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A colored spiral in a small ball of glass, this is how I see my
own life. The twenty years I spent in my native Russia (1899-
1919) take care of the thetic arc. Twenty-one years of
voluntary exile in England, Germany and France (1919-1940)
supply the obvious antithesis. The period spent in my adopted
country (1940-1960) forms a synthesis — and a new thesis.

Vladimir Nabokov, Speak, Memory."

I Vladimir Nabokov, “Speak, Memory,” in Novels and Memoirs 1941-1951, ed. Brian Boyd (New York: The

Library of America, 1996), 594.
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PRELUDE

KOpHI/I, KOPpHHM Y€ro-To 3€JE€HOI'0 B IaMsTHh, KOPHH Naxy4nux
PaCTeHPIﬁ, KOpHHU BOCHOMHHaHHﬁ, CHOCOGHBI npoxoaurThb
6OJII)IIII/Ie pacCTodHUsl, IIpeoaoJieBass HEKOTOPBIE MNPENnsITCTBMA,

npoHMKasi CKBO3b APYyTHUE, I1O0Jb3YsICh Ka)KlIOfI TpeIIlHHOfI.

Vladimir Nabokov, Drugiye berega.?

Roots, roots of remembered greenery, roots of memory and
pungent plants, roots, in a word, are enabled to traverse long
distances by surmounting some obstacles, penetrating others

and insinuating themselves into narrow cracks.

Vladimir Nabokov, Speak, Memory.’

? Vladimir Nabokov, “Drugiye berega,” in Dar, Priglasheniye na kazn’, Drugiye berega, Vesna v Fial'te, ed. Vadim
Stark (Moskva: Slovo, 1999), 522.
* Vladimir Nabokov, “Speak, Memory,” 626.






THE INCORRUPTIBLE TRANSLATOR

An Introduction

I have no hesitation in arguing that this polylinguistic matrix is

the determining fact of Nabokov'’s life and art.

George Steiner, Extraterritorial.’

Hay}(a HadMHaeTCsd C TOro, 4To Mbl, BIVIAAbIBAsACh B IIPMBbBIYHOE
", Ka3aJi0Chb 6bI, IIOHATHOE, HEOXXMNJAHHO OTKpbIBA€EM B HEM

CTpaHHOE U HEOOBSICHUMOE.

Yuriy Lotman, Analiz poeticheskogo teksta.’

Vladimir Nabokov — or we should say Vladimir Sirin, as he made himself known
among the Russian émigré community of the 20s and ‘30s — is hardly ever remembered as
a poet. His fame as the unscrupulous literary father of Lolita (1955) has left little space for

his other novels, let alone his verses. Yet, as a young Russian author, he rnostly thought of

4 George Steiner, “Extraterritorial,” in Fxtraterritorial. Papers on Literature and the Language Revolution (New
York: Atheneum, 1976), 7.
5 Yuriy Lotman, Analiz poeticheskogo teksta. Struktura stikha (Leningrad: Prosveshcheniye, 1972), 34.
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himself as a poet. The present work does not aim at offering a comprehensive study of
Nabokov’s poetry. The stubborn researcher and the curious reader might be fortunate
enough to find some essays and few academic studies on the subject. My purpose is to
contribute to the exegesis of Nabokov’s poetics through a comparative analysis of his self-
translated poems.

Nabokov’s bilingualism constitutes one of the most relevant aspects of his literary
production. Many Russian writers emigrated from their native country during the 20th
century and were forced by circumstances to reinvent their careers starting from their
language of choice. While Sergey Dovlatov remained faithful to his Russian tongue, losif
Brodskiy took advantage of the English he learnt in his youth as a self-taught gulag
prisoner. Contrary to most of them, though, by the time he left his country, Nabokov had
been a “perfectly normal trilingual child in a family with a large library.” Much has been
written about Nabokov’s biography. The two-volume research by Brian Boyd (Viadimir
Nabokov: The Russian Years, 1990; Viadimir Nabokov: The American Years, 1992) remains to
these days the most thorough work ever written on his life. Previous biographical works
include Andrew Field’s critical biography Nabokov: Hw Life in Art (1967) and Mariya
Malikova’s study of Nabokov’s autobiographical motives in her Avto-bio-grafiya (2002).
There is no need to go through a full account of Nabokov’s life for the purpose of the
present research. It might be of use, however, to mention some of the most crucial
junctures of his personal and literary experience in the light of his linguistic journey.

Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov, born in 1899 in what was then the imperial
capital of Saint Petersburg, left Russia with his politically engaged aristocratic family in
1917, during the turmoil of the Revolution. His father’s liberal principles and participation
in the political scene as a kadet meant he vehemently rejected Bolshevism. Coherently with

their values, his Anglophile parents had employed English and French governesses and

¢ Vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 43.
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tutors to give their children a progressive education. It was only in 1905 that Vladimir
Dmitriyevich had decided it was time they properly learnt how to read and write in
Russian. From 1919 to 1922 Nabokov was student at Trinity College, Cambridge, where
he specialised in Modern and Medieval Languages with a focus on French and Russian
(after having spent a semester majoring in Zoology). Nabokov’s knowledge of English was
the result of a gradual learning process, a scholarly interest as well as a legacy of his
parents’ broad-minded education. Even so, Nabokov chose Russian as the language of his
literary debut and hold on to it until 1940, despite his emigration to Western Europe.
Russian was the language he associated with his land and childhood, both of which he had
abruptly lost. Russian was the language of his father, whom he lost dramatically in 1922,
when in Berlin he fell victim to a political assault on Pavel Milyukov, the former Russian
Minister of Foreign Affairs, who escaped unharmed. During the European period, as we
might call it, Nabokov lived between England, Germany and France. He was a destitute
author/private teacher/sport instructor who stubbornly persisted in his wish to become a
professional émigré writer. He chose Sirin as his pseudonym, a powerfully expressive noun
which would evoke the anthropomorphic bird of Slavic folklore and, to better-read ears,
the Saint Petersburg Symbolist publishing house founded in 1912 by Mikhail
Tereshchenko. A couple of weeks before the Nazi invasion of Paris, Nabokov fled Europe
with his Jewish wife Vera and their six-year-old child Dmitriy. In the New Continent he
invented yet another version of himself. Sirin became Professor Nabokov, who taught
Russian Literature at Wellesley College and Cornell University while contributing to
advancements in Lepidoptery at Harvard — his deep admiration of butterflies came perhaps
only second to Tolstoy’s novels. It was after the outrageous success of Lolita that he was
able to quit his teaching career and engage full time in writing and translating. By then, he

had become a prominent English author and a translator to/from Russian. In 1961 the
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Nabokovs moved to Switzerland. From his private quarters at the luxurious Montreux
Palace Hotel, Nabokov never gave up dedicating himself to writing.

As illustrated in this approximate biographical sketch, Nabokov’s identity is a
combination of multiple facets. Talking of himself, he once said: “I am an American writer,
born in Russia and educated in England where I studied French literature, before spending
fifteen years in Germany.” He lived in between languages and cultures in that ubiquitous
space that is hybridity. Critics have often observed the fluid style of his prose. Comparative
studies of his self-translated novels have offered valuable insights into Nabokov’s
theoretical and practical approach to that particular art that is self-translation. I am
persuaded, though, that an in-depth analysis of his self-translated poetry would prove

equally worthwhile.

Self-translation as an independent branch of Translation Studies has not developed
to its full potential yet. Still, the fact that some writers have made the effort to translate
their words into a language different from their own seems to me too much of a testimony
to their profound dedication to the advancement of their work and of literature in general
to leave it uninvestigated. The case of poetry, in particular, poses some pivotal questions:
can poetry be translated by the very same person who wrote it? Should we consider self-
translated poems new original creations? I do agree with Alexandra Berlina when she
writes that “poetry translation and self-translation are, to [her] mind the most fascinating
parts of [the] creative continuum, all the more alluring when combined.” Thanks to self-

translations we can gain access to a poet's most private rooms through the back-door.

7 Nabokov, Strong Opinions, 26.
8 Alexandra Berlina, Brodsky Translating Brodsky: Poetry in Self-Translation (New York: Bloomsbury, 2015), 6.
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The first ever volume entirely dedicated to self-translating poets was published in
1970 in New Zealand. In his collected lectures held in 1968 at the University of Otago,

Professor Leonard Forster captures the ultimate essence of self-translation:

the use of a foreign language affords a further possibility: the words are not
burdened with irrelevant associations for the poet, they are fresh and pristine.
This is their appeal, particularly for a poet who has his great work behind
him, in which he has exploited the resources of his mother tongue to the full.”

Forster’s overview offers a broad diachronic perspective of multilingual
versification, from the diglossic alternance of Latin and vernaculars during the Middle
Ages to Dadaist experimentations with words and the juggling of forms and sounds within
Concrete poetry.

It is not by chance that the interest towards self-translation was sparked during the
1970s. As Susan Bassnett highlights,lo those were the years when the Polysystem Theory,
mainly initiated by Itamar Even-Zohar, began to gain pace in the broader field of
Translation Studies, opening the door for the subsequent Cultural Turn of André Lefevere
and Susan Bassnett and the theory of the translator’s invisibility notoriously formulated by
Lawrence Venuti, both of which developed during the ‘90s. Since then the practice of self-
translation has been struggling to gain academic attention. According to Jan Walsh
Hokenson and Marcella Munson, the reasons for such a significant neglect are at least two.
Firstly, literary canons hardly ever welcome hybrids. Secondly, the self-translated text
exists simultaneously in two different systems, thus escaping any exact classification: “are

the two texts both original creations? Is either text complete? Is self-translation a separate

genre? Can either version belong within a single language or literary tradition? How can

® Leonard Forster, The Poet's Tongues: Multilingualiom in Literature (Dunedin: The University of Otago Press,
1970), 66-67.

!0 Susan Bassnett, “The Self-Translator as Re-Writer,” in Self-Translation: Brokering Originality in Hybrid
Culture, ed. Anthony Cordingley (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 13-14.
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»11

two linguistic versions of a text be commensurable?”” Though there can be no definite
answer, a thorough analysis of the corresponding texts as the synchronic manifestation of a
twinned thought should be able to provide researchers with enough questions to keep their
spirits up. Textual intersections and overlaps are to be carefully scrutinised. Thus, when
comparing two linguistically divergent versions of the same text we shall investigate
stylistics:
in literature, style is what is most often “lost” in translation, to judge by
centuries of critical dispute. To focus on style is not to fall back into a Paterian
aestheticism, but rather to construct a bridge across the sterile binaries of
form and substance, faithful and free translation, foreignizing and
domesticating translative modes. [...] Granting that languages and cultures
differ, how can an individual style become translingual? And how do we
measure the changes made when, in the case of self-translators, they are often

lexically indefensible but culturally astute, effectively transposing the reading

experience from one medium into another?'?

At the same time, we ought not to lose sight of what Riffaterre has defined “the unit
of significance:” if we only take the “units of meaning” into account or, in other words, if
we segment the text in sentences and clauses looking for losses and improvements, we risk
ignoring the value of self-translation as a form of re-writing."”” Consequently, the close-
reading method, while operating through a compare and contrast approach, must
overcome the concept of identity altogether by giving prominence to functional
equivalence, as suggested by Laura Salmon: “identita ed equivalenza sono concetti
radicalmente diversi, un progetto di identitd & tanto “ridicolo” quanto insensato, ma un

progetto di equivalenza & proprio quello su cui lavora un professionista.”’" Such concepts

" Jan Walsh Hokenson and Marcella Munson, The Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Self-Translation
(Manchester: St. Jerome Publishing, 2007), 1-2.

2 Tbidem, 166-167.

!5 Bassnett, “The Self-Translator as Re-Writer,” 24. Riffaterre’s quote is taken from: Michael Riffaterre,
Semiotics of poetry (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), 6.

" Laura Salmon, “Il processo autotraduttivo: definizioni e concetti in chiave epistemologico-cognitiva,” in
Autotraduzione e riscrittura, ed. Andrea Ceccherelli et al. (Bologna: Bononia University Press, 2013), 82. The
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as markedness, functional correspondence, reversibility,ls as well as horizontal -

symmetrical / vertical - asymmetrical correlation and infralinguistic / supralinguistic self-

translation'® will help us draw some conclusions on Nabokov's self-translated verses.
Above all, the present work consists in the comparative study of “parallel or multi-

version” texts as a method for close reading:

switching from implicit to explicit comparison often makes the analysis clearer
and more intellectually honest. Every translation is a metatext that can enrich
the understanding of both source and target texts, of their languages and
cultures. Brilliant solutions can be as illuminating as misunderstandings;
stylistic, psychological and sociological approaches can all be gratifying.
Comparison reveals aspects of both the original and the translation that might

have otherwise gone unnoticed."”

Comparative analysis of self-translation as a methodological approach gives us the
opportunity to come back to form, structure and the content they frame with a fresh

perspective.

The criterion adopted for the corpus selection is rather straightforward. It was in
fact Nabokov himself who chose among what he considered his most representative
Russian poems, written between 1917 and 1967, dwindled down the assortment to thirty-
nine of them and translated those. The resulting bilingual collection was published under
the title Poems and Problems by the American publishing house McGraw Hill in 1971. In
addition to the Russian poems and their English translation, it contains fourteen texts

originally composed in English, all written after Nabokov’s emigration to the US, and

quote (“ridicolo”) comes from Bassnett’s lack of distinction between identity and equivalence (Susan
Bassnett, “Quando una traduzione non & una traduzione?,” in La traduzione: teorte ¢ metodologie a confronto, ed.
Mirella Agorni (Milano: LED, 2005), 238).

!5 Salmon, “Il processo autotraduttivo: definizioni e concetti in chiave epistemologico-cognitiva,” 81-89.

16 Rainer Grutman, “Beckett e oltre: autotraduzioni orizzontali e verticali,” in Autotraduzione e riscrittura, 52-55.
'7 Berlina, Brodsky Translating Brodsky: Poetry in Self-Translation, 5.
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eighteen chess problems. Donald Barton Johnson has summarised the collection as

follows:

the 1971 Poems and Problems contained 39 Russian poems (with English
translations en regard), spanning much of Nabokov’s poetic past. As one might
expect, Poems and Problems was heavily weighted toward the post-1923
collections. Nine from the 24 poems in Vozvrashchente Chorba and all 15 of those
Stikhotvoreniya 1929-1951 were retained. Nothing from the 1916 Stkhi or the
1923 Grozd” was kept, while Dva puti and Gornii put’ were represented by a single
poem each. Most surprising was Nabokov’s inclusion of eight published but
uncollected poems: five from the late twenties and early thirties, and three
postdating the 1952 collection. Yet more surprising was the presence of five
poems, ranging in date from 1917 to 1939, never previously published.
Thematicall_y, the hitherto uncollected and unpublished poems are a
combination of Russian nostalgia and mementoes of important events in
Nabokov's life. Poems and Problems is an important work in the Nabokov canon.

[...] Poems and Problems is Nabokov’s most stringent statement on his Russian

poetry. 8

Along with lepidopterology, Nabokov had a strong passion for the game of chess.
As the title of the collection suggests, poems and (chess) problems, are both combined in a
single volume. In the introduction, Nabokov writes: “problems are the poetry of chess.”"”
In this respect the title is rhematic®® — it introduces the reader to the genre of the volume,
which, as indicated on the cover page, is split in two consecutive parts, one pertaining
poetry, the other chess. Nevertheless, Poemy and Problems could also be read as a metaphor,
alluding to a more thematic content. Nabokov does not see a great divide between verses
and chess problems, which are rather perceived by him as two sides of the same coin. The
process of composing (and translating) poetry might seem more instinctual and creative

whereas that of generating chess puzzles more rational and mathematical. But this is not

the case. Poetry and chess, Nabokov objects, have much more in common than we might

'8 Donald Barton Johnson, “Preliminary Notes on Nabokov’s Russian Poetry: A Chronological and Thematic
Sketch,” in Russian Literature Triguarterly, ed. Carl R. Proffer et al. (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1991), 312-313.

Y Vladimir Nabokov, Poems and Problems (New York: McGraw Hill, 1981), 15.

20 The term is used according to the definition given by Genette in: Gérard Genette, Paratexts. Thresholds of
Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 86-89.
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have ever imagined: “originality, invention, conciseness, harmony, complexity, and
splendid insincerity.””' Thus if (chess) problems are a form of poetry, could the reverse be
a valid affirmation as well? In other words, can we think of poetry as the conscious and
rational formulation of a problem? I think we should. This is particularly evident in
Nabokov'’s 7ri shakhmatnykh soneta [ Three Chess Sonnets, 1924] — which, however, did not
make it into Poemy and Problems — in which the rigid structure imposed by the chosen form
reflects that of a chessboard: “nBuxenbs pudm w ranuoswmy xpbulateix / ects B
waxmaTHoii sagave” [the movements of rhythm and winged (female) dancers / are in a
chess problem].

I am putting forward here the idea that Nabokov must have thought of poems as
riddles for him to compose and for readers to solve. Nabokov’s verses, especially those of
his more mature production, invest much effort in interweaving complex themes with
likewise articulate constructions and modulate rhythms. Nabokov frequently alluded to
jigsaw puzzles and enigmas as necessary to develop and enhance any form of intellectual
reasoning. That Nabokov thought of his poems like chess problems is testified by his
commentary to Rastrel [The Execution, 1927] — which is included in the collection — where
he writes: “the exclamation in this stanza [“no, cepaue, xax 6w TbI xOTesno, / uT0b 21O
snpasay 6bu10 Tak” — “but how you would have wished, my heart, / that thus it all had
really been”] is wholly rhetorical, a trick of style, a deliberately planted surprise, not unlike
underpromotion in a chess problem.”” His poetry, be it narrative or not, is equally
orchestrated so as to lure the reader in through a well thought balance between
predictability and unpredictable exceptions. For this precise reason, I believe, Nabokov

never ventured out of structure. He experimented different meters and rhyme schemes, he

21 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 15.
22 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 47 .
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combined them, decomposed their architecture and reframed it. But he never lost faith in
what poetry has for centuries been whispering to our ears: meters, rhythms, iterations.

Poems and Problems owes its name also to another question reverberating through its
pages: can poetry be translated? Nabokov provides his readers with enough material to
persuade them that yes, such an endeavour can be effectively achieved. His thirty-nine
English versions are a testimony to his work as a translator who engaged in mediating both
other writer’s oeuvres as well as his own among different languages. “Language is the only
reality that divides this universal art into national arts” said Nabokov during his closing
lecture on 19th century Russian literature® (in translation) at Stanford University Summer
School in 1941. From his translation of Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland [Anya v strane
chudes, 1923] up to those of his own novels and poems, Nabokov proves the potential of
literature to overcome linguistic barriers. George Steiner defined him an extraterritorial
writer, one who is “linguistically “unhoused,” [...] a poet, novelist, playwright not
thoroughly at home in the language of his production, but displaced or hesitant at the
frontier.””

As Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn pointed out in his 1972 letter to the Royal Swedish
Academy, in which he put him forward as a candidate for the Nobel Prize, Nabokov was

able to be a translinguistic and cross-cultural writer, still managing to forge and preserve a

very distinct individual voice:

9TO IIHMCAaTe/Ib OCJCNUTEJbHOI'O JIMTEPATYPHOro aapoBaHHsi, MMEHHO TaKoOro,
KaKoO€ Mbl 30BEM TI'€HMAJIbBHOCTBIO. OH AOCTUI' BEPIIMH B TOHYAMIINX
IICUXOJIOTHUYECKUX Ha6JIIOlIeHI/I$IX, B H301HP€HHOI>‘I urpe SA3bIKA (&6yJC
BbIIAIOIMXCA sA3bIKOB ana!), B 6]1HCTaTeJIbHOI>i KOMIIO3UIINU. OH COBEPLIEHHO

CBoe06pa3eH, Y3HAaeTcst C OJHOTrO abzama — NIPU3HAK MCTUHHOM SIPKOCTH,

% Vladimir Nabokov, Lectures on Russian Literature, ed. Fredson Bowers (New York: Harcourt, 1981), 199.

24 Steiner, “Extraterritorial,” 3.
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HEIIOBTOPMMOCTH TaJIaHTAa. B PaSBHTOﬁ Jureparype XX B€Ka OH 3aHuMmaeT

25
OCO60€, BBICOKOE€ M HECPABHMMOE ITOJIOXKEHMUE.

What makes Nabokov’s poetry and literary production at large so revolutionary is
the unpredictability of his language, his ability to prove wrong “the equation of a single
pivot language, of native deep-rootedness, with poetic authority.”® Poetry is, I would
argue, the repository of his linguistic originality, the recipient of his unhoused sensibility.
As remembered b_y Donald Barton Johnson, Nabokov’s verse production has suffered an
unfair amount of simplistic interpretations and reductive readings, especially after its
introduction to the Soviet canon following Gorbachev’s glasnost’ “initially presented by
Yevtushenko and Voznesenskiy and focusing on the omnipresent theme of nostalgia for the
lost homeland, it presented a relative innocuous point of entry. Further, the poetry’s highly
traditional nature insured its acceptability for a wide audience.”” As the close reading of
some selected texts will prove, Nabokov’s poems are anything but an innocuous point of
entry. Instead, the_y pose relevant questions on the nature of versification, prosody and the

poet’s role. If anything, their bifurcated tongues raise dilemmas.

Allographic epitexts”™ have played an important role in the subdued reception of
Poems and Problems. The collection received negative reviews at the time when it began its
circulation. John Skow criticised Nabokov’s use of obscure words such as “caprifole” in

The Rain Has Flown. In his words, Nabokov becomes “a provincial linguistic pedant,” “an

%5 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Shvedskoy Korolevskoy Akademii,” Novaya gazeta 473, no. 1 (12-18 January
1998): 8. Solzhenitsyn’s italics.

26 Steiner, “Extraterritorial,” 6.

7 Barton Johnson, “Preliminary Notes on Nabokov’s Russian Poetry: A Chronological and Thematic
Sketch,” 316. Barton Johnson refers to: Andrey Voznesenskiy, “Geometrida ili Nimfa Nabokova,” Oktyabr’,
no. 11 (1986): 111-114 and Yevgeniy Yevtushenko, “Stikhi (Bilet; Rasstrel; K Rossii; Bezumets, Kakoye
sdelal ya durnoye delo)/Predisloviye Ye. Yevtushenko,” Ogonek, no. 37 (September 1987): 8.

8 “The epitext is any paratextual element not materially appended to the text within the same volume but
circulating, as it were, freely, in a virtually limitless physical and social space.” Genette, Paratexts. Thresholds of
Interpretation, 344.
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overrefined rhymester,” “a pleasing and self-pleased illusionist.” The following are just

some of the comments on the collection:30

it's pleasant to have a book of poems that does not propose the salvation of the
world for its immediate object. But it will have to be said, on the other side, that
Nabokov’s poems written in English are in large part deft and neat and not
much more, some of them not far from cute. [...] So maybe the Russian poems
— mostly youthful ones written during the twenties and thirties — are of a
greater ambition and a greater power. But that is not a thing I was able to
determine from the translations. Maybe it will be best to regard this book as a
sort of souvenir for the author’s many readers, the record of some diversions of

31
a master.

Although the English poems are insubstantial, the chess problems, recently

composed, exhibit Nabokov’s characteristic dexterity and complexity.”

I can see some slight resemblance between Nabokov’s problems and his New
Yorker poems, which are full of witty ingenuities and cunningly planted shocks,
slyly forcing the vernacular into a classic mode and refurbishing the banal with
baroque elaboration. This type of verse can often be either facetious or

sentimental — and there is a very faint hint of both qualities here.”

Art is also a game, with Nabokov as a player whose approach to writing is that
of an intellectual puzzle-maker producing artefacts which are all clever
construction and stylistic acrobatics, an aesthete trapping glittering bejewelled

butterflies in his lepidopterist’s net.*

Although it is slyly deceptive, Poemas and Problems emphasizes the deception and
artifice of which Nabokov is capable both through the translations of the
Russian poems and the array of chess problems — a sort of metaphor for the

chop-logic that characterizes fictional worlds.”

What all these critical reviews fail to do 1s to discuss the authentic core of Poemns and

Problems:  self-translation. Nabokov’s self-translated poems demand to be read

2 John Skow, “Drinker of Words,” Zime, June 14, 1971, 67-68.

% For a more detailed account of how Poemos and Problems was received by American critics see: Paul D.
Morris, Vladimir Nabokov: Poetry and the Lyric Voice (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 64-68.

51 Howard Nemerov, “All the Virtues, Including,” The New York Times, July 25, 1971, 5.

52 Anonymous, [Mention of Poemy and Problems], The Booklwt, September 1, 1971, 27.

%% Frances Wyndham, “Ivory-and-Ebony,” The Lustener, July 27, 1972, 116.

3 Konstantin Bazarov, “Poet’s Problems,” Books and Bookmen, October, 1972, XII.

% Marianne K. Hultquist, “Views of Nabokov,” Prairie Schooner, no. 47, 1973, 271.
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simultaneously, as two moments of the same breath. No critical analysis, therefore, can
attain a proper and adequate judgement of the collection without taking self-translation
into account as its dominant trait, instead of a merely functional feature for the pleasure of
bilingual readers or refined connoisseurs.

Poems and Problems gives us the rare chance to observe Nabokov’s practice of self-
translation specifically applied to his verses. The collection constitutes a precious corpus in
itself. First of all, the poems were selected by the author himself. Secondly, the volume
comprises poems written at different stages of Nabokov’s progression as a poet and as a
writer. Thirdly, as a consequence of the aforementioned chronological principle, the texts
are diverse in themes, motives and stylistic features. Finally, the collection was published
towards the end of Nabokov’s career (and life), therefore representing a testament of his
work as a poet and as a translator. Though some poems have been appreciated as
individual stand-alone creations, especially the Russian source texts, they have not been
sufficiently taken into account as self-translated pieces of poetry. While they are able to
stand on their own, the English translations were not written as originals and require to be
read in the light of their Russian counterpart. On the other hand, the source texts cease to
be monolithic pieces of literature once they are given a second life in another language.
Therefor it is only by considering them as self-translations that we will be able to fully

appreciate their worth.

As stated by the members of the Belgian Groupe p, “la creazione poetica & una
elaborazione formale della materia linguistica.”® Stylistics, thus, provides the essential tools
to study the form of individual discourse. This was clear to formalist Boris Tomashevskiy
at least since 1925, when in his Zeoriya literatury [Literary Theory] he wrote: “yuer

OCHOBHBIX FIBJIeHI/II;I, COIIYTCTBYIOIIMX yCTaHOBKE Ha BbIpAa’K€HHE, COBEPIIEHHO H606XOJII/IM

36 Gruppo p, Retorica generale. Le figure della comunicazione (Milano: Bompiani, 1976), 26.
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JUIS IOHUMAHMSI KOHCTPYKLUU XyAOYKECTBEHHBIX MPOU3BEIECHUIN, U [OITOMY CTHJIMCTHUKA
ABJSIETCS HEOOXOAMMBIM BBefleHMEM B TNO9TUKY. llpobsembl crwimcTuky —sBISIOTCS
crienuduuecKUME MPOGIEMAMU Xy T0>KECTBEHHOM JuTepaTyphr.”

The identification of tropes, as a form of “stilisticheskaya okraska™® [stylistic tint]
serves as the guiding principle for the present work. As Lotman states, “napa Bzaumno
HECOIOCTABUMBIX 3HAYMMBIX OJIEMEHTOB, MEX/y KOTOPBIMHM yCTAHABIMBAETCS B PaMKax
KaKoro-smbo KOHTEKCTa OTHOLLIEHMS aJleKBATHOCTH, 00padyeT cemaHTn4eckuii tpom. B atom
OTHOLIEHUYU TPOIBI SBJSIIOTCS HE BHELIHUM YKPAalleHUEM, HEKOTOPOro pPOAa AaIlILIMKE,
HAKJIA/IbIBAEMBIM HA MBIC/Ib U3BHE, — OHU COCTABJISIIOT CYTh TBOPYECKOTO MBIILTCHUS.

While morphological and syntactical figures (metaplasms and metataxis
respectively) are used to support the analysis, the poems selected for the present work are
sorted according to semantic and logical tropes (metasemes and metalogisms respectively).
The close reading of Dozhd’ proletel / The Rain Has Flown functions as an introduction to
Nabokov’s poetics and practice of (self-)translation. In the chapter titled Znache govorya / In
other words Nabokov's intertextuality is investigated. The descriptive nature of some of his
verses emerges especially through dialogical allusions (Evhche bezmolvatouyu / 1 Still Keep
Mute) and ekphrastic depictions of mundane objects (LInconnue de la Seine; Snimok / The
Snapohot). In the second chapter, Prozrachnyye veshehi / Transparent Things, the attention
converges on synaesthesia (7ikhiy vhum / Soft Sound) and synecdoche (Oko / Oculus), two

particular manifestations of metonymy and metaphor respectively, and employs metasemes

to explore the poetic form (Nepravilnyye yamby / Irregular lambics). Nabokov’s articulate

% Boris Tomashevskiy, Teordiya literatury. Poetika (Moskva: Aspekt Press, 1996), 29.
8 “Crunucridyeckasi OKpacka TpPOMA 3aK/IIOYAETCs B TOM, YTO, B OTJIMYME OT MPUBLIYHOTO OGO3HAYCHUS
NpeAMeTa WIM SBJEHUSI IIOCTOSIHHO COOTBETCTBYIOLUMMM €My, IIPUBBIYHBIM CJIOBOM, IIPOMCXOAUT
nepepacripefesieHre TPU3HAKOB, TAK YTO Ha MEPBBIH MJIaH BBICTYHAIOT MPU3HAKH, OOBIYHO 3aNpsATaHHbBIE CPENH
Apyrux, obpasyrowmx noustue wiu npeacrasienue.” Boris Tomashevskiy, Stilistika (Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo
Leningradskogo universiteta, 1983), 194-195.

% Yuriy Lotman, “Ritorika,” in lzbrannyye ostat’i v trekh tomakh, vol. 1, Stat’i po vemiotike i tipologii kul’fury (Tallin:

Aleksandra, 1992), 168-169.
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interplay of topographical and chronological coordinates is scanned in the Znterlude
(Bezumets / The Madman). In S drugoy storony / Then Again, we move forward to metalogisms
as a way to achieve surprise and estrangement (Nomer v gostinctse / Hotel Room; Formula / The
Formula; K Kn. S. M. Kachurinu / To Prince S. M. Kachurin). The chapter HMolchi / Speak Not
attempts a reading of Nabokov’s metapoems through the figure of ellipses (Neokonchennyy
chernovik / An Unfinished Draft; Kakoye osdelal ya durnoye delo / What ls the Evil Deed; O
pravitelyakh / On Rulers). Having illustrated some of Nabokov’'s most prominent rhetorical
devices and recurrent motives, the longer poem Slava / Fame will serve as a vehicle for some

final conclusions.

Once it has been translated, can a poem be independent from its source text? Are
self-translated verses self-sufficient or should they be read in the light of their counterpart?
How can the reading of a self-translation inform that of original poems? Can poetry be
doubled, split in two equal halves, twinned without losing its integrity and evocativeness?
Can a poet be incorruptible when he/she is called to wear the self-translator’s mask? These
are some of the questions that will resonate through the following chapters and, hopefully,
be answered. Let us then venture out in the realm of Nabokov’s self-translation. Close
readings and comparative analysis will be our walking sticks, stylistic elements and

rhetorical tropes our breadcrumbs.
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Notes on the texts

Unless otherwise stated, the source for all the poems analysed in Vladimir
Nabokov’s Russian-English self-translation is the volume Poems and Problems, edited by
Nabokov himself and originally published in 1971 for McGraw Hill. For the purpose of the
present work the 1981 paperback edition has been used (see the section Bibliography for the
detailed bibliographical reference). Another important source text is Nabokov’s
Stikhotvoreniya (Akademicheskiy proekt, 2002), where both Russian and English poems are
anthologised.

Each Russian poem is presented in the original form followed by my literal
translation — which has no ambition at poetic taste and only serves a pragmatic function —
and Nabokov’s self-translated English text. Some poems are presented as a whole, others
stanza by stanza, mostly depending on their length, in order to make the analytical process
clearer and, hopefully, easier to follow.

For the Latin transcriptions the BGN/PCGN Romanization system for Russian

(British standard) has been used.

In the commentaries to the poems, I have often used the pronoun be referring to the
poet and/or poetic persona. Whilst it may be considered today as ideologically biased, the
male gender has been preferred for the sole reason that my author of choice was a man.
The use of more politically correct variants, such as he/she or (s)he, would have been, in

the present case, redundant.
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As regards to critical material, I have consulted texts in four different languages:
Russian, English, French and Italian — three of which I, a passionate intruder, have been
eavesdropping on for many years now. I make it a rule to employ originals whenever
possible. In those cases, however, when the source material belongs to a linguistic medium
I unfortunately do not possess the knowledge of, or when the original text has eluded my

research, 1 have trusted the invaluable work of translators.
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Hoxncdo nponemen / The Rain Has Flown

C dHaJIn3a @)OPMBI JAOJI2KHO 6BI Ha4vYnHAThCsI BCSIKOE CyXKAEHHE

00 aBTOpeE, BCSIKMI paccKas O HeM.

Vladislav Khodasevich, O Sirine.*

Nabokov’s Dozhd’ pm[e[e[ seems the most convenient place to start our journey. Its
two stanzas open the volume Poems and Problems and have always been considered by
Nabokov his first successful attempt at versification. The poem was first anthologized in
Al'manach “Dva puti” [Almanac “Two Paths,” 1918], which he edited with one of his
Tenishev schoolmates, Andrey Balashov, during the Russian revolution. Its verses describe
the details of nature after a sudden rainfall and epitomise Nabokov’s first approach to
poetry. According to the date recorded in Poems and Problems, it was written in May 1917.
The lack of any reference to the feverish state of Russia in that very same period increases

the idyllic out-of-time quality of the experience contained in these verses.

Nabokov’s Russian text
Loncdo nponemen

,Z[O}K,ZII) npoJieresr 1 CropeJ HaJleTy.

40 Vladislav Khodasevich, “O Sirine,” in Boris Averin, ed., V. V. Nabokov: Pro et contra. Materialy ( issledovaniya o
zhiznl ([ tvorchestve V. V. Nabokova, vol. 1 (Sankt-Peterburg: Izdatel'stvo Russkogo Khristianskogo
gumanitarnogo instituta, 1997), 241.
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I/Iny 110 PYMSIHOM JOPOJKKe.
NBonru CBMUILLYT, pH6I/IHbI B LIBETY,

Beneror na uBax cepexku.

Bosnyx skuBurenen, BrajkeH, [LyLucT.
Kax >xumonocts baaroyxaer!
Konunkom BHM3 HakJIOHsIETCS JIUCT

I/I C KOHYMKA >XXeM4YyT DOHAECT.

Literal translation

The rain flew past/by

The rain flew past/by and burnt up in flight.

I walk/am walking / go/am going along the/a scarlet/rosy path.

(The) orioles whistle/are whistling, (the) rowans are in bloom/are blooming,

(The) catkins on (the) willows turn/are turning white.

The air is vivifying, humid, fragrant.

How good the honeysuckle smells!

With the/its little tip downward the/a leaf inclines itself
And from the/its little tip drops the/a pearl.

Nabokov’s English translation
The Rain Has Flown
The rain has flown and burnt up in flight.
I tread the red sand of a path.
Golden orioles whistle, the rowan is in bloom,

the catkins on sallows are white.

The air is refreshing, humid and sweet.
How good the caprifole smells!
Downward a leaf inclines its tip

and drops from its tip a pearl.

Dozhd’” proletel has a simple regular structure which mirrors Nabokov’s belief in
formal precision, especially in his earlier production. In both the Russian and the English
versions, each stanza is composed of two one-line sentences and one longer two-line
phrase. The original text is built on four verses in dactylic tetrameter which alternate with

four more in amphibrachic trimeter. The resulting eight verses are divided in two quatrains
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and follow the alternate rhyme scheme AbAb CdCd."" Rhymes are mainly grammatical as
in the adverbial forms “na letu,” “v tsvetu,” the diminutives “dorozhke,” “sirezhki” and the
verbs “blagoukhayet,” “ronyayet.” The only two rhyming words that do not correspond to
each other in their morphological function are the short form adjective “dushist” and the
noun “list,” though both have masculine endings.

While preserving a rhythmical structure, Nabokov’s self-translated text replaces the
dactylic meter with the iambic pace. The first English stanza is devoid of rhyme. However,
it becomes more detectable in the second one, as in “sweet” (/i:t/) — “tip” (/1p/) and “smells”
(N/) — “pearls” (/rl/). These slant rhymes make the second part of the poem more regular
and more dynamic at the same time, its tempo becoming more perceptible. The increasing
sound play may suggest a gradual identification of the lyrical voice with the surrounding
nature, the rhythm of the mind attuning with that of the outside world. The phonic effect is
also enhanced in the English version, where the sequence of monosyllabic words in the first

two lines and the last one reproduces the musical cadence of rain falling on leaves.

A rather complex evocative weave of sounds characterises the Russian text. In the
first stanza, the iteration of the liquid /r/ preceded by the occlusive consonants /g/
(/sge'vel/), /d/ (/de'rozkle/) and /t/ (/'svig:t-r1'bini/) reproduces the sound of rain dripping
among trees, while the alveolar liquid /I/ in the first verse intensifies its evanescence. In
English, the voiceless labiodental fricative /f/ combined with the liquid /I/ in /flovn/ and /
flazt/ highlights the ephemeral character of the rain.

In the middle section, compound consonantal sounds prevail: the voiced fricative /z/

is combined with the voiceless velar plosive /k/, as in de'rozk’t/, /si'Pozky/, and with the

‘! For want of visual immediacy, I will use capital letters for masculine rhymes instead of Nabokov’s notation,
as illustrated in his Notes on Prosody, according to which feminine rhymes are indicated by vowels and

masculine rhymes by consonants.
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nasals /n/ in /'vlazan/ and /m/ in /'Zimalast/. Along with the voiceless fricative velar /x/ in
/'vozdovx/ and /blagev'xalit/, this evokes the passage of wind between leaves and branches.
The third verse of the original poem also presents an interesting iteration: the voiced
labiodental fricative /v/ is initially combined with the voiceless alveolar fricative /s/ in
/'ivalgi-'svic:tit/ and then with the voiceless alveolar affricate /ts/ in /v-ts vi'tu/; this,
together with the frequent use of the vowel sound /i/, twice stressed, reproduces the
distinctive whistle of birds. The English combination of the voiced labio-velar approximant
/w/, in /swiit/, /'wisl/ and /wait/, with the voiceless alveolar fricative /s/, in both /swi:t/,
/'wisl/ and /'salots/, is aimed at the same result.

