany, he roamed its park, its forest, and its meadowlands.  His foundation as an artist, Nabokov has said, was laid in this Eden.

But Paradise can vanish, as the Bible, Milton, Dante, and reliable other sources have told us already.  And thus did Nabokov’s in 1917, with the Bolshevik revolution.  The family, leaving wealth and property behind, fled to England, where they stayed briefly, and then to Berlin where they stayed longer; and exile, like his father’s murder, became a leitmotif in his work.

2.  Deutschland, Deutschland 

1920’s Berlin harbored a metropolis within the metropolis.  That is, a population of Russian émigrés -- a few hundred thousand -- who had fled the Revolution.  You will remember the master of ceremonies in the musical Cabaret (originally played by Cleveland’s own Joel Grey) who cajoles the audience of the  Kit Kat Club in his sleazy, trilingual purr: Bleiben, restez, stay. And stay they did.  What made this population unique was its preponderance of artists, writers and intellectuals.  Twenty-three-year-old Nabokov, a recent Oxford graduate, and aspiring poet and novelist, got caught up in the wide-ranging literary activity of this émigré world, connecting with other writers, giving readings,  contributing to the liberal émigré journal Rul’ (“rudder,” in English),  of which his father was founder and editor.
During his decade and a half in Germany Nabokov published a plethora of novels, stories, plays, and for his own amusement and challenges to the reader, intricate chess problems in the press.  Among the novels, The Defense is still considered one of his finest, about a chess prodigy obsessed with and possessed by that ancient, infinitely modern game. After reading the novel’s first installment, a leading émigré novelist, Nina Berberova, declared that a tremendous new writer “has been born from the fire and ashes of revolution and exile,”  that “our expatriate existence...from now on has acquired a new meaning. “ Ivan Bunin, later the first Russian to win a Nobel for literature, commented: “The kid has snatched a gun and done away with the whole older generation, myself included.”
The Berlin period saw both trauma and joy for Nabokov: the trauma of his father’s assassination, the joy of meeting Vera, the newest in a long line of romances and the love of his life. In addition to becoming his wife she was, to quote an account,  her husband’s “muse, editor, cook, chauffeur, research and teaching assistant, business manager, legal advisor, and bibliographer.’”  (There is now even a book about her, a review of which was titled, Speak,Vera). With money always in short supply, the couple lived in a series of shabby rented rooms.  Nabokov brought in some cash by tutoring, and being not only cerebral but athletic, by coaching in tennis and boxing.  

But the moving finger writes, and having writ, moves on.  It moved to France.  For by 1936 he and Vera, who was Jewish, saw the handwriting on the wall (and on storefronts), and left Germany for Paris. In May, 1940, in the nick of time, the Nabokovs were able to borrow money for an ocean trip to America. They left with their child Dimitri as German tanks were crossing into France.

3.  The Stars and Stripes Forever.  (well, for twenty years).

Who in the annals of twentieth-century literature was the youngest woman to mesmerize a man?  You know: it was twelve-year-old Lolita.  There have of course been very young such women in previous centuries:  Juliette was fourteen (but Romeo was not a middle-aged Humbert Humbert).  Dante’s Beatrice was eight when he first laid eyes on her, but his enchantment then and into eternity was largely spiritual. 

At any rate, until Lolita, Nabokov’s recognition had been limited mainly to literary

and academic circles.  It’s interesting to note, by the way, that in the 1930’s the chairman of the Russian Department at Cleveland’s then Western Reserve University published a piece about Russian émigré writers that included the first mention of Nabokov in an American journal.  Alfred Knopf read it, and wanting to learn more about Nabokov, met with the Cleveland professor at his New York office.  Finally, however, he decided against taking a chance on an obscure foreigner. 

In the mid-fifties, however (the Nabokovs had been in America for fifteen years), Lolita burst on the scene.  She became a household word, and made her progenitor famous. 

It’s not that the preceding time in America had been unfruitful.  Early on, Nabokov had come in contact with Edmund Wilson, who called him the most brilliant man he’d ever met, and who began helping the almost penniless writer place stories and reviews in major periodicals.  The two became close friends.

And Nabokov taught at major institutions -- Stanford, Cornell, Harvard, Wellesley.

His Cornell lectures became legendary.  Helen Weinberg, whom some of you in the Novel Club may know, refers to the lectures he gave at Wellesley, when she was a student there in the 40’s, as intellectually and stylistically superb, “each one a polished gem.”  Vera, she says, was ever-present. Another eye-witness, my late friend Nancy Tenney, also a Wellesley student in the 40’s, used to talk to me about him. To refresh my memory I phoned her husband Baird, who said that though his wife didn’t take classes with him, she and other students in her dorm used to have him to dinner.  “They liked him very, very much, and wondered if Lolita wasn’t secretly somewhere in the group. But I believe that Lolita probably wasn’t Wellesley material”.