In the last two Russian verses, the combination of the nasals /n/ and /m/ with the
affricate /tfJ/ in /'kontfik(em)/ and /'zemtJok/ sounds like water lightly trickling over plants
or puddles. The equivalent effect is enhanced in the English version, where the repetition
of both voiceless and voiced plosives /d/, /t/ and /p/ is so dense it almost seems to imitate a
drumming rhythm. Both the Russian original and its English translation show Nabokov’s
determination to catch and instill in his short poem the sounds of nature, reproducing in

the reader’s mind the complexity of its acoustic resonances.

Dozhd” proletel has a sharp dense syntax. There are no subordinate sentences: “i” is
the only (coordinating) conjunction and it is used at the two extreme opposites of the poem
— in the very first and last line — thus stressing the polarisation of its structure. All verbs
belong to the imperfective mode and are prevalently in present tense, with the exception of
the first two predicates, which describe completed actions and are therefore in perfective
mode. The Russian prefixed verb “prolete[t’]” is neutralised in the English “to fly,” without
any specifying preposition. While in Russian language prefixes are one of the most
prominent tools to qualify an action, especially when a perfective mode is used, the English

chronological distribution works as well without any further morphological element. Both
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perfective verbs in the opening line, “proletel” and “sgorel,” are turned into the present
perfect of “has flown” and “[has] burnt up,” instead of simple pasts. This allows to extend
the consequences of the two actions right into the present time of the poem, when the lyric
voice describes a scene of rain which has left the surrounding nature wet, its colours
refreshed. While in the original text the rain is abrupt and impetuous, in the English
version it becomes more moderate and ephemeral due to the extension of the time span.
Hence, the contemplative nature of the poem is strengthened in its self-translation.
Nabokov’s preference for present simple forms, as in lines 2 and 4, makes the tone more
descriptive than narrative, the attention is drawn towards the subject, the natural elements
and their present qualities. The verb “tread” shifts the focus from sequential progress to
circumstantial specification. Instead of addressing the dynamic movement suggested in
“idu,” the English verb lingers on a more expressive connotative note. No verbs are
referred to grammatical subjects, except “idu,” where it is implied, and the corresponding
“I tread.” For mere grammatical reasons, the English verse tends to emphasise the active
presence of the lyrical subject. All the remaining verbs are referred to rather specific nouns
indicating birds, plants and climatic manifestations. Inanimate objects and phenomena are
thus given the ability to perform actions through frequent personifications. Most
importantly, in both stanzas the author’s perspective, initially extended to a broader all-
embracing view, gradually narrows down to a single detail: the catkins and the pearl. In
Russian both “serezhki” and “zhemchug” have a literal and a figurative meaning: while the
denotative equivalent of “serezhki” is aments, “zhemchug” indicates a pearl; at the same
time, if we take their connotative meaning into account, “serezhki” also stands for earrings

while “zhemchug” could suggest the image of a raindrop.

The presence of “serezhki” and “zhemchug,” both of which are polysemous nouns,

in such a short condensed poem cannot be considered a mere coincidence. As a matter of
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fact, denotative and figurative meanings are intertwined in an entangled web of
correspondences between nature and jewels, thus evoking a feminine presence. The
analogy between nature and the female subject is one of the most recurrent tropes in
poetry. It was not new to Mikhail Lomonosov, the father of Russian iambic tetrameter
(first illustrated in his Khotinskaya oda [The Hotinian Ode, 1739]), when in 1744 he wrote
Kratkoye rukovodstvo k ritorike [ Brief Manual of Rhetoric]. In the first ever Russian manual
on the art of discourse and its exegesis, Lomonosov also reflects on the essential role of
comparison, anticipating the concept of metaphor: “ynono6nenue posxxpaer npocrpantsie u
IIPUTOM MPEKPACHBIE W/IEH, €XKEJIN MHOTME CBOWMCTBA, YaCTU WU AEHCTBUS ABYX MOAOOHBIX
Bemteir mex1y coboro npummuno cuecernst 6ynyr.”*” To demonstrate his theory, Lomonosov
inserts a short unpublished poem where he depicts the scene of a sunrise charged with
pathos. Aurora, the classic goddess, paints the fields of an intense red and wakes the birds

to their songs.

Literal translation
Cxopstuuieit ¢ monb anatsix ABpopst Coming down from (the) golden fields Aurora’s

rimson han rs/i 1
Pyka Garpsasa ChIUIeT K HamM Crimson hand scatters/is scattering to us

BpUABSHTOB, UCKP, LBETOB y3OPb, Brilliants, sparkles, flower decorations,

Haer pymsiabrit Bun nossim (She) gives/is giving a scarlet/rosy tone to (the) fields,

Crersumedi pusofi mpak CipsIBaeT With a/the shining chasuble (she) covers/is covering the

U cnapxum necHsim ntyig BaGy)KnaeT. darkness

Unicrefimmii sty 7o6por TBOMX And to sweet songs (she) wakes/is waking the birds.

Vipacu Moil yeepHbIit CTHX. The purest ray of your kindness

Ot 6necxy TBoes mopdupat (Has) adorned my zealous verse.

Thanks to the shine of your purple

Slcueer Ton HuKaliIEN JMPBL ) )
The tone of my lowest/poorest lyre becomes/is becoming

clearer and Clearer.

Lomonosov’s poem combines two very different traditions: that of the widespread

Western ode and that of the then rising Russian syllabo-tonic versification, on which he

“ Mikhail Lomonosov, “Kratkoye rukovodstvo k ritorike na pol'zu lyubiteley sladkorechiya,” in Polnoye
sobraniye vochinenty v 11 tomakh, vol. 7, Trudy po filologii 1759-1758 gg., ed. V. V. Vinogradov et al. (Moskva:
Izdatel'stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1952), 41-42. “The comparison generates extensive and therefore
beautiful ideas, since many properties, parts or actions of two similar things will be brought together in the

most appropriate manner.”
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himself worked.”* Nabokov was well aware of Lomonosov’s poem, since he translated it in
English as part of the notes to his much debated 1964 version of Yevgeniy Onegin. The

following is Nabokov’s translation:

From golden fields descends Aurora
On us with crimson hand to strew
He brilliants, sparks, festoons of Flora,

To give the fields a rosy hue;
To hide the dark with her bright cloak

And birds to mellow songs provoke.
Most pure, the ray of blessings thine
Doth ornament my zealous line;
Grows clearer in thy purple’s fire

The tone of my most humble lyre.44

In Lomonosov’s text the iambic tetrameter remains constantly unvaried except for
verse 9, where the second foot has no word accent (scuds, which are discussed in chapter
2.3, would have become more common in Lomonosov’s later poems and much more
frequent in Pushkin’s oeuvre).” Nabokov’s version is so faithful to the formal aspects of
the poem that it even reproduces the unaccented syllable in tonic position, though
anticipating it to verse 8. The substandard variations of “zlatoy,” an elided form of zolotoy
[golden], and “ot blesku,” a colloquial version of ot bleska [thanks to the shine], are
neutralized in Nabokov’s translation, where the archaic diction is reproduced in the Middle
English auxiliary “doth,” the possessive pronoun “thine” and its apocopated version “thy.”

Syntax also has a retrospective look to it. As compared with modern Russian

standard distribution, adjectives and nouns are often presented in inverted order, as in

% Nabokov proved how the rhyme scheme used by Lomonosov (babaccedde, according to Nabokov’s
notation as explained in note 39) was in fact a reversed calque from Ronsard’s strophe de dix verses
(ababeeciic), subsequently made popular by Malherbe in the West and Derzhavin in Russia (Vladimir
Nabokov, “Notes on Prosody,” in Aleksandr Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. A Novel in Verse, vol. 3, Commentary and
Index, ed. Vladimir Nabokov (New York: Pantheon Books, 1964), 485). This further contributes to establish
Lomonosov’s role in mediating between Western and Russian culture.

4 Aleksandr Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. A Novel in Verse, vol. 2, Commentary and Index, ed. Vladimir Nabokov
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1964), 522.

6 Nabokov, “Notes on Prosody,” 488-489.
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“pol’ zlatykh” [golden fields], “ruka bagryana,” “dobrot tvoikh,” as well as nouns and
specifications, such as in “tsvetov uzory,” verbs and complements, as in “rizoy mrak
skryvayet” and “k sladkim pesnyam ptits vzbuzhdayet,” or even entire sentences, as in the
opening verse “skhodyashchey s pol’ zlatykh Avrory / ruka bagryana syplet k nam”
[bagryana ruka skhodyashchey s[o] zlatykh pol’ Avrory syplet k nam] and the closing
statement “ot blesku tvoyeya porfiry / yasneyet ton nizhayshey liry” [ton nizhayshey liry
yasneyet ot blesku tvoyeya porﬁry]. Anastrophes and frequent enjambements disrupt the
conventional word order, interfering with what Yuriy Tynyanov, in his essay Problema
atikhotvornogo yazyka, defined tesnota stikbovogo ryada [tightness of the verse line] and giving
the verses a highly solemn tone that is typical of 18th century poetry. This characteristic of
Lomonosov’s poem becomes even more distinctive in Nabokov’s version. The English
translation keeps the inversions and the enjambements mostly unvaried, thus highlighting
the relevance of such syntactic choices. This happens, for instance, in “chisteyshiy luch
dobrot tvoikh / ukrasil moy userdnyy stikh” translated as “most pure, the ray of blessings
thine / doth ornament my zealous line,” where the caesurae after the initial comma and the
possessive “thine” confer a special prominence to “pure” and “blessings.” In other cases,
some verses are neutralised and given a more contemporary taste, as in the simplified line
“to hide the dark with her bright cloak:” here the original syntactic order is lost™ as is the
reference to the clerical vestment.

Colours are central in Lomonosov’s stanza. The chromatic spectrum of intense red
emerges in the adjectives “bagryana” and “rumyanyy” as well as in the noun “porfira,” the

imperial cloak that often adorns not only emperors but also the Virgin Mary and other

4 Tomashevskiy identifies the presence of the verb at the end of the sentence as one of what he defines
“Inversivnyye formy:” “[TsiroTenne x nocraHoBKe ryarona Ha KOHILE MPeATIOKeHUs] 8TO cBoeobpasHast HOpMa
XVIII B, J/0OMOHOCOBCKasi HOPMa, KOTOpas NPUAEP>KUBAJIACh JIATUHCKOH KOHCTpykuuu ¢pasbl.”
Tomashevskiy, Stilwtika, 265. This seems to be the case in the English poetry of that time as well. In Thomas
Gray's Elegy Written in a Country Church Yard (1750) the verb is equally postponed: “full many a gem of purest

ray serene, / the dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear.”
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religious subjects in icons. Spirituality and wealth are thus interlaced as they do with such
a visual force in the sumptuous splendour of Orthodox temples. Some words can be spent
in regard to the collocation “bagryana ruka.” Pushkin also used the same co-occurrence in
Yevgeniy Onegin. In his meticulous commentary,” Nabokov investigates the origins of this
ancient epithet dating back to Homer’s //liad and Odywsey. It was through the British literary
canon that it reached its utmost popularity. In William Shakespeare we find the expression
“long purples” referred to Aurora’s hands (Hamlet, 1609) and in Edmund Spenser “now
when the rosy-fingered Morning faire / weary of aged Tithones saffron bed, / had spread
her purple robe through deawy aire” (Zhe Faerie Queene, 1590). Then the attention seems to
have shifted from the physical detail of Aurora’s hands to the colour shade of her advance.
In John Dryden we read “the purple morning rising with the year” (Zhe epithalamium of
Helen and Menelaws, 1685), “Aurora had but newly chas’d the night, / and purpled o’er the
sky with blushing light” (Palamon and Arcite, 1700) as well as “with purple blushing, and the
day arise” (Aeneid, 1697). Also John Milton in Paradise Lost (1667) wrote “or when morn /
purples the East” and “impurpled with celestial roses smil'd.”*® In all these excerpts the
rosy tint is not clearly distinguished from the more purplish one. This is due, according to
Nabokov, to the etymological root the French pourpre and the English purple share: they
both come from the Latin purpura, which in its turn originated from the Greek zopo@Upe;
only, French has progressively associated a red tone to it while English has shifted towards
violet, as summarised by Nabokov: “the bright-red variety of purple does crop up as a
Europeanism in Shakespeare and other poets of his time, but its real ascendancy, of short

duration happily, comes with the age of pseudoclassicism, when Pope seems to have

47 Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. A Novel in Verse, vol. 2, 520-521.

‘8 All the quoted verses of the present paragraph come from: Samuel Johnson, A dictionary of English language:
in which the words are deduced from their originals, and tllustrated in their different significations by examples from the best
writers: to which are prefixed, a hwtory of the language, and an English grammar, 2 vols. (London: J.F. and C.
Rivington, 1785).
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deliberately conformed to the French use of pourpre; Pope’s pupil, Byron, followed suit.”"

Due to the influence French language and culture exercised over imperial Russia,
purpurnyy is closer to the French meaning of pourpre. Consequently, it alternates with its
equivalents bagryanyy, bogrovyy, porfirnyy and rumyanyy, all indicating crimson red. As
suggested in Nabokov’s note, it was Pope who finally canonised, for the British tradition,
the rather typical occurrence of the colour purple with the appearance of Aurora. In his
translation of Homer, he wrote: “till rosy morn had purpled o’er the sky” (/fyad, 1715-1720)
and “with rosy lustre purpled o’er the lawn” (Odywey, 1726).

In his translation of Lomonosov’s ode, Nabokov chooses to translate “bagryana” as
“crimson,” consciously avoiding the purple tones. This detail, though apparently
superfluous, enriches the reader’s perception of Lomonosov by reconnecting his text to its
classic roots. This also proves another relevant point: Nabokov prefers his translation to be
unidiomatic as long as he can preserve the philological integrity of the original text.
Translation should be first and foremost an exercise in exegesis. This is also confirmed in
his version of Yevgeniy Onegin, where the verses “nHo Bor Garpsmowo pyxoro / saps or
yrpennux ponun” are coherently translated as “but lo, with crimson hand / Aurora from the
morning dales.””

At the same time, though, Nabokov was perfectl_y aware of and responsive to
semantic collocations, or frequently co-occurring words. Lomonosov’s “rumyanyy vid,” for
instance, becomes Nabokov’s “rosy hue.” Nabokov himself more than once used the
adjective rumyanyy in its most frequent collocation with the noun vhcheka to indicate
blushing cheeks: in Universitetskaya poema [University Poem, 1926] we read the line “u no
weke pymsHo-cmyrioii” [and along the dark-scarlet cheek] and in the cycle Sem’

atikhotorenty [Seven Poems, 1956] “na pymsnoit mexy semun” [on the scarlet/rosy cheek of

4 Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. A novel in verse, vol. 2, 521.
50 Alexandr Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. A novel in verse, vol. 1, Introduction and Translation, trans. and ed. Vladimir

Nabokov (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 221.
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the earth]. I would argue that in the English translation of Lomonosov’s “Skhodyashchey o
pol’...” the use of the combination of “rosy” and “hue” is not casual in the least. On the
contrary, this collocation is extremely marked in English language literature, where it is
used to describe the healthy complexion of youths and the transitory cyclic stages of
nature, such as seasonal (spring and autumn) or circadian (dawn) rhythms. For this
reason, we can easily find this exact collocation in 18th and 19th century odes. In his Ode on
a Distant Prospect of Eton College (1741), Thomas Gray describes the glowing health of youth:
“gay hope is theirs by fancy fed, / less pleasing when possesst; / the tear forgot as soon as
shed, / the sunshine of the breast: / theirs buxom health, of rosy hue, / wild wit, invention
ever new, / and lively cheer, of vigour borne.””' The same collocation is used by John Keats
in his 7o Autumn (1819): “where are the songs of spring? Ay, where are they? / Think not
of them, thou hast thy music too, — while barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day, / and
touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue.””” In both Gray and Keats the co-occurrence is
located at the end of the verse, therefore in rhyme position. Whether he was aware or not
of Gray’s and Keats’s “rosy hue,” Nabokov used it to translate Lomonosov’s “rumyanyy
vid,” evoking the same allegorical allusion to prosperity and youth as well as transience,
according to the English Romantic tradition.”

Going back to Lomonosov’s “Skhodyashchey s pol’...”, another significant trait can be
detected in the religious subtext mediated by the presence of the pagan goddess Aurora.

The nouns “riza” refers to the religious semantic field while “bril’yantov,” “iskr,” “ukrasil,”

*! Thomas Gray, “Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College,” in The Works of Thomas Gray, vol. 1, Poemy, ed.
Rev. John Mitford (London: William Pickering, 1847), 13.

52 John Keats, “To Autumn,” in Poems (London: Chiswick Press, 1897), 243.

% See also Lord Alfred Tennyson’s Boyhood (“each object that we meet the more endears / that rosy morn
before a troubled day; / that blooming dawn — that sunrise of our years — / that sweet voluptuous vision past
away!” Alfred Tennyson and Charles Tennyson, “Boyhood,” in Poens by Two Brothers (New York: Thomas Y.
Crowell and Co., -), 51) and Zithonus (“thy cheek begins to redden through the gloom, / thy sweet eyes
brighten slowly close to mine, / ere yet they blind the stars, and the wild team / which love thee, yearning for
thy yoke, arise, / and shake the darkness from their loosened manes, / and beat the twilight into flakes of fire”
Lord Alfred Tennyson, “Tithonus,” in Zennyson: A Selected Edition, ed. Christopher Ricks (London: Routledge,
2007), 586-587).
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“ot blesku” and “porfira” all imply material ostentation. In Nabokov’s translation the
merging of wealth, prosperity and power is emphasized by the added presence of Flora,
whose “festoons” of flowers decorate nature at its awakening. Though it could be read as
an arbitrary choice on Nabokov’s part, the appearance of Flora may again result from a
conscious allusion. Apart from preserving the rhyme scheme, it can be traced back to
Edmund Spenser’s The Faeree Queene (1590-1596), where the “royall Dame” is Queen
Elizabeth 1. Her grandiose magnificence is celebrated here through an articulate simile to
Aurora in her “purple pall” adorned with Flora’s “girlonds.”**

In 1742, two years before Kratkoye rukovodstvo k ritorike, Lomonosov had already
composed the following verses as part of a longer ode. There, he similarly combines female

presence, nature and power:

Kak sroreiit mpas ona nporuasium
3amepsiIbIM JKU3Hb JAeT BOAAM;
Tymaunsl, Oypu, cHer nonpasiuy,
SBnser sacubl iHM cTpaHam,
Bcenenny naku Bockpeiaer,
Harypy nam BosobHoBusteT,

[Tosna uBeramu kpacur BHOBB;

Tax HBIHE MHJIOCTD U JIIOOOBB

W cBerubiit muuepu B3op Ilerposoit

Hac SKU3HBIO O>KMBJISIET HOBO.

These verses are taken from Oda na pribytiye eye Velichestva Velikiya Gosudaryni
Imperatritsy Yelizavety Petrovny iz Moskvy v Sanktpeterburg 1742 goda po koronacii [Ode on the
arrival of Her Highness the Great Sovereign Empress Elizaveta Petrovna from Moscow to
Saint Petersburg in 1742 for (her) coronation, 1742]. This is just the first of a long series of
odes that Lomonosov dedicated to the Empress who highly appreciated and cultivated his

talent. It is therefore the Russian sovereign’s face hiding behind Aurora’s mask in

5 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, vol. 12, Morall Vertues (London: William Ponsonbie, 1596), 47.
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“Skhodyashchey o pol’... .” Though formally adherent to the source text, Nabokov’s version
reconnects Lomonosov’s ode to the British literary tradition through a target oriented
version where such semantic elements as “crimson hand,” “Flora,” “rosy hue” and “purple”
are brought to the forefront thanks to their ability to evoke some of the most resonant
names in English language poetry, from Gray to Spenser and Keats, and their primary
sources, namely Homer’s classic epics.

The simplicity of “Skhodyashchey o pol’...,” therefore, is only apparent. The sense is
thrice removed from its surface through an articulate juxtaposition of allegorical plans: the
ode to Aurora (I level) becomes a celebration of the creative moment inspired by the
contemplation of the surrounding nature (II level), ultimately becoming a eulogy of the
Empress as the highest incarnation of both temporal and secular power and, consequently,

the primary source of any inspiration (I1I level).

How does all this inform the reading of Nabokov's Dozhd” proletel / The Rain Has
Flown, then? The self-translation does not reproduce the allegorical meaning suggested in
the adjective “rumyanyy,” previously discussed. The scarlet tone of the path is diluted,
together with its allusiveness, into a more opaque red. Nevertheless, the sense of colour is
accentuated through the internal rhyme “tread” — “red” and the evocative presence of the
rowan, with its red berries.

For all its simplicity, Nabokov’s poem offers its readers glimpses of some of his most
distinctive traits: formal rigor, rhythmical cadence, fixed rhyme scheme, lyrical intonation,
experiential nature of the content. Because of this, his poetry might be considered
anachronistic in comparison to the Modernist / Symbolist current that was representative
of the Western and Russian literary canon at the time when Nabokov was known as Sirin

and identified himself as a poet. However, this is true only in part.
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In his memoir Speak, Memory (1967), Nabokov describes the moment when the
creative spark was lit for the very first time and “the numb of fury verse-making”** finally
overcame his senses. The author does not mention the title of his first poem. Anyway, its

description seems to allude to Dozhd’ proletel:

the storm passed quickly. The rain, which had been a mass of violently
descending water wherein the trees writhed and rolled, was reduced all at one
to oblique lines of silent gold breaking into short and long dashes against a
background of subsiding vegetable agitation. Gulfs of voluptuous blue were
expanding between great clouds — heap upon heap of pure white and purplish
gray, lepota (Old Russian for “stately beauty”), moving myths, gouache and
guano, among the curves of which one could distinguish a mammary allusion or
a death mask of a poet. [...] A moment later my first poem began. What
touched it off? I think I know. Without any wind blowing, the sheer weight of a
raindrop, shining in parasitic luxury on a cordate leaf, caused its tip to dip, and
what looked like a globule of quicksilver performed a sudden glissando down
the center vein, and then, having shed its bright load, the relieved leaf unbent.
Tip, leaf, dip, relief — the instant it all took to happen seemed to me not so much
a fraction of time as a fissure in it, a missed heartbeat, which was refunded at
once by a patter of rhymes: I say “patter” intentionally, for when a gust of wind
did come, the trees would briskly start to drip all together I as crude an
imitation of the recent downpour as the stanza I was already muttering

resembled the shock of wonder I had experienced when for a moment heart and

leaf had been one.56

The excerpt describes a scene of harmonious correspondence between nature and
the human self. Creative inspiration is the answer to the surrounding environment which,
in its turn, gets in tune with the rhythm of the poet’s thoughts, the modulation of his
rhymes, according to the Romantic correspondence between outer fluctuations and inner
feelings. The verses, however, manifest a certain attention towards symbolic details.
“Serezhki” and “zhemchug” turn nature into an allegory: if in Lomonosov the source of
inspiration is initially recognized in the aurora and then gradually transferred from an

impersonal female figure to the sovereign, Nabokov's first verses are similarly ignited by a

% Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 542.
% Ibidem, 543.
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nature that is, like a woman, adorned by jewels. Though still referring back to
Romanticism, Nabokov goes beyond its limits and ventures out in that forest of
correspondences where smells, sounds and colours reverberate into each other:57 “that
summer | was still far too young to evolve any wealth of “cosmic synchronization” (to
quote my philosopher again). But I did discover, at least, that a person hoping to become a
poet must have the capacity of thinking of several things at a time.”® A very similar
definition 1is given in his essay 7 he Art of Literature and Commondsense, where the creative
process is described as “a sudden live image constructed in a flash out of dissimilar units

which are apprehended all at once in a stellar explosion of the mind.”” Or, again,

the idea of sequence does not really exist as far as the author is concerned.
Sequence arises only because words have to be written one after the other on
consecutive pages, just as the reader’s mind must have time to go through the
book, at least the first time he reads it. Time and sequence cannot exist in the
author’s mind because no time element and no space element had ruled the

. . . 1 o« . 60
nitial vision.

What Nabokov states about his “cosmic synchronization” is not very far from

French Symbolist poet Charles Baudelaire’s definition of barbarie:

je veux parler d'une barbarie inévitable, synthétique, enfantine, qui reste
souvent visible dans un art parfait (mexicaine, égyptienne ou ninivite), et qui
dérive du besoin de voir les choses grandement, de les considérer surtout dans
'effet de leur ensemble. [...] Il s’établit alors un duel entre la volonté de tout
voir, de ne rien oublier, et la faculté de la mémoire qui a pris I'habitude
d’absorber vivement la couleur générale et la silhouette, l'arabesque du contour.
Un artiste ayant le sentiment parfait de la forme, mais accoutumé a exercer

surtout sa mémoire et son imagination, se trouve alors comme assailli par une

5 Charles Baudelaire, “Correspondances,” in Les fleurs du mal, ed. M. Jacques Crépet (Paris: Louis Conard,
1922), 17. Konstantin Bal'mont translated it in Russian as Sootvetstviya (1912).

58 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 544. The philosopher in question is a figment of Nabokov’s imagination. “Vivian
Bloodmark” is one of the anagrams Nabokov derives from his own name and uses to increase his polynomial
and, consequently, authoritative presence.

% Vladimir Nabokov, “The Art of Literature and Commonsense,” in Lectures on Literature, ed. Fredson Bowers
(San Diego: Harcourt, 1982), 379.

% Ibidem, 379-380.
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émeute de détails, qui tous demandent justice avec la furie d'une foule

amoureuse d’égalité absolue.®!

It is in this very anarchy of details that Nabokov wants his readers to get lost, freed
of any kind of subordination or hierarchical principle. This is what happens with Dozhd’
proletel as well: in Speak, Memory Nabokov dates the poem back to 1914 whereas in Poemos

and Problems and Al'manach “Dva puti” the date is 1917. Mariya Malikova has defined

Nabokov’s inconsistency as a form of double exposition that allows him to actively

intervene on his autobiographical account through overimposed layers of self-falsification:

sanecb HabokoB wucnonbsyer xapakTepHBbIA [Uisi HEro MOJTUKHM JBOHHOM
OKCHO3ULIMU:  BIEYATIEHUE,  IOCAYXXMBLIEE  TOJIYKOM K  COYHMHEHUIO
CTUXOTBOPEHUS, MO3BOJSET WAeHTUPUIMPOBATb €ro He C TPagUIMOHHON
POMaHTHYECKOH aJsierueif, anocTpodupyoleil yCI0BHY0 BO3IOOIEHHY0, a CO
cruxorBopenvem 1917 ropma «[loxxap mnposeren», cambim  paHHUM U3

63
BKJIIOUABIINXCS Ha6OKOBbIM B C60PHI/IKI/I.

Hence, we can presume that Nabokov might have merged two different
experiences, that of the writing of the first poem in 1914 and that of the first overwhelming

inspiration in 1917, in order to produce a coherently improved self-projection, as suggested

by Paul Morris:

in Nabokov’s chapter-length retelling, the poem is essential as a sign of his
awakening into an exceptionally privileged form of consciousness, the
consciousness of the artist-poet. Essentially, Nabokov identifies poetic creation
as an epistemological enterprise, the expression of a fundamental impulse to
apprehend the surrounding environment, and then to recast it according to the

. . . . . . 64
inclinations of the poet’s imagination.

6! Charles Baudelaire, “Le peintre de la vie moderne,” in (Buvres complétes de Charles Baudelaire, vol. 3, L'art
romantigue (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1887), 74-75.

52 “In order to reconstruct the summer of 1914, when the numb fury of verse-making first came over me, all I
really need is to visualize a certain pavilion.” Nabokov, Speak, HMemory, 542.

63 Mariya Malikova, "Zabytyy poet,” in Vladimir Nabokov, Stikhotvoreniya, ed. Mariya Malikova (Sankt-
Peterburg: Akademicheskiy proekt, 2002), 7.

%4 Paul Morris, “Vladimir Nabokov and the Surprise of Poetry: Reading the Critical Reception of Nabokov’s

Poetry and “The Poem” and “Restoration”,” Connotations 15, no. 1-3 (2005/2006): 46.
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On the other hand, the Symbolist concept of barbaric emerges in Nabokov not only
in the form of contradictory statements, but also through a thick web of correspondences.
In Dozhd’ proletel, as in Lomonosov’s “Skhodyashchey s pol’...,” we can detect a declaration of
poetics, a short descriptive composition where each verse is a step down to the ultimate
source of the creative impulse. As Yana Pogrebnaya states, “Bce TBOpuectso Habokosa
NPOHU3aHO CTPEMJIEHMEM BEPHYTbCSl K Hadyasly, pasrajaTh HPOLLIOE, OCTABUTH €ro «IIpH
cebe»."*

Then if Lomonosov’s inspiration comes from a woman, namely the Russian
Empress, the presence of “rumyanyy,” “serezhki” and “zhemchug” in Dozhd” proletel also
reveals the allusion to a female entity. In Poems and Problems, the poem is followed by a brief
note. There, Nabokov explains the origins of such a peculiar expression, “letit dozhd’,” “rain

).

is flying”,” as “borrowed by the author from an old gardener (described in Speak, HMemory,

Chapter Two et passim) who applied it to light rain soon followed by sunshine.” In the
second chapter of Speak, Memory we find the following description of an intense rainfall at

Vyra, that “unreal estate” where Nabokov spent part of his childhood. Dmitri is “the

smallest and oldest of [the] gardeners:"*

and sometimes a prodigious cloudburst would cause us to huddle under a
shelter at the corner of the court while old Dmitri would be sent to fetch
umbrellas and raincoats from the house. A quarter of an hour later he would

reappear under a mountain of clothing in the vista of the long avenue which as

% Yana Pogrebnaya, Plot’ poezii ( prizrak prozrachnoy prozy. Lirika V. V. Nabokova: Monografiya (Moskva: Flinta,
2016), 18. The quotation is taken from Vladimir Nabokov, Sobraniye sochineniy: V 4 t., vol. 4, ed. Viktor
Erofeev (Moskva: Pravda, 1991), 171.

% Nabokov, Poemds and problems, 19. Nabokov's italics.

57 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 387. Notice the wordplay with the English expression “real estate”.

% Yana Pogrebnaya considers Egor to be the old gardener. In the Russian version, Drugiye berega, that
Pogrebnaya quotes, Dmitri is not mentioned. Nevertheless, Nabokov might have referred to his most recent
autobiography, namely the English Speak, Memory, in his 1971 note to Dozhd’ proletel. It seems even more likely
when we take into account the fact that Dmitri is mentioned in that very same second chapter where the

episode of the rainfall and the creative spark are narrated.
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he advanced would regain its leopard spots with the sun blazing anew and his

huge burden unneeded. 69

Nabokov’s memory of the rain is closely linked to that of his mother who loved
picking mushrooms despite adverse weather conditions. This is how the writer observes
her coming back from one of her frequent walks: “she would be seen emerging from the
nebulous depth of a park alley, her small figure cloaked and hooded in greenish-brown
wool, on which countless droplets of moisture made a kind of mist all around her.””” The
ﬁgure of Nabokov’s mother and the surrounding nature merge into each other to the point
that the woman, her head covered under a green and brown hood, becomes herself a part
of it, her distant shape and colours reminding those of a mushroom. The poem By/ krupnyy
dozhd’. Lazur’ ( shire [ zhivey... [There Was an Insistent Rain. The Sky Is Wider and More
Lively..., 1921) plays with the same — though inversed — simile in verse 8: “u cxkpomno
rpub crout, kak Toscteii uenoseuexk” ' [and meekly stands a mushroom, like a corpulent
person].

In the author’s memoir Nabokov’s mother is a recurring presence. On one occasion
we can peer at her proudly showing off her jewels and family treasures to her child’s

fascinated eyes:

sometimes, in our St. Petersburg house, from a secret compartment in the wall
of her dressing room (and my birth room), she would produce a mass of jewelry
for my bedtime amusement. | was very small then, and those flashing tiaras and
chokers and rings seemed to me hardly inferior in mystery and enchantment to
the illumination in the city during imperial fétes, when, in the padded stillness
of a frosty night, giant monograms, crowns, and other armorial designs, made
of colored electric bulbs — sapphire, emerald, ruby — glowed with a kind of
charmed constraint above snow-line cornices on housefronts along residential

72
streets.

% Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 389.

70 Ibidem, 390.

71 Nabokov, Vladimir. “Byl krupny_y dozhd’. Lazur’ i shire 1 zhivey. .., in Stikhotvoreniya, 238.
72 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 382.
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Saint Petersburg is transfigured into a woman whose beauty is adorned with
precious stones — an empress in her regal attire. Through the intimate memory of his
mother, Nabokov rediscovers that of his native country, of Saint Petersburg and Vyra. The
“serezhki” pending from willow branches and the “zhemchug” dropped from the leaf
reawaken the memory of his mother and that of his land. Nature nourishes Nabokov’s
memory in a sort of Wordsworthian recollection in tranquility. This is how the writer

describes the process of his (first) experience of versification:

the throb of some utterly irrelevant recollection (a pedometer I had lost) was
released from a neighboring brain cell, and the savor of the grass stalk I was
chewing mingled with the cuckoo’s note and the fritillary’s takeoff, and all the
while I was richly, serenely aware of my own manifold awareness. [...] and 1
picked up the thread of my poem. [...] The fervor I had been trying to render

took over again and brought its medium back to an illusory life.”

”» . .
“Inss HabokoBa >ke «BOCOMHMHaHUE» U «HAIOMUHaHUe» O Jo6Bu,” writes Boris

74

Nabokov distinguishes two different types of

. »”,
Averln, “_ IIo4YTr BCE TBOPYECTBO.

inspiration, as suggested in Russian language: vostorg and vdokhbnoveniye.

the Russian language which otherwise is comparatively poor in abstract terms,
supplies definitions of two types of inspiration, vostorg and vdokhnoventie, which
can be paraphrased as “rapture” and “recapture.” The difference between them
is mainly of a climatic kind, the first being hot and brief the second cool and
sustained. [...] the pure flame of vostorg, initial rapture, [...] has no conscious
purpose in view but [...] is all-important in linking the breaking up of the old
world with the building up of the new one. When the time is ripe and the writer
settles down to the actual composing of his book, he will rely on the second
serene and steady kind of inspiration, vdokhnovente, the trusted mate who helps

to recapture and reconstruct the world.”

73 Ibidem, 547.
7 Boris Averin, “Nabokov i nabokoviana,” in V. V. Nabokov: Pro et contra, vol. 1, 846.
7> Nabokov, “The Art of Literature and Commonsense,” 378. Nabokov's italics.
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Memories require ¢dochnoveniye. They demand to be acted upon, they stay in the
writer’s mind so that the world can be “reconstructed” by him through the gesture of
writing. In the act of “napominaniye” [mention] there is, above all, the chance given by

time to be remembered thus feeding imagination, as Gennady Barabtarlo claims:

memory was for [Nabokov] the only, yet conclusive, evidence of one’s own
place in time, and thus a necessary but sufficient means of feeding the
imagination that informs the space of consciousness, prodding, steering, and
improving one’s memory. If we invest the word “imagination” with the artificial
sense of “creating images,” we can arrive at a familiar Nabokovian postulate
that the grafting of memory onto imagination and the infusion of imagination
into memory is not only a condition of art but perhaps also its cryptic essence, if
art is to be understood as man’s attempt to imitate the creative force of his

76
Creator.

Averin agrees when he asserts that “Ha6okos, kak u Bynun [...] wacto oano u To
>Ke coDbITHe mepenaeT ABaXkAbl. BHauase kak HeNoCpeACTBEHHO MPOUCXOASILEE, a 3aTeM
noBTOpSIOLIeecs: B BocromuHaHuu.””

Memories, creative imagination and artistic research are synthesized in Nabokov'’s
verses, where the past is constantly revivified through words. It is no coincidence that
Dozhd’ proletel | The Rain Has Flown opens the self-translated collection of Poems and Problems:
“camo cruxorBopenne «[oxnp nposeren» mia Habokosa B 1970 romy, Bo Bpemsa
coctaBnenus cbopuuxa «Poems and Problems», 6vu10 moctom B «motycroponHOCTH», B
HaBCErza yTpadeHHoe MpOIIoe: MUpP AeTCTBA, oHOCTH U pommuel.”’® From mere material
immanence, be it nature or artificial objects, Nabokov derives his autobiographical
meditations consistently broadening the borders of his own personal experience towards

philosophical and reflective horizons and eventually envisaging, even further than that, the

possibility for metaphysical contemplations. This progression has been called

76 Gennady Barabtarlo, “Nabokov’s Trinity (On the movement of Nabokov’s themes),” in Nabokov and Hus
Fiction. New Perapectives, ed. Julian Connolly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 134.
7 Averin, “Nabokov 1 nabokoviana,” 855.

78 Pogrebnaya, Plot’ poezii i prizrak prozrachnoy prozy, 16.
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“trekhmernyy” [“trinitarian system”] by Barabtarlo: “HaGokos [...] usobpen csoro
cucmemy, B KOTOPOH TOYHOE OMMCAaHUE BOCIPUHMMAeMOH AAHHOCTU He MPOCTO BeleT K
BBICIUMM M Oosiee C0KHBIM asam XyAOYKECTBEHHOIO WUCCJIEOBAHUs, HO W SIBJISETCS
HEOOXOIMMbBIM U HENPEMEHHO IMpe/BAPUTENbHbIM YCIOBHE BO3MOKHOIO B JajbHEHIIEM
meradusiaeckoro sxcriepumenta.”’” The importance of the causal link that lies at the basis

of any aesthetic process is again a lesson given to Nabokov by his mother:

to love with all one’s soul and leave the rest to fate, was the simple rule she
heeded. “Vot zapomni [now remember],” she would say in conspiratorial tones as
she drew my attention to this or that loved thing in Vyra — a lark ascending the
curds-and-whey sky of a dull spring day, heat lightning taking pictures of a
distant line of trees in the night, the palette of maple leaves on brown sand, a

small bird’s cuneate footprints on new snow.”

Any immanent object becomes a trace for the explorer of memory, an opportunity

for the mind to remember, to be inspired and create. As Nabokov phrases it,

the passage from the dissociative stage to the associative one is thus marked by
a kind of spiritual thrill which in English is very loosely termed inspiration. A
passerby whistles a tune at the exact moment that you notice the reflection of a
branch in a puddle which in its turn, and simultaneously, recalls a combination
of damp green leaves and excited birds in some old garden, and the old friend,
long dead, suddenly steps out of the past, smiling and closing his dripping
umbrella. The whole thing lasts one radiant second and the motion of
impressions and images is so swift that you cannot check the exact laws which
attend their recognition, formation, and fusion — why this pool and not any
pool, Why this sound and not another — and how exactly are all those parts
correlated; it is like a jigsaw puzzle that instantly comes together in our brain
with the brain itself unable to observe how and why the pieces fit, and you

experience a shuddering sensation of wild magic, of some inner resurrection, as

7 Barabtarlo, “Troichnoye nachalo u Nabokova. Ubeditel'noye dokazatel’stvo,” 210-211. Barabtarlo’s
English version: “Nabokov [...] evolved a system in which precise description of the outward reality not only
leads to higher and more complex phases of exploration by artistic means but is a required precondition for
any philosophical or theosophical experiment.” Barabtarlo, “Nabokov’s Trinity (On the movement of
Nabokov’s themes),” 121, 124. Barabtarlo’s italics.
80 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 387. Nabokov’s italics.
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if a dead man were revived by a sparkling drug which has been rapidly mixed

: 81
In our presence.

If memory awakens the past, inspiration draws the writer to the future, “it is the
past and the present and the future (your book) that come together in a sudden flash; thus
the entire circle of time is perceived, which is another way of saying that time ceases to
exist.””” Self-translation is but a way, perhaps the most profound, to let oneself be carried
back to the past when the original text was written and make it coexist with the present.
Ultimately, self-translated poems are given the chance to live again in another language,
another culture, another milieu that will hopefully grant them a longer future.

They rarely constitute the justification for improvement — where and if needed —
though. Sometimes changes can be barely perceptible. Yet in 7he Rain Has Flown they
acquire a meaningful value in the light of what has been discussed so far. On the phonic
level, the English self-translation increases the impression of raindrops falling over leaves
(as they continue doing after rain) through the quick succession of monosyllabic words in
the opening and in the closing lines; this, together with the increasing rhyme in the second
stanza, testifies the poet’s growing sense of identification with the natural environment and
its power to evoke an emotive response on his part. The variation of the meter and the
loosening of the rhythm give the poem a more contemporary taste and allow it to be
assimilated by English speaking readers. The use of the verb “tread” and the tense choices
give the poem a more pensive self-absorbed tone and protract the time span of the
descripted scene by extending the consequences of the past right into the present of the
meditative writing and (re)reading in a constant flow of recollections. Moreover, avoiding
continuous predicates, the cyclic, seasonal nature of actions becomes more evident.

Memories allow Nabokov to trace back the “red path” and walk along it anytime, by virtue

81 Nabokov, “The Art of Literature and Commonsense,” 377.
82 Ibidem, 378. Nabokov's italics.
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of the creative impulse. The reference to the “pearl” is still evocative enough to the

attentive reader.

In 1830 Fedor Tyutchev wrote the poem Uspokoyeniye [Appeasement]:

Literal translation

'posa npomua — emme Kypsich, Jexan The storm (has) passed by. Still smoking, lay
Bhicokuii ay6, mepyHaMy cpayKeHHBII, Atthe tall oak, stroke down by (the) thunders,

U cusbiii npim ¢ BeTBeil ero beskan And a/the blue—gray smoke from the branches escaped
TTo 3ener, rpo3OI0 OCBEIKEHHOIA. Through the green, refreshed by the storm.

A yX 7aBHO, 3By4Hee U TOHEIl, And already long ago, louder and fuller,

[epHaTBIX MeCH 110 polie pasianacs The song of (the) feathered (birds) in the grove (has)
U pajyra KOHIOM yTH CBOEit resounded/was resounding

B sesenpie Bepumnb ynepaacs.® And a/the rainbow with the end of its arch

In the green crests (has) set/was setting.

Tyutchev’s Uspokoyeniye has much in common with Nabokov's Dozhd” proletel,
starting from the incipit. Like the former, the hemistich “groza proshla” contains a weather
phenomenon, though more intense. It also associates it with a verb of movement
introduced by the prefix “pro-,” which highlights a dynamic passage. The link between the

two poems is also attested by Nabokov’s 1944 English translation:

The storm withdrew, but Thor had found his oak,
and there it lay magnificently slain,
and from its limbs a remnant of blue smoke

spread to bright trees repainted by the rain —

— while thrush and oriole made haste to mend
their broken melodies throughout the grove,
upon the crests of which was propped the end

of a virescent rainbow edged with mauve.®

8 Fedor Tyutchev, “Uspokoyeniye (“Groza proshla — eshche kuryas’, lezhal...”),” in Polnoye sobraniye
atikhotvorenty, ed. A. A. Nikolaev (Leningrad: Sovetskiy pisatel’, 1987), 87.

8 First in: The Russian Review 4, no. 1, (1944): 45; then in: Vladimir Nabokov, trans., Three Russian poels
(Norfolk (CT): New Directions, 1944), 36 and in: Vladimir Nabokov, trans., Pushkin, Lermontov, Tyutchey
(London: Lindsay Drummond, 1947), 55.
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Nabokov’s version, preserves the iambic pentameter and the alternate rhyme
scheme. His voice nonetheless intrudes when it comes to the content. The original “perun”
is reminiscent of the Slavic pagan god of thunders. To a Russian ear the noun used by
Tyutchev is intensely evocative: it comes from the same Indo-European root (porats) of bit’
[beat], porazhat’ [strike] and the flower perunika [iris] for its deep violet colour,® which
resonates in Nabokov’s “mauve” tint of the last verse. Nabokov’s version makes the
reference explicit and substitutes it with its Norse equivalent, Thor, whose name equally
shares its etymology with the English thunder mediated through the Old English thunor.®
The god strikes an oak, a tree traditionally associated with Perun and Thor in both Slavic
and German mythology. Nabokov, though, enhances the violence of the scene giving the
oak human “limbs” instead of Tyutchev’s neutral “vetvi.” The oak thus becomes a “slain”
human corpse, not just a “srazhennyy” tree. Like in Dozhd’ proletel, the grove is “repainted”
by the rain.

Tyutchev's presence in Dozhd” pm[ete[ can be detected in its structure. Nabokov’s
poem duplicates the two quatrains and the alternate rhyme scheme of Uapo/coyeniye. Yet
Tyutchev’s poem, contrary to Nabokov’s, moves its focus from the particular (“dub,”
“pernatykh”) to the more general (“po zeleni,” “v zelenyye vershiny”). While Tyutchev
shows how the self is absorbed in the surrounding space by removing the poet’s presence
altogether, Nabokov puts the subject at the centre of the scene (“idu” / “I tread”) and
shows how the lyric voice is able to detect hidden assonances between his own thoughts
and the wordless yet meaningful utterances of nature. Even more importantly, though, the
original “pernatyye” is exemplified in the pair of “thrush and oriole.” Nabokov’s choice of
words, again, may not be casual at all. The thrush is a rather symbolic bird in English

language poetry. In both Keats’s Romantic What the Thrush Said (1818) and Hardy's late-

8 Etimologicheskiy slovar’ Fasmera.
86 Online Oxford Dictionary.
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Victorian The Darkling Thrush (1900) the bird inspires hope and optimism. On the other
hand, the Russian word for “oriole,” “ivolga,” is common in Russian poetry. In Sergey
Esenin it becomes the metaphor for the “toska veselaya” [cheerful melancholy]. In Anna

Akhmatova it develops into a full premonition of sadder times to come:

Literal translations

[Tnaver rpme-To MBosTa, CXOPOHSACH B An/the oriole cries/is crying somewhere, hiding
AYILIO. in a hollow.
Tonbko mHe He mIadercs — Ha Aylue Only I won'’t cry — in the/my soul there is light.
ceerio.®
S capiury vBosrM Beerna nevaabHbIA 1OJI0C I hear the oriole’s always mournful voice
U nera meImmHOro MpUBETCTBYIO yiiep6® And of the luxuriant summer I welcome the
loss

Similarly, in Nabokov’s version of Tyutchev’s Uspokoyeniye the orioles are caught
“mending” their “broken songs.” Furthermore, in the light of his Dozhd’ prolete/, Nabokov’s
specification in “thrush and oriole” acquires an extremely significant value. While the
thrush might be used as a naturalizing element to the average Anglophone reader, the
oriole is rather foreignising for its less frequent presence in English language poetry. What
Nabokov might have done is in fact to insert a reference to his Dozhd’ proletel through the
addition of the “oriole.” This cross reference would thus hint at Tyutchev’s poem as a
possible source for Nabokov’s inspiration to compose Dozhd’ proletel. This seems to be the

case. In his Russian novel Dar [The Gift, 1937-1938] Nabokov describes a fleeting rainfall

followed by the appearance of a rainbow:

Clie JeraJa OOXKAb, a yXKe nodBujiach, C HeyJ’IOBPIMOﬁ BHE3AaITHOCTBIO aHreJia,
paayra: cama I10 ce6e, OHa mnoBHCJIa 3a CKOIIE€HHbIM IIOJEM, HaAd H IIepen
AaJIEKMM JIECKOM, OJHa [O0Jis1 KOTOPOTI'o, ApO2Ka, IIpoCBe€4YMBaJia CKBO3b HEE.
PelIKI/Ie CTpEJibl AO0XKAs1, YTPATUBIICIO U CTPOI'jI, "n BEC, 1 CHOC06HOCTb LHIyMEThb,

HEBIIOIIa[, TaK M CdK BCIIBIXMBAJI Ha COJIHIE. B OMBITOM H66e, Cudsd BCEMU

% Sergey Esenin, “Vytkalsya na ozere alyy svet zari...” in Polnoye sobraniye sochineniy: V 7 t, vol. 1,
Stikhotvoreniya, ed. Ju. L. Prokushev (Moskva: Nauka, 1995), 28.

8 Anna Akhmatova, “Ya slyshu ivolgi vsegda pechal'nyy golos...,” in Izbrannoye, ed. 1. K. Sushilin (Moskva:
Prosveshcheniye, 1993),18.

51



no,apo6HOCT${MI/I Yy AOBUIHO-CJI0XKHON JIETIKH, n3-3a

o 89
BOPOHOTO O6JIaKa BbINPAacCTbhIBAJIOCH O6JIaKO ynoumTeJapbHOU 6eJII/13HI)I.

The protagonist’s father, whose expedition is being narrated, exclaims: “ny sor,
nporwio! " Then, having climbed on the top of a hill, he enters into a rainbow: “munas
mosl O6pasuuk snuseiickux kpacok! Oren omnaskaer, B Oppoce, mogHMmasch mocie
IpO3bI Ha XOJIM, HEHAPOKOM BOLIEJ B OCHOBY Paayry, — peuaiiunii ciryuaii! — u oqytuics B
IBETHOM BOBJyXe, B UTpaiolnem orue, yaro B pawo. Crenan emte mar — u 13 past soimes.”
As Pogrebnaya maintains, the passage opening the second chapter of Dar might be
interpreted as an intertextual reference to Dozhd’ pr’olete[ and, through that, to the
autobiographical episode told in Speak, Memory.”” After all, Nabokov considered himself a

“specialist in such dull literary lore as autoplagiarism.” Moreover, in 1918 Nabokov must

have had Tyutchev’s poem in mind already, when writing Poale grozy [ After a/the Storm]:

Bce pesxe, pesxe Biaa>kHbIi 3BOH;
KOH-I/le CBeTyIeeT HEOOCKIIOH;
OTXOJAT Ty4U IPO3OBbIE,
>KeMYY>KHbIM Kpaem 0opoa/st
[IPOCBETBHI MBILIHO-TOLYObIE,

Y IaJIAa0T JIyYU KOCBIE

94
CKBO3b 30JIOTYI0 CE€Tb NOXK/Is1.

Tyutchev resonates in words denoting weather, such as “groza” [storm] and
“nebosklon” [rainbow], as well as in colours, with “pyshno-golubyye” [fluffy light blue].
These are mixed with Nabokov’s use of “vlazhnyy” [humid], “dozhd” [rain],

“zhemchuzhnyy” [pearl-like] and “zolotuyu” [golden], as in Dozhd’ proletel.

8 Vladimir Nabokov, “Dar,” in Dar, Priglasheniye na kazn’, Drugiye berega, Vesna v Fial'te, ed. Vadim Stark
(Moskva: Slovo, 1999), 59.

9 Ibidem.

! Tbidem.

92 Pogrebnaya, Plot’ poezii { prizrak prozrachnoy prozy, 13.

% Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 383.

9 Nabokov, “Posle grozy,” in Stikhotvoreniya, 93.
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In 1914 Osip Mandel’shtam composed Ravnodenstviye [Equinox]. There the songs of
orioles in the woods correspond to the vowel sounds in verses: “ects uBoaru B secax, u
riIacHbIX fosrota / B TOHWMYECKMX cTuxax eauHcrBeHHas mepa.” Here again poetry and
nature imitate each other in a continuous web of reciprocal references. Their
harmonization triumphs in line 5, where the verb ziyat’ [to gape] indicates the sun rising up
while also evoking the noun zyaniye [hiatus], pertaining poetics. The polysemic nature of

Mandel’shtam’s lexicon is similar to that of Nabokov’s Dozhd’ proletel and later verses.

Nabokov’s poetry is a continuous attempt at recovering his past and, through that,
the Russia he remembers. “For Nabokov,” John Burt Foster asserts, “the emphasis should
fall on the subsequent effort of will required to extract and develop the fortuitous spark of
connection between buried past and oblivious present.””” Memory is at the very core of
Nabokov’s versification, both as the sum of individual experiences as well as the
conglomerate of shared, collective knowledge preserved through literary texts. His verses
are informed by other poets not just as the result of an unconscious mnemonic process but
more as the product of a determinate wish to reminisce and be aware of the present
through the memory of the past. This is the force that drives Nabokov’s translations, where
intervention is but a way to draw the source text towards the ultimate English reader:
though retaining the foreignising elements of the original, Nabokov lets his own voice be
heard in other poets’ words. The translated text acquires meaning as a fraction of the past
on which the translator impresses his own stamp in the form of his poetic conscience. Thus,
translation allows verses to live within a new present. Sirin, however, is treated differently.
His own memories being still vivid in his mind at the moment of self-translation, Nabokov

choses to preserve his self-translation as close to the Russian original as he possibly can.

% John Burt Jr Foster, “Nabokov and Modernism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Nabokov, ed. John W.
Connolly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 97.
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The result, though showing a certain degree of attention towards the Anglophone
audience, is hardly naturalizing to the target reader. Nevertheless changes and variations
do happen. In Dozhd’ pm/e[e/, as demonstrated above, the_y enhance the value of some
acoustic features, giving prominence to the intricate web of correspondences, and

accentuate the meditative nature of the poem by acting upon the predicative components.

1917 was the year Nabokov, by his own admission, first felt the urge of his creative
impulse. 1917 was the year Russia was upset by the impetus of the Revolution. By then
Symbolism was coming to an end while avant-garde poets were reaching their utmost
popularity. Nabokov’s structured verse sounded already anachronistic, imbued as it was
with outmoded sounds and timeworn pace. Still, to a young poet it must have been the only
weapon against the building tension. Cadenced recurrence against time quickly moving
forward. Order against chaos.

Self-translated poems are but another exercise in self-discipline. Form and content
are often at conflict. Should the former be sacrificed in order to preserve the latter?
Nabokov seems to give a positive answer in the foreword to Poems and Problems, when he
writes: “whenever possible, I have welcomed rhyme, or its shadow; but I have never
twisted the tail of a line for the sake of consonance; and the original measure has not been
kept if readjustments of sense had to be made for its sake.”®

The Rain Has Flown proves Nabokov’s point: only one rhyme survives, rhythm is
adapted to the target context, content 1s faithfull_y reproduced. And yet even the most

97

“Incorruptible translator”™ must come to a compromise, especially when “englishing [his]

own verse.”” Involuntary changes and necessary adjustments are inevitable when

% Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 14.

%7 The words are taken from Nabokov’s 1952 poem Rimes (Berg Collection, see: Malikova, “Zabytyy poet,”
41-42).

% Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 14.
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venturing up the steep cliff of verse translation. Even more so when a poet is required or
wishes to give his poems another chance. “Like a potentate swearing allegiance to his own
self or a conscientious priest blessing his own bathwater,”” a self-translating poet is fully
aware of the creative process behind his’her work. Self-translation is a game of chess with

one’s own self. Each move a possible gain, each choice a potential loss.

% Ibidem.
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THESIS
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1. MHAYE I'OBOP4 / IN OTHER WORDS

On Intertextuality

Interpretation takes over at the very point where the text

would seem closest to an objective recording.

Michael Riffaterre, Intertextual Representation: On Mimests as

Dy 100
Interpretive Discourse.

In 1926, while living in Berlin, Nabokov wrote the verses of Ut pictura poesis, a poem
he dedicated to the Russian painter Mstislav Dobuzhinskiy (1875-1957), who, during his

Russian childhood, had also happened to be his drawing teacher.

Literal translation'*

Bocnomunanse, octpbiii 1y, Recollection, sharp ray,

npeo0Opasy Moe U3THAHbE, transfigure my exile,

[IPOH3U MEHSs, BOCIIOMUHAHbE pierce me, recollection

o bapykax H6T6p6prCKI/IX Ty4 of the barges of Saint Petersburg storm-clouds
B HeGECHBIX BETPEHbIX MPOCTOPAX, in the celestial windy expanses,

0 3aKOyJIOUHBIX 3abopax, of the alleyway fences,

0 106pbix Muuax ¢onapeii... of the dear faces of headlamps...

] nommnio, Han Hesoit moeit I remember, on my Neva

ObIBaIM CyMepKH, KaK LIOPOX there used to be such twilights, like the rustle
Tymyromux Kapanaamei.'"! of shading pencils.

190 Michael Riffaterre, “Intertextual Representation: On Mimesis as Interpretive Discourse,” Critical Enqguiry
11, no. 1 (September 1984): 159.
1% Nabokov, “Ut pictura poesis,” in Stikhotvoreniya, 306.
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The opening word, “vospominaniye” [recollection], condensates the most relevant

of Dobuzhinskiy’s teachings, as remembered by Nabokov in his adult years:

he made me depict from memory, in the greatest possible detail, objects that I
had certainly seen thousands of times without visualizing them properly: a
street lamp, a postbox, the tulip design on the stained glass of our front door.
He tried to teach me to find the geometrical coordinations between the slender
twigs of a leafless boulevard tree, a system of visual give-and-takes, requiring a
precision of linear expression, which I failed to achieve in my youth, but

applied gratefully [...] to certain camera lucida needs of literary composition.'”

In the first stanza of Ut pictura poests, memories of Russia are alluded to in the list of
“tuch[i],” “nebesn[yye] prostor[y],” “zakoulochn[yye] zabor[y]” and “lits[a] fonarey.” The
technique of enumeration confers to hypothyposis a sharper rhythm and an increased
degree of vividness through rapid and not necessarily logical shifts. “Elenco. Ecco una
tecnica che indubbiamente conduce all’evocazione di immagini spaziali senza creare

"% to use Umberto Eco’s words. The absence of predicates contributes to the

pertinenze,”
timelessness of the picture, ever present in the author’s mind. As made clear in the second
P P

stanza, the sequence of recollections is sparked by a painting. The scenes are so lively that

the poet feels almost compelled to jump into the painting:

Literal translation
Bce o10 sxuBonmcer miuaBHbLA All this a/the graceful painter
[epeio MHOIO Pa3BepPHY.I, in front of me was unfolding/unfolded,
U, KaXKEeTCsl, COBCEM HEAABHO and, it seems, quite recently
B JIMLIO MHE BTOT BETEP AYJI, on my face this wind was blowing,
M300paskeHHBIHA UM B JETyUnX [this wind] painted by him in the flying
OCEHHUX JIUCTHSIX, 3BIOKUX Ty4ax, autumn leaves, the loose storm-clouds,
Y MBI 110 HabepesKHOMH ryJs, and a rumble floated/was ﬂoating along the quay,
BO MIVIE KOJIOKOJIA TYAEIH — in the darkness the bells hummed/were humming —

22 An English version of the poem exists in Dmitriy Nabokov’s translation (Vladimir Nabokov, Collected
Poems (London: Penguin, 2013), 27). For the purpose of the present work, however, I have preferred a literal
version.

1% Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 435-436.

1% Umberto Eco, Sulla letteratura (Milano: Bompiani, 2002), 203.
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1056

co6opa MeOHbIe KayeJu... the brass swings of the cathedral...

The reader is given a visual representation of poet’s recollections through the
painting described by the poet himself. Memories unfold in front of the poet’s and the
reader’s eyes. The picture is so close to the poet’s mental images that he is taken over by it,
as suggested by the description of sensorial perceptions in “veter dul,” “gul,” “gudeli.” The
poet is ultimately engulfed by his nostalgic recollections, his retrospective attitude

metaphorically represented in his wish to jump into the painting:

Literal translation
Kaxkoit ram gBop 3HakoMBblii ecTs, What a familiar courtyard there s,
kaxue Tymb6wi! Xopomo 6b1 what curbstones! How good it would be
TyZAa MepeIlarHyTh, IPOJIE3Th, to walk in/jump there, to pass through,
Tam IMOCTOSITh, IA€ CHST cyrpo6m stand there, where snowdrifts sleep
U TUIOTHO CJIOXKEHBI IPOBa, and Woodpiles tightly stacked together,
WJIM [IOJL APKOM, Ha KaHaJe, or under the/an arch, on the/a canal,
rjie HEXKHO B KAMEHHOM OBaJie where fondly in the stone oval
CHUHEIOT KPENnOCTh 1 Hesa.'% the fortress and the Neva turn blue.

The enumerated details are now coupled with predicates: snowdrifts sleep,
Woodpﬂes are tightly stacked onto one another, the Peter and Paul fortress and the river
Neva turn blue. Natural and architectural elements are animated once the poet 1s able to
revisit them, though only briefly, in his mind.

Each of the three stanzas depicts a different tableau through a mue en scene: in the
first, the exiled poet mentally visualises and verbally evokes scenes from Saint Petersburg;
in the second, the observer’s perspective includes the painter, caught in the action of
painting the scenes recollected (and previously verbalised) by the poet; in the third and
final stanza, the poet projects himself into the picture as if osmotically absorbed in its fresh
paint. The three representations are juxtaposed as simultaneous: two of them develop in the

poet’s mind, one is being painted in reality. Yet the three stanzas shift across time: the first

1% Nabokov, “Ut pictura poesis,” 306.
196 Thidem.
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refers back to the past of childhood memories, the second moves to the present of the
painting, the third steps into the future of an envisioned paradoxical return to the past. The
result is a cyclic montage of visual impressions brought into focus through a structured
verbal composition. Visual art and poetry reciprocate each other: words describe the
painter’s strokes on the canvas, colours mimic memories survived and expressed in words.
Thus, the Horatian phrase contained in the title becomes a literal affirmation: through

visual art memory is restored and instilled in poetry.

Kak lyubi ya stikhi Gumileva [How 1 Loved Gumilev's Poems] was written many
years later, in 1972. There, Nabokov explicitly praises Nikolay Gumilev’s literary

production. The second, and last, stanza is originally enclosed in inverted commas:

«...M yMpy  He B JIeTHel Oecenke
OT 00>KOPCTBa U OT >Kaphl,
a ¢ HebecHOI 6abOUKOI B ceTKe

o 107
Ha B€pHIMHE NJVKOU I'OpPbI.»

What is presented by Nabokov as a direct quotation from Gumilev is, in point of
fact, a mimetic reproduction of the fourth stanza in Gumilev’s poem Ya ( 'y [Me and You,

19177:

W ympy st He Ha mocrenw,
ITpu Horapuyce u Bpaye,
AB KaKof/’I-HI/IG_yub OUKOM 1IEeJIH,

o 108
YTOHyBIHeI/I B I'yCTOM IIJIIOLIIE.

Nabokov reproduces the rhythm of the original verses and their rhyme scheme. The

first few words, “i umru ya ne,” are left unchanged to facilitate the reader’s process of

107 Vladimir Nabokov, “Kak lyubil ya stikhi Gumileva,”
http://lib.ru/NABOKOW/stihi.txt?iframe=true &width=900&height=450.

1% Nikolay Gumilev, “Ya i Vy,” in Polnoye sobraniye sochineniy v desyati tomakh, vol. 3, Stikhotvoreniya. Poemy
(1914-1918), ed. M. Basker et al. (Moskva: Voskresen'ye, 1999), 145.
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recognition. Some cases of homophony can be detected in the rhyming sounds: Gumilev’s
rhyming couple “vrache” - “plyushche” becomes Nabokov’s “besedke” - “setke,” where the
ending vowel is the same, though the original masculine rhyme becomes feminine, thus
resulting in the consequent reduction; similarly, Gumilev’s rhyme “zhary” - “gory” is
rendered by Nabokov into “posteli” - “shcheli,” where the vowel sound shifts to the front.
The symmetrical structure is also preserved by Nabokov: the second verse contains two
nouns connected by the coordinating conjunction “i,” the third verse opens with the
disjunctive “no,” the fourth morphs into a new setting, antithetical to that presented at the
beginning of the stanza. The content, however, is adapted to Nabokov’s own experience
through lexical permutations. While Gumilev is declaring his refusal to take part in the
prosaic (post-revolutionary Bolshevist) society, as represented in “postel’,” “notarius” and
“vrach,” Nabokov follows the same path stating he does not intend to die in the sterile
comfort of a “besedk[a],” of excessive “obzhorstv[o]” and oppressing “zhar[a],” but
pursuing his ambitions, metaphorically represented by a “babochk[a].” If Gumilev’s setting
is at first gloomy and then becomes exotic, the atmosphere in Nabokov’s verses similarly
moves from claustrophobic to lush. Both poets, however, use the attribute “dik[iy],” which
highlights their standing out as poets with an idiosyncratic voice, who would not conform
to the Bolshevist/Soviet regime. Moreover, Nabokov’s last verse reproduces Gumilev’s
vertical trajectory but inverts the direction of the movement: Gumilev falls into a crack in
the soil; Nabokov climbs on the top of a mountain. Through his poem, Nabokov is finally
able to redeem the poet’s aspiration towards distinctiveness. And he does so, almost

paradoxically, by mimicking Gumilev’s disillusioned verses.

Two rhetorical techniques draw poetry closer to preexisting texts. Mimesis, as a
form of imitatio, allows the poet to evoke somebody else’s presence in one’s own writing. In

Genette’s wording, imitation “displays on the same level imitations of turns from one
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language to another, from one state of (the same) language to another, from one author to
another; above all [...] it regroups figures which in their formal operation are not only
figures of construction strictly speaking but of syntax in the broad sense, of morphology, or
even (most of all) of Vocalbulary."109 In this case, however, poetry does not cross over the
borders of verbal articulation. Words might be quoted, rephrased or alluded to, still they
act upon a verbal source material.'"’

Ekphrasis, on the other hand, consists in a verbal depiction of non-verbal texts
(hypothyposis), namely images. In César Dumarsais’s classic definition, it is a form of
description where “on peint les faits dont on parle, come si ce quon dit étoit actué¢lement
devant les yeux, on montre, pour ainsi dire, ce qu'on ne fait que raconter; on done en

quelque sorte l'original pour la compie, les objects pour les tableaux.”'!" Testifying the

persistence of ekphrasis through to Postmodernism, Italo Calvino defines it as

»112 »113

“ A M .. “ . . . .
un mmpressione Visiva, costruzione a parole dl un'lmmaglne,

" where the readers’ perceptions are not mediated by their usual

“metarappresentazione”
sense of sight but introspectively evoked.

Both mimesis and ekphrasis are highly involving, they interact with their object in
absentia and require to actively participate in recognising, decoding, envisioning. They both
demand introjection on the reader’s part, evocative language on the writer’s. For this

reason, we may use Michael Riffaterre’s broad definition of intertextuality as opposed to

Intertext:

199 Gérard Genette, Palimpoests: Literature in the Second Degree (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997),
75. Genette does not consider imitation a trope per se: “imitation is not a figure but rather the mimetic function
accorded to any figure, provided only it lends itself to the process” (Ibidem).

10 For the purpose of the present analysis, the terms mimesis and ekphrasis are used to distinguish two
different types of intertextuality.

"' César Dumarsais, Les tropes, vol. 1, edited by M. Fontanier (Paris: Belin-le-Prieur, 1818), 151.

12 Eco, Sulla letteratura, 195.

' Ibidem, 213-214.

" Ttalo Calvino, Lezioni americane. Sei proposte per il prossimo millennio (Milano: Mondadori, 2002), 91.
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an intertext is a corpus of texts, textual fragments, or text like segments of the
sociolect that shares a lexicon and, to a lesser extent, a syntax with the text we
are reading (directly or indirectly) in the form of synonyms or, even conversely,
in the forms of antonyms. [...] In contrast, intertextuality is not just a
perception of homologues or the cultivated reader’s apprehension of sameness
or difference. Intertextuality is not a felicitous surplus, the privilege of a good
memory or a classical education. The term indeed refers to an operation of the
reader’s mind, but it is an obligatory one, necessary to any textual decoding.
Intertextuality necessarily complements our experience of textuality. It is the
perception that our reading of the text cannot be complete or satisfactory

without going through the intertext, that the text does not signify unless as a

function of a complementary or contradictory intertextual homologue.'"®

Art voiced in articulated sounds, verses moulded into new shapes and forms: poems
disclose new meanings embedded in a composite coexistence of texts or, in Lotman’s terms,
tekat v tekste [text within text]: “«rexcr B Tekcre» — aTo cneunduyeckoe puTopUUecKoe
IIOCTPOEHUE, NIPY KOTOPOM Pas/IM4Me B 3aKOAMPOBAHHOCTH PAa3HBIX YaCTel TEKCTa AeIaeTcst
BBISIBJIEHHbIM (DAKTOPOM aBTOPCKOTO MOCTPOEHUS U UYUTATENHCKOTO BOCHPHUATUS TEKCTA.
[...] Tekcr nmpuoGperaer 4epThl MOBBILIEHHON YCIOBHOCTH, MOJYEPKUBAETCS €r0 UIPOBOM
XapakTep: MPOHMYECKHU, MAPOIMHHBIN, TeaTPaTN30BAHHbBIA CMBICT U T. 1.

While Kak lyubil ya stikhi Gumileva operates on the level of a more explicit intertext
through imitation, a certain degree of intertextuality can be detected in Nabokov's Esbche
bezmolvtatvuyu / 1 Still Keep Mute. In L’lnconnue de la Seine, as in Ul pictura poesis, the poet
focuses on the aesthetics of representation while in Snimok / The Snapshot he concentrates
on mirroring and specular reproduction. What these poems have in common is their
intertextual potential. Nabokov makes use of different levels of intertextuality in order to

expand the limits of his own texts through, as Lotman would say, the distorting surface of

reﬂecting WOI‘dSI “Me)KW ABYyMsI TEKCTaAMM yCTaHaBJAMBACTCA 3€PKAJbHOCTH, HO TO, 4YTO

> Michael Riffaterre, “Intertextual Representation: On Mimesis as Interpretive Discourse,” 142-143.

1 Yuriy Lotman, “Tekst v tekste,” in Lzbrannyye stat’i v trekh tomakh, vol. 1, Stat’i po semiotike i tipologii kul’tury
(Tallin: Aleksandra, 1992), 155.
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KaXKeTCsd pe€ajibHbIM O6’beKTOM, BBICTYIIA€T JIMIIb KaK HCKAaXXE€HHOE€ OTpPpa>X€HHue€ TOoro, 4ro

17
Camo KasaJloCch OTpaskeHuem.”

1.1 Ewe 6esmonsemeyio / 1 Still Keep Mute

In 1944, writing about one of Russia’s most well known poets of the 19th century,
Nabokov stated: “his poetry [...] reveals (in the thirties!) elements which characterize the
fin de siécle renaissance of Russian poetry (also called decadence, also called symbolism —
the student ought not to bother much about these terms) which in its turns was partly
influenced by similar trends in French poetry.”''®

It is Fedor Tyutchev Nabokov is praising here. His Silentium, published in 1833,
would become an anthem to Russian Symbolists. Konstantin Bal'mont,'"” Vyacheslav

Ivanov'”’ and Dmitry Merezhkovskiy'?' were all inspired by Tyutchev’s adverse opinion on

the overabundant expression of intimate feelings and thoughts.

17 1didem, 159.

118 Nabokov, Three Russian Poets, 37 .
"9 “Trorues mmcan cumsonmueckme cruxorsopenusi eme B 30-x romax 19-ro Bexa, M ymuBHTENBHOE €ro
cruxorsopenune ‘Mal’aria”, xoTopoe crpaBeaInBO MOIIO Gbl 3aHATH MECTO CpeAM JIYULIMX CTUXOTBOPEHUH B
“Les fleurs du Mal”, 6su1o nanucano B 1830-m rogy, T. e. ropasao pambute, yvem Bopsep BblcTynun ¢ Takoit
apkoit onpesenuTensHocThio. [...] Bce mambosee tanantausbie moaThl coBpemennoit Poccuu, Bpiocos,
Conory6, 3unaupna I'mnnumyc, MepesxkoBckuit n apyrue, Bupar B Tiordyese Jydmero csoero yuwurens.”

Konstantin Bal'mont, “Elementarnyye slova o simvolicheskoy poezii,” in Gornyya vershiny. Sbornik” statey, vol.
1 (Moskva: Grif”, 1904), 83.

120 “B niopsum TroTyeBa pyCCKHii CHMBOJM3M BIIepPBbIE TBOPHUTCS, KAK MOCIEIOBATENEHO TPUMEHSIEMbI METOJI,
Y BHYTpPEHHE OIpe/essieTcs, KaK ABOMHOe 3peHHe U IOTOMY — MOTPEOHOCTL APYroro MHOSTUYECKOrO sI3bIKa. B
COBHAHUU U TBOPYECTBE OAMHAKOBO IIOJT MEPEXKUBAET HEKUIA LyaInsM — PadiBOEHNUE, UM, CKOPEe, YIABOECHUE
cBoero ayxosHoro quua.” Vyacheslav Ivanov, “Zavety Simvolizma,” in Sobraniye sochinenty v 4 tomakh, vol. 2,
ed. O. Deshart (Bryussel’: Foyer Oriental Chrétien, 1974), 589.

121 “Ins 4yBCTBA M BOJM HET BPEMEHM: OHM JBUYKYTCSl B BEYHOCTH; TOJBKO MBIC/Ib, COBHAHUE -- BO BPEMEHH.
Uem cosHaTesbHee, TeM cOBpeMeHHee. [I0T4eB MOIT CO3HaHMA — BOT HOYEMY OH ' COBpEMEHHEMHIIMIT u3
cospemennukos”. [...] Ero Gonesus — nama: unausuayanusm, ogunouectso, besobecrsennocts.” Dmitriy
Merezhkovskiy, “Nekrasov 1 Tyutchev,” in V tikhom omute: Stat’i ( toledovaniya raznykh let (Moskva: Sovetskiy
pisatel’, 1991), 418.
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Mourun, ckpeiBaiics u taun'??

W gyscTBa 11 Meurst cBou!
HyCKaf/'I B AylLIE€BHOM I‘J'IyGI/IHe
W Bexopsr u saitnyT oxe

Kaxk 3Be3np! sicHbIe B HOUN:

JIioByiica nmu u momun!

Kaxk cepawy sbickasaTs ce6s?
Hpyromy xak noHsts Tebs?
Iloiimer i1 oH, yem TbI >KUBeIIb?
Mbeicnb uspedyeHHast €CTh JIOKb.
BapsiBast, BO3MyTHIIb KIIOYH:

HHTaﬁCH MU U MOJI‘II/I!

JIuws >xute B camom cebe ymeii:
Ecte nensrit MUP B AyIlle TBOEU
TanHcTBeHHO-BOIIILIEOHBIX Iy M;
Mx sarnymmr Hapys>kHbIH LIy ™,
IlueBHbIE OCaEmST JIy4un:

Buumaii ux nenso u mosau!

Literal translation

Be silent, conceal yourself and hide
Both your feelings and your dreams!
In the depths of (your) soul

Let them rise and pass

Like bright stars at night:

Admire them and be silent!

How can the/your heart express itself?
How can someone else understand you?
Will he understand what you live by?
An/the uttered thought is a lie.

Stirring, you perturb the springs:
Nourish yourself with them and be silent!

Only in yourself manage to live:
There is a whole world in your soul
Of secret-magic thoughts;

The external noise deadens them,
The daytime rays blind them:

Listen to their song and be silent!

As noted by Nina Koroleva, repetition is the most prominent trait in Tyutchev’s
poem: “HacTOMYMBOE NOBTOPEHHME — OTOT XyAOYKECTBEHHBIA MpPHEM IpPEBAIUPYET B
CTUXOTBOPEHMM, IIOCTPOEHHOM KAaK MpU3bIB, Kak y0exJeHue, Kak CTpeMJIeHUe
obmsicaute.”?> Repetition also emerges in its symmetrical structure. Nouns and verbs are
often presented in pairs, such as in “i chuvstva i mechty,” “vskhodyat i zaydut,” “lyubuysya
[...] — 1 molchi,” “pitaysya [...] 1 molchi” and “vnimay [...] 1 molchi.” Other structural
components follow a ternary pattern: a variation on three imperatives constitutes the
opening verse, three rhetorical questions occupy the first half of the second stanza, the
initial imperative “molchi” is repeated three times at the end of each stanza, if we exclude
its first occurrence as the very first word.

The poem takes the form of a warning advice directed to an addressee, whose voice

we do not hear. Koroleva considers the absence of dialogue as a possible evidence that the

122 For his translation Nabokov used the version published in Sovremennik XLIV, no. 3 (1854): 12.
% Nina Koroleva, “F. Tyutchev. Silentium!,” in Poeticheskiy stroy russkoy liriki, ed. Georgiy Fridlender
(Leningrad: Nauka, 1973), 152.
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poem might be instead self-reflective: “BHoBb M BHOBBL mepeuuTbiBasi cTUxOTBOpPEHUeE,
IlepEeHACHILEHHOE TOBEIUTEIbHON MHTOHALMEN yOe)KAaeMesl, YTO OHO He HOCUT XapakTepa
ciopa My HEro HeT ajpecara — WHAKOMBICISLIETO C KoTopbim cropsar. [...] B

cruxorsopenun «Silentium!> wner mnonemuxun. Cxopee oOHO yTewaer oOTYasBLIErocs,

124
obbsacHsieT pacrepsBliemycs (apyromy, cebe?), kak >kutb B mupe.”