Nabokov in his lectures and critical pieces of course never shrank from acerbic opinion.  Not only were iconic novelists frequent objects of his barbs – like Dostoevsky, Conrad, and Thomas Mann – but such seminal eminences as Sigmund Freud, whom he called the Viennese witch doctor.  “I will not,” he said, “have Greek mythology applied to my private parts.”  An antipathy perhaps fed by Freudian factors.

And there were the butterflies, always the butterflies.  He made many a cross-country trip in their pursuit.  This was far more than a hobby; Nabokov was taken seriously as a lepidopterist, publishing in scientific journals, and receiving an appointment as a Research Fellow at Harvard’s Museum of Comparative Zoology.  He discovered the butterfly called Karma Blue, in honor of which the genus “Nabokovia” was named after him. Harvard still has Nabokov’s collection of male Blue Butterfly genitalia. (I myself had thought butterflies too delicate for such apparatus, but clearly was wrong).  According to a staff member at the Harvard museum, Nabokov would look at these organs “under a microscope, six hours a day, seven days a week, until his eyesight was permanently impaired.”


Above all he was publishing, even if not making money from it. His fiction included The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, his first novel written directly in English, and  Bend Sinister, possibly inspired by a brother of Nabokov’s who died in a concentration camp, about a hapless intellectual who falls into the pincers of a police state.  There were his stories about Pnin, a Russian emigré teaching at an American university, that appeared in the New Yorker and were later incorporated in the eponymous novel. There was a study of Gogol; there was Speak, Memory.


But it was Lolita that enabled Nabokov to follow Iago’s advice, “put money in thy purse.”  The book drew widespread praise and outrage.  It may have been the latter that swelled its sales.  Now Nabokov the teacher could give up teaching,  Nabokov the writer devote himself more fully to writing, and Nabokov the lepidopterist indulge in what he called “lepping.”  In 1960 the family moved to Switzerland.

4.  Montreux, and Adieu.

“Montreux,” Nabokov declared, “is a rosy place for our riparian exile.” For Novel Club members who might be as new to “riparian” as I was: I learned that it means on the bank of a body of water.  And Montreux does lie gorgeously at the foot of Lake Geneva.  There he and Vera settled into the elegant, rococo, Palace Hotel, reminiscent of the places where Nabokov had stayed in his youth on travels with his family.

Here he completed Pale Fire, that poem of 999 lines, a danse macabre whose convolutions include an American poet and his demented friend, a scholar who sees himself as a monarch in exile from a mythical kingdom.  Pale Fire was greeted with a mixture of thumbs down and resounding applause. An applauder wrote: “This unlikely novel is a tour de force, one of literature’s most surprising masterpieces.” 

Here he also completed Ada, the subject of tonight’s discussion.

And his four-volume translation of, and extensive commentary, on Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin was published.  Nabokov metamorphosed Onegin, which is written in rhyming verse, into nonrhyming prose.  Like Lolita, though not for the same reason, his offering brought forth hurrahs and rage.  “Brilliant,” and “inspired”,  said many a happy critic, and an especially happy one proclaimed that the commentary “makes scholarship a separate art.”  Edmund Wilson violently, protractedly, and publicly disagreed, and that was the end of their friendship.


But the Montreux years were good ones, in which besides devoting himself unimpeded to literature and lepidoptera, Nabokov spent hours in conversation with the distinguished or hopeful critics and scholars who visited him in a steady stream.  He had produced an estimable body of work. The fiction in particular drew readers from around the globe who found in him a fabulous artificer, a spinner of webs uniquely his own.  Found embedded in these, parody and parable, satire and irony, social commentary, menace and murder, duplicity and masquerade.  And eros not the least. His readers were excited by the shimmer of the prose, by its combination of the lyrical with the precise. They were excited by his capacity to construct a novel as a puzzle (even if some works came out as puzzling constructs).  And by the  wordplay – cross references, allusions, puns, double entendres, sometimes multilingual and many-layered. Some critics likened him to Proust and Joyce for his kaleidoscopic approach to memory and time.  I myself, though impressed by the verbal pyrotechnics, don’t think Nabokov belongs in their league. For I see aridity here, a writer narrowed by hauteur, perched on a high and solitary peak, peering down at humanity with genteel distaste.  But my opinion probably doesn’t belong in a biographical paper.


In the summer of 1977, a few months after his 78th birthday, Nabokov died in Montreux.  He is buried in a beautifully situated cemetery there, having found, at last, a permanent address.
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