Nabokov’s 1944 translation intervenes on Tyutchev’'s poem quite ostensibly. The
semantic component is adapted to the necessities dictated by the faithful reproduction of
the original rhymed couplets and the iambic tetrameter as well as by Nabokov’s own poetic

voice.

Stlentium — Nabokov’s English translation'?

Speak not, lie hidden and conceal

The way you dream, the things you feel.
Deep in your spirit let them rise

akin to stars in crystal skies

that set before the night is blurred:
delight in them and speak no word.

How can a heart expression find?

How should another know your mind?
Will he discern what quickens you?

A thought once uttered is untrue.
Dimmed is the fountainhead when stirred:

Drink at the source and speak no word.

Live in your inner self alone:

within your soul a world has grown,
the magic of veiled thoughts that might
be blinded by the outer light,

drowned in the noise of day, unheard...

take in their song and speak no word.

124 Tbidem, 153.
125 Vladimir Nabokov, trans., “Silentium,” in Verves and Versions. Three Centuries of Russian Poetry Selected and

Tranolated by Vladimir Nabokoy, ed. Brian Boyd and Stanislav Shvabrin (Orlando: Harcourt, 2008), 237.
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While Tyutchev’s poem is characterised by a rather colloquial diction, at least for
the years it was written in,'?® Nabokov’s linguistic register is more sustained, as it becomes
apparent in the imperative form “speak not” (instead of a more neutral don’t/do not speak),
in some lexical variants such as “akin” (instead of like) and “fountainhead” (instead of
spring), as well as in some syntactic inversions, such as “expression find” and “dimmed is
the fountainhead.” The imperative at the end of each stanza is reinforced into a firm, almost
pleonastic, “speak no word.”

While the first stanza is focused on the value of introspection, the second shifts
toward the external world of communication and interactions, questioning their
authenticity. Nabokov’s translation conforms here to the more colloquial tone of the
original, its straightforward diction preserved. The three rhetorical questions are equally
insistent in Nabokov’s words. Still, the inversion in “expression find” and the choice of
“quicken” contribute to attributing to the assertive reproach a literary intonation. The
composite adjectivation in “tainstvenno-volshebnykh shum” is dissected in the hendiadys of
specification “the magic of veiled thoughts,” where the sense of undisclosed truths is
possibly increased once is segmented.

Tyutchev’s Silentium, especially in the case of Symbolist poetics, can be effectively

considered a code-text, as defined by Lotman:

ATOT TEKCT MOJKET OBITh OCO3HAH U BBISIBJIEH B KAUECTBE UAEATBHOrO 06pa311a
(cp., Harpumep, poJb «OHEeUIbI» Beprmnnﬁ [JIS1 JINTEPATY PhI BOSpO){(}IeHI/IFI u
KJaCCUIIM3MAa) WJIM OCTaBaThCsl B obJyacTu Cy6'beKTI/IBHO-—HeOCOSHaHHbIX

ME€XaHM3MOB, KOTOpbI€ HE€ IOJJy4arT HEINOCPEACTBEHHOI'O BbIpAXKEHUA, a

126 « Silentium! i 1830
Jlexcnueckn «Silentium!»> BbinepskaHO B HEWTpPaJBHOM CTHIIE JIMPUKH -X TO/IOB, C PEIKMMHU

BKpAIJIEHUAMU CJIOB BBICOKOI'O CTHUJIA (d)opma MHO>KECTBCHHOTI'O 4YMCJia «OHE»; «3B€3abl» BMECTO «SBéSILLI» — B
napaJjJjejib JJOMOHOCOBCKOMY «BBCSILB.M qucjia HeET, 6eane AHa»; IIOCTpO€HUE d)pasraba(bopnsma no TuUuIty
pHMCKOﬁ OpaTOpCKOI‘/)I TE3bI: «MLICJII) u3pedeHHas e€CTb JIO)KI)»). [] «MLICJ'II) U3pedeHHasg» — 9TO HE IIPOCTO
MBICJIb CKa3aHHasl, IpOou3HeCeHHasl. STO €lIe aHTOHMM K CJIOBY «HEM3pE4Y€HHasi», ropa3ao 60J1ee HNPpUBLIYHOMY
" yHOTpe6I/ITeJII)HOMy B BBICOKOM CTHIJIC. 3Ha‘IeHI/Ie 9TOro cJjgosa — HeO6I)IKHOBeHHI)II>’I, HeOHHCyeMI:IfI:
HeH.’:}pe‘{eHHbe/)I CBET, HEM3pedeHHasi }106p0Ta. CJIe[[OBB,TeJII)HO, n3pedeHHast — 9TO €lle u O6bIKHOBeHHaﬂ,
OTKa3aBlIasiCsi OT HEM3PEYEHHOCTHU. }:LYMB,CTCS{, 4qTO AJIsd quTaTeaeu XIX BE€Ka 9TOT CMbICJI CJIOBA «M3pe€4Y€HHAas1»

6bL1 ropasno Goslee siBEH, Jexas GIMKe K MOBEPXHOCTH TeKkcTa, uem aisa Hac.” Ibidem, 156.
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peain3dyroTCsa B BUAEC BAPpHAaHTOB B TEKCTAX 60J1ee HHU3KOTO YPOBHSI B ME€PAPXHWU
KyJbTYyPhbI. BTO HE€ MEHdeT OCHOBHOI'O: TEKCT-KOI [ABJd€eTCAd MMEHHO TEKCTOM.
STO HE a6CTpaKTHbII>i Ha60p npaBuJI AJIA INOCTPOECHMUSL TEKCTAa, a

127
CHUHTAarMmaTu4ieCKM1 rnoCTpoeHHOE 1€J10€, OpraHn3oBaHHas CTPYKTypa 3HaKOB.

Right in the middle of the 20th century, Tyutchev's poem offers a clear and
detached view of what he considered the main fault of Romanticism, namely the inevitable
clash between overgeneralisation and the exaltation of individual experience.” In this
respect, we may reevaluate Evbche bezmolvstouyu [1 Still Keep Mute, 1919] as Nabokov's
personal response to it. The opening adverb eshche might be read as a direct answer to

Tyutchev’s invitation to silence:

Nabokov’s Russian text

Euwe besmonscmeyio

Eie 6e3M0/IBCTBYIO M KpENHY $1 B THILN.
Cospannii Oyaymumx 3aobiauHble rpaHu
ellle CKPBIBAIOTCSI BO MIVIE MOEH LyLiy,

KaK BbICHU I'OPDHbIC B IPEAYTPEHHEM TyMaHeE.

HpI/IBeTCTBy}O Tebs1, MO Hen30e>KHBIN JIeHb.
Bce wupe, mupe nans, cseriei, pa3H006pa3HeI>’I,
Y Ha 3BEHSIIYIO Ha MEPBYIO CTyIEHb

BCXOXYy, VICIIOJIHEHHBI 6JIa)KCHCTBa u 60H3HI/I.

Literal translation

1 do not speak yet

I do not speak yet and strengthen (myself) in silence.
The contours of future creations beyond the clouds
still hide in the darkness of my soul,

like mountain crests in the fog at daybreak.

I greet you, my inescapable day.

The distance is/becomes wider and wider, brighter and more varied,
and on the sounding (on the) first step

I go up/ascend, filled with bliss and fear.

Nabokov’s English self-translation

127 Lotman, “Tekst v tekste,” 150.
128 Koroleva, “F. Tyutchev. Silentium!,” 153.
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1 otill keep mute

I still keep mute — and in the hush grow strong.
The far-off crests of future works, amidst

the shadow of my soul are still concealed

like mountaintops in pre-auroral mist.

I greet you, my inevitable day!
The skyline’s width, variety and light
increase; and on the first, resounding step

I go up, filled with terror and delight.

Nabokov’s poem presents an iambic rhythm both in Russian and English, with six
and five tonic positions in each verse respectively. The original alternate rhyme AbAb
CdCd is preserved only between lines 2-4 and 6-8 with a mirroring effect in the lexical
choices, whereby “amidst” includes “mist” and “light” is included in “delight.” This reflects
the two main vectors in the poem: from introspection and contraction in silence to
expansion in nature and in the speaker’s perceptiveness in the first half and viceversa in the
second. The opening stanza advances from the external space inwards, to the poet’s own
soul which takes on the characteristics of the natural environment. In the second stanza, on
the other hand, the poet’s introspective judgement, as expressed in “neizbezhnyy” /
"inevitable” and especially in the English parameters of “width, variety and light,” is
projected onto the outer world. The correspondence between the writer’s soul and the
surrounding nature is increased in Nabokov'’s self-translation, where the original “grani” is
rendered as “crests,” enhancing the subsequent simile “kak visy gornyye v predutrennem
tumane” / “like mountaintops in pre-auroral mist” where nouns and adjectives normally
used within the semantic field of nature acquire a metaphorical meaning.

Nabokov's Eshche bezmolvstouyu / I still keep mute is the author’s personal response to
Tyutchev’s words of wisdom: Silentium has become a fundamental reference model for
Symbolist poets, who are “still” inspired by Tyutchev’s approach to life and versification.

This might be confirmed by Nabokov’s use of lexical components from Tyutchev’s poem in
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the Russian original of Eshche bezmolvstouyu: Tyutchev’s initial imperative “skryvaysya” is
rendered by Nabokov into the indicative “[grani] skryvayutsya;” “vo mgle moyey dushi”
echoes Tyutchev’s “v dushevnoy glubine;” Tyutchev’s simile “kak zvezdy yasnyye” is
reproduced in Nabokov’s “kak visy gornyye;” Nabokov’s final “vskhozhu” is reminiscent of
Tyutchev’s “[chuvstva 1 mechti] vskhodyat.” Furthermore, Nabokov’s English self-
translated text also hints at Silentium as mediated by Nabokov’s own English translation:
the poet’s “future works” are “still concealed” as urged in Tyutchev’s imperative “conceal;”
Nabokov’s “pre-auroral” backdrop evokes Tyutchev’s stars setting “before the night is
blurred.”

While the original Evbche bezmolvstvuyu is already including Tyutchev’s text,
Nabokov manages to create a web of intertextual exchanges through both translation and

self-translation. Let us remind Genette’s definition of allusion:

I define [intertextuality] [...] as a relationship of copresence between two texts
or among several texts: that is to say, eidetically and typically as the actual
presence of one text within another. [...] In still less explicit and less literal
guise, it is the practice of alluswon: that is, an enunciation whose full meaning
presupposes the perception of a relationship between it and another text, to
which it necessarily refers by some infections that would otherwise remain

unintelligible. 129

Allusions become even more evident when reading Nabokov's Na vmert’ A. Bloka

[On Blok’s Death, 1921]:

IIymkun — pagyra mo Bceit 3emute,
JlepMOHTOB — Iy Th MiIEUHBII Ha rOpamu,
TroTueB — KJIIOY, CTPYSILIMIICS BO MIJIE,

o 130
CI)eT — PYMSAHBIN JIy4 BO Xpame.

129 Genette, Palimpoests: Literature in the Second Degree, 1-2. Genette's italics.
139 Nabokov, “Na smert’ A. Bloka,” in Stikbotvoreniya, 67.
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Here Tyutchev is metonymically represented through his Silentium in both “klyuch”
[fountainhead], taken from the original verse “vzryvaya, vozmutish klyuchi,” and in “vo
mgle” [in the darkness], as present in Nabokov’s own Euhche bezmolvstvuyu as discussed
above.

Yet, again according to Lotman, a code text, in order to be properly defined as such,
should also undergo a process of transformation, by which it becomes able to forge new

meanings:

BTOpAast beHKIII/IH TEKCTa — MOPOKAECHHNE HOBBIX CMbICJIOB. B 9TOM ACIIEKTE TEKCT
nepecraer 6BITb nmacCMBHBIM 3BE€HOM II€pe€aaydu HeKOTOpOﬁ KOHCTAaHTHOU
I/IHCl)OPMaIII/II/I MeXYy BXOOOM (OTHpaBI/ITeJII)) 1 BBIXOOAOM (HOJIyLIaTeJII)). ECJII/I B
nepsom cjy4dace pasHula MeExXay COO6III6HI/ICM Ha BXOO€ M1 Ha BbIXOAE
HHCl)OPMaIIHOHHOﬁ eI BO3MOXKHA JIMIIb B PE3YJbTAaTE ITIOMEX B KaHaJI€ CBsA3U U
JAOJI2KHA 6bITb OTHECEHAa 3a CYET TEXHMYECKMNX HECOBEPIIECHCTB CHCTEMBbI, TO BO
BTOPOM OHa cCocCTaBJdeT CamMo€ CYyHIHOCTb paGOTbI TEKCTAa KaK «MBbICJILIIEero

" 131
YCTpOMCTBA».

This is what happens in Nabokov's “Zhwi. Ne zhaluysya, ne chwli” [Live. Do Not
Complain, Do Not Count, 1919], where the poet’s credo is expressed through a calque of
Tyutchev’s diction in the opening sequence of three imperatives (as they also appear in the
title) and in the consequent dogmatic tone of the whole poem. If, however, Tyutchev’s text
educates about the importance of introspection, Nabokov’s verses anticipate his peculiar
notion of the hereafter, informing the reader that “cmepru mer” [there is no death]. '*

Similarly, Evhche bezmolvstouyu retraces Tyutchev’s teaching. The evanescence of
“chuvstva” and “mechty” is transmuted into the more concrete essence of “sozdani[yal],”
though “budushchliye].” In this respect Nabokov’s second stanza goes beyond its mould in

that it proclaims Nabokov’s encounter with the “neizbezhnyy den’” of his future prospects,

metaphorically alluded to in the increasingly wide, varied and luminous horizon.

131 Lotman, “Tekst v tekste,” 151.
132 Nabokov, “Zhivi. Ne zhaluysya, ne chisli,” in Stikhotvoreniya, 86-87.
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CJIe,ZIOBaTeJII)HO, TEKCT BO BTOpOI>‘I cBOEeM (i)yHKIII/II/I SABJISAETCA HE IIaCCHUBHBIM
BMECTUJIMIIEM, HOCHUTEJIEM M3BHE BJIOXKEHHOTO B HEro coaep>kanus, a
reHepaTopom. CyIIIHOCTb Ke nponecca resepauuu — HE TOJIBKO B
pa3BepThiBaAHUM, HO U B 3HAYUTEJIbHOM mepe BO B3aPIMO}1€I>‘ICTBI/II/I CTPYKTYDP. I/IX

BSaHMOlIeIl/,ICTBI/Ie B 3aMKHYTOM MMDP€ TEKCTa CTAHOBUTCA AKTHUBHbBIM CbaKTOpOM

o o 133
KYyJIbTYypPbl KakK pa60Tanu1eI/I CEMHNOTHUYECKOM CHCTEMBI.

Therefore, while Nabokov’s first stanza can be read as a dialogical response to
Stlentium, in the second stanza Tyutchev’s address to an external audience is morphed into
an act of self-assessment on Nabokov’s part. Thus, more than a monological statement,
Eashche bezmolvatvuyu may be interpreted as a performance of aviokommunikatsiya, according
to Lotman’s definition: “B cucreme “SI — 51” nocurens undopmanuu ocraercst Tem sxe, HO
coobuieHne B npolecce KOMMYHUKAUK repedopMUpyeTcsl U IpUoOpeTaeT HOBbIH CMBICI.
OTO NPOUCXOAUT B Pe3yJIbTATe TOrO, YTO BBOANUTCS JOOABOYHBINA — BTOPOM — KOJ U MCXOHOE
coo0lIeHNEe MEPEKOAMPYETCS B E€AMHULAX €ro CTPYKTYpPbl, IOJyd4as YepTbl HOBOTO
coobmenus.”

Nabokov employs Tyutchev’s source text not as a simple “soobshcheniye” but as a
“kod:” he does not simply revisit it in his own verses; rather, he establishes a dialogue with
it and uses it as a starting point to demonstrate how his own poetics has been influenced by
the introspective cognition contained in Sientium: “rexcr Hecer TpoiiHble 3HAuYEHMS:
NepBUYHbIE — OOLIEA3BIKOBbIE, BTOPHUYHbIE, BO3ZHUKAIOIIME 3a CYET CHUHTArMAaTUYeCKON
[epeOpraHM3alMy TEKCTa U COMPOTUBOINOCTABJIEHUS! IE€PBUYHBIX €IUHML, W TpeTbel
CTYIIEHU — 3a CUET BTACMBAHUS B COODLIEHME BHETEKCTOBBIX ACCOLMALMIA PA3HBIX YPOBHEH —

135
ot Haubosiee OOIIMX /10 MPeAESbHO JIUYHBIX.

135 Lotman, “Tekst v tekste,” 152.

5 Yuriy Lotman, “O dvukh modelyakh kommunikatsii v sisteme kul'tury,” in Zzbrannyye stat’ v trekh tomakh,
77.

135 Thidem, 172.
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Hence, the whole poem condenses both a form of traditional, though cross-time,
communication and a vel/-communicative act. It transforms Tyutchev’s verses into a code
text through which Nabokov's own poetics is affirmed: “dynxumonansno rexcr
UCIIOJIB3yeTCsl He Kak COOOLeHMe, a KaK KO, KOIjla OH He npubaBisieT Ham Kakux-inbo
CBelleHMI K y’Ke HMeIUMcs, a TpaHCcOPMUPYeT CamMOOCMBbICIEHHE OPOKAAIOIIeH
TEKCTBl JIMYHOCTM U MEPEBOAUT YK€ HMEIOLIMECS COODOLIEHUs B HOBYIO CHUCTEMY
smauenwmit.” >

Tyutchev’s subtext is embedded in FEshche bezmolvtsvuyu, especially in Nabokov’s
semantic choices. Nabokov’s English self-translation does not fail to reproduce some of the
key features of Tyutchev’s Silentium as mediated in its translation into English by Nabokov

himself. Translation and self-translation are therefore vehicular to the identification of the

code text for Eahche bezmolvstouyu in Tyutchev’s Silentium.

1.2 L’Inconnue de la Seine

Nabokov wrote L’Inconnue de la Setne in 1934, while still an émigré in Berlin. The
original version of the poem, published in Posledniye novosti [Latest News, 28 iyunya 1934]
was followed by the inscription “Iz F. G. Ch.,” which attributed it to Fedor Godunov
Cherdyntsev, the protagonist of the novel Dar [The Gift], issued in Sovremennyye zapiski
[Contemporary Annals] between 1937 and 1938. The fact that neither the character nor
the plot of the novel bear any resemblance to the content of the present poem might
indicate that by 1934 Nabokov had envisioned a different narrative for what was to

become his most accomplished prose work of the European period. This seems to be

156 Ibidem, 173-174.
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confirmed by the fact that in Poems and Problems the inscription was not included, thus
omitting the reference to 7he Gift.

The poem takes the form of an impossible dialogue between the poet’s voice and an
inanimate white mask. As the title hints at, the mask the poet is looking at is that of an
unknown woman. Not only is the conversation surreal because the poet is talking to a mask
and because the mask is the calque of an unknown woman'’s face, but also because the

object in question is in fact a death mask.

Nabokov’s Russian text

I - ITI stanzas

L’Tnconnue de la Seine

Topons aToii >kusHu pasBa3Ky,
He JTI00s1 HA 3eMJIe HHUYero,

BCE IISDKY s Ha Destyio macKy

HE>XXHMBOI'O JIMIIAa TBOEro.

B Ges xoHUa samMupamImMX CTpyHaX
CJIBIILY T'OJIOC TBOEU KPaCOTHI.
B 6GneanbIx TONMNAx yTOMIEHHUI IOHBIX

Bcex OJsieiHel U MJIeHUTEIbHEH ThI.

Ter co mHOIO XOTH B 3ByKax IoMelIKam,
>er61/11‘/'1 TBOU OBLI HA CYaCTUE CcKym,
TaK OTBETh YK€ NOCMEPTHOU yCMEeIIKON

O49apOBaHHbIX I'MIICOBbIX I'_y6

Literal translation

The stranger of the Seine

Hurrying up the conclusion of this life,
not loving anything on earth,

I look/am looking at the white mask

of your lifeless face.

In the (sound of) strings (that are) endlessly dying out
I hear the voice of your beauty.
In the pale crowds of drowned young ladies

you are the palest and most charming of all.

At least in sounds linger with me,

your lot was tight of happiness,
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so answer with the posthumous smirk

of your charmed gypsum lips.

Nabokov’s self-translation
L’Inconnue de la Seine

Urging on this life denouement
loving nothing upon this earth,
I keep staring at the white mask

of your lifeless face.

Strings, vibrating and endlessly dying,
with the voice of your beauty call.
Amidst pale crowds of drowned young maidens

you're the palest and sweetest of all.

In music at least linger with me!
Your lot was chary of bliss.

Oh, reply with posthumous half-smile
of your charmed gypsum lips!

The original Russian version is written in anapaestic trimeter with a rhyme scheme
that alternates feminine and masculine endings. In the English translation the rhythm,
which is almost completely lost in the initial stanza, gradually gains momentum,
increasingly reproducing the mounting tension of the poem and the main voice’s escalating
feelings towards the object of his desire. The rhyme is recreated only sparsely and does not
constitute a structural principle in the translated version. As always, in his more mature
approach to (self-)translation, Nabokov concentrates his efforts on the content.

Nabokov’s original poem is imbued with references to Symbolism. It shares with
Vladislav Khodasevich’s Spyashchey [To the Sleeping (Lady), 1905] the same cadenced

rhythm of magic spells and enchanting formulas. See for instance its first two stanzas:

Cuu. I'lokoii TBOI, cOH HeBeCThI Sp¢. Usn( tvoy, son nevesty
Cobnazusier yepHbIi KIUP. Soblaznyayet cherny kler.
Ho maruueckue >xectnr No magicheskiye zhesty
OxpaHsar TBOI sSICHBI MUP. Okhranyat tvoy yasnyy mur.
Cry, ycuu. Eie ycraneus, Spi, usni. Eshche ustanesh,
Ynanews B nbn gopor, upadesh v pil{ dorog,
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B raiiny nponacreii sarisHers, v taynu propastey zaglyanesh,

Bermens wany. HKpeGuit crpor. wyp'yesh chashu. Zhrebiy strog.

As Nabokov would later do in his poem, Khodasevich imagines here a world in
black and white, where “chernyy klir” [black clergy] and “yasnyy mir” [bright world] are
chromatically juxtaposed. The “magicheskiye zhesty” [magic gestures] are verbalised in
“spi, usni” [sleep, fall asleep], a collocation frequently met in Russian traditional folk
lullabies. By way of Mikhail Lermontov’s Kazachya kolybel'naya pesnya [Cossack Lullaby
Song, 1838] and Nikolay Nekrasov’s parodic Kolybel'naya pesnya [Lullaby Song, 1845],
lullabies are gradually deprived of their reassuring words, often becoming an allusion to a
forthcoming unpleasant event as in Lermontov’s “na, rorossice B 60i onacubii”'™® [while
preparing for the battle], or simply a comment on the reality of life, as suggested by

. 139
Nekrasov in “crany ckasbiBath He ckasku — / npasay nponow”

[I am not going to tell
tales — / the truth I will sing]. Because of the sense of an impending misfortune or an
imminent catastrophe, Modernist verses are often interspersed with lullaby motives, such
as in Konstantin Bal'mont’s Domovoy [The House-Spirit, 1906], Fedor Sologub’s Lunnaya
kolybel’naya [Lunar Lullaby, 1908] and Anna Akhmatova’'s Kolybel'naya [Lullaby, 1915],
just to name a few. Their innocent tone and allusion to sleep become the intellectuals’
oxymoronic expression of uncertainty and fear in the face of the apocalyptic pre-
revolutionary present. Similarly, in his Spyashchey Khodasevich reproduces the chanting

melody of lullabies while addressing his song to a sleeping beauty, predicting her imminent

fall into disgrace.

57 Vladislav Khodasevich, “Spyashchey,” in Sobraniye sochinenty v vos’'mi tomakh, vol. 1, Polnoye sobraniye
atikhotvoreny, ed. Dzh. Malmsmad and R. Khyuz (Moskva: Russkiy Put’, 2009), 253.

158 Mikhail Lermontov, “Kazach’ya kolybel'naya pesnya,” in Polnoye sobraniye stikhotvoreniy v 2 tomakh, vol. 2,
Stikhbotvorentya ¢ poemy. 1857-1841, ed. E. E. Naydich (Leningrad: Sovetsky pisatel’, 1989), 26.

159 Nikolay Nekrasov, “Kolybel'naya pesnya,” in Polnoye sobraniye sochineniy i pisem v pyatnadtsati tomakh, vol. 1,
Stikhotvoreniya 1858-1855 gg., ed. V. E. Vatsuro et al. (Leningrad: Nauka, 1981), 17.
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Khodasevich’s enchanted tone is imitated by Nabokov in verse 8 of his L 7nconnue de
la Setne. Here, the comparative “vsekh bledney 1 plenitel'ney ty” is reminiscent of fairy-tale
poems, as in Aleksandr Pushkin’s lines “tb1, mapuma, Bcex munee, / Bcex pyMsiHEH U

6 »140
eJjiee

[you, taritsa, are the sweetest of all, / the most rosy-cheeked and palest of all]
from Skazka o mertvoy tsarevne ( 0 semi bogatyryakh [Tale of the Dead Princess and the Seven
Bogatyrs, 1833]. Nabokov’s self-translation as “you’re the palest and sweetest of all”
reproduces the same effect, recalling the Grimms’ formula “you, my queen, are the fairest
of all” from Little Snow-White and the Seven Dwarfs (1812), while reintroducing Pushkin’s
presence in the superlative “sweetest.” L’/nconnue de la Seine also reminds of Spyashchey, in
the sleepless male character (Khodasevich’s “a 6oapersyto, Gecconnsrit...” [1 stay awake,
sleepless...]) and in the key-word “zhrebiy.” Nabokov's literal translation as “lot” preserves
the complexity of the original Russian word derived from zherebiy meaning chast’ [part] and
evolved into indicating sudba [fate].""" The noun “lot” is mostly used to designate “a portion

: d »142
assigne to someone,

then also extending its domain to “a person’s destiny, luck or
condition in life.”"* Moreover, Nabokov's English verse skilfully takes advantage of the
semantic richness of such an apparently simple word as “lot” creating an oxymoronic
contrast with “chary.”

Another important subtext to L’Inconnue de la Seine might come from Aleksandr
Blok’s V kabakakh, v pereulkakh, v izvivakh [In Taverns, in Alleyways, in Windings, 1904],
where the speaking voice is, as in Nabokov’s poem, lost in delightful sounds: “a ocrancs,

»144

[1 stayed, secretly enlightened, /

TAMHCTBEHHO CBETEJI, / 9Ty MY3bIKY 6JIeCKa BIIMBATh...

40" Aleksandr Pushkin, “Skazka o mertvoy tsarevne i o semi bogatyryakh,” in Sobraniye sochinenty v desyati
tomakh, vol. 3, Poemy, oskazki, ed. D. D. Blagly et al. (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoye izdatel’stvo
khudozhestvennoy literatury, 1960), 345.

MY Etimologiceskiy slovar’ russkogo yazyka Maksa Fasmera.

2 Oxcford Dictionary Online.

5 Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 2008.

144 Aleksandr Blok, “V kabakakh, v pereulkakh, v izvivakh,” in Polnoye vobraniye sochinenty i pisem v dvadtsat:
tomakh, vol. 2, Stikhotvoreniya (1904-1908), ed. V. N. Bystrov et al. (Moskva: Nauka, 1997), 108.
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to absorb this music of bliss...”]. The original synesthesia of “slyshu golos tvoyey krasoty”
is equally expressive in its English form “the voice of your beauty call,” a line where the
visual traits of beauty are perceived through the hearing.

A preference for polished, refined words in the English translation is already
evident from the first stanzas. The sense of a plot coming to its ending, suggested in the
term “razvyazk[a],” is reproduced in the noun “denouement,” imported from French. The
word “maiden” provides for the feminine genre contained in the more synthetic
“utoplennits[a]” [drowned woman] while also shifting the action back to the epoch when
the poem was first composed or even earlier, being it a rather outdated term in the English
vocabulary. The adjectives “posthumous” and “gypsum,” with their evident Latin root,
create an internal half-rhyme in correspondence of the young woman’s “half-smile.” The
following two stanzas also open with two nouns derived from Latin, namely “immobile”
and “convex,” for the more neutral “nepodvizhny” [motionless] and “vypukly”

[prominent].

Nabokov’s Russian text

IV and V stanzas

Henopsu>kHbl 1 BBIMyKJIbI BEKH,
[yCTO CJMIUINCH PECHULLBL.

OrBets, Hey>KeIM HABEKY, HABEKU !

A Bezb Kak Thl yMeJia IJISIAETh!

ITneun Xy[AEeHbKHE, MOJIOJbLIE,
4epHBIM KPeCT LIePCTSIHOrO MJaTKa,
Cl)OHapI/I, BETEP, TYYU HOYHLIE,

B TEMHBIX H6JIOKaX 3J1ad pe€Ka.

Literal translation

Motionless and prominent eyelids

tightly closed eyelids.

Answer, indeed (will this be) forever, forever?

How you were able to watch!

Slender young shoulders,
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the black cross of (your) woollen shawl,
streetlamps, wind, night storm-clouds,

the dark dappled evil river.

Nabokov’s self-translation
Immobile and convex the eyelids.
Thickly matted the lashes. Reply —
can this be for ever, for ever?

Ah, the way they could glance, those eyes!

Touchingly frail young shoulders,

the black cross of a woollen shawl,

the streetlights, the wind, the night clouds,
the harsh river dappled with dark.

The two central stanzas are dedicated to the ekphrastic description of the woman'’s
death mask. The meticulousness of the Vocabulary, especially in the self-translated text, has
the effect of detaching the observer from the scene depicted in macroscopic, almost
expressionistic details. The focus moves from the “veki” / “eyelids” to the even more minute
“resnitsy” / “lashes,” both unable to move. The absence of sensorial perceptions, namely
sight, becomes the evidence for the absence of life. The speaker is so immersed in his
contemplative state he projects himself back to the moment when the woman died,
imagining the scene. The urban setting is again reminiscent of Blok’s V' kabakakh, v
pereulkakh, v tzvivakh, where the consecutive distribution of “B xkabakax, B mepeyskax, B

»145

U3BUBaX, / B DIIEKTPUYECKOM CHE HasiBy [In taverns, in alleyways, in Windings, / in the

electrical lucid dream] and further “Gvun yauupr nesauabr or kpukos. / Beumm connua B
ceepkanbu sutpun” © [there were streets drunken with screamings. / There were suns in

the sparkles of shop-windows] are echoed in Nabokov’s “fonari, veter, tuchi nochnyye,

[...] zlaya reka” / “the streetlights, the wind, the night clouds, the harsh river.”

145 Thidem.
146 Thidem.
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Blok’s voice reverberates in L’Inconnue de la Seine also through his notorious poem
Neznakomka [The Unknown (Lady), 1906], which Nabokov translated between 1948 and
1951 but never published.'” The presence of an unknown woman, the “ispytannyye
ostryaki” / “jaunty derbies,” as well as the metropolitan setting in two of Blok’s central

stanzas are recreated n Nabokov’s later verses.

W mepsreHHO, Npoiiast MK MbSHBIMH, Slowly she makes her way among the drinkers,
Bcerna Ges CIIyTHUKOB, OJIHA, always escortless, alone,

Hpima gyxamu u tymaHamu, perfume and mists emanating from her,

Omna cagurcst Yy OKHa. and takes a seat near the window.

W Beror nBepHBIMU OBEpPbSIMU And her taut silks,

Ee ynpyrue wesnxa, her hat with its tenebrous plumes,

W mnsina ¢ tpaypHsIME nIepbsiMu, her slender bejeweled hand

W B xonbnax snas pyxa. walft legendary magic.148

Nabokov’s Inconnue inverts Blok’s Neznakomka: the unknown lady is not alone, but
followed by someone, she is not seated in a tavern but walks along the river Seine. And yet
a detail remains almost the same: the “shlyapa s traurnymi per’yami” / “hat with its
tenebrous plumes” takes the shape of Nabokov’s “chernyy krest sherstyanogo platka” / “the
black cross of a woollen shawl,” where the sense of an impending death is suggested in the
colour black and in the shape of the cross. Both Blok’s and Nabokov’s allusion to mourning
recall Charles Baudelaire’s A une passante [To a Passer-By, 1855], where the woman is
described as “longue, mince, en grand deuil, douleur majestueuse.”’® Valeriy Bryusov’s
1901 interpretive translation only metaphorically hinted at mourning in its opening verses

7150

[she passed by and intoxicated /

“OHEL nponjaa v OonbsiHUWJIa / TOMAIIMM CYMPAaKOM AyXOB

with the tormenting gloom of her perfume]. Similarly, in his version of Blok’s Neznakomka,

17 See Boyd and Shvabrin, ed., Verses and Versions. Three Centuries of Russian Poetry Selected and Translated by
Vladimir Nabokov, 419.

148 Aleksandr Blok, “V kabakakh, v pereulkakh, v izvivakh,” in Verves and Versions. Three Centuries of Russian
Poetry Selected and Translated by Vladimir Nabokov, 324-325.

1499 Baudelaire, “A une passante,” in Led flewurs du mal, 161.

150 Valeriy Bryusov, trans., “Prokhozhey,” in Stikhotvoreniya i poemy, ed. D. E. Maksimov and M. 1. Dikman
(Leningrad: Sovetskij pisatel’, 1961), 213.
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Nabokov neutralises the adjective “traurn[yy]” [mourning] into a more generic
“tenebrous.” However, in their original creations Blok and, subsequently, Nabokov refer
back to Baudelaire’s source text and restore the physical evidence of death and mourning.
By comparing Nabokov’s self-translated text and his translation of Blok's
Neznakomka another important element comes to the forefront. The title attributed to the
English translation of Blok’s poem by Nabokov uses the adjective “strange” for
“neznakombka,” instead of the calque unknown. This shows a preference for a word bearing
a French etymological root and connected to “étrange” — “étrangere.” In L’Inconnue de la
Seine, the title is in French, both in the original Russian version and in the English
translation. The noun “denouement,” meaning “the final part of a play, film, or narrative in
which the strands of the plot are drawn together and matters are explained or resolved,”""!
is a word directly imported from French; similarly “posthumous,” “gypsum,” “immobile”
and “convex” are all calques mediated through Romanic languages, thus derived from
Latin. These barbarisms may be indicative of Baudelaire’s subtext. This might be
confirmed by observing Nabokov’s translation of Neznakomka, where we find such words
as “vociferations” [“okrik[1]”], “vista” [/], “tedium” [“skuk[a]”], “villas” [“dach[i]”], “sole
companion” [“drug edinstvennyy”], “acrid and occult potion” [“vlag[a]” terpk[a] i
tainstvenn[aya]”],  “tenebrous = plumes” [“traurn[yye] per’[ya]”]l, “meandres”
[“izluchin[y]”]. After all, the image of the unknown lady was predominant in French
Decadent verses and became likewise popular among Russian Symbolists thanks to
Bryusov’s and Innokentiy Annenskiy’s translations from French in Ruwskiye simvolisty
[Russian Symbolists, 1894-1895] and Parnastsi i proklyatyye [Parnassians and Maudits, in
Tikhiye pesnt, 1904] respectively. Thus Nabokov’s original verses and their (self-)translation
reflect this process of assimilation by referring back to Baudelaire’s primary source and

Blok’s reworking of it.

11 Oxcford Online Dictionary.
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Nabokov’s Russian text

VI - VIII stanzas

Ko on 6bu1, ymousito, nosenai,
cobJIa3HUTE b TAMHCTBEHHBIH TBOM ?
Kynpesarsiit muiemsinauk cocena —

NeCTpPBIii rajicTy4ek, 3y0 3010ToMH?

WMnu 3Besgubix Hebec 3aBcerparaii,
apyr 6yTLIJ1}<I/I, KOCTEU U KU,
BOT TaKOW >Ke I'yJIsKa IPOKJISIThIH,

HPOFOPeBIHI/Iﬁ medurarteiib, KakK FI?

W reneps, corpsicasics Bcem Tesiom,
OH, KaK sI, Ha KpOBaTHl CUAUT
B Y4EPHOM MMPE€, JaBHO OILyCTEJIOM,

u Ha OeJyl0 MacKy IVISIUT.

Literal translation

Who was he, 1 beg you, tell me,

this mysterious seducer of yours?

The curly nephew of your/my/the neighbour —
(with his) colourful tie, (his) golden tooth?

Or a haunter of starred skies,
friend with bottles, dices and cue,
the same damned reveller,

profligate dreamer as me?

And now, the whole body shaking,

he, like me, on the bed sits/is sitting

in a/the black world, long emptied,

and looks/is looking at a/the white mask.

Nabokov’s self-translation

Who was he, I beseech you, tell me,
your mysterious seducer? Was he
some neighbor’s curly-locked nephew
of the loud tie and gold-capped tooth?

Or a client of star-dusted heavens,
friend of bottle, billiards, and dice,
the same sort of accursed man of pleasure

and bankrupt dreamer as 1?
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And right now, his whole body heaving,
he, like me, on the edge of his bed,
in a black world long empty, sits staring

at a white mask.

As stated above, Nabokov’s concluding stanzas develop the stereotype of the flaneur.
It is interesting to notice that the corresponding Russian word “gulyaga” (from the verb
gulyat’, to walk, and -aga, a pejorative suffix) is translated into a more general “man of
pleasure” where the supposed presence of Baudelaire’s poetics is significantly diluted.
Three genuine questions are addressed to the mask regarding the identity of its seducer,
one for each stanza. Though they are not rhetorical in essence — the_y concern a person’s
identity of which the reader is equally ignorant — they become pointless when we are

”» o«

reminded they are addressed to a mask. The attributes “kudrevatyy,” “(zub) zolotoy” and
“zvezdnl[yy]” are translated in the three English compound words: “curly-locked,” “gold-
capped” and “star-dusted.” Their sequential proximity increases the redundancy of the
question. As in Blok’s “V kabakakh...,” Nabokov’s last three stanzas paint the scenes set in
the mundane world with bright colours, whereas the last two verses again remark the

contrast between the black world of the man’s psychological gloom and the white of the

woman’s purity, synecdochically summed up in her mask.

In his collection Les fleurs du mal (1857), Baudelaire’s Le masgue [The Mask] is
dedicated to the sculptor Ernest Christophe, whose “statue allégorique” is here described in
detail. This Decadent ekphrasis is embedded in the Romantic tradition dictated by John
Keats’s model in Ode to a Grecian Urn (1820). Baudelaire’s personal contribution to the
genre lies in the surprise effect of discovering that “la femme au corps divin, promettant le

bonheur, / par le haut se termine en monstre bicéphale!”'” The two-headed monster is the

192 Baudelaire, “Le masque,” in Les flewrs du mal, 36.
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woman'’s contorted face almost hidden under an enigmatic mask. This powerful statue,
originally called Za comédie humaine, is an allegorical representation of life through the
theatrical medium. Both Ode on a Grecian Urn and Le masque develop their lines as a
verbalisation of a work of art. As in Keats’s ode, where “beauty is truth, truth beauty,”'”
behind Baudelaire’s cast of words there is still a work of art, a thing of beauty. In both
cases the ekphrastic description complements visual art, words reproduce a unique
creation.

On the contrary, Nabokov’s voice is addressed to a death mask — an empty gypsum
cast, a vestige of decayed beauty. Nabokov intersperses his verses with clues regarding the
object of his description: it is the calque of a “drowned young” maiden, its lips are upturned
in a “half-smile,” the lashes are “matted,” drenched in water and chalk. Apart from that, the
title itself is indicative of the mask it alludes to, as pointed out by Donald Barton Johnson:
I'Inconnue de la Seine “is the name of a death mask, supposedly of an anonymous young
woman taken from the Seine. Widely reproduced, the mask was a popular item of decor in
German and French households of the twenties and thirties.””” Therefore Nabokov’s
ekphrasis consists in the visualisation of a mask without a face, whose identity cannot be
disclosed, its words even more estranging because of that. What is more, Nabokov’s verses
are not the poet’s alternative to artistic uniqueness. They verbalise a mass product, they are
nothing more than another copy, another hand casting the mould in the production line.

In 1934, while Nabokov was composing his deliberately pompous description of a
fashionable piece of kitsch design, Stalin’s regime was coming closer to the ultimate
formalisation of Socialist Realism. According to the principles of such a doctrine, art
should function as an exemplum whose strength lies not in its exclusiveness but rather in its

ability to include, not in its uniqueness but rather in its reproducibility. Only two years

185 Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” in Poemy, 237.
1% Donald Barton Johnson, ““L’'Inconnue de la Seine” and Nabokov’s Naiads,” Comparative Literature 44, no.

3 (summer 1992): 228, http://www.academicroom.com/article/linconnue-de-la-seine-and-nabokovs-naiads.
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later, in 1936, Walter Benjamin would elaborate his ambivalent thoughts on the
reproducibility of art, stating that “by replicating the work many times over, it substitutes a
mass existence for a unique existence.”” Though similarly based on the concept of
repeatability, Socialist Realism differs from mass production on one fundamental level:
Sotsrealizm does not pursue any aesthetic pleasure but only the aim of productive
education. In 1933 Anatoliy Lunacharskiy had already pronounced the verdict of Soviet
arts: “mMbl IpMHMMaeM [eHCTBUTEIBHOCTb, Mbl IPMHMMAEM €€ He CTATUYeCKH, — [a KaK >Ke
MbI MOIVIM OBl IPU3HATH €€ B CTaTHUKe! — Mpej</ie BCEro Mbl MPUHUMAEM KaK 3aJaHue, Kak
passurtue.”'” As dictated by Socialist Realism, art has an edifying purpose: “nckyccrso
MMeeT He TOJBKO COCOOGHOCTh OPUEHTUPOBaTh, HO U (popmuposats. [lesno He TonbKO B TOM,
4TOOBI Xy0XKHHUK [TOKa3aJ BCEMY CBOEMY KJIACCY, KAKOB MUP ceifuac, HO U B TOM, 4TOOBI OH
OMOT PasobpaThCs B AEHCTBUTEIBHOCTH, TOMOT BOCITUTAHHUIO HOBOTO UeoBeKa.”
Contrary to Socialist Realism, Nabokov’s decorative item, though easily
reproduced, is devoid of any educational or social value. It is nothing more than a memento
mort, disruptive of any Socialist ambitions for a brighter future and constructive
purposefulness. Nabokov’s mask does not imply any moral predicament, so much so that
the speaking voice identifies himself with the “accursed man of pleasure” at the end of the
poem, whose redemption ultimately fails to be accomplished. The main speaking voice is as
much removed from the idea of the “new man” as we can possibly imagine, his Decadent
progenitors still resounding in his thoughts on pleasure, voyeurism and fldneree. Nabokov’s
ekphrastic depiction of a death mask might be interpreted as a literal response to

Lunacharskiy’s statement about “romantic” writers and their “carrions:”

155 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in Its Technological Reproducibilit_y,” in The Work of Art in Its
Technological Reproducibility and Other Writings, ed. Michael W. Jennings et al., trans. Edmund Jephcott et al.
(Cambridge (USA): Harvard University Press, 2008), 22.

1% Anatoliy Lunacharskiy, “Sotsialisticheskiy realism,” Sovetskdy teatr, no. 2-3 (1933): 4.

157 Ibidem, 5.
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TaMm, re maxHeT NOAO0OHOM «pPOMaHTUKOI», — TaM NaxHeT MepPTBEeYMHOM. W ne
MMPOCTO MEePTBEYHMHOM. MepTBeum, KOTOPBIE JIEXKaT Ha KJanbuie, HAC He
MHTEPECYIOT, M €CJM UX [a)Xe XOPOHST TaKME€ >X€ MEPTBELbl, Mbl I'OBOPUM:
«HyCTb MepTBble XOPOHSIT MEPTBbIX». Ho MepTBelbl, KOTOPbIE CHIAT B
CJIy)Ke6HI)IX Kpecjax peJaklUii, KOTophle, 4epT UX n06ep1/1, MUILLYT POMAaHbl UJIU
Apambl, TAKME€ >X€ MepPTBble, KaAK OHM CaMH, — OTO Bedb MEpPTBeLbl, KOTOPLIE

PpPacnpoCTpaHsloT BOKPYT Ce6§[ MHa3mbl, OTPABJIAIOIINE >KHMBYIO >XH3Hb. HeT,

1568
M3BUHUTE, 3J€CHh HE 1O TEPIMNMOCTHU.

Nabokov’s ekphrasis of death proves the contrary: even when it is about death, art
is not deathly — its strings keep “vibrating and endlessly dying.” Poetry thus, like any other
artistic form, should not be about pragmatism but contemplation:'” we, as readers, indulge
in the meticulous description of the object as mediated by the lyric voice. In this respect,
Nabokov’s item is doubly desecrating: not only is the mask a self-indulgent celebration of
nostalgia, it is also fundamentally devoid of any practical function, being it a common item
of décor. Nevertheless, his meticulous description gives it the same status, the same
cathartic potential as a work of art. The evocative power of the object becomes even more
evident in Nabokov’s English self-translation. There, the Russian verb “glyadet’,” twice
repeated in the original text, acquires two different additional shades: “star[e],” denoting a
prolonged observation, and “glance,” indicating a quick glimpse. While the act of glancing
is associated with the woman, enhancing her evanescence, that of staring is attributed to
the man contemplating the mask in a state of deep self-absorption.

And yet the mask is not a work of art strictly speaking. Unlike Baudelaire’s,
Nabokov’s mask is not a theatre prop, not an integral part of a sculpture, nor is it a
precious death masks cast on a sovereign’s or a prominent intellectual’s face. L'Inconnue’s

gypsum rnask reproduces the features Of an unknown young woman Whose only Virtue was

158 Thidem, 6.
199 In his 1957 definition of wotsialisticheskiy realizm Andrey Sinyavskiy wrote: “reneonormueckas crenmduka
MapKCHUCTCKOTO 00pasa MbIC/IU TOJIKAET K TOMY, YTOObI Bce 0e3 MCKJIIOUeHMs MOHSTUS U MPEMETbI MOABECTH K

Llenu, coornectu c Llenwvio, onpenenurs uepes Llenn.” Abram Terts, Chto takoye solsialisticheskiy realizm

(Parizh: Sintaksis, 1988), 13.
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her beauty. Neither is it an unicum. In 1902 Rainer Maria Rilke noticed the mask exposed
on the shelves of a caster’s shop in Paris and thus commented the vision: “seul visage
anonyme vendu au milieu d’hommes célébres et de reproductions d’ceuvres d’art, “entre
L’Enfant a lépine et le Beethoven mort”, I'aspect irrationnel et mystérieux du masque a assuré
son succés commercial. Il ornait, parait-il, un grand nombre d'intérieurs bourgeois du
début du siecle.”’” Due to the widespread circulation of the mask, Nabokov must have
been perfectly aware of it being a mass produced object that anybody could showcase on
their mantlepiece or bookcase. This is particularly evident in the last stanza of his poem,
when the mask becomes the intermediary between the two male characters, the lyric voice
and the “soblaznitel’ tainstvennyy” / “mysterious seducer.” Because they both observe the
same mask in two different places at the same time, they share the same experience as
mediated by the same ubiquitous object. Yet the failure in catharsis — the main speaker still
identifies himself with “the accursed man of pleasure” by the end of the poem — reveals its
status as an item of kitsch design. Poshlost’, the Russian word for kitsch, originates from
“nomwban,” that is “crapunnbiii, McKOHHBIN; npeXHMIA, o6brunbiit”®! [ancient, original /
native; previous, common]. Ergo, Nabokov’s death mask is a literal representation of
poshlost’ it stands for an object that is both retrospective and repetitive enough to be

considered a thing of the past, lacking the aesthetic power of art and its cathartic potential.

According to Barton Johnson, however, Nabokov’s tone is not derisive towards
I'Inconnue'® as a cultural phenomenon per se. What we might read in his words is rather a
metonymy for representation and its reproducibility as a social and cultural phenomenon.

If, on the one hand, the mask is a thing for the thing’s sake, a pure self-indulgent form of

190 Héléne Pinet, “L’eau, la femme, la mort. Le mythe de I'Inconnue de la Seine,”

http://expositions.bnf.fr/portraits/grosplan/inconnue/. The quotations are Rilke’s own words.

1 Etimologicheskiy slovar’ russkogo yazyka Maksa Fasmera.
162 As clearly demonstrated by Barton Johnson in ““L’Inconnue de la Seine” and Nabokov's Naiads,” 225-
248.
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re-presentation, rather than being stripped of its aura, it is increasingly mysterious and
alluring, to such an extent it becomes the object of a mass cult. Therefore, while resolutely
rejecting the vision of reproducibility as a way to attain any educational purpose, L 7nconnue
de la Seine condensates Nabokov’s contradictory approach to mass culture, his critical view
of its poshlost” and his concurrent ability to exploit its means.

When L’Inconnue de la Seine is interpreted as an ekphrastic poem, its content becomes
so much more relevant to the context where it belongs. Its intertextuality acquires a
significant value on two different levels. On the one hand, the presence of Baudelaire’s and
Blok’s verses creates a parodic effect, a pastiche almost grotesquely moulded in the plaster:
of Baudelaire’s “passante” and Blok’s “neznakomka” only a death mask survives.
Symbolism is a ghost of the past that keeps haunting the present with its vestiges. On the
other hand, the ekphrastic depiction of the object might disclose Nabokov’s reception of
two dominant theoretical approaches to consumption that were both crucial in tracing a
new path in terms of material and moral reproducibility. Hence, in its condemning both the
didactic purpose of Socialist Realism and the mute compliance induced by mass production
and kitsch, L7nconnue can be read as an attempt at stressing the importance of individual

reception. Lest art become a hollow calque.

1.3 Cuumox / The Snapshot

Nabokov wrote Srimok in 1927 in Binz, a German seaside resort where he and his
wife Vera felt “quite unseen by others and quite free of normal constraints.”'® These verses
expand on that sense of freedom and express the feeling of being caught unawares In a

casual picture. The poem casts four different characters: the main speaking voice and the

1% Brian Boyd, Viadimir Nabokov. The Russian Years (London: Chatto & Windus, 1990), 274.
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three members of a family, father, mother and child. The point of view shifts between that

of the main voice and that of the camera pointed by the father toward the rest of his family.

Nabokov’s Russian text

I and II stanzas

Crumox

Ha IIJIsI>Ke B IIOJIA€Hb JIHJIOBaTbIﬁ,
B MOPCKOM KaHI/IKyJII)HOM Pafo
CHHUMAJI KyHaIIbIIII/IK HOJIOC&TI)II;,I

CBOIO CYACT/IMBYIO CEMBbIO.

N samupaer manbumk rossiii,
u ynbibaeTcs JKeHa,
B rOpSIYMii CBET, B IECOK BECEJIbIIA,

Kak B cepe0Opo, nmorpy>keHa.

Literal translation

Althe snapshot

On a/the beach at the almost lilac noon,
in a/the seaside vacational heaven,

a striped bather was taking a picture

of his happy family.

And the naked boy freezes,
and the wife smiles,
in the burning light, in the cheerful sand,

as in silver, she is plunged.

Nabokov’s English translation

The Snapashot

Upon the beach at violet-blue noon,
in a vacational Elysium

a striped bather took

a picture of his happy family.

And very still stood his small naked boy,
and his wife smiled,
in ardent light, in sandy bliss

plunged as in silver.

Nabokov wrote the Russian text in iambic tetrameter with alternate feminine and

masculine rhymes. The English translation, however, does not reproduce neither the
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original rhythm nor its rhyme scheme. The translation becomes almost prosaic, thus
enhancing the sense of casualness and informality expressed throughout the poem.

The first stanza contextualises the scene. The poem opens with an unusual
description of the light at noon on a summer day. Rather than being bright and warm, its
tone is painted with the colder shades of “lilovatyy” and the even colder “violet-blue” of the
English translation. This might be an anticipation of the scene as it will appear in the
picture, blurred by the high sun at midday. Alternatively, it might be a reference to the way
the scene is perceived through the camera, the blinding light reflecting on the blazing sand
and the radiant sea. The vacational “ray” becomes a more connotative “Elysium” in the
English version, contributing to the creation of an almost surreal scenario. The hypallage
“kupal’shchik polosatyy” / “a striped bather” — the bathing suit being striped, not the bather
— suggests a more vivid and synthetic description of the man. While the original has more
of a descriptive inflection, the English translation shifts the focus on the narrative
sequence: the imperfective “snimal” is translated into “took / a picture,” the past simple
preferred to the continuous tense. The action is thus rendered more immediate and
dynamic in the English text.

The second stanza further expands on these two different attitudes. In the original,
Nabokov actualises the scene that is being immortalised in the photograph through the
present tense of “zamirayet” and “ulybayetsya.” In the English translation, the past simple
of “stood” and “smiled” removes the scene from the reader’s present by placing it back into
the narrative past where it belongs. Moreover, the rigid structure of the Russian syntax is
diluted in the less regular formal construction of the English sentences. The isocolon in “i
zamirayet mal'chik [...] /1 ulybayetsya zhena” is lost in the English corresponding lines
“and very still stood the small naked boy, / and his wife smiled,” where the two subjects
and their predicates are disposed in a less emphatic syntactic chiasmus. The colour shades

are more realistic in the second stanza: the overwhelming silver tones of the “goryachiy
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svet” / “ardent light” and “pesok veselyy” / “sandy bliss” are almost as blinding to the reader
as they are in the actual scene. Again the hypallage involves the adjective “goryachiy” /
“ardent,” which denotes the tactile perception of warmth, referred to “svet” / “light” as well
as “veselyy,” attributed to “pesok” rather than to the human presence. The English version
“sandy bliss” inverts the original use of adjective and noun but still preserves the

displacement of the epithet “sandy,” attributing a material quality to the feeling of “bliss.”

Nabokov’s Russian text

ITI-V stanzas

W nonocareim uesoBexkom
HanpasJieH B COJIHEYHBIH MecoK,
MUTHYJI M LIEJIKHYJI Y€PHBIM BEKOM

d)OTOI‘paCbI/ILIeCKI/Iﬁ TJIa30K.

3ane'{aTJ1eJ1a 9Ta IIVIEHKA
BC€, 4TO MOIJia OHa MMOMMATh:
OL€CIIEHEBLICTO pe6eH}<a,

€ro CHUsIILyo MarThb,

U BeJeplo, U Be JOMAaThI,
U B CTOPOHE ITeCYaHbIi CKaT.
N a, CJIydafHBIA corsaaTau,

Ha 3aJHEM IIJIaHE€ TO>XXE CHMAT.

Literal translation
And by the striped person
pointed to the sunny sand,

blinked and clicked with its black eyelid
the photographic ocellus/shutter.

This film imprinted
all it could catch:
the stiffen child,

his beaming mother,

and a small bucket, and two spades,

and on the side a sandy slope.

And 1, a/the casual spy,

in the background am also taken/photographed.
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Nabokov’s English translation
And by the striped man

directed at the sunny sand
blinked with a click of its black eyelid

the camera’s ocellus.

That bit of film imprinted
all it could catch,
the stirless child

his radiant mother,

and a toy pail and two beach spades,

and some way off a bank of sand,

and [, the accidental spy,

I in the background have been also taken.

The three central stanzas describe the process of the camera imprinting the picture
on the film. Again the hypallage “solnechnyy pesok” / “sunny sand” transfers the
incorporeal quality of light onto the texture of substantial matter. This reproduces the
principle of photography, which imprints onto the film the light reflecting on the surface of
things. The personification of the camera, as suggested in the use of “vek[/]” / “eyelid,” is
strengthened in the English translation through the Saxon genitive of “camera’s ocellus.”
Also, the English version plays with the phonetic effects more than the Russian original
seems to do. Take, for instance, verse 11: the consecutive use of short words ending with

» o«

the voiceless velar stop /k/ as in “blinked,” “click” and “black” reproduces the rapid sound
of the ocellus.

The fourth and fifth stanzas imprint on the page the scene caught in the
photograph. The intertextual moment is captured here without the use of verbs and the
insistent series of anaphoric conjunctions. Internal rhymes in the English “I,” twice
repeated, and “spy” as well as “bit” — “it” and the imperfect rhyme in “pail” — “spades” —

“way” revive the internal coherence of the verses, otherwise fragmented. The increasing

use of polysyndeton, both in Russian and in English, gives the verses a pressing rhythm.
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The sense of the original “soglyadatay” is trivialised in the English “spy” for lack of a better
word. The Russian noun comes from the juxtaposition of the prefix #0-, which denotes
congruency, and the verb glyadet’, meaning to observe. While the term “spy” implicates a
passive look, soglyadatay attributes to the observer the active role of an involved witness, a
contributor to the scene through the act of looking at it. In his English self-translation,
however, Nabokov enhances the ironic contradiction of a “sluchaynyy soglyadatay” in the
“accidental spy” — the involuntary witness of the original becomes a chance peeper in the

English translation, utterly inadequate in his role.

Nabokov’s Russian text

VI and VII stanzas

3uMOI B HEBEOMOM MHE [JOME
nokaxxyr babyike anbbom,

nu 6leeT CHMMOK B TOM aJII)6OMe,

u 6yll:y s1 HA CHUMKE TOM:

MO 0BJIMK MeK JIIOAbMU Yy IKUMU,
OJIUH MO aBI'yCTOBCKUH JI€Hb,
MOS He 3Haemas UMU,

BOTIIE YKpaA€HHas TE€Hb.

Literal translation

In winter, in a house unknown to me

they will show an album to (their) grandmother
and there will be a picture in that album,

and I will be in that picture:

my figure among stranger people,
in one of my August days,
my unknowable to them

shadow, stolen in vain.

Nabokov’s English translation

Next winter, in an unknown house,
grandmother will be shown an album,

and in that album there will be a snapshot,
and in that snapshot I shall be.

My likeness among strangers,
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one of my August days,
my shade they never noticed,

my shade they stole in vain.

The final stanzas project the poem into the future, when the scene previously
depicted in the act of being imprinted on the film will be finally printed on paper as an
actual photograph. The intertextual hypothyposis develops here into a proper ekphrastic
depiction of an image.

The anaphor structured on the Russian predicative construction “i budet” is
rendered into a specification of place in the English “and in that,” which highlights the
displacement of the lyrical subject in relation to the future he is reflecting upon. The effect
of the anaphoric repetition is even more evident in the English version, where the closing
verses repeat “my shade they,” the opposition between the subject and the strangers further
contributing to the sense of removal and displacement expressed in the poem. The fact that
the man has been included in the picture of a stranger family is perceived ultimately as an
act of extortion or, worse, abduction, as suggested in “ukradennaya ten”” / “my shade they
stole.” The act of violence is rendered even more abusive by the fact that what has been
stolen is not a mere object, but one’s own “ten’”” / “shade.” The English adverb “in vain,”
which translates the rather colloquial “votshche,” is given prominence by shifting it to the
closing position, where it creates the most evident, though still imperfect, rhyme of the

poem — “pudma Bcerna camast 3BoHKast yactsb npeniosxkenus,” as Boris Tomashevskiy would

164

say.

Nabokov’s tone, however, seems to be rather ironic. In this respect, the “vacational
Elysium” acquires a determining value. I would argue that the choice of the attribute

“vacational” is not casual, in that it indicates a span of time or a portion of space defined by

1 Tomashevskiy, Stilistika, 272.
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its emptiness, its vacantia. The fact that that vacant space should be occupied by an
unknown person not just momentarily but as a permanent intrusion in the picture feels
uncomfortable. This sense of displacement is highlighted, as discussed above, by the
frequent use of hypallage, which reproduces the act of imprinting by transferring the
epithet to a contiguous, though inappropriate, domain; similarly, the poem describes how a
photograph transfers the image of a stranger in the intimate space of a family, where it does
not belong. The frequent repetitions, especially in the form of anaphors, could be read as
the linguistic symptom of embarrassment.

This feeling of inappropriateness is expressed in the very title of the poem, where
“snimok” is translated as “snapshot.” The Russian more colloquial and less technical
synonym for photograph comes from the verb vnimat’ [take (away)], frequently used to
indicate the process of recording an image by impressing it on a surface through the action
of light. The English “snapshot” emphasises the contingency of the action by referring to

»165 “«
a

“an informal photograph taken quickly, typically with a small handheld camera”® or

166

casual photograph made typically by an amateur.””®™ The word itself is loosely
onomatopoeic and pleonastic: one of the meanings of the verb “to snap” is to “open or close
with a brisk movement or sharp sound,”*” which recalls the movement and the sound of
the camera’s ocellus, while the noun “shot,” before indicating the photograph itself, has the
meaning of a hit or stroke as well as the firing of a gun, thus suggesting a more “mass
scale,” industrial alternative to artistic photography.'® Therefore it is not by chance that
what is initially called a “picture” ultimately becomes a “snapshot.” The patient process of

taking it, the mother and her child standing still, the man’s care in pointing the camera are

all part of an operation that requires time and attention; the final result, the incongruous

1% Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 2008.

1% Merriam Webster Online.

17 Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 2008.

'8 See Walter Benjamin, “A Short History of Photography,” Screen 13, no. 1 (1972): 5-26. The essay was
originally published in The Literarische Welt of 18 September, 29 September and 2 October 1931.
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presence of a stranger, though, impairs its value and turns the picture into a casual
snapshot. The self-translation seems to prove this point, when the attention is drawn to the
ephemeral quality of the photograph as condensed in the closing “in vain.” This becomes
even more evident in the use of verbs: the present tenses of the Russian original make the
action of taking the picture ever current, ongoing; the English past tenses, conversely,
provide for the transitory evanescence of the snapshot, its illusory objectivity.

Paul Valery'’s prediction on the ubiquity allowed by photography is presented here
in a literal sense: “on saura transporter ou reconstituer en tout lieu le systéme de sensations,
— ou plus exactement, le systéme d’excitations, — que dispense en un lieu quelconque un
objet ou un événement quelconque. Les ceuvres acquerront une sorte d"ubiquité.”’*” Having
been included in the picture, the man will continue existing in it as long as it will exist,
independently of his own will. His presence is an excess in objectivity, which results in
waste. Vacancy is a remote mirage. Snimok / The Snapshot anticipates Benjamin’s comment
on film: “the newsreel demonstrates unequivocally that any individual can be in a position
to be filmed. But that possibility is not enough. Any person today can lay claim to being
fi[/7z€9.”170 While we know the camera must have caught the mother and the child, we have
no actual evidence of the man’s intrusion other than his own claim. Hence, overexposure is
not just a matter of exceeding light entering the lens. A few years later, during his speech
for the centenary of photography, Valéry stated: “dans chaque famille se conserve un
album, un de ces albums qui nous mettent entre les mains les portraits devenus émouvants,

les costumes devenus ridicules, les instants devenus ce qu'ils sont devenus, et tout un

19 Paul Valéry, “La conquéte de l'ubiquité,” in (Busres, vol. 2, Pieces sur lart, ed. Jean Hytier (Paris:
Gallimard, 1960), 1284.
170 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in Its Technological Reproducibility,” 33. Benjamin’s italics.
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personnel de parents, d’amis et d'inconnus aussi, qui ont eu quelque part essentielle ou
accidentelle & notre vie.”"”!

For all its apparent simplicity, Snimok / The Snapshot ultimately reflects on
speculation in terms of a gnoseological approach. As a mirror of the real, pictures
reproduce all they imprint (“saneuarnena sra nuenxa / Bece, uro morna ona noiimars” / “that
bit of film imprinted / all it could catch”). The accumulation of details, though, does not
guarantee objectivity. Rather, “technological reproduction is more independent of the
original,” Benjamin claimed, “for example in photography it can bring out aspects of the
original that are accessible only to the lens (which is adjustable and can easily change
viewpoint) but not to the human eye; or it can use certain processes, such as enlargement
or slow motion, to record images which escape natural optics altogether.””” The “erreur
par excés”'”® subtracts the integrity of vision by forcing the presence of an intruder. The
“soglyadatay” / “spy,” on the other hand, invades the scene and speculates on his own
presence in the eventual picture. There, he will survive as a mirrored shade, a specular
negative of himself. Overexposure acquires a literal meaning in Nabokov’s poem. It is not
simply light overflowing in the camera and glaring its lens. In Snimok / The Snapshot
overexposure is the presumption of objectivity, the saturation of space where any presence

can be stolen in vain. After all, “is it not the task of the photographer [...] to uncover guilt

and name the guilty in his pictures?”"”*

7L Paul Valéry, “Discours du centenaire de la photographie,” Socicté francaise de photographie, no. 10
(November 2001), 89-106, https:/etudesphotographiques.revues.org/265#bodyftn12. The speech was held at
the Sorbonne, Paris, on the 7 January 1939.

172 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in Its Technological Reproducibility,” 21.

173

Valéry, “Discours du centenaire de la photographie,”
https://etudesphotographiques.revues.org/265#bodyftn12.
174 Benjamin, “A Short History of Photography,” 25.
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2. ITPO3PAYHLIE BEIIMX / TRANSPARENT

THINGS

On Metasememes (Synaesthesia and Synecdoche)

3arepsBLINCH I/ie-TO,
Pobko Bepum mbi
B nenpospaunocts csera

I/I npo3pavYyHOCTb TbMbI.

Maksimilian Voloshin, “Mir zakutan plotno....”""”

In his English poem Voluptates Tactionum (1951) Nabokov foretells a distant future,
an epoch he envisions as the “com[ing] of age” of sensory awareness, when it will be
possible for people to touch smells, feelings and other incorporeal entities. The scene he
describes has the avant-gardism of a sci-fi narrative: “grouped before a Magnotact, / clubs
and families will clutch / everywhere the same compact / paradise (in terms of touch).”'”®
While the Latin title, which could be loosely rendered as the pleasures of touches or

contacts, retains the archaic allure of scientific nomenclature or the restraint of a wiseman’s

saying, the neologism coined to name a contraption of futuristic stamp (the Magnotact is

175 Maksimilian Voloshin, “Mir zakutan plotno...,” in Sttkhotvoreniya i poemy, ed. V. P. Kupchenko and A. V.
Lavrov (Sankt-Peterburg: Nauka, 1995), 102.
176 Vladimir Nabokov, “Voluptates Tactionum,” in Poems (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1961), 27.

98



depicted as follows: “when you turn a knob, your set / will obligingly exhale / forms,

7 is well ahead of its times. Despite the

invisible and yet / tangible — a word in Braille.”)
enthusiastic frenzy, though, the outcome is rather disappointing: “see the schoolboy, like a
blind / lover, frantically grope / for the shape of love — and find / nothing but the shape of
soap.”'”®

As manifested in the frustrated tone of the concluding stanza, Voluptates Tactionum
has a warning at its very core. Not against the “inevitable day”'” of progress, but against
words losing their symbolic meaning, against language being deprived of its figurative
signification — a flat world of plain dull, but still elusive, matter. Ultimately, Voluptates
Tactionum is an objection to mistaking literariness for literalim, i.e. to depriving words of
their magic.

It was Andrey Belyy who reclaimed the “magic of words”'® in what is still regarded

today as one of the most comprehensive theoretical approaches to Symbolism. As early as

1910 he wrote:

cama >KMUBasi pedb eCThb HeNpephIBHAsl Marus; yJadyHO CO3JaHHBIM CJIOBOM s
NPOHMKAIO INIy0iKe B CyLIHOCTH SIBJIEHUH, HEXKEIU B MPOLECCE aHATUTUIECKOrO
MBIIIJIEHMS]; MBILLJIGHUEM sI Pasjindalo SIBJIEHUE; CI060M S TIOAUYUHSIIO SIBJICHUE,
[IOKOPSII0 €ro; TBOPYECTBO JKMBOM peud ecThb Bcerga Oopbba uesoBeka ¢
BpPaXKAE€OHBIMY CTUXUSMU, ETO OKPY KAIOLIMMU; CJIOBO 3a’KUTAeT CBETOM I0OebI

o 181
OKpYy2>Karlun MeHd MpPaxk.

77 Ibidem.

178 Tbidem, 28.

179 Tbidem, 27.

180 Andrey Belyy, “Magiya slov,” Simvolizm: Kniga statey (Moskva: Musaget, 1910), 429-448. Belyy occupied a
high rank in Nabokov’s list of favourite versificators and prosody theoreticians, as his borrowings from
Belyy’s prosodic studies prove — see paragraph 2.3, on Nepravil'nyye yamby / Irregular lambics, and also his
discussion of Belyy’s research on rhythm in Nabokov, Dar, 112 (“Heckonbko mosske moHyMmeHTanbHOE
uccienosanue Anzpes Benoro o purmax sarunHoTM3MpOBao MeHs! CBOEH CHCTEMOI HAIVISAHOIO OTMeYaHUs
U TMOACYUTBIBAHUS TONYyAAapPEeHWii, TaK YTO BCEe CBOU CTapble YeTBIPEXCTOIHbIE CTUXU $I HEMEUIEHHO
MPOCMOTPEJT C ATOH HOBOH TOYKU 3pEHHUS ).

181 Belyy, “Magiya slov,” 431. Bely’s emphasis. For want of immediacy, the passage has been reported here in
accordance to contemporary Cyrillic orthography.
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Belyy’s is a writer’s language, full of warmth and depth and richness, a spell itself.
He describes language as zvuk prostranstva, the sound of space, the articulation of a point in
which temporal and spatial coordinates meet (“ciioBo — cumBsos; oHO ecTh HoOHATHOE AJS
MEHSI COeJUHEHME JABYyX HEINOHSTHBIX CYLIHOCTEH: [OCTYIMHOrO MOEMYy 3PEHHIO
IPOCTPAHCTBA M IVIyXO3BYYallero BO MHE BHYTPEHHETO 4yBCTBA, KOTOPOE $I HAa3bIBAIO
yerosuo (popmansuo) spemenem.”).'”” Poetry is zhivaya rech’, a living discourse which does
not serve the purpose of logic significance: “cmbica >xuBoi#t peun BoBce He B JIOrMUecKoii ee
3HAYMMOCTH; Cama JIOTUKa eCTb nopoxkaeHue peuu [...]. InaBnaa sapmaua peun — tBOpUTH
HOBble 00pPasbl, BIMBATh UX CBEPKAIOLLEE BEJUKOJIENNE B Ay JIIOAEH, Aa0bl BEJIMKOJIENNEM
orum mokpeite mup.” " Poetic idiom, then, crosses over the borders of pragmatic
signification, it violates obvious assumptions and shared grounds. It is meta-phoric, meta-
morphic, meta-semantic. It is not functional to the purpose of communication. Rather, it
creates and imbues language with new, fresh meaning. Again, as Belyy put it, “B 3Byxe
BOCCO3/1a€TCSL  HOBBIA MHMp, B Ipefe]aXx KOTOpPOro s 4yBCTByI0 cebsi  TBOpLOM
A CTBUTEIbHOCTHY; TOT/IA HAYMHAIO $I HA3BIBATH MPEJMETHI, T. €. BTOPMUYHO BOCCO3/aBaTh UX
mst cebst.”'

Another prominent Symbolist poet, Konstantin Bal'mont also reflected on the
evocative power of poetic language, which he himself called, along the trajectory drawn by
Belyy, volshebstvo. His strong belief in the principle of “coenunenue msyx uepes tperse” ™
[combination of two elements through a third], is first and foremost a matter of

coincidence, structure and harmony in duality:

B 9TOM MHUPE, uUrpasds B A€Hb WM HOYb, Mbl C/IMBaemM JaABa B OJHO, Mbl BCE€raa
npeBpamacm lIBOﬁCTBeHHOCTI: B €OUHCTBO, CLHEIIdIIIee CBOCIO MbICJ/IbIO,

TBOPYECKHMM €€ INPHMKOCHOBEHHMEM, HECKOJIbKO CTPDYH Mbl CO€JUHACM B OIMWH

182 Tbidem, 430.
185 Tbidem, 433.
184 Tbidem, 430.
185 Konstantin Bal'mont, Poeziya kak volshebstvo (Moskva: Skorpion, 1915), 5.
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3Byqa1111/1f/’1 HUHCTPYMEHT, [ABa BEJJIMKHE H3BEYHbLIC IIYTHU PaCXOXACHUSA Mbl

CJIMBaem B OJHO yCTpemMJiIeHME, KaK [ABa OTACJ/JIbHBIC CTHX4, IIOLE/JIOBABLIMCH B

186
PI/ICbMe, COCAMHAIOTCA B OAHY HEPA3PbhIBHYIO 3BYy1YHOCTb.

Much as he would have later disapproved of his style and translations from English
and Anglo-American literature,' it does not seem preposterous to suppose that a young
Nabokov might have been influenced by the reading of Bal'mont’s essay, which first
appeared in 1915. The latter’s synesthetic study of Russian alphabetical sounds, as
presented there, spills over into Nabokov's own audition colorée presented in both Dar,
where it is attributed to his most beloved Fedor Godunov-Cherdyntsev, and Speak, Memory,
as part of the author’s own intellectual proceedings.'™ Also, in the aforementioned work,
Bal’'mont describes the moment of poetic inspiration as following rainfall (“ogna xanas,
3BeHs1, roBopuUT 0 BeesleHHOM, B 0iHOI KaIUle, IepeanBasich, UTPalOT Bee LBeTa pagyru. Tak
PO’KJAeTCsl CTUX, BO3HMKAET HAaIeBHbIM o0pas, uesosex Buaut cebs B Mupe, u Becs Mup,

189

orobparertbm, Haxomnt B cebe”)," as it happens in Nabokov's Dozhd” proletel (see 0.2).
Finally, Gerald Smith’s quantitative study shows both Bal'mont’s and Nabokov’s
preference for ternary measures (21.6% and 19.8% respectively, instead of 14.8% for
Russian poetry from 1890 to 1935, 17.9% for Russian poetry from 1920 and 1940 and
10.2% for Khodasevich alone) as well as for classical iambs (63.7% and 63.8% respectively

against 44.5% for Russian poetry from 1890 to 1935 and 54.0% for Russian poetry from

18 Tbidem, 7. The source material has been transcribed here according to post-revolutionary standard
orthography.
187 « “« » o
To 6bulo Bpems, xorma abrop “Xouy ObiThb pAepakum” MycTHS1 B OOMXOJ TOT MCKYCCTBEHHBIH
YeTHIPEXCTOMHBIA MO, C HAPOCTOM JIMIIHETro CJIOra TMOCPeNUHe CTPOKM (MM WHAade TOBOPS ABYXCTOIHOE
BOCBMHCTHUILME C >KEHCKUMH OKOHYAHUSMH KPOME 4YeTBEPTOH M MOocJeqHell CTPOKM, MOJAHHOE B BHIE
YEeTBEPOCTHUIbSI), KOTOPBIM, KaXKETCs, TaK HUKOT[AA M HE HAMUCAJOCh HU ORHO WCTMHHO MO3THYECKOE
cruxorsopenue. Sl faBan sTomy misiIyiemMy ropOyHy HECTH 3aKaT WM JIOAKY W YAUBJSUICS, YTO TOT TacHeT,
ta "e wisBer.” Nabokov, Dar, 113.
18 “T present a fine case of colored hearing. Perhaps “hearing” is not quite accurate, since the color sensation
seems to be produced by the very act of my orally forming a given letter when I imagine its outline.”

Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 381.
189 Bal’'mont, Poeziya kak volshebstvo, 17.
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1920 to 1940),"° which could confirm Nabokov’s earlier interest in Bal'mont’s
versification.

In view of such significant correspondences, we may suppose that Nabokov’s
constant oscillation between two dimensions — past and present, here and there, real and
imaginary — might have been informed by Bal'mont’s dualism. This emerges especially

when we take into account Yuriy Levin’s definition of bispatsial’nost’

cynb6a HabGokosa, ero >xusnennast cutyauusi, Bo Bcsikom ciayuae, B 20-30-e rr.,
MOYeT ObITh OXapaKTepu3oBaHa cCJieAylolum obpasom. B ocHose aexwur
omnoaunust Poguna (P, Poccus, Patria) / YUysx6una (E, Espona, Exilium),
npuuem camo P pasnsoeno na Pl — coberBenno poauna, Poccust npouutoro, — u
P2 — coBerckast Poccusi, — umeromme, oaHaKko, HeEIyCTOe IepecedeHUe, B
KOTOpOe BXOIHUT, BO BCSIKOM ciydae, «meisaskHas» Poccusi. Pl napesena
BBICOKOHM LIEHHOCTBIO, KOTOpasi 4aCTU4HO mnepexoaut u Ha P2. E — nennocrno
HEUTPaJIbHO, eC/IU He oTpuuareabHo. «5» BoiHy)aeHHO nokunya Pl — B moment
ee paspyiuenust u npespauienust B P2 — u okasancsa B E. Bosspamenne B Pl
dbusuuecku HeBO3MOXHO — Jaumb B BocnomuHanuu, ubo Pl maxomurca B
npouutom. I[lpu srom ¢ Pl cBsasano «cosepienHeiiiee, cyacTiuBeiiee
IETCTBO» U «CYACTJIUBASI IOHOCTb», U HOCTAJIBIUSI B COOCTBEHHOM CMBICJIE CJIOBA
CMeIIMBAaeTCsl C HOCTaslbrueil mo npouviomy. Bosspamenue B P2 dusuueckn

191
BO3MO>KHO, HO HEpPE€AJbHO IO CONMAJbHO-ITOJIMTUYECKNM IIPUYIMNHAM.

As a consequence to his much suffered emigration(s), Nabokov’s language is an
attempt at compromise: it looks for adjacencies, it sews the torn edges of experience. From
geographlcal oppositions, it progresses towards metaphysmal antinomies. Again, in Levin's
words, “B l-oiff wacTu paccMaTpPMBAIOTCS TEKCTbl, B OCHOBE KOTOPBIX JIE€KHT
6ucnanuansiocts tuna E/P [Espona-Exilium/Poccus-Patria]. Ocoboe sHumanue npu
9TOM YHAEeJSIeTCsl MHBAPUAHTHON TeMe IepeceveHus] IPaHULbl ABYX NpoCcTpaHCTB. Bo 2-oit

4acTH pacCMOTPEHBI TEKCTHI, basupylomuecs Ha onnosunuu Re/Im [Real/Imaginary]."192 I

190 Gerald S. Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse Form,” in Russian Literature Triguarterly, 279.

! Yuriy Levin, “Bispatsial nost’ kak invariant poeticheskogo mira V. Nabokova,” in Izbrannyye trudy. Poetika.
Semiotika (Moskva: Yazyki russkoy kul'tury, 1998), 323-324.

192 Tbidem, 325.
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would again stress the importance of self-translation in terms of a theoretical polarisation

and a pernicious yet crucial compromise with oneself.

In the English novel he entitled Zransparent Things (1972) any object, be it natural
or man-made (as well as the intricate plot itself, for that matter), is perceived as the
conglomerate of its past and future history, a laminated adjacency of strata: “a thin veneer
of immediate reality is spread over natural and artificial matter, and whoever wishes to
remain in the now, with the now, on the now, should please not break its tension film.
Otherwise the inexperienced miracle-worker will find himself no longer walking on water
but descending upright among staring fish.”'* Language, a tension film spread over the
current of being, allows us the benefit of choice: to float or either to drown into the depth
of things. It is not by chance that Transparent Things is a novel built on a pattern of
coincidences that, once disentangled, reveal its complexity, starting from the protagonist’s
name, Hugh Person, and its uncanny assonance with “you, person,” a metasemantic
generalisation of the novel’s central character. “Throughout the novel,” Boyd comments,
“Nabokov continues to surprise us with the economy and inventiveness and disconcerting
comedy of his disruption of conventional narrative technique, as he defines the powers of
these transparent things.”"”" Nabokov’s language is meta-semantic because of its deceptive
transparency: it lets the reader see through the pretense of its opaque skin, translucent to
the light. One may brush against its surface or cut deeper in its flesh.

The present chapter is dedicated to the study of two types of metasememes in
Nabokov’s self-translated verses: synaesthesia and synecdoche. As indicated by their

shared etymological root, they both act on continuity and cohesion, though on different

195 V]adimir Nabokov, “Transparent Things," in Novels 1969-1974, ed. Brian Boyd (New York: Library of
America, 1996), 489.

194 Brian Boyd, “Transparent Things,” in Ruvssian Literature Triquarterly, 119. In Boyd’s close reading of the
novel, the “transparent things” are in fact the ghostly narrators, a consequence, we may say, of Nabokov’s

view of reality — and language — as synchronicity.
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premises. Synaesthesia forges coherence between incongruous senses; synecdoche forces
uneven replacements. Synaesthesia is an attempt at symmetric impressions; synecdoche
delights in asymmetries. What they have in common, though, is the illusion of keeping
things together, of distilling complexity through synthesis.

Because they act on semantics, all the three poems observed here are metapoems.
They reflect on the author’s attempt at (re-)naming as the spark of inspiration and present
a conscious orchestration of tropes as conveying the process of literary creation. They also
develop a liminal space where to unfold. In Zikhiy vhum | Soft Sound the disorienting
experience of expatriation is reflected on a series of oxymoronic superimpositions and
synesthetic shifts while illustrating the author’s loving devotion to his mother tongue; set in
a hotel room, in the space between earth and sea, the poem develops a sense of suspension.
Oko | Oculus presents the synecdochic image of a cyclopic eye, putting the question of
perspective and angle into focus, its isolation and removal questionable. Nepravid'nyye yamby
!/ Irregular lambics has the topic of prosody embedded in its structure and therefore
introduces us to a further exploration of Nabokov’s own systematic classification of iambic
tetrameters; its involvement of synaesthesia, as an added layer of semantic complexity, and
synecdoche, as a partial observance of conventional patterns, displays a new maturity on
the author’s part.

A metasemantic shift itself, the act of self-translation feeds into the creative process,
often highlighting the sense of intermediacy, transition and transience that is already

intrinsic to both synaesthesia and synecdoche.
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2.1 Tuxuit weym / Soft Sound

“[Zikhiy shum] provides an excellent example of Nabokov’s depiction of a humble
experience which nonetheless reverberates with the whisper and hush of physically non-
present forces, thanks both to the presentation of a concise plot and to the manipulation of
the poetic potential of language.”"” As illustrated in the words by Paul Morris, Nabokov's
poem has a much deeper intensity hiding behind its surface of apparent simplicity. While
its verses depict the poet’s ability to hear the murmur of his native country reverberating in
the sea, the actual essence of 7ikhiy shum resides in the evocative power of language, in the
phonetic and semantic correlation between synchronic perceptions and diachronic
memories, and in the light of this reading it will be here considered.

The poem was written in the coastal town of Le Boulou, in south-east France,
where Nabokov was staying, in 1929, on the occasion of one of his longed for butterfly
hunts.'” Here geographical displacement results in the upsetting feeling of definitive,

irreversible deracination.

Nabokov’s Russian text

I-IV stanzas

Tuccuwit wym

KOF}I& B HpI/IMOPCKOM I‘OpOllKe,
Cpellb HOYUN HaCMypHOI‘/JI, CO CKyKI/I
OKHO OTKpPOE€LIb, BAAJIEKe

HOPOJIBIOTCA HICMMYyIIe 3BYKH.

Hpucnymal‘/’lcg U pas3anuyiu
LIIYM MOPsI, AbIIIAINUN Ha CYyIIy,

obeperaroimuii B HOYM

€My BHUMAIONLYIO AYIILY.

Ber A€Hb HEBHSITEH IIIyM MOPCKOﬁ,

HO BOT NNPpOXOAUT NE€Hb HeSBaHHbIﬁ,

198 Morris, Vladimir Nabokov: Poetry and the Lyric Voice, 22.
196 Boyd, Viadimir Nabokov: The Russian Years, 288.
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II03BaHUBAas1, KakK HyCTOﬁ

CTAKaH Ha IMOJOYKe CTEKJISTHHOM.

U BHOBB B GeccoHHOM THIIMHE
OTKPOM OKHO CBOE€ IIOIIMPE,
U C MOPEM Thl HaeUHe

B OrPOMHOM H CITOKOMHOM mupe.

Literal translation

Stlent/quiet notse

When in a seaside town,

in the middle of a cloudy night, with boredom
you open the window, in the distance

whispering sounds pour out.

Listen carefully and discern

the noise of the sea, breathing on the dry land,
protecting in the night

the soul that pays attention to it.

During the day the noise of the sea is indistinct,
but there passes the uninvited day,
clinking like an empty

glass on a glass shelf.

And again in the sleepless silence/quietness
open your window wider and wider,
and with the sea you are alone

n the enormous and calm WOI‘ld.

Nabokov’s English translation

Soft Sound

When in some coastal townlet, on a night
of low clouds and ennui, you open

the window — from afar

whispering sounds spill over.

Now listen closely and discern

the sound of seawaves breathing upon land,
protecting in the night

the soul that harkens unto them.

Daylong the murmur of the sea is muted,
but the unbidden day now passes
(tinkling as does an empty
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tumbler on a glass shelf);

and once again amidst the sleepless hush
open your window, wider, wider,
and with the sea you are alone

n the enormous and calm WOI‘ld.

Late cloudy night. Waves, a gentle breeze carrying their watery rhythm. A man
standing by an open window. The scene unfolds on the brim between the circumscribed
space of a room and the vast expanse of the see. Nabokov’s language, its semantic nuances
and phonetic echoes, charges such a liminal environment with the static tension of polar
opposites. Words collide and flare up, losing their sharp edges and morphing into new
shapes. This is evident from the very beginning of the poem, where “zvuki” / “sounds” are
said to “prol[it’sya]” / “spill over,” as liquids do overflowing the brim of a full container. As
if water were pouring through the window, flooding the room, acoustic vibrations are
given a tactile consistency. Ethereal waves become one with their palpable — marine —
counterpart. Sensorial perceptions are shifted, their contours fade as the contextual domain
of lexical units expands. Yet they do not lose their vigour. In a new guise, they gain in
strength and effectiveness on the reader’s capacity for interceded, empathic perception.

As a consequence of such a hybrid concurrence of senses, the sound pattern
acquires a material substance, it becomes a phonic flood itself. Alliterations and
consonances create a constant stream of modulated iterations. Once sounds manifest
themselves as a material force, the poet’s language considerably increases in phonetic
complexity: lines 4 to 8 of the Russian original play with the repetition of the fricative
sound /s/ in combination with the plosives /b/ and /p/ as in “shepchushciye,”
“prislushaysya” and “oberegayushchiy,” as well as the nasal /m/ as in “shum morya” and
“yemu vnimayushchuyu,” reproducing the sound of waves breaking on the shore, the sea’s

monologue of mute repetitions. The English version does not elude the phonetic play: the
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combination of the voiceless fricative /s/ with a number of occlusive sounds as /d/~/t/, /b/—
/p/ and /g/-/k/ in “whispering sounds spill,” “listen [...] and discern,” “sound of seavawes”
and “soul that harkens” are equally evocative to an Anglophone ear, a sibilant flow
repeatedly breaking against a sudden obstruction. This proves Morris’s claim that “while
describing a natural event, Nabokov’s manipulation of poetic language and imagery allows
hidden dimensions of experience literally to sound forth in expression of a physical event
which is also something more.”"”’

Along the same line, the alliteration of the voiceless plosive /t/ preceded by the
fricative /s/ in “pustoy / stakan [...] steklyannoy” verbally articulates the sound it describes
by reproducing its phonic effect. The English self-translation confirms the relevance of
such a coincidence: as in the original version, exactly three voiceless postalveolar stops /t/
can be found in combination with as many nasal consonants in “tinkling [...] empty /
tumbler.” This becomes even more perceptible once we focus on the term “tumbler,” which
has been chosen for its fitting consonantal structure, in spite of its more elaborate taste
than the Russian simpler “stakan.”

What the English version succeeds in doing more than its Russian counterpart is to
further expand on the theme of sensorial perceptions through an increased sensibility for
metasememes: a distinctly anthropomorphic “murmur” is preferred to the more neutral
“shum” and is followed by the past participle “muted” translating a less connoting
“nevnyaten.” Through both “murmur” and “muted” the sea is felt as a living creature, a
human presence caught in his “bessonn[aya] tishin[a],” his “sleepless hush.” The search for
more accurate synonyms in the target language, as in “harkens” and “hush,” reveals
Nabokov’s intensified awareness of impressions and his utmost care to transpose them
faithfully onto the paper. So much so that the self-translated language retains an

onomatopoeic vibrancy to it, as discussed and proved so far. Also, the alliteration of the

97 Morris, Vladimir Nabokoy: Poetry and the Lyric Voice, 23.
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approximant /w/ combined with the dental /d/ in the epizeuxis “window, wider, wider,”
specific to the English version, further corroborates the hypothetic wish on Nabokov’s part
to develop such an echoing consonance between the described phenomena and their phonic
manifestations, presently the creaking sound of an old window encrusted with dried sea
salt.

Despite its aura of childish playfulness, Nabokov did not shun himself from
onomatopoeia. The poem Snreg [Snow,1930], also included in Poems and Problems, has a naif
“skrip, skrip, skrip”'®® appearing as its second verse, its English self-translation adapting
the sound of steps onto fresh snow as “creak, creak, creak.”'” Later on, the Russian short-
form adjective “skripuch” recreates the same phonic effect, implying an internal coherence;
in the target version, Nabokov has “crumpy,” which remains faithful to the intentions of
the source text. The exclamatory aside following the two respective attributes “skripuch” /
“crumpy,” “(o, etot zvuk!)”/“(oh, that sound!),” proves the relevance of the onomatopoeic
component of language while validating the emphatic effect of such a figure of speech, in
spite of its apparent simplicity.

The poet’s absorption in the natural environment is given prominence in the
Russian title, where the term “shum,” generally indicating a discordant or loud noise, is
used in accordance to one of its frequent collocations, that is with wind, rain and other
atmospheric agents — in this case condensed in the sea. As a consequence, the English
version has “sound,” which, though naming a regular set of phonic vibrations, equally
collocates with natural phenomena. Hence, the poet’s saturation with the surrounding
sensorial stimuli is reflected onto the conscious use of frequently co-occurring words, so
that the reader may also have the same experience of recognition, trust and confidence in

the experience itself.

198 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 62.
19 Tbidem, 63.
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In his 1830 Stikhi, sochinennyye nochyu vo vremya bessonnitsy [Verses composed at
night during insomnia], Pushkin had recounted a similarly enthralling Immersion in nature,

quite emblematic of Romantic poetry. His poem, though, ends on a questioning note:

Literal translation
Or mens vero To1 xouews? What do you want from me?
Te1 30Be1b MM npopounus? Are you calling or foretelling?
A nouste Tebst xouy, I do want to understand you,

00

Cmbicia s B Tebe I/IIJ_ly...2 I am looking for a sense in you...

Reflecting on a similar experience of reflective self-absorption stirred by a deep
identification with the surrounding environment, the second part of 7ikhsy shum seems to
provide readers with an answer. On the lookout for a reply to Pushkin’s enquiring, the
contemporary exile retraces the emotive path of the Romantic soul, his endless wandering.
Nevertheless, Nabokov's is not a linear progression but rather a circular involution, a short
circuit even, where the final arrival coincides with the point of departure, their contact

potentially destructive.

Nabokov’s Russian text
V-VIII stanzas

He mops IIyM — B THUIIM HOYEH
WHOE CJIBIIIHO MHE I'yeHbe:
LIYM TUXUNA POAUHBI MOEH,

€€ IbIXaHbE U 6I/IeHI)e.

B HEM BCE€ OTTEHKM I'OJIOCOB
MHE MWIbIX, IIPEPBAHHbBIX TaK CKOPO,
U II€HbE IIYINMKNMHCKUX CTUXOB,

" pOIIOT MamsiTHOT'O 60pa.

OT}IOXHOBeHbe, C4HaCThe B HEM,
6J'IaI‘OCJIOBeHbe Haa M3rHAHUEM.
HO TUXUU IIyM HE€ CJIbIIIIEH JHEM

3a cyeToH u npebesrKaHbeM.

200 Aleksandr Pushkin, “Stikhi, sochinennyye noch’yu vo vremya bessonnitsy,” in Sobraniye sochineniy v desyati
tomakh, vol. 2: Stikhotvoreniya 1825-1856, ed. D. D. Blagoy et al. (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoye izdatel’stvo
Khudozhestvennoy Literatury, 1959), 318.
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3aTo B MOJTHOYHOM TUILIMHE
BHMMAET J0JIr0 CIyX HEeCISIIUA
CTpaHe POAHOMH, ee LUIyMsIIei,

ee beccmepTHOM rutyOuHe.

Literal translation

Not the noise of the sea — in the silence/quietness of the night
another hum(ming sound) is audible to me/I can hear:

the noise of my quiet homeland,

her breathing and beating.

In her there are all shades of voices
(that are) dear to me, so quickly cut short/interrupted,
and the singing of Pushkinian verses,

and the murmur of the memorable coniferous/pine forest.

Repose, happiness are there,

the blessing of exile.

But the silent/quiet noise is inaudible during the day
because of the bustle and rattle.

But then in the midnight silence/quietness
the sleepless ear listens carefull_y at length

to the/its native land, her noisy,

her deathless depths.

Nabokov’s English translation

Not the sea’s sound...In the still night
I hear a different reverberation:

the soft sound of my native land,

her respiration and pulsation.

Therein blend all the shades of voices
so dear, so quickly interrupted
and melodies of Pushkin’s verse

and sighs of a remembered pine wood.

Repose and happiness are there,

a blessing upon exile;

yet the soft sound cannot be heard by day
drowned by the scurrying and rattling.

But in the compensating night,

in sleepless silence, one keeps listening
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) .
to one's own country, to her murmuring,

her deathless deep.

From stanza 5 to the end, Nabokov focuses on the memories awakened by the
sound of the sea. Quite unexpectedly, it is not the actual experience of expatriation that is
recalled here, though, at least partially, it also happened by sea. It is rather the soothing
sound of the Russian language, its lulling rhythms, as unforgettable as a melodic refrain
because so intimately known.

The preference for adjacency and contact between senses betrays the author’s
convoluting path and is again manifested in the English “reverberation:” unlike the original
“guden’e,” which univocally implies the sense of hearing, the term reverberation, while
primarily designating a sound elongating in time and expanding in space, might also refer
to the mirroring effect of a reflecting surface, like water or glass. The self-translated
version keeps exploring and commenting upon such a mismatch of sensorial perceptions, as
in “soft sound,” where the pairing of touch and hearing is again exclusive to the English
text. This manifested coherence between incongruous senses constitutes the very essence of
the title as well: while the Russian original juxtaposes the oxymoronic notions of silence
(“tikhiy”) and noise (“shum”), yet remaining consistent with the sense of hearing, the
English text breaks the rules of rational integrity and crosses over the boundaries of logic
sense by suggesting a continuity between discontinuous units — the adjective “soft” being
primarily attributed to palpable items and only by extension to sounds. This we might call
synaesthesia, a form of perceptual condition consisting in the cerebral experience of
“leakings and drafts” between senses, without them being protected “by more solid

walls,”?"!

as Nabokov himself would define his (and his mother’s) syndrome, which

manifested itself as a form of “colored hearing.”*"”

201 Both quotations are from: Nabokov, Speak, HMemory, 382.
202 Tbidem, 381.
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A germ of such an attempt at reproducing the unusual functioning of the poet’s
mind can be detected in the Russian original as well and, again, serves as the ultimate proof
of Nabokov’s wish to merge and blend a set of unrelated sensations: the “ottenki golosov” /
“shades of voices” perform a similar modulation of senses, different voice inflections treated
as chromatic tones. Once more the natural environment is given anthropoid features when
the “bor[/]” / “pine wood” is said to have the ability to emit “ropot” / “sighs.” Through such
an increasingly intense sequence of sensorial displacements, the poem reaches its climax:
what the sound of the sea stands for is not really itself, but rather the harmonious rhythms
of the Russian woodland nature, compared now to the rise and fall of a breathing pattern.
Nabokov'’s verses literally encapsulate here Belyy’s assumption that “cioso cospaer Hosbri,
TPeTHIi MUP — MHUP 3BYKOBBIX CHMBOJIOB, IOCPEACTBOM KOTOPOIO OCBELIAIOTCS TAWHBbI BHE
MEHS! [OJIO’)KEHHOTO MUPa, KaK U TalHbl MUPA, BHYTPU MEHS 3aKJIOYEHHbIE; MUP BHELIHUI
NPOJINBAETCSI B MOK AyLly; MUP BHYTPEHHUI NpPOJIMBAETCS U3 MEHs B 30pH, B LIyM
[€PEBLEB; B CJIOBE, U TOJBKO B CJIOBE BOCCO3ZAI0 S sl cebsl OKPY’KAIOllee MEHs MU3BHE U
UBHYTPH, N0 ST — CL060 1 TONBKO c1060." "

Now let us go back to the first half of the poem and look at verse 6 of the second
stanza: not only does the tight recurrence of the fricative sound /s/ in “shum morya,
dyshashiy na sushu” recreate the effect of wind blowing among trees, Whereby the two
settings, the sea and the remembered Wood, merge into each other, but it also condenses
the sounds of the Russian language in the most comforting and soothing materialisation of

204 as Nabokov describes it.

its corresponding “fluffy-gray, three-stemmed Russian letter,”
Even though the self-translation prevents, for obvious reasons, from a full vocalisation of

Russian phonemes, it does show an intrinsic care in inducing a sense of gentleness and

delicacy through its diction. Namely, the marked overabundance of /s/ in the final two

205 Belyy, “Magiya slov,” 430.
204 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 381.
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stanzas — only interrupted by the abruptness and cacophony of the homeoteleuton
“scurrying and rattling,” which by way of contrast helps highlighting the polished
smoothness of the surrounding verses — reproduces the mellow sounds of a melody, the
harmonious accordance of a treasured memory. The self-translated text also introduces the
metaphoric past participle “drowned” as referred to the soft voice of the motherland, muted
during the day: the evanescence of air vibrations is once more treated in terms of a material
entity sinking in deep water. In conclusion, if the Russian noun “glubin[a]” can be
understood as both depth and intensity, the English “deep,” when performing a nominal
function, is more specifically referred to the sea. Thus, the identification between the
sounds of water and the voice of Russia is finally accomplished in the last verse of the self-

translated text, where such a correspondence is made once and for all unequivocal.

Ultimately, the soft sound of the title is not that of the sea, nor is that of the Russian
luxuriant forests and wild nature. At its very core, 7ikhiy shum is a poem reflecting on
language and, most of all, on the author’s keen fondness for his mother tongue, for the lush
richness of his much beloved and yearned for Russian idiom. Such a conclusion is arrived
at by inspecting a series of semantic shifts which suggest a flowing continuity between
different sensorial perceptions, from hearing to touch and sight. The synaesthetic
combination of impressions results in the assimilation between sea and forest, exile and
patria. What eventually brings them together is the chain of alliterations and consonances,
so intense they become almost onomatopoeic. The English text succeeds in strengthening
both the synaesthesia and the onomatopoeia: a concert of harmonised reverberations
resonates throughout the whole length of the self-translated poem, its verses further
enhancing the suggestive power of a synthetic concurrence of senses. The result is an

osmotic interfusion of perceptions supported by a chorus of evocative sounds. Even more
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so when the Russian original and its English counterpart are conjoined and read as two

aesthetic realisations of a single experience, an exercise in synaesthesia itself.

2.2 Oko / Oculus

Oko (1939) is the seat of many of Nabokov'’s literary and philosophical intuitions, in
that it further explores the motif of bispatsial’nost’ as a reflection of the author’s exilic
experience and identity.

Despite its relevance among Nabokov's verse production, Oko had remained
unpublished until it was finally selected for self-translation and paired up with its English
counterpart as Oculus. Here, a few slight variations that happened in the process of its
rewording Into English may help us advance some of its core elements to the foreground.
As it will become evident from the following dissection, the poem’s many insistent negative
constructions and progressive reductions amount to an illustration of Nabokov’s own
approach to some narratological principles and techniques.

Though, according to the author’s own dating, it followed the publication of
Soglyadatay [The Eye, 1930] of almost a decade, it shares the novella’s point of view, its

hands-on reflection on an external — and estranged — angle on life.

Nabokov’s Russian text

I stanza

Oko

K oanomy ncnonunckomy oky
Oe3 smna, Oes yena u Oes Bek,
6e3 TesecHoro mapesa cOoky,

HAKOHEIL-TO CBE€AECH 4YE€J/IOBEK.

Literal translation

*Oko
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To a single gigantic *oko
without face, without forehead, without eyelids,
without the corporeal haze on its sides/contours,

finally the/a person is reduced.

Nabokov’s English translation

Oculus

To a single colossal oculus,

without lids, without face, without brow,
without halo of marginal flesh,

man is finally limited now.

As indicated in the title itself, Oko is quite straightforwardly about an eye, though a
peculiar one. Its distinctive feature lies in its abnormal size — after all, the adjective
attributed to it is “ispolinskiy” / “colossal.” Another relevant aspect can be detected in
correspondence of “odn[oy]” / “single:” instead of being paired with its symmetrical double,
the eye in question is isolated. A unccum of mythological lineage: cyclops were both colossal
and single-eyed. Such a noteworthy conformation for an eye is reflected in a likewise
uncommon denomination: the Proto-Slavic variant “oko” is translated as the Latin
“oculus,” which duplicates the estranging effect on the reader’s perception, the Latin
variant not being etymologically related to the English eye, as “oko” and “glaz” do not
share the same root. What the noun oke also manages to do for all its conciseness is to
present Nabokov’s taste for wordplays and puns: in addition to being a palindrome, its
letters are contained in Nabokov’s own surname. The Latin version chosen by Nabokov as
the English title fails to reproduce the playfulness of the original; instead, it may sound
rather serious, almost pretentious in all its classical rigidity and lack of quirk. A simple
transliteration of oko as such would have probably retained the vivacity of the original,
adding a level of eccentricity without being too removed from the Latin oculus itself, which
would have probably served as an unconscious intermediary in the Anglophone reader’s
mind. We should also mention, though, that the palindromic nature of the title might work

tn absentia through the English noun eye, which was in point of fact chosen as the title for
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the English version of the novel Soglyadatay (1965), on the translation of which Dmitriy
Nabokov had worked before his father stepped in and edited it — and quite significantly so.
Also, as noted by Nabokov himself, the term eye resonates with the Russian title of the
novel, which the author pronounced as “Sugly-dart-eye:” “I gave up trying to blend sound
and sense, and contented myself with matching the ‘eye’ at the end of the long stalk.”””> On

this subject, Irina Marchesini has written:

il prefisso “so-,” fondendosi con meta della radice do “g/jad” (“glja”), si trasforma
in “sugly”, che ricorda molto I'aggettivo “ugly” (brutto). Il resto della radice
russa, unitamente alla prima parte del suffisso “-ataj” (“at”) diventa “dart”, un
termine inglese di senso compiuto che equivale non solo ad un sostantivo
(freccia, dardo), ma anche ad un verbo, non a caso impiegato nell’espressione
“to dart a glance at sb/sth” (lanciare un’occhiata veloce a qualcuno o qualcosa),
particolarmente calzante quindi al contesto. Infine, il restante “aj”
(foneticamente identico, a livello speculare, al pronome russo di prima persona
singolare “Ja”) viene associato, per omofonia, al sostantivo inglese “cye”
(occhio), che eredita il significato portato dalla radice russa “glad”. Ma il
sostantivo “eye” a sua volta & omofono del pronome di prima persona “I” (io).
[...] Nonostante un’apparente maggiore semplicitd morfologica e semantica del
titolo inglese, esso conserva il nucleo semantico del breve romanzo, il problema

dell'identita e I'elemento dello sguardo.””

What these evidences should be able to prove 1s Nabokov’s consistent penchant for
literary intertextuality and linguistic calembours, both of which significantly shape the
poem in question. As I am going to illustrate, a similar yet differently accomplished process
of reduction constitutes a fundamental aspect of Oko / Oculus.

The first stanza consists of four descriptive verses. The portrayal of the eye is
painted through a series of reverse strokes: instead of outlining the subject by way of
positive statements, the poem presents an emphatic sequence of “bez,” repeated four times

in the space of two lines. The insistent iteration of the negative preposition is faithfully

29 Vladimir Nabokov, 7he Eye (London: Vintage, 2010), 1.
2% Trina Marchesini, “Mise en abime e autotraduzione: Vladimir Nabokov attraverso lo specchio delle sue

parole. 1l caso di Sogljadatay — The Eye,” in Autotraduzione e riscrittura, 272-273.
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reproduced in the English “without,” which sounds even more redundant because of its
increased length, especially when compared to the three monosyllabic nouns it precedes in
the second verse, namely “lids,” “face” and “brow.” This subtractive technique activates a
cerebral mechanism of positive elaboration through negative claims that is typical of litotes.
Moreover, such a narrow succession of disjunctive prepositions evokes a sense of
fragmentation. The flesh is stripped from around the corners of the eye until only the globe
itself is left — a relevant geometrical detail that will become essential to the understanding
of the subsequent verses. Hence, the poem opens with an explicit synecdochic replacement,
where a single eye is put in place of the human being, a substitution that the Russian

original reproduces in the semantic choice of 0ko as a partial reference to the author’s name.

Nabokov’s Russian text

II-IV stanzas

U na semsto Ges yrkaca risitHyB
(coBepLIEHHO He CXO3KYIO C TO,
4YTO BCH 11erasd OoT OKeaHOB,

yJIbI6aJIaCb OJ/IHOIO I1IEKOH ),

OH He rOpbl TaM BUJMT, HE BOJIHBI,
He KaKOﬁ-HI/I6y11b SIDKUI 3a/IUB,
U He KI/IHemaTorpacb 0e3MOJIBHBIM

06J13.KOB, BHUHOT'PAJHHUKOB, HUB;

U KOHEYHO He yToJl CTOJIOBOU
Y CBUHLIOBBIE JINIA POAHBIX —
HUYero OH He BUJIUT TaKOrO

B TUIIMHE 06paILIeHPII>i CBOMX.

Literal translation

And, having looked at the earth without fear
(absolutely not similar to the one

that, all covered in oceans,

smiled/ was smiling on one cheek),
he does not see any mountain, any wave,

not even any bright bay,

and not the silent cinematographer
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of clouds, Vineyards, cornfields;

and obviously not the corner of the dining room
and the/his relatives’ leaden faces —
nothing like that he sees

in the silence/quietness of his rotations.

Nabokov’s English translation

And without any fear having glanced
at the earth (quite unlike the old freak
that was dappled all over with seas

and smiled with the sun on one cheek),

not mountains he sees and not waves,
not some gulf that brilliantly shines,
and not the silent old cinema

of clouds, and grainfields, and vines,

and of course not a part of the parlor
with his kin’s leaden faces — oh, no,
in the stillness of his revolutions

nothing in that respect will he know.

In stanzas two to four the point of view is displaced from the external description of
the eye’s appearance to the internal perspective of its vision. Coherently with the opening
verses, the Russian text has three different negative units, counting both prepositions and
adverbs, repeated nine times in twelve lines, namely “bez” (1), “ne” (7) and “nichego” (1).
In the English self-translated text the number is increased by one; also, mostly because of
syntactic requirements, the choice is more variegated, as the following list shows: “without”
(1), “any” (1), “un-" (1) “not” (6), “no” (1), “nothing” (1). Such a broader spectrum of
negative components permeates the English text and makes the process of reduction more
evident, incontrovertible even — see, for instance, the exclamatory remark “oh, no” added in
the third stanza, which heightens the feeling of disillusionment.

In both the Russian and the English versions, the second stanza contains a three-

verse parenthetical element which offers an allegorical description of the earth. This is
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where the eye and the planet are at their most comparable similarity: each of them is a
globe in most perfect isolation. What should be noticed at this point is a significant addition
made in the target text, where the earth is explicitly compared to an “old freak” smiling
“with the sun” on one cheek. While the allusion to the sun makes it easier to recognise the
present subject as the earth — especially when we think of it being hit by rays “on one
cheek,” that is on one half of its surface, due to the rotation around its axis — the extra “old
freak” contributes to a further personification of the planet. Another round / spherical
form, that of a human face / head, is thus mentioned as part of a tight recurrence of
globular elements. This establishes a relationship of partial correspondence and inclusion
between the two spheres, the earth and the eye, as mediated by the human head. According
to Aleksandr Potebnya’s definition, “cunexnoxa ects Takoit nepexon or A k x, npu Koropom
B &, T. €. B MICKOMON COBOKYIHOCTH NPU3HAKOB, 0JH06peMerHo NAHO BOCIIPUSITUEM WJIU JKe
meicaumo u A, Ho Tak, uro A nouemy-mbo Beiesiercs s psina npusnakos x.”> Thus, by
taking a man’s head as the representation of the planet where he belongs, an added
synecdochic transfer is performed in the English version, a part being chosen as the
representation of the whole. Such a supplementary synecdoche makes the tone sound
lighter, irreverent (especially in correspondence of the adjectivation “old freak”) and the
original enigma at least partially easier to guess. Consequently, the self-translated text
exhibits an increased skill at suggesting parallelism and selective contiguity.

What follows is a long list of all those details that cannot be perceived by the eye
when secluded in its confinement. There seems to be nothing blissful in its sublimated state.
And yet, because they name what is lost to the eye, these verses serve as an inventory of all

that has been lost, assembled in a rapid succession, as if in a cinematographic montage,

27 Aleksandr Potebnya, Zeoreticheskaya poetika (Moskva: Visshaya shkola, 1990), 164. Potebnya’s italics.
[Synecdoche is a form of transition from A to x in which, in x, that is in a certain correspondence of signs, we

are able to perceive A as well, but in a way that A is, for a certain reason, isolated from the signs belonging to

x].
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even more so when the faces are said to be “svintsovyye” / “leaden,” as in black and white
movie. Oko / Okulus ultimately pursues a precise function: it saves memories from oblivion;
by mentioning them, cherished scenes from a distant nature and a long-lost everyday life
are rescued and preserved as precious remainders of the past. Details are monogrammed in
the verses of the poem.

Another relevant moment of tension is created in correspondence of the oxymoronic
contrast between “tishin[a]” / “stillness” and “obrashcheni[ya]” / “ revolutions.” In the
original text, while the noun “tishin[a]” could be interpreted as quietness both in the sense
of lack of sound and motion, with regard to the given context the term “obrashcheni[ye]”
indicates the orbital revolution of the earth around the sun. The English version, on the
other hand, plays with the polysemous nature of the target verse: the richl_y sylleptic word
“revolution” may indicate the orbital motion, as in the original text, and a social uprising at
the same time; by coupling it with the noun “stillness,” a collision develops between the two
contradictory terms as two polar opposites of dynamism and stasis, of impetus and
hindrance. Such a verse also seems to comment on the failure of revolutions to bring actual
transformation, especially considering Nabokov’s utter disapproval of the Russian

October. Climax, thus, is reached through conflicting forces, which serve as an

introduction for the reader to a likewise antithetic conclusion.

Nabokov’s Russian text

VI stanza

[eno B Tom, 4TO MCYeana rpaHULIA
Me}KlI‘y BEYHOCTBIO U BE€ILIECTBOM —
1 Ha 4YTO HEe3€MHas 3€HUI1a,

€CJIM BEeH3€eJIsT HEeT HU Ha yem?

Literal translation

The thing is that the border [disappeared]
between eternity and matter [has] disappeared —
and what is the purpose of an unearthly pupil,

if there is no monogram on anything?
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Nabokov’s English translation

Gone, in fact, is the break between matter
and eternity; and who can care

for a world of omnipotent vision,

if nothing is monogrammed there?

The last stanza tries and advances a hypothetical approach to explain the ultimate
contradiction that lies at the heart of the poem: a gigantic eye is unable to capture details in
spite of its privileged angle and external point of view. Thus removed, the eye is deprived
of its main function, that is to aim attention at minutiae by being part of the context itself.

The conclusion is built on two pairs of antithetic opposites — the one between
“vechnost’[/]” / “eternity” and “veshchestv[o]” / “matter,” decaying by its very nature, and
the other between “nezemnaya zenitsa” / “omnipotent vision” and “venzel[/]” /
“monogram[/].” The self-translated text further contributes to the escalating tension
between such antipodal concepts: the noun “granitsa,” indicating a border or limit, is
rendered as “break,” which accentuates the idea of fracture and disjunction; the term
“zenitsa,” literally designating the pupil of the eye, has its English translation as “vision,”
where the concrete body part is metonymically substituted with its corresponding abstract
whole, a complex ability or action; moreover, the adjective “nezemnaya,” meaning
unearthly, is replaced by a more intense “omnipotent,” which shifts the focus from the
exclusion suggested in the Russian negative prefix “ne-” to the inclusion of the Latin
lexeme “omni-,” also creating a rich contrast with the following “mono-” in
“monogrammed.” As a result, the sense of broad all-encompassing perspective is possibly
intensified in the English version, as opposed to the Russian text, which appears as being
more focused on the estranged angle. Such a progressive increase in antithesis and

underestimation results in a meiotic deconstruction to the detriment of integrity. This is
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also testified in the ending, which is left open — but not unresolved — through the use of a
rhetoric question interrogating the authentic value of such a peripheral point of view.

There is at least one more reason why the use of the attribute “omnipotent” as the
English counterpart of the Russian “nezemnaya” should not pass unnoticed. We may
suppose that to Nabokov, who by the time Oko was written had already been
experimenting with prose, the compound adjective must have sounded close to the term
omniscient, which qualifies the narrator whose perspective is all-knowing and posed
outside the “monogrammed” viewpoint belonging to a single character or voice. This detail
should be enough to finally persuade us that Oko / Oculus is in fact a novelist’s meta-poem.
It is by no chance that the novella Soglyadatay, also dealing with the Russian diasporic
identity, pushes the boundaries between internal and external point of view by constantly
exploring, questioning and ultimately discarding the limits between first and third person
narrator, reunited in a single “bifurcated or dissociated self,”?® as defined by Julian
Connolly. The subtext of emigration resonates throughout the whole length of Oko / Oculus:
like an external narrator, the émigré author is unable to preserve the internal perspective
on things, estranged as he is from the place where he once belonged. The omnipotent /
omniscient viewpoint reflects his removed and thus secluded point of view, external to his

motherland, which he left, and to his new surroundings, where he feels out of place.

If read in the light of its English translation, Oko offers its readers a sincere apology
of partiality, it praises and celebrates a synecdochic perspective on life while making

synecdoche itself into its structural principle. The eye is but a part of the human being and,

208 Julian W Connolly, “Madness and Doubling: From Dostoevsky’s 7he Double to Nabokov's The Eye,” in
Russian Literature Triguarterly, 134. In particular, Connolly interprets Smurov’s need for a double as a
consequence to Golyadkin’s (in Dostoyevskiy’s 7he Double) conclusive approach to himself as an outsider, a
spectator in the economy of Nabokov’s critical approach towards and subversion of Dostoyevskiy’s narrative.
Smurov’s is a defence mechanism, “the narrator’s attempt to protect his self-esteem by uncoupling the core

personality from his external shell” (Ibidem).
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as the poem has it, of the whole earth through their common spherical form; like the title
“oko” is a component of Nabokov’s own surname, the English “eye,” only implicitly present
in the poem, is a phoneme within the Russian voglyadatay, which serves as the title for the
novel that must have inspired the writing of the present poem and that ostensibly
challenges conventions when it comes to the narrating voice; memories are but fragments
of a lost synchronicity between space and time, émigrés are but scattered pieces of a
broken whole. Still what Oko / Oculus seems to prove is that the more a viewpoint is steeped
in the ground it belongs to, the more it will be faithful to its minutiae. The more it floats
around its target, instead, the easier it will lose its focal point. A process of loss that is
reproduced in the progressive neutralisation of vision through the poem’s frequent
subtractive and antithetical reductions. As the Greek voice of synecdoche keeps echoing to
these days, the world as we know it is but a synthetic combination of partial truths, not
mutually exclusive but syncretic, dual at the least, hopefully plural. There is no singular
objective eye projected onto the earth, no gained perspective through isolated distance.
Like oko belongs to Nabokov, vision — and memory as part of a retrospective look — can

only belong to one singular eye: individual and subjective.

2.3 Henpasunonote amoot / Irregular lambics

Unlike the previous poems, Nabokov wrote Nepravinyye yamby in Russian while
already living in the US, more precisely in Ithaca, New York. By 1953, the year when
these verses were composed, Nabokov had already been using the English language as the
main vehicle of his literary expression for at least a decade. Not in this case. Poetry still

fulfilled the need for an exercise in linguistic memory. Yet the influence of time and space
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distancing the author from his Russophone past is perceptible. As anticipated in the title,

the present poem invites us to delve deeper into Nabokov’s art of — mature — versification.

Nabokov’s Russian text
Henpasunsnete smbe

B nocnepnuit pas nusce ancramu
Me>K/ly BO3/YLIHBIMU IIEPCTAMU
U MPOXO/s Nepes rpo3on

OT 3€JIeHH y>Ke Ha30UIUBOU

110 CepebpUCTOCTH TPOCTOH,
oJinBa bemHasi, JIMCTBA
MCKYCCTBa, IUIeILET, U CJI0Ba

JIeJIE€AThb 6bI Y>Ke HE CTOMJIO,

ecsiu 6 He 30pKuUe T1a3a
u of0b6penue bpoasry,
ecsiu 6 He TMIIMS B OBpare,

ecsu 6 He bsnskast rposa.

Literal translation

Faulty cambics

For the last time, (with) leaves flowing

between airy thumbs

and moving/changing, before a/the (thunder)storm/threat,

from an already importunate green

into a simple silverness,
the/a poor olive(-tree), foliage
of art, splashes and words

are not worth of being coddled

were it not for the sharp-sighted eyes
and the approval of the/a Vagabond,
were it not for the lily in the/a ravine,

were it not for the imminent (thunder)storm/threat.

Nabokov’s English translation
Irregular lambics

For the last time, with leaves that flow
between the fingers of the air

and pass before the thunderstorm

from green by now importunate
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into a simple silverness,

it ripples, the poor olive: foliage

of art! And it would seem that words
were now no longer worth the fondling,
had there not been a vagabond’s
sharp-sightedness and approbation,
had not the gully held its lily,

had not the thunderstorm drawn near.

The original verses of Nepravil'nyye yamby offer us the chance to hear the voice of a
more mature Nabokov, one who wrote poetry as such less and less frequently. Though
preserving a margin of regularity, the author applies slight variations to the exact iambic
meter, as the title itself suggests (on which more later). Also, the rhyme is modulated in a
remarkably unconventional pattern, which follows the scheme aaBc* BDDc* DeeD; in
particular an extended and imperfect rhyme can be found between “nazoylivoy” and “ne
stoylo” (as indicated in correspondence of the symbol *). Such an innovative configuration
discards any trivial assumption on the reader’s part and betrays expectations by breaking
conventional rules, a series of transgressive behaviours a younger Nabokov would seldom,
if ever, have allowed himself to perform. We should mention here that the present poem
exemplifies Nabokov’s preference for a less classical or rigid versification in the period
following his emigration to the US (1940-1973, according to Smith’s distribution), which
he manifested in a preference for ternary measures such as anapaests and amphibrachs,
especially compared to the European years 1923-1939, when his predilection for iambs is
unquestionable.”” While retaining the iambic rhythm and the four ictuses per line, the
English version loses the rhyme scheme altogether, thus giving the impression of a less
structured set of verses. The same effect is achieved by removing the original partition in

three stanzaic units.

209 Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse Form,” 281.
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Furthermore, if the source text has no punctuation except for short pauses 1n the
form of commas, the target text has an exclamation mark at the beginning of line 7,
splitting the poem in two almost equal halves and turning the climatic acme into a graphic
evidence. Nevertheless, the self-translated poem has an unvaried number of enjambements
— 6 both in Russian and English, precisely between lines 1-2, 3-4, 4-5, 6-7, 7-8, 9-10.

Both versions have the syntactic subject, “oliva” / “olive,” appear for the first time
only in verse 6 — such a delayed introduction even more evident in English, where the
proper denomination of the tree is preceded by the pronoun “it” and followed by an added
colon serving as an introduction to the commentary “foliage / of art.” Thus configured, this
core line (6) proceeds at a slower pace and has an increased reflective attitude. In both
source and target texts, lines 1 to 5 serve as a long preparatory preface where the olive tree
is described before being introduced by its name. What follows from line 7 to the end is the
poet’s own consideration on the sense of words and, as a transitive consequence, of poetry.

Again, as in 7ikhty vhum | Soft Sound nature and versification are conjoined in the
poet’s mind as being mutually concordant. This emerges quite clearly in the Russian poem,
where a tightly knitted fabric of sounds resonates through the three stanzas: the compound
N/ echoes in “liyas’ listami,” “nazoylivoy,” “listva,” the unstressed first syllable of “/leyat’,”
“blizkaya” as well as in the hypothetical conjunction “es/,” thrice repeated, and in the two
key subjects “oliva” and “liliya,” even twice in the relatively narrow space of the latter.
Fedor Dvinyatin has interpreted such an iteration as reverberating even more intensively

n the poem through a sequence Of synon_ymic echoes:

CBOGOGP&SHBIM 3BYKOCMBIC/JIOBbIM OEHTPOM CTAHOBUTCHA
TJIaroJi Jinscs, HpellCTaBJIeHHbIﬁ B TEKCTE B cl)opMe JUUACH. CO‘-IeTaHI/Ie
HapOHHMH‘-IeCKOﬁ COOTHECEHHOCTH W CHHTAKCHUYECKOW CBSI3aHHOCTHU poxxaaer
KBA3UOTHMOJIOTYECKHE (i)I/II‘yPI)IZ cHadaJa JuAck. .. Jucmamit, Koropast 3aTem
opoao/KaeTcsa B JAUACH... Juicméd, , HAKOHEN, JUACh... O0JUléd, 9TO IIpuaaeT

nJjiemam-uicniée, U 0JiL6e Oy TUMYI0 CEMY «HEYTO JIbIOLIEEC ».
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HO OTHUM OTHIOAb HE OrpaHMYMBACTCs SKCIIAHCHUA TJiaroJa Ju/mecia' B TUITMYIHbIX
AJIA Ha6OKOBa ACCOLMMAaTUBHBIX 3BYKOCMBbICJIOBbIX IIoATEKCTAX,
CHMHOHMMHNYECKNUX 1M KBA3MCHMHOHMMMUYECKUNX, OH IIPpEACTABJIEH €Ile I10 KpaﬁHeﬁ
mMepe TpUIXKAbI. B CEMAaHTUYECKOW OCHOBE IJIaroJa JIEXXKUT «OIBUXXEHHUE BOAbI», a
3HA4YMT, K aHAJIM3UPYEMOMY KOMINIEKCY IMOAKJ/IYAETCs 2po3a, OCOGeHHO B IIJIaHE
METOHMMUYECKOIo COOTBETCTBUA 2po3a — JULBEHb. TaK Kak /’ZIDOJCOBIUTL[). .o 0m
3eJLEHLU. .. 90 Cé'/)(fﬁ/)LlCﬂlOCﬂlLl O3Ha4daeT «OAHOMY IMpe€aMeTy MEHATb LBE€Ta, UIrpaThb
nBeTammn», B IMOATEKCTE OKA3bIBACTCA M IVIAT'OJI 1EPESUBANIbEAL *IZCIU&/ZL{B[L}ZC[) /’1(3/7(39
ZIUOSOLZ. HaKOHeH, OJIMBa /1iewyent: 9To  3HA4Y€HUE  «TPEIeTaThb, KOJIe6aTbC$I B
BO3Ayxe», HO MApyrue€ 3HA4YCHHsI TOI'O 2KE€ IviaroJjia cCBsi3aHbl C AOBHXXEHHEM

XKMAKOCTU: peKa IJICLIET (JII/IHCB), IJieCKaTb Ha 4TO-TO (=J'II/ITI)), paciieCKnBaTb

(=nposuBats).”'’

All things considered, we should also remember that, before going by his actual
name, Nabokov penned his literary works as Sirin, which he inherited from a mythological
bird of Slavic lineage. As once more reported by Dvinyatin, the Russian translation for the
French llas, which in the poem resonates in “liliya,” coincides with virin, siren 21 Even
without calling in a third language, however, the consonance between the lilac, the English
equivalent for viren’, or “lily,” as in the poem itself, and the Russian //iya is quite evident.
Hence, the alliterations detected in the original text might be read as a synecdochic
representation of the poet himself (not too dissimilar from the case of Oko, illustrated in
2.2), whose pseudonym is broken into splinters and resounds in the fragments of the poem.

The English version keeps no trace of such relevant reverberations, if not in “lily,”
which alone, however, may not be evocative enough and would anyway require a series of
linguistic transformations. The only phonic aspect that we might take note of is an
increased presence of fricative consonants between lines 1 and 7. In other words, the sound
of the wind blowing between leaves is reproduced through the articulation of the voiceless
/f/ and /s/ (and the voiced variant /z/), appearing respectively six and ten times (including

the title). Nevertheless, the self-translation has no compound sound framing the whole

21 Fedor Dvinyatin, “Pyat’ peyzazhey s nabokovskoy siren’yu,” in V. V. Nabokov: Pro et contra, vol. 2, 301.
Dvinyatin’s italics.

21! Tbidem, 302.
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structure of the poem, as it happens in the Russian text. As a result of this and of the
arrangement of its unrhymed verses in a seemingly continuous — almost prosaic — flow, the
English version confers a sense of spontaneity while losing the elaborate architecture of the
original. The more straightforward nature of the English diction is also due to the
preference for finite verb forms instead of their Russian nonfinite counterparts in both

”»

“liyas”™ / “(that) flow” and “prokhodya” / “pass,” through the use of a periphrastic relative
construction.

What, however, the English version does preserve is the synaesthetic nature of the
vocabulary. In the original verses the “perst[y]” are described as “vozdushny[ye]” while in
English “air” is said to have “fingers;” the olive tree “pleshchet” / “ripples” as liquids do;
“slova” / “words” are coupled with the verb “leleyat™ / “[to] fondl[e]” as if they were
perceptible to the touch and could be caressed.

Yet the original text presents still a greater preference for ambiguity. Let us focus
the attention on the noun groza, which recurs twice, precisely in the first and last stanzas.
As it first occurs, the term is used according to its literal meaning, indicating a weather
phenomenon, and is coherently translated as “thunderstorm,” which presents a richer
semantic spectrum. When it appears for the second time, though, we might want to
interpret groza as a broader term, a threat pertaining not just a specific meteorological
manifestation, but rather a more general menace or danger. In this case, the term
“thunderstorm,” also due to its increased precision, sounds quite reductive and less
conducive to the polysemy of the source material. Even more so if we take into account the
last stanza, where at least three elements seem to be completely out of context: within the
confines of this poem we do not get enough elements to deduce who the “brodyaga” /
“vagabond” is and where to locate him in relation to the “ovrag[/]” / “gully.” It is only by
referring to another of Nabokov’s poems that we might be able to fully appreciate the

conclusion of the text in question and read it in another, more complete, light.
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The merit goes to Dvinyatin again: the “vagabond’s / sharp-sightedness” and the
“gully” are to be found in the poem Rawstrel (1927), also self-translated as Zhe Execution.
Here we read the following verses: “u Bor BegyT mens k ospary, / BegyT k ospary yousats”
[“and presently I'm led to a ravine, / to a ravine to be killed”] and, later on, “a Barnana
orBect He cmer / or kpyra Tyckioro oras’ [“I dare not turn my gaze away / from that
disk of dull fire”].””” These lines coincide both with the attentive look and the setting
described in Nepravil'nyye yamby. The fact that the poet imagines himself “drifting into
Russia” may confirm him being a “vagabond,” though in hyperbolic terms. Such a reading
would also support the hypothesis according to which the author may have deliberately
used the Russian term groza in accordance to its sylleptic nature as indicating both a storm
and a threat, thus signiﬁcantly reducing the success of the self-translated poem at
conveying the ultimate meaning of the source text and its intertextual implications.

The paratextual elements surrounding both the Russian and English counterparts
are at odds with the content of the poems. The titles sound incongruous with the content as
they point the reader’s attention towards the prosodic level of the poem. So does
Nabokov’s English note to the self-translated text, which reads as follows: ““irregular” (or
“faulty,” nepravil’nie) refers to the fact that in Russian prosody és/ (if) is never scudded, as
for example the word méshdu (between) is allowed to be by an old tradition. There is no
reason, however, why this other light and fluid disyllable should not be treated similarly,
especially at the beginning of an iambic line.””'® This warning remark requires a deeper
consideration of Nabokov’s approach to prosody.

Nabokov first introduced the term “scud” in Notes on Prosody, a mature study of
poetic structure which he based on Belyy’s theories (the latter had used the roughly

synonymic term poluudareniye, to refer to the half-stress in Symbolist poetry) and published

212 Nabokov, “Rasstrel” / “The Execution,” in Poems and Problems, 46-47.

215 Nabokov, Poems and Problemys, 145. Ttalics and transliterations are Nabokov's.
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as an appendix to his monumental translation of Pushkin’s Evgeniy Onegin. As an evidence
of Belyy’s exclusive influence over Nabokov, we could bring forth the “ladder-like diagram
with solid circles to represent metrically strong syllables that are not occupied by a word-
stress and hollow circles to represent those that are,” as described by Smith, whose words
also confirm Belyy’s exclusive influence over Nabokov: “this method has found practically
no other proponent apart from Nabokov since Belyy used it in 1910.”*"" Because he
preferred sense over form (“then, in a language newly learned, / I grew another stalk and
turned / your stanza patterned on a sonnet, / into my honest roadside prose — / all thorn,
but cousin to your rose”),”"® Nabokov had Pushkin’s iambic tetrameter illustrated
according to a detailed taxonomical and comparative approach for the benefit of his
Anglophone readers’ full appreciation of the Russian bard’s magnitude — notwithstanding
its mostly negative reception, we should not forget that Nabokov’s Eugene Onegin (1964)
pursued first and foremost a didactic purpose.

And didactic it is. Due to its almost anatomic approach, Nabokov’s classification
was considered too much of a prescriptive dissection of verses, an invasion of foreign —
Russian — forces or, alternatively, a resourceful system unsuitably lacking in a scientific
terminology.”'® Nevertheless, his acute analysis and insightful observations are relevant to a
broader appreciation of the writer’s approach to versification. Nabokov’s was, beyond any
expression of judgement, an attempt at systematisation. As observed by Boyd, “Nabokov
firmly dismisses the idea that a foot in an iambic line can be anything but an iamb,

whatever the actual accent of the words within the foot. The line is the unit of meter as the

214 Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse Form,” 272-273.

215 Nabokov, “On Translating “Eugene Onegin”,” in Poems and Problems, 175.
216

» o«

“This vocabulary, for all its expressiveness and resourcefulness, with its “scuds,” “tilts” and so on, has
never attracted specialists in Russian versification. It occasionally makes an appearance in non-specialist
discussions of verse rhythm; but it remains essentially a solipsism.” Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse
Form,” 275. As illustrated by Smith himself, Belyy’s methodology had already been surpassed by Boris
Tomashevskiy, Kiril Taranovskiy and Mikhail Gasparov by the time Nabokov was applying it to Pushkin

(ibidem).
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organism is of life, and a variant accent does not create a new foot (pyrrhic, trochaic, or

spondaic) any more than a man with one leg constitutes the start of a new species.””

Hence, “when in verse a weak monosyllabic word (i.e., one not accented in speech) or a
weak syllable of a long word happens to coincide with the stress part (ictus) of a foot, there
results a modulation that I [Nabokov] term[s] a “scud”.”*'® Nabokov’s wish to standardise
studies in prosody and, consequently, to fix an unambiguous, objective, universally

accepted yet easily accessible terminology emerges from the following lines:

in English theories of prosody scuds have been described as “weak places,”
which is too value and ambiguous for recurrent nomenclatorial use, and defined
as “omitted stresses,” which is meaningless, since the metrical stress of a
scudded foot is not “omitted,” but merely not trodden upon by the unaccented
syllable of the passing word, which, however, is aware of the unused

steppingstone it skims.”"’

The scud affecting the Russian preposition mezhdu is, according to Nabokov's
taxonomy, “tilted.” More precisely it belongs to the category of “duplex tilts,” which do not
occur freely in Russian verse and consist in “servile dysillables, which, in speech, are

accented on the first syllable but in verse are made, if need be, to undergo a neutralisation

2

of accent by scudding,"2 % as in the case of “cherez (“across,” “over”), chtobi (“in order to,”

» o« » o«

“so that,” “lest”), dabi (“so as to”), di (“or,” “either”), mezhdu (“between,” “among”), oto (the

extended form of of, “from,” as used before some words beginning with certain

combinations of consonants such as ¢s), and pered (“before,” “in front of”) 221

among others.

As observed by Nabokov himself, it may be not by chance that each of the reported

scudded words have an abbreviated form (chtob, chrez, i, mezh, pred), mostly used in verse.

217 Brian Boyd, Vladimir Nabokov. The American Years (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 702.

218 V]adimir Nabokov, “Notes on Prosody,” 454.

219 Tbidem, 458.

220 Ibidem, 468.

22l Tbidem. Italics and transliterations are Nabokov’s. Notice the inconsistence between “meshdu” in Poemd

and Problems and “mezhdu” in Eugene Onegin.
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Anyhow, esli does not belong to the list of “scuddable” prepositions. By choosing such a
configuration, Nabokov actively disrupts the homogeneity of the iambic meter, one that
represents his own past as a young poet fascinated by Khodasevich’s classical forms and
the overall Russian traditional verse, though hardly ever surrendering to Modernist
experimental forms, as free verse or do/nck. As argued by Smith: “in Nabokov’s poetry as a
whole, as with many Russian poets of the nineteenth century and the metrical repertoire of
Russian poetry as a whole, 14 [ilambic tetrameter] forms a thematically neutral, all-purpose
formal resource, a regularly recurring background against which rarer measures are
thrown into relief.””” The addition (and repetition) of an unscudded element impairs the
neutrality of the iambic verse and introduces a significant thematic variation.

Rarely is poetry the converging point of fortuitous coincidences. While the scud
allows “mezhdu” and “pered” to melt into the rhythmic flow, the prosodic discontinuity
introduced in “esli” freezes it in a solid break. Its relevance is highlighted by Nabokov
himself in the only note to the text, a consideration that should bring the reader’s attention
to the ultimate essence of these four verses — we also ought to remark that the note in
question is only in English but refers exclusively to the Russian poem and thus proves
Nabokov’s wish for Anglophone readers to be aware of his original intention. Nabokov'’s

lines, commenting on Pushkin’s rhythm, may help us prove this point:

it is therefore of great interest to note that in One : LVI, in which our poet
affirms his eagerness to differentiate between Onegin and himself, lest the
sarcastic reader or some promoter of slander accuse him of narcissism, Pushkin
disposes consecutively three lines, each beginning with one of the six tiltable
disyllables:

4 Mezhdu Onéginim ¢ mndy

Chtobi nasméshliviy chitdtel,
1li kakdy-nibud’ izddtel’...”>

222 Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse Form,” 281.

225 Nabokov, “Notes on Prosody,” 469. Italics and transliterations (stresses included) are Nabokov's.
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What Nabokov is taking note of in the few lines cited above is Pushkin’s use of
scudded feet to distance himself from his main character, embedding this suggestion in the
very texture of his verses by way of repeated prosodic variations. Instead of a scudded
preposition, in Nepravi'nyye yamby Nabokov uses a scudless one by tradition; instead of
varying it, he repeats it in a tight anaphoric sequence. Otherwise put, he inverts Pushkin’s
verses, on which Nabokov himself reflected. Though his opus magnum on Evgeny Onegin was
published almost a decade after Nepravilnyye yamby, its astounding level of in-depth
analysis and intimate knowledge let us envision Nabokov’s long years of close readings and
re-readings of Pushkin’s masterpiece. Thus, through his prosodic choice, he distances
himself from Pushkin’s tradition, from a margin of prosodic regularity that was still
recognisable enough in Oregin, but which is progressively rarefied in his own verses, until it
is contradicted in the concluding stanza of the analysed poem, where the iambic feet is
inverted in the scudless “esli.” If anything, such a reversal of ictus and depression bridges
the gap between Nepravi’nyye yamby and Rasstrel by marking the intertextual portion,
containing the reference to “zorkiye glaza,” “brodyag[a],” “ovrag” and “groza,” highlighted
as it is by a lacking link in the metric chain.

Another cross-prosodic shift is required in the title: while nepravil’nyye yamby refers
to the rhythmic infraction in correspondence of “esli,” the irregular iambics of the English
text are so because of their frequent rhythmic variations, as in “for the” (1, scud) and
“fingers of” (2, scud). The slowing-down effect of an unaccented stress combined with the
sequence of accented unstress — accented stress in “it ripples the poor olive” (6, scud + false
spondee) invites the reader to indulge in such a focal passage. The overabundant use of
polysyllabic words (some of which are compound nouns), where the metrical stress falls on
the secondary word accent as well, further increases the number of scuds, as in
“thtinderstorm,” “impdértunate,” “silverness,” “vdgabond,” “(sharp-)sightedness” and

“approbdtion,” thus slowing down the rhythm even to a greater extent.
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Ravstrel was also written in iambic tetrameter and also played with scuds (the
English self-translation not preserving the rhythm). Though Nepravid'nyye yamby came after
a hiatus of almost thirty years from Ravstrel, both texts insist on a similar imagery, yet from
a very different standpoint. Ravatrel is narrative, metephorical, analytic; Nepravi 'nyye yamby
is descriptive, allegorical, synthetic. Moreover, while Rastre/ is mainly about the
experience of emigration and the nostalgic retrospection ensuing from such a displacement,
Nepravil'nyye yamby shifts the focus from the exile’s yearned-for nightmare to the meaning
of writing — each verse a branch swaying in the breath of commotion on the brink of an
overwhelming blast of inspiration. Still, Rasstrel already contained the seed of formal

experimentation:

freudians have found here,” Nabokov wrote in the note to 7he Execution
referring to the concluding stanza, in which he expresses his desire to return to
Russia, even if it meant being executed, “a “death wish,” and Marxists, no less
grotesquely, “the expiation of feudal guilt.” I can assure both groups that the

exclamation in this stanza is wholly rhetorical, a trick of stile, a deliberately

planted surprise.”

The shocking revelation in Rawstrel, which is presented by the author as pertaining
the rhetoric of the text rather than its content, evolves into a deliberately planted jolt in the
rhythm of Nepravi’nyye yamby: this transformation we may interpret as Nabokov’s ultimate
recognition of a shared intent between the two poems — that poetry is, at its very essence, a
matter of form.

Nepravil'nyye yamby celebrates the imperfection of irregular verses, of a mature
writing that is finally able to perceive the power of expressiveness and emphatic focus in
evident faults and transgressions to the norm, as it happens in the unscudded anaphoric
repetitions. Nabokov’s English iambs, instead of being patently “faulty,” are “irregular” — a

slight variation that the title itself hints at — their consistent meter modulated into a less

224 Nabokov, Poems and Problemas, 47 .
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tight rhythmic weave where some loose stitches, in the form of scuds, let the author’s

emotive tension seep through.

Like Oko / Oculus, Nabokov's Nepravil'nyye yamby | Irreqular lambics is a metapoem
reflecting on the practice of versification. Verses are a consistently perfectible creation, the
poet's path 1s a constant struggle with his own past self. Yet he must acknowledge the value
his previous works and experiences: had there not been Raustrel, there would be no
Nepravil'nyye yamby; “had there not been a vagabond’s / sharp-sightedness and
approbation,” had not the threat of expatriation “drawn near,” verses would stagnate as if
“words / were now no longer worth the fondling.” In Nepravid'nyye yamby Nabokov places
his verses between the enthusiasm for the new and the retrospective look, between the
eagerness for change and the value of past traditions.

Irregular lambics is probably one of the few most evident cases in which self-
translation does not manage to fully replicate the intensity and vigour of the original poem:
it lacks the alliterative flow of the source text as also the author’s anagrammed presence;
the translation of ovrag as “gully” instead of “ravine,” as appearing in The Execution, makes
the intertextual connection between the two poems less easily detectible; the loss of
polysemy in the noun “thunderstorm” inhibits the possibility for alternative readings.
Irregular lambics is the product of Nabokov’s active selections, a synecdochic reduction in
that it onl_y represents a part of what Nepmvi/ ‘nyye yaméy stands for — a part of the iambic
meter it follows, a part of the tempo, configuration and lexical complexity of the original
creation.

Nevertheless, it is precisely in this rarefied structure, in its imperfections and
irregularities that its strength lies: since the readers’ and the poets’ overall preference had
shifted from formal precision and consistency with tradition to a more open and flexible

composition, ]r/‘qqu[ar lambics adheres to a contemporary taste, its compact format, scudded
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rhythm and lack of rhymes even more palatable to its Anglophone audience. Its
conciseness and visual immediacy, its heightened enigmatic reticence are all the more
congenial to a modern 20th century post-war readership. Its irregular verses seem to be the
logical evolution of their Russian counterpart in the arch of the poet’s literary growth. One

whose unpredictability and unruliness have become the most distinctive trademark.

137



INTERLUDE

“JIIO6I/I JUIlb TO, YTO PEAKOCTHO M MHHMO, 4YTO KpaAdeTcd
OKpamHaMu CHa, 4YTO 3JIMUT IVIyIIHoOB, 4TO CMepAaMM Ka3HUMO;
KakK pOAMHE, 6leI) BbIMBICJIy B€pHA. HaIII qacC HacTaJl. CO6aKI/I

N KaJIEKM OJHUM HE€ CIIAT. H0‘~Ib JICTHS M JIETKA. "

Vladimir Nabokov, Dar.**®

“Love only what is fanciful and rare; what from a distance of a
dream steals through; what knaves condemn to death and
fools can’t bear. To fiction be as to your country true. Now is
our time. Stray dogs and cripples are alone awake. Mild is the

. ”
summer night.

Vladimir Nabokov, The Gift.>*

225 Nabokov, Dar, 116.

226 Vladimir Nabokov, 7he Gift (New York: Putnam’s Sons, 1963), 178. “The participation of so many
Russian muses within the orchestration of the novel makes its translation especially hard. My son Dmitri
Nabokov completed the first chapter in English, [...]. The four other chapters were translated by Michael

Scammell, in the winter of 1961, at Montreux, I carefully revised the translation of all five chapters. I am

responsible for the versions of the various poems and bits of poems scattered through the book.” Ibidem, 9.
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besymew / The Madman

Comme un fou se croit Dieu, nous nous croyon mortels.

Delalande, Discours sur les ombres.”™

Within the confines of the Greek term logos language and cognition are united in a
tacit agreement of intentions. Words organise the facts of existence labelling both matter
and abstraction. At their most primitive manifestation, thoughts articulated in words are
given structure and harmony; through the act of verbalisation they acquire a grammatical

(read normative) logic. In Andrey Belyy’s words,

KOIJa 51 Ha3hIBAIO CJOBOM IIPEMET, sl YTBEPIKIAIO0 ero cyliecrsoBanue. Besikoe
NO3HAHME BbITEKAeT y>Ke M3 HasBaHus. |losHanue HeBO3MO>kHO 0Oe3 cisoBa.
ITpouecc mnosHaBaHMsI eCTh YCTAHOBJIEHUE OTHOIUEHMII MEXKAY CJIOBAMU,
KOTOpBIE BIIOCJIEICTBUU MEPEHOCSITCS HA MPEeAMEeThl, COOTBETCTBYIOIIE CAOBAM.
I'pammarnueckne  ¢opmbl,  0OyciOBIMBaIOIIME  BO3MOKHOCTb — CaMOTO
NpeAJIoXKeHusl, BO3MOJXHBI JINIIb TOTAa, KOI/la €CTh CJI0OBa; M TOJIBKO IIOTOM yKe

228
COBEPHIEHCTBYETCS JJOrMYECKas 4I€HOpPa3aeJbHOCTb pE4YU.

And yet words can create chaos too. They can discard conventions, contradict

common sense, overcome coherent assumptions. At their most advanced rhetorical use,

27 The quotation is in fact the epigraph to Priglasheniye na kazn’/ Invitation to a Beheading, where it is attributed
to one of Nabokov’s fictional authors.

228 Belyy, “Magiya slov,” 429.
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words may shape illogical thoughts, still preserving the architecture of consequential
structure. There lies the power of language: to raise castles on shaking grounds, to build
bridges between sinking shores. There also lies the risk of language: to open windows into
floods, doors onto precipices and waterfalls.

Bezumets | The Madman (1933) plays on both the virtues and pitfalls of language and
persuasive reasoning. Along the same line as Nepravi'nye yamby / Irreqular lambics, it can be
includ,ed in the list of Nabokov’s metapoems reflecting on the art of writing and the
potential of words. As in Oko / Oculus, the poet treads the fine line between here and there,
fact and projection, ultimately trespassing the borders of logic, and logos, conventions.
Nabokov’s language constantly contradicts itself, opening up a space for antinomies to
coexist. As a point of juncture and interface, Bezumets | The Madman gives us the
opportunity to further explore the interstice between source and target text, that liminal

space Where new currents are allowed to stream.

Nabokov’s Russian text

I-1II stanzas

besymey

B mupy dororpad ynuumnsiii, reneps sxe
Laph U T0IT, MAPHACCKUI CaMOEPIKELL
(KOTOpBIH rof cuAAIMEA B3anepTH),

OH roBOpMJI:

«Ko cnaBe Husoittn
a He >kenas. OHa cama npyumuasnace.
Yok 51 3a6bL1, re mysa oby4asacs,
Ho nyts ee 6bu1 npsim 1 ogAMHOK.
51 He ymen gpyseil roTOBUTB BIIPOK,
W3 nanwer 1bBa He U3BJIEKAJ 3aHO3DI.

Bupyr CHET ToLIeJ; TJISKY, & 9TO PO3BI.

Brnasxennsrii >xpeduii. Kak mue nopora
YHbLIas ybi00uKka Bpara!

Jlrobum10 51 HeynauHMKA TPEBOXKUTS,
CHBI 000 MHE My4MTeJbHbIE MHOYXUTb

U TEHEBOU paccmaTrpuBaTb CKEJIET
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3aBUCTHHKA, IPO3pavYHOro Ha CBET.

Literal translation

The/A Madman

In the (secular) world a street photographer, now [instead]
tsar and poet, Parnassian autocrat

(who for a year had been locked up),
he said:

“To Fame [to (con)descend/bow]

I did not wish to (con)descend/bow. She hastened on her own will.
Now I have forgotten where the/my muse was trained/taught,

but her path was straight and lonesome.

I did not know how to store friends for future use,

from the/a lion’s paw I did not remove thorns.

Suddenly it began/has begun to snow; I look, these are roses.

Blissful destiny. How dear is to me
an/my enemy’s sad little smile!

I love to harass the unlucky one,

to multiply agonizing dreams about me
and to scrutinise the shady skeleton

of the/an envious one, transparent to the light.

Nabokov’s English translation

The Madman

A street photographer in laic life,
now poet, king, Parnassian autocrat

(since quite a time kept under lock and key),
thus did he speak:

I did not wish to stoop
to Fame: it rushed up of its own accord.
I've now forgotten where my Muse was schooled.
Straight, lonesome was her path. I never knew
how to stock friends for use, nor to pull thorns
from lion paws. It suddenly began

to snow; surprising! It was snowing roses.

Enchanting destiny! How much I prize
an Enemy’s wan little smile! I like

to incommode

the Failure, multiply

his painful dreams about me, and examine

the skeleton of Envy, shadowgraphed
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and showing through, if held up to the light.

Nabokov composed Bezumets in the form of a soliloquy. The first four verses,
detached from the rest of the poem, act as an introductory remark by an external voice,
briefly portraying the main speaker. The effect produced on the reader is one of
disorientation: the subject is presented as both a street photographer and a tsar, a poet and
a tyrant. Again, etymology serves our purpose. If we consider the adjective “parnasskiy” /
“parnassian” as referring to mount Parnassus, where Apollo and the Muses were thought
to dwell according to Greek mythology, the noun “samoderzhets” / “autocrat” might be
interpreted as either a person detaining power over the arts or, metaphorically, as the
presumptuous self-assessment of a person valuing his creative output over other people’s.
Since the poem was written in 1933, it is imbued with a sense of absolutism, swiftly
escalating as it was at that time: in that very same year Adolf Hitler was appointed first
chancellor of what would have become known as the Third Reich while Stalin was
promoting the second Five-year Plan as well as building a repressive regime which would
have soon resulted into a violent rush of political purges and, subsequently, the manic
tension of the Great Terror in a matter of few years. Much of the poem’s tone and
vocabulary may be read in the light of such a permeating macro-historical undercurrent.

As to the direct speech, we may take note of the fact that while the Russian poem
has inverted commas enclosing the main quote, the self-translation has no punctuation
mark if not for the colon preceding the address. Such a subsequent change might have
been dictated by the necessity to create a more fluent transition from the introductory
remark on to the reported soliloquy. More importantly, due to this choice a subtler
identification occurs between the external voice (possibly the author’s own) and that of the

main speaker, the latter’s words declaimed, not merely reported, in the English version.
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The effect of the prosopopoeic representation is thus accentuated in the target text,
where the poet’s voice 1s less detached from the madman’s — the poet a mirror onto whom
the madman 1s reflected. To a committed anti-Darwinist non-determinist thinker, as
Nabokov professed himself to be (“there is also keen pleasure (and, after all, what else
should the pursuit of science produce?) in meeting the riddle of the initial blossoming of
man’s mind by postulating a voluptuous pause in the growth of the rest of nature, a lolling
and loafing which allowed first of all the formation of Homo poeticus — without which vapiens
could not have been evolved”),”” mimicry constitutes the basic principle for survival and,
in literature, the quintessence of any creative form of representation, as Sergey Davydov’s

lines corroborate:

meramopdosa, Kak MUMUKpuUs, — 9TO aap Teopua. HabGoxos-sHromosor Gbui,
KaKk u3BeCTHO, ApbiM antuaapsunucrom. OH oTBepran Teopusi, COIJIACHO
KOTOPOH 4y[0 MUMHUKDPUU OOBACHSETCS OJHUM JIMIIb €CTECTBEHHBIM OTOOPOM.
[...] B nonumanuu HaGokosa mumukpusi — ato nap TBopua TBapH, 4TobbI Ta,
MOBTOPSisl U3bICKAHHBIE MHOTOI[BETHBIE Y30PbI, MPOCJIABJISIA COTBOPEHHBIA MUP.
Mumukpus — 5To IUBHOE BHEIIHEe CXOCTBO HETOXKEeCTBEHHOro, meramopdosa
— eme OoJsee BHyTpeHHee TOXKAECTBO HecxoaHoro. Ecam mumuxpus —
apTUCTUYECKUH nap, To Mmemamopgosa — nap meradusudeckuii. [...] Bce atm

o 230
NEPEBOIVIOIIEHMS M3 OAHOU UITOCTACK 6bITI/IH B APYTYIO NOIMMPAKT CMEPThb.

If we take Nabokov’s definition of mimicry into account, especially compared to his

consideration of eccentricity, the madman’s patterns of thought become clearly discernible:

“natural selection,” in the Darwinian sense, could not explain the miraculous
coincidence of imitative aspect and imitative behaviour, nor could one appeal to
the theory of “the struggle for life” when a protective device was carried to a
point of mimetic subtlety, exuberance, and a luxury far in excess of a predator’s
power of appreciation. I discovered in nature the nonutilitarian delights that I
sought in art. Both were a form of magic, both were a game of intricate

enchantment and cleception.231

229 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 617. Nabokov's italics.
230 Sergey Davydov, “Nabokov: geroy, avtor, tekst,” in V. V. Nabokov: Pro et contra, vol. 2, 322-323.
231 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 465.

143



By taking a closer look at the madman’s locution, we may become aware of his
tendency to adopt an imitative behaviour, in Nabokov’s terms. On the one hand he follows
a seemingly rational — presumably commonsensical, therefore mimetic — pattern of thought.
Observe, for instance, the lucid argumentative structure, where the confutative stanza (“ya
ne zhelal” / “I did not wish,” “ya ne umel” / “I never knew”) is followed by an affirmative
one (“kak mne doroga” / “how much I prize,” “lyublyu ya” / “I like”) and finally ends with a
hypothetical desire (“grugim by stat” / “oh to be another!”). On the other hand, though,
the speaker exhibits a taste for — artistic, nonutilitarian — eccentricity in the form of non-
pragmatic expression, which he manifests in metaphors: he utters that “iz lapy I'va ne
izvlekal zanozy” / “he never knew how] to pull thorns / from lion paws,” alluding to his
supposed inability to ingratiate himself to rivals; he notices how it is snowing roses, an
allusive celebration of his own glory; envy is an x-rayed “skelet” / “skeleton,” not
undisclosed but transparent to the light (notice how the compound and uncommon verb
“shadowgraph[/]” is intertwined in the colloquial texture of the poem despite its technical
rigidity).

In his essay 7 he Art of Literature and Commondsense, Nabokov reflects on the subtle line

dividing lunatics from artists, including writers:

a madman is reluctant to look at himself in a mirror because the face he sees is
not his own: his personality is beheaded; that of the artist is increased. Madness
is but a diseased bit of common sense, whereas genius is the greatest sanity of
the spirit. [...] Lunatics are lunatics just because they have thoroughly and
recklessly dismembered a familiar world but have not the power — or have lost
the power — to create a new one as harmonious as the old. The artist on the
other hand disconnects what he chooses and while doing so he is aware that
something in him is aware of the final result. When he examines his completed
masterpiece he perceives that whatever unconscious cerebration had been
involved in the creative plunge, this final result is the outcome of a definite plan
which had been contained in the initial shock, as the future development of a

live creature is said to be contained in the genes of its germ cell.??

252 Nabokov, “The Art of Literature and Commonsense,” 377.
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The madman’s articulated thoughts follow a steady pattern where antithetical
concepts are juxtaposed in a continuous sequence gradually building up to what only
appears to be a logic argumentation but which in fact runs counter to common sense — a
mixture of mimetic behaviour and eccentricity which should grant his ability to survive as a
creative person. Fame is considered as a detriment to which one is forced to “nizoyti” /
“stoop;” inspiration can be “schooled,” friends are “stock[ed] [...] for use,” as goods are; an
“enemy’s wan little smile” is something to be “prize[d];” dreams are “muchitel'nyye” /
“painful.”

Nevertheless, for all his excesses and idiosyncrasies, the main speaking voice is
unable to preserve his own freedom, as the introductory lines hint at (“sidyashchiy
vzaperti” / “kept under lock and key”), and, in a figurative sense, survive. In order for him
to be an artist, he would have to be able to “create a new [world] as harmonious as the
old:” here traced is the dividing line between delusion and talent, deception and vision,

madness and art. This boundary is about to be subtly crossed.

Nabokov’s Russian text

IV-V stanzas

Korgpa nyny s 6anyio 6annanoi,
BOJIHYIOTCSI [IepeBbsi 32 OTPaioH,

BHE OYepe/ar TOPOISICh IONACTh

B mou ctuxu. /[{loBepena mHe BiacTh

nap Bcett semuteit Coceny HenocyHoi,
M CcYacTHe TaK IIUPUTCS BO3AYIIHO,

TaK IMOJHUTCSI CUSTHbEM I'0JIOBa,

Takye COBepIlIeHHbIe CJI0Ba

BCTPEYAIOT MBIC/Ib U yJIETAIOT C HElO,

9TO HMYEro 3arrchbiBaTh HE CMEIO.

Ho unorga — Ipyrum 6s1 crars, apyrum!
O nockopee! IlnorHukom, noprHbIMm,
a To eute — dpororpacdom GpoasunMm:

KaK B CTaPOﬁ CKa3Ke >KM1Tb, XOOAUTDb I10 Ja4daMm,
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CHMUMATb ﬂeTeﬁ IIATHUCTBIX B r'aMake,

cobaKky UX U TEHM Ha MECKE. »

Literal translation

When | pamper the moon with a/my ballad

the trees beyond the fence grow agitated,

out of turn they hasten to fall

into my verses. To me the/a power is entrusted

over the whole world, which is disobedient to my Neighbour,
and happiness expands so airily,

the/my head fills up with such a radiance,

such perfect words

meet up with thought and fly away with her,

that I do not dare to write down/ take note of anything.

But sometimes — How I'd wish to become another, another!
Oh, hurry up! Carpenter, tailor,

or else — errant photographer:

as in an old fairytale live, go from one country home to another,
take shots of dappled children in a hammock,

their dog and the/their shadows on the sand.”

Nabokov’s English translation

When I with balladry blandish the moon

the trees beyond the gate grow agitated

and they endeavor out of turn to get

into my verse. I'm privileged to rule

the entire world (which disobeys my Neighbor),
and happiness so airily dilates,

my head is filled with such an incandescence,
and words of such impeccable perfection

come to meet Thought and wing away with her

that I dare not write down a single word.

Yet sometimes — Oh to be another! Quick!
Another! Tailor, carpenter — Or, say,
itinerant photographer: to live

as in an old tale, work the villas, take
pictures of dappled children in a hammock,
and of their dog and shadows on the sand.

The second half of the poem is translated as closely to the Russian original as

possible, as far as the content is concerned. Only a slight variation happens at the end of
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the fourth stanza. Here the madman’s claim “nichego zapisyvat’ ne smeyu” becomes a more
definitive “I dare not write down a single word,” the categorical negation remarked in the
unequivocal “[not] a single word.” This way Nabokov illustrates the madman’s fault, the
cause of his deluded state and, consequentl_y, takes a step away from the prosopopoeic
voice of the poem: the madman has “dismembered a familiar world” but is unable, or
unwilling, to build a new one, which artists do by way of their artistic act. In the madman’s
case, not a single word becomes not a single world: madness is, unlike art, the inability to
transform the void resulting from a deconstructive act into a new creation.

When we consider the poem in full length, it becomes clear that the madman'’s
discarded psyche is epitomised in a set of values highlighted, in the English version,
through the use of capital letters: “Fame,” “Muse,” the “Enemy’s” “Failure” and “Envy,” the
mysterious helpless “Neighbor” (God? A(nother) dictator?) and “Thought.” The target
text pinpoints this distinctive trait by converting two more nouns from the concrete
impersonations of the “neudachnik[/]” and the “zavistnik[/]” into the abstract capitalised
phenomena of “Failure” and “Envy.” Though the two states may seem to be personified
and epitomised, once we consider the Russian text it becomes evident that they are in fact
objectified and depersonalised, since they are turned into archetypic parameters. They
become absolute criteria that sum up the madman’s beliefs, delineate his inverted ethos.
Such a result is attained by way of a subtle metonymic shift whereby the feeling ends up
standing for the person who feels, the abstract for its concrete counterpart.

According to Roman Jakobson’s prescient essay 7wo Adpects of Language and Two
Types of Aphasic Disturbances (1956), metonymies and metaphors act respectively on
contiguity, through combination and contexture, and similarity, by way of selection and

substitution.” Now, when we consider Nabokov’s English version as a self-sufficient unit,

255 “It is the external relation of contiguity which unites the constituents of a context, and the internal relation

of similarity which underlies the substitution set.” Roman Jakobson and Morris Halle, “Two Aspects of
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both “Failure” and “Envy” are but plain personifications. Yet if we relate the target text to
its source and think of the two poems as two momenta of the same creative motion, then
“Failure” and “Envy” are to be considered as metonymies: they are the abstract
manifestations taken for those who experience them. In this sense, the subsequent
affirmations become metaphoric: hypothetically speaking, we may be able to multiply the
painful dreams of a neudachnik and examine the skeleton of a zavwtnik if we wished to do so,
but to perform the same actions as referred to failure and envy as abstract concepts would
be utterly impossible. Hence a metaphoric level is added in the English version as a result
of the two metonymic substitutions.

This happens, however, not inside one linguistic medium but across two
linguistically distinct yet corresponding strings of words. An analogous replacement occurs
at the beginning of the poem, where the year of reclusion in the Russian original is turned
into a more general “since quite a time” in the English text, a correctto and consequent
abstraction which, if compared to its counterpart, may sound hyperbolic, elongated at the
least. This emphatic evidence of time intervening between the two versions is only visible
once we consider them as mutually complementary. It is only by attributing both texts the
same worth that we will be able to fully appreciate the scope of self-translation. “As two
“Independent” texts in paradoxical “interdependence”, the second text does not interpret
the first so much as it “completes” it, or finishes it:”?* such a statement risks providing an
impaired perspective on the intricate net of interrelations existing between self-translated
texts. Not only does the target text “complete[/]” the source, provided it needs or allows
any integration; it is the text which came first in chronological order that enriches the

second, too. We can only interpret the emphasis of the English version by retrieving the

Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances,” in Fundamentals of Language (The Hague: Mouton & Co.,
1956), 68-69.

%4 Hokenson and Munson, The Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Self-Translation, 10. The words enclosed in
inverted commas are quotations from Brian T. Fitch, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the
Bilingual Work (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988), 60.
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point in time fixed in the Russian poem; as a result, the target text magnifies the
chronological scope of the experience, makes it sound vague, farfetched, dramatic almost.
We can perceive the metonymic substitutions and contextual abstractions of the English
version only by calling in the source material, where they are all but abstract or abstruse.
Because of this bilateral complementarit_y, we should remove the concept of self-
translation from its identification with the target text only and replace it right in that
halfway space that exists between source and target material, that interstice between the
two variants, the partial realisations of an encompassing whole, yet self-sufficient in their
all-encompassing autonomy. Ultimately, self-translation should be understood not as a
result but rather as a procedd. Aphasic would be a self-translated text deprived of its other

2% in Jakobson’s terms,

rightful half. A bilingual text risks losing its “gift for combination,”
if the alignment of the two counterparts were not taken into account, the analysis resulting
in a contexture-deficient product which discards any sense of contiguity. And yet not
acknowledging the chasm between the two mutually independent texts still has its side

effects and may lead to a selection-impaired reading, whereby discrepancies, asymmetries

and deviations could go unnoticed in favour of indiscriminate assimilation.

That translation ought to be able to open “another space” for linguistic and cultural
mediation to be carried out was already theorised in Post-Colonial Studies and the Cultural
Turn. What the investigation of self-translations should contribute with is a deeper

awareness of such a liminal space, as confirmed by Hokenson and Munson:

the bilingual text, from its two sides, directly opens out on that space, the
interliminal region between languages, disclosing residues of the social and
intellectual history that both systems now exhibit, in virtual overlap and

intersection, through bilinguality. The single voice of standard second-hand

255 Jakobson, “Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances,” 70.

149



translation silences that space. Intercultural self-translation constructs it

stereotypically as a unique reading field.**

This transitory area becomes quite perceptible in the case of poetry, where words
are rarely, if ever, spare, their presence meaningful, their meaning dense. Changes may be
slight, yet because they happen in such a condensed language they must be significant.

As a consequence to the evidence discussed so far, I am persuaded that, being the
product of the same mind, the process of self-translation digs deeper in the gap between
different idioms and brings the rhetorical potential of words to the light. Hence, as the
work of a miner unearthing precious stones, the study of self-translation should excavate
such a liminal edge and expose these hybrid translucent treasure-troves, these interstitial
ﬁgures of speech. Regular tropes, or intra—tropes, as we might call them, are independent
and enclosed, they emerge from the inside of each single text taken as a unit of meaning;
inter-tropes, on the other hand, are interdependent, it is only by conjoining the two (or
more) mirrored texts that the_y may come to light. Intra-tropes are opaque, they do not let
the reader see beyond their linguistic surface, they are intralinguistic; inter-tropes are
transparent, their skin translucent when exposed to the reflecting prism of different idioms,
theirs is an interlinguistic anatomy. Intra-tropes are central, dominant in our horizon of
expectation, overt; inter-tropes are peripheral, substandard, latent, covert. We might think
of the relationship between “neudachnik[/]” / “Failure” and “zavistnik[/]” / “Envy,” or that
between “god” / “since quite a time,” as a form of inter-trope, a metonymic shift happening
across two distinct texts and idioms, its effect resulting either in a concretisation or an
abstraction, depending on which reading direction (ST to TT / TT to ST) we, readers,
choose to follow.

We may also consider the following lines from Kak ya lyublyu tebya | How I Love You

(1934):

2% Hokenson and Munson, The Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Self-Tranoslation, 12.
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Yoxenp Henb3st Tam MPUTYJIATHCS, I wonder, is there nowhere a place there,

Y HET TaM TEMHOIO YIJIa, to lie low — some dark nook

[Jle TEMHOTA MOTIJIA ObI CIUTHCSI where the darkness might merge
c uepornudamu kpouia? with a wing’s cryptic markings?
Tax 6abouxa He 1weBenUTCS, (A geometrid thus does not stir
MJACTOM Ha TIJIECEHU CTBOJIA. spread flat on a lichened trunk)*”

The target text has two added intra-tropes, namely the wave of alliterated sounds in
the sequence “there” — “nowhere” — “there,” and the parenthetical elements which enclose
the penultimate and final lines. We may also observe two inter-tropes: the term designating
a pictographic writing system, “iyeroglif[y],” is rendered into a less connoting “cryptic
markings,” which does not specify the nature of the characters if not by their enigmatic
nature. Also, the Russian lexeme for butterfly, “babochka,” becomes a sectorial
“geometrid,” a moth, for that matter, with wings of almost geometric shape and a distinct
tendency to prefer environments that match their pigments. While in the first case the
English version broadens the lexical contours, the hypernym chosen over the hyponym, in
the second a subordinate class is selected over its corresponding superordinate. The added
brackets correlate such an inclusive interrelation with a graphic representation.

Let me remind you of similar cases emerging from some previously investigated
poems. In Oculus the addition of “old freak” smiling with the sun “on one cheek” extends
the personification of the earth, the human face explicitly becoming its allegorical
representation through their common spherical form; also, the concrete “zenitsa” [pupil] is
metonymically substituted with an abstract “vision.” In The Rain Has Flown the mention of
the pearl in conclusion may not be evocative enough therefore requiring a backward look
at Dozhd’ pm[e[e[ to detect a metonymic presence of female gender as also suggested in the
polysemous “serezhki.” Similarly, the intertextual reference to Tyutchev’s Silentium may

appear evident only once the Russian Evbche bezmolvstouyu is read as a necessary companion

257 Nabokov, “Kak ya lyublyu tebya” / "How I Love you,” in Poema and Problems, 78-81.
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to [ Still Keep Mute. These last two cases, in particular, also demonstrate how an informed
reading of the target text can only be attained by involving the source material.

Such an interlingual configuration of rhetorical devices can also be observed inside
single poems, provided they involve a margin of code-switching or code-mixing. The
following lines, from the English An Evening of Russian Poetry (1945), exemplify this case.
During a literary event, the Russian poet is asked to translate a couple of everyday
expressions from English to Russian. The answer, though, is not so much of an adequate

translation:

“How would you say delightful talk’ in Russian?”
“How would you say ‘good night’?”

Oh, that would be:

Bessonnitza, tvoy vzor oonyl I strashen;
lubdv moyd, otstéopnika prostée.
(Insomnia, your stare is dull and ashen,

my love, forgive me this apostasy.)*”®

The process of (self-)translation is activated and carried through along the verses of
the poem. The loosely phonetic transliteration, as in “oonyl,” “otstéopnika” and especially the
patently erroneous “/ubov,” which lacks the palatalisation of both the liquid sound and the
fricative, betrays the poet’s lie: as the subsequent parenthetical self-translation shows, the
translated sentence does not coincide with the audience’s requests. Instead, its
overabundant pathos clashes with the utter bathos of the questions. Almost literall_y
refusing any trivialisation of language, Nabokov takes advantage of the closing lines to
reflect on what he defines an “apostasy,” without explaining whether his abjuration
concerns the deliberately faulty translation or a far greater betrayal he blames himself for,

that which he has committed against his mother tongue — a theme he had, by then, already

258 Nabokov, “An Evening of Russian Poetry,” in Poens and Problems, 162-163. Nabokov's italics.
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explored in Softest of Tongues (1941): “but now thou too must go; just here we part, / softest
of tongues, my true one, all my own...””” It should be mentioned here that the original
version of the poem, as published on the New Yorker (21(19), 3 March 1945, pp. 23-24), did
not include the final two lines, which made the conclusion intelligible only to readers
versed in Russian. Yet even without those, what is reported as a translation is in fact an act
of self-translation since the scene only happens in the author’s mind, the asked questions
are but an excuse for the author to mislead his readers. Through the incongruous (self-
)translation, thus, Nabokov ends the poem in reticence, which is at once intratextual, due
to the code-switching and the cryptic nature of the last affirmation per ve, and intertextual,
since it presupposes a comparison between the original — imagined — requests and their
intentionally inadequate (self-)translation by the author/poet.

Not only the occurrence of an obscure idiom but also of patent inaccuracies can
demonstrate the relevance of the source text, the value of comparative work as well as the
halfway positioning of self-translation. The following lines, from Evening on a Vacant Lot
(originally published as Vecher na pustyre in 1932), could cost Nabokov the charge of
linguistic arbitrariness or, worse, accidental violation due to ignorance, without the support
of a more accurate exegetic approach: “nothing do I know — except / that it's worthwhile
being born / for the sake of this your breath.””*” This syntactic transgression, namely the
pairing of a demonstrative adjective and a possessive adjective as two consecutive
qualifying attributes to the same noun, comes through the Anglophone reader’s mouth as
an unexpected hiccup, a gratuitous negligence one should have the instinct to correct. It is
only when the source text is referred to that the reader may be able to put it into context
and motivate it: “etogo dykhaniya tvoyego™"' is a standard variant for Russian language —

at least in so far as the morphological order is preserved as such — and it could be rendered

2% Nabokov, “Softest of Tongues,” in Collected Poemds, 164.
% Nabokov, “Evening on a Vacant Lot,” in Poemd and Problems, 69.
1 Nabokov, “Vecher na pustyre,” in Poemy and Problemas, 63.
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in English as this breath of yours. Yet Nabokov’s infraction of conventions comes as the
culminating point after a series of syntactic inversions, as in “never did I want,” “maybe
empty is the world,” “nothing do I know” which might be reproducing the poet’s
“muttering,” his “leaden-weighted words.”*”? If read in this light, the English version
contains not so much of a mistake as a linguistic image of the poet’s own vulnerability, a
backlash of his underlying tensions. Not even a mis-take. Rather, a good take on the
poem’s overall atmosphere of uncertainty.

The ending of The Madman is worth looking into as well. Here the speaking voice
discloses his strongest wish to become an “itinerant photographer: to live / as in an old tale,
work the villas, take / pictures of dappled children.” Now, much as they would have been
beneficial to generations of young readers and patient parents, photographers are nowhere
to be seen in old tales — if this were the case, we might have hoped for any chance evidence
of truth surviving in their shots. Also, to attribute such an advanced technology to such a
remote (by the poet’s own admission) past seems to be too much of an anachronism. Again,
the Russian text may help us unravel this intricate riddle. As its first meaning, the verb
“snimat’” has to take away, remove, withdraw something from where it belongs — a piece of
clothing from the body, a crop from the field, Hence its figurative — metonymic — meaning
as taking pictures, that is to say (quite literally) taking a scene from the real. When
referred to children, as in the Russian poem, it might imply a sylleptic coincidence between
its figurative and literal meaning thus implying the idea of them being photographed or, as
it would happen in old tales, taken away, snatched, which is also reflected in the etymology
of the English verb to kidnap. The English “take pictures” does not convey the supposedly
purposeful equivocation of the Russian predicate and even instills in the reader a sense of
bewilderment due to its unrelatedness with the context of old folk narratives. The original

version opens up an alternative space which is ultimately made opaque in the target text. It

242 Tbidem, 71.
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1s only when compared to its source that the self-translation becomes transparent and

suitable to alternative readings.

In all its shifts and turns, in its posthumous profanations of buried words, self-
translation, like any translative act, is but a forgery. To quote yet one more of Nabokov’s
poems on translation, “reflected words can only shiver / like elongated lights that twist / in
the black mirror of a river / between the city and the mist.””*> While exposing the
complexity and compromise of any endeavour in self-translation, interstitial figures of
speech, or inter-tropes, as we have called them, oozing from the fissures between bilingual
texts, further corroborate the importance of the comparative work. When it comes to
Nabokov’s poetic works, we have climbed the safe towers of monolingualism, reading him
now as a Russophone, now as an Anglophone author; rarely have we ventured out in the
perilous mist of his bilingual versions. But for all its obscurity and transitoriness, the
halfway river of self-translation still retains the exuberance of the creative undercurrent,

the luxuriant excess of art. These waters we should navigate.

% Nabokov, “On Translating ‘Eugene Onegin’,” in Collected Poems, 153.
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3. CIIPYTOHM CTOPOHBI/ THEN AGAIN

On Metalogisms

Con le sue proposizioni «prive di senso», le affermazioni «non
verificabili», inventa universi, ﬁnge inesauribili cerimonie.

Essa possiede e governa il nulla.

. . 944
Giorgio Manganelli, La letteratura come menzogna.

On January 24, 1937 Vladislav Khodasevich introduced one of Nabokov’s public
readings in Paris — his audience was eager to listen to the then still unpublished opening of
Dar [The Gift, 1937-1938]. The piece was published as O Sirine shortly after. There, in a
most significant passage, Khodasevich first pointed out what was to become the key to all

of Nabokov’s oeuvre:

CI/IPI/IH HE TOJIbBKO HE€ MACKHMPYET, HE IIPpAYET CBOMX IIPpHEMOB, KakK 4allle BCero
noctynarT BCE M B YeM I[OCTOGBCKHﬁ, Hamnmpumep, AO0CTUI ITOPAa3UTEJTbHOIO
COBEPHIEHCTBA, — HO HANpPOTHUB! CI/IPI/IH caM HX BBICTABJISICT HAPYIXKYy, Kak
d)OKyCHI/IK, KOTOpBIﬁ, IIopa3uB 3puUTEJId, TYyT K€ IIOKa3bIBae€T JIa60paTOPI/IIO
CBOUX 4Yynaec. [] CI/IPI/IH X IIOTOMY HE Ipd4eT, 4TO OJHa M3 IVIaBHBIX 3aaad

245
€ro — MME€HHO IIoKa3aTh, KaK >XUBYT 1 pa60Ta10T IIpHUEMBI.

24 Giorgio Manganelli, La letteratura come menzogna (Milano: Adelphi, 1985), 223.
245 Khodasevich, “O Sirine,” 241. First published on Vozrozhdeniye, no. 4065 (13 February 1937): 9.
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Khodasevich’s critical approach was crucial to subsequent readings of Nabokov,
especially with regard to his prose (see, for instance, Priglasheniye na kazn’ [Invitation to a
Beheading, 1935], in which the literary framework is gradually dismantled as a theatre
backdrop, the device literally bared under the reader’s eyes). His poetry, though, would
have remained comparatively unexplored, especially after his emigration to the United
States, only four years after Khodasevich’s essay, and his blazing career as an Anglophone
novelist. Had he stayed in Europe, such words would have probably found their resonance
among verse scholars and readers as well. But this is wishful thinking. What we do know,
though, is that it was only in 1979 that Vera Nabokova eventually managed to draw the
public attention back to her husband’s poems. In her brief but dense introduction to the
posthumous collection Stikhi [Poems, 1979], issued by the American publishing house
Ardis, she revealed an aspect of Nabokov’ work which had until then passed unnoticed:
“xody obpaTuTh BHUMaHue unTaTess Ha raasHylo Temy Haboxosa. Ona, kaskercs, He Obl1a
HUKEM OTMEUYEHA, & MEX/Ly TEM €10 IIPOIUTAHO BCE, YTO OH MMCAJ; OHA, KAK HEKUI BOASHON
3HAK, CUMBOJIU3UPYET BCE €r0 TBOPYECTBO. S rOBOPIO O «IIOTYCTOPOHHOCTH», KAK OH CaM €€
HasBasJ B CBOeM IOC/TeaHem cruxoTBopernu «Biobmernocts».”**® The collection had
undergone a first selection by Nabokov before his death.

Interestingly enough, potustoronnost’ defies any exact translation into English and
could be only very loosely rendered into a much more banal and utterly ineffective
“otherworld.” The Russian compound noun comes from the locution po tu storonu, literally
on that side, and, while commonly indicating the afterlife, in Nabokov’s hands the word
does not seem focused on its spiritual connotations so much as its metaphysical
implications. I would go so far as to say that in Nabokov’s interpretation potustoronnost’

indicates per ve the recognition of a meta-logical margin of existence, one that goes beyond

246 Vera Nabokova, “Predisloviye k sborniku: V. Nabokov. Stikhi (1979),” in V. V. Nabokov: Pro et contra, vol.
1, ed. Boris Averin, 342. Originally published as an introduction to Vladimir Nabokov, Stikh: (Ann Arbor:
Ardis, 1979).
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the scope of linear consequentiality and rational congruence. Posyustoronnost’is the world as
straightforward objective factuality, potustoronnost’ is the realm of alternative flipsides, of

coexisting and not mutually exclusive perspectives.

By 1917 the revolution was under way. So much it spread from its political and
social epicentres to literary surroundings, where formalists were isolating the concept of
ostraneniye. In his foundational essay, Viktor Shklovskiy defined the process of art as

intrinsically estranging:

U BOT OJisi TOTIO, LITO6I)I BEPHYTbh OLLYILICHUE >KM3HH, IIOYYyBCTBOBATH BEIIY, NJIA
TOro, ‘~ITO6I)I AeJiaTb KamMeéHb KaMeEeHHBbIM, CyleCTByeT TO, YTO HAa3bIBACTCSI
HNCKYyCCTBOM. L[eJII)IO HCKYCCTBA SIBJISIETCSI AATh OLIyILIeHHEe BEIIY, KaK BUACHUE, a
HE KaK y3HAaBAaHUE; IPUEMOM HCKYCCTBAa sIBJISICTCS IMPUEM «OCTPAHCHUS» BeIIIeﬁ
n npuem SaTPyHHeHHOﬁ (i)OPMI)I, yBeJII/I‘{I/IBaIOHII/Iﬁ TPYAHOCTh M [OOJITOTY
BOCHPUATHA, TAK KaK BOCHPI/IHI/IMaTeJII)HbIﬁ nponecc B MCKyCCTBE CaAaMOLCJIEH 1

JAOJI2KEH 6I)ITI) OpoaJieH; UCKYCCTBO €CTb CHOC06 NEPEXUTh AeJIaHbe BEIIH, a

247
caeJIaHHOE B MCKYCCTBE HE BAX>KHO.

Nabokov’s emigration made him de facto into an estranged or, as Steiner put it,
“extraterritorial” writer, “eccentric, aloof, nostalgic, deliberately untirnely."248 As a result,
alienation in the form of estrangement is one of Nabokov’s most recurrent devices, his
“survival s‘trattegy”249 to homesickness, in Boym’s words. Even his choices as a translator
favoured those literary works based on a sense of deracination, as in Lewis Carrol’s Alice in
Wonderland, where an imaginary land becomes the setting for the protagonist’s adventures,
or Captain Mayne Reid’s The Headless Horseman, with its motif of swapped identities, not to
talk about Lermontov’s Geroy nashego vremeni [A Hero of Our Time, 1840] or Pushkin’s

Evgenty Onegin, both centred on an ostracised protagonist. Most importantly, masks,

27 Viktor Shklovskiy, “Iskusstvo kak priyem,” in Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo yazyka, vol. 2 (Petrograd: Tip.
Z. Sokolinskogo, 1917), 7-8. The passage has been transcribed here according to standard Russian
orthography.

248 Steiner, “Extraterritorial,” 11.

20 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 257.

160



disguises and impersonations as well as doubles, alter egos and doppelgingers crowd

Nabokov'’s original literary output.

Xy}IO}KHI/IK (I/I roBOpst KOHerTHeI;‘I — HI/ICELTeJIb) HUTAE HE IIOKa3aH MM IIPAMO, a
BCerga nmoa MaCKomo: maxmaTrmucra, KommepcaHnra 1 T. . HPI/I‘-II/IH TOMY, g AyMaro,
HECKOJIBKO. I/I3 HUX IIaBHad 3aKJ/Ir04a€TcCsa B TOM, YTO U TyT Mbl MMEEM [CJIO C

250
OpuemMomMm, BIIpOYEM, BECbMa 06BI‘IHI)IM. CI)O];)IV[{:UII/ICTI)I €ro 30ByT OCTpaAHCHUEM.

In addition to this, the sense of displacement also takes the shape of an illicit and
often alienating homecoming, which, by Nabokov’s own admission, he envisioned not
infrequently: “what it would be actually to see again my former surroundings, I can hardly
imagine. Sometimes | fancy myself revisiting them with a false passport, under an assumed
name. It could be done.”*'

From a rhetorical point of view, metalogisms pursue a similar purpose in that they
defy the logical asset of reality by constantly questioning its principles through an
estranged vision that is essential to any form of artistic endeavour. “There is, it would seem,
in the dimensional scale of the world,” Nabokov wrote, “a kind of delicate meeting place
between imagination and knowledge, a point, arrived at by diminishing large things and
enlarging small ones, that is intrinsically artistic.”””* The art of diminishing large things and
enlarging small ones is none other than ovstraneniye. Thus, not only is estrangement
intellectually processed and verbally articulated, but it also echoes in Nabokov’s linguistic
traits. In this sense, we may also motivate Steiner’s statement that “Nabokov is a writer
who works very near the intricate threshold of syntax; he experiences linguistic forms in a
state of manifold potentiality and, moving across vernaculars, is able to keep words and

phrases in a charged, unstable mode of vitality."”**

250 Khodasevich, “O Sirine,” 243.
251 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 573.
252 Thidem, 503.

253 Steiner, “Extraterritorial,” 10.
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I specifically chose to address the question of metalogisms since I am persuaded that
the significance of potustoronnost’ lies first and foremost, if not exclusively, in Nabokov’s
sapient use of language, echoing Belyy’s motto “u60o st — ¢1060 u Tobro croso.”** Words and
tropes evolve from the /limes of metasememes into the open thresholds of metalogisms,
“windows giving upon a contiguous world.””* With antithesis, paradox and estrangement
Nabokov carves the cleavage between common logic and individual thought. In
metalogisms he attains a fertium non datur, be it in the form of an impossible return, of
potustoronnost’” or even self-translation. In metalogisms he condenses a symbolic
representation of his exilic experience, his extra -territorial / -cultural / -linguistic identity.

A close reading of some of his poems will prove the relevance of metalogisms in
Nabokov’s attempt at exploring, and hopefully motivating, his sense of detachment and
dislocation. Both Nomer v gostinitse | Hotel Room and Formula | The Formula take place in the
space of a room, which becomes a vestibule for a potential transfiguration; the antithetical
semantics of the first text lets duality emerge while the polysemic ambiguity of the second
reflects the metamorphic process itself. The result of such a permutative progression is
illustrated in Ravstrel | The Execution and, even more so, in the narrative poem K Kn. S. /1.
Kachurinu | To Prince S. M. Kachurin, where estrangement from oneself is thematically
ingrained in the motif of disguise and is equally projected onto the use of estranged
linguistic elements.

Ultimately, Nabokov’s metalogisms expose his idiosyncrasy at its most positive and

productive potentiality: his progression from dvoemiriye to a search for voyedineniye dvukh

254 Belyy, “Magiya slov,” 430.

255 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 608. Although Nabokov quotes these words as if part of a critic’s opinion, they
are probably his own (see Alfred Appel’s Introduction in: Vladimir Nabokov, The Annotated Lolita, ed. Alfred
Appel (London: Penguin, 2000), XXVI).
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cherez [/‘6[3/6.256 Po tu stronu is, after all, the symbolic plan for triadizm to be fulfilled, where

buspatsial’nost’ expands onto a third dimension.

3.1 Homep 6 zocmunuue / Hotel Room

Nabokov wrote Nomer v gostinitse in 1919, while staying in the Crimean peninsula.
He arrived in Sebastopol with his family on March 26, a few days before his final
departure from the Russian borders, while the Red army could already be seen advancing
through the region. His room, number seven, in the Hotel Metropole® inspired the

following verses.

Nabokov’s Russian text
Homep 6 cocmunuye

He o xposars, He TO ckambs.
Yrpromo-skenTsie obowu.

[Ba cryna. 3epkano kpusoe.

MEbI BXOOuUMmM — 51 1 TeHb MOs.

OKHO €O 3BOHOM OTKpbIBaeM:
criafgaeT oTOJIeCK A0 3eMJIH.
Hous 6e3nprxanna. [1csr Bpamu

THUIIb pacCe€KarT MNECTPhIM Jia€M.

5] samuparo y okHa,
U B uepHoii yaie HeOOCBOAA,
KaK 30JI0Tasl KaIlist MeJa,

CBepKaeT CJIaAOCTHO JiyHa.

Literal translation
A/the room in a/the hotel
Not really a bed, not really a bench.

2% Bal'mont, Poeziya kak volshebstvo, 5.
267 Boyd, Vladimir Nabokov: The Russian Years, 159.
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“slides” — “night,

A bleak[ly] yellow wallpaper.
Two chairs. The mirror is curved/crooked.

We enter/get in — my shadow and 1.

We open the/a window with a noise/sound:

a glint [of light] falls down onto the earth/ground.

The night is breathless. (Some) dogs in the distance
break into/disrupt the stillness with a resounding bark.

I stand still near/at the/a window,
and in the black cup of the firmament/sky,
like a golden drop of honey,

the moon gleams tenderly.

Nabokov’s English version

Hotel Room

Not quite a bed not quite a bench.
Wallpaper: a grim yellow.

A pair of chairs. A squinty looking-glass.
We enter — my shadow and 1.

We open with a vibrant sound the window:
the light’s reflection slides down to the ground.
The night is breathless. Distant dogs

with varied barks fracture the stillness.

Stirless, I stand at the window,
and in the black bowl of the sky
glows like a golden drop of honey

the mellow moon.

First things first. The lack of article in the English “Hotel Room” reproduces the

sense of vagueness of the Russian title even more than the indeterminate article would. As
often, though, the original meter (iambic tetrameter) and rhyme scheme (AbbA cDDc
EffE) are both lost in translation. Cohesion in the English version is provided through
internal rhymes, as in “yellow” — “mellow,” “sound” — “down” — “ground,” “stillness” —

“stirless.” Assonances and alliterations, as in “yellow” — “shadow” — “window” — “mellow,”

» «

sense Of coherence.
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The first stanza presents a detailed description of the spatial context in which the
subject is placed. The hypothyposis is rendered even more subtle and concise in English,
where the lack of predicates (grammatically standard in Russian for the verb to be) is
much more evident, as in “wallpaper: a grim yellow” and “a squinty looking glass.” Thus,
the immediacy of the English version as well as its distinctive aura of synthesis are a direct
consequence of a faithful translation of the source material. Moreover, the mirroring effect
described in the poem is enhanced in the syntactic distribution of the self-translated text:
here, each verse of the first stanza is composed of two hemistichs, including the second line
(not so in the original). The specular quality of the text is reflected in the use of the
pronoun “my” / “we” referred to the speaking voice and his own shadow, introduced as if it
were an independent entity.

The poem has a rather peculiar chronological structure: it is only at the end of the
first stanza that the poetic persona — and focal point of view — enters into the room which
has already been described in the previous three verses, the human presence filling in,
replacing even, an evident absence. Accordingly, space is described by subtraction, a
technique Nomer v gostinitse shares with Oko (2.2). Suffice it to notice that the opening
image of the sofa, never otherwise mentioned, is evoked through a double negation: truth
lies in the interstices, in the midst of things.

The stagnant stasis of the room is then disturbed by the incoming presence(s),
identified in the first verb — of movement — “my vkhodim” / “we enter,” followed by another
predicate implying dynamism, “my otkryvayem” / “we open.” The English adjective
“vibrant,” added ex novo to qualify the clinking sound of the windowpane while being
opened, contributes to increasing the sense of movement. Furthermore, the distribution of
the two actions “we enter” and “we open” at the beginning of two consecutive lines makes

the English version tighter while highlighting the aforementioned mirroring effect.
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The preference for minus-description at the opening of the poem recurs in the
second stanza, where the night is said to be “bezdykhanna” / “breathless.” The English
version further plays with this effect by translating the verb “zamira[t’]” into the
periphrastic construction “stirless, 1 stand,” where stillness is suggested through the
absence of movement. The space surrounding the poetic persona is filled with absences:
dogs barking in the distance, the light’s reflection onto the ground, the radiance of the
moon glowing far up in the sky. The manifestations of nature are immaterial, evanescent
compared to the dull physicality of hideous artificial matter. The only neutral component is
the window. In the Russian text, the noun “okno” opens the second stanza, a direct object
moved before its verb and given absolute prominence; a few lines later, the same word
appears in rhyming position, again drawing strength from its linguistic surroundings. In
English, the term “window” is pushed forward until it reaches the end of the line: such an
infrequent and unidiomatic place for a direct object brings it to the forefront. As such, the
window acquires a functional role within the space of the poem, not only as a constituent
part of the room in which the scene unfolds, but also as a necessary threshold between the
interior of an enclosed area and the external expanse.

This antithetical partition of space is duplicated in two further elements. The light’s
reflection lets us envision a source of light, probably the moon, and its projection onto the
floor. The Russian noun “otblesk” is etymologically evocative: the root word blesk indicates
a brilliance, a shine; the prefix o/~ points in the direction of its origin. Reality is again
duplicated and split between matter and abstraction. The other item alluding to an
antithetical representation of space has been presented to the reader in that “zerkalo” /
“looking-glass” of the first stanza. While the Russian attribute “krivoye” has crooked or
curved as its first meaning, Nabokov chooses to focus the reader’s attention on its second,
figurative sense: by translating it as “squinty,” he attributes the human flaw of strabismus

to an object; alternatively, he makes it perform the equally human action of looking
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sideways. Furthermore, while the collocation krivoye zerkalo can be found in Russian, its
English translation as “squinty looking-glass” is unidiomatic and creatively unique to
Nabokov’s own versification. Also, by preferring the compound word “looking-glass,”
already graphically split in two halves, to a simpler mirror, Nabokov attributes to the
inanimate glass surface the potential of action, of “looking” through its surface — the
mirrored face looks at him, his reflected (sideways) eyes stare at themselves. Hence the
window, the reflection as both light and shadow as well as the looking-glass bisect the
world in two polarised halves — source and reflection, matter and abstraction, reality and
speculation. Barton Johnson has observed a similar bisection of Nabokov’s cosmos at

large:

noch’ provides a semantic context for the prototypical Nabokovian words ten’
and von, as well as such common items as luna “moon” and zvezdy “stars” [...].
To find dusha “soul” [...] almost on the same level as ten” and von is surprising. It
is the only term referring to a living creature. Taken together, the four highest
frequenc_y words form a part of the pattern that at least partially defines
Nabokov’s now more or less familiar “two world” cosmos.

Each of these four terms is a member of an antonymic pair that defines a major
dimension of Nabokov’s universe: noch’ / den’, son | yav’, ten’ | svet, and dusha /
telo. Each reflects one of Nabokov's two worlds.*”

A liminal space of coexisting opposites opens up as if on a photographic negative.

In the case of Nomer v yoa[[n[[zte, the self-translated text has a more distinct
effectiveness at exposing the antinomies between posyu- and potustoronnost’. The specularity
of its structure is underscored through an increased use of internal rhymes, alliterations
and consonances. The frequent use of compound terms in the English version increases the

sense of partition. Yet the trespassing of the threshold does not take place. The English

28 Barton Johnson, “Preliminary Notes on Nabokov’s Russian Poetry: A Chronological and Thematic

Sketch,” 318-319. Barton Johnson’s italics. Barton Johnson’s statistics are based on a computer analysis of

the Ardis Stikhi containing 247 poems (about 5000 lines and 25000 words).
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adjective “stirless,” at the beginning of the third and final stanza, gives prominence to the
static tension of the depicted scene, possibly increased in self-translation through its double
internal rhyme with “breathless” and “stillness,” both equally evoking a sense of paralysis.
The existence of outer space is perceived but not further explored; the subject stands at the
window, inertia ensues. As an evidence of the failed crossing, the subject performing the
action of standing motionless beside the window is again the singular “ya” / “I,” which
neutralises the doubling effect of the plural “my” / “we” of the previous stanzas. The world

is brought back to its opacity.

3.2 Wopmyaa / The Formula

In 1931, while living in Berlin, Nabokov composed Formula. As the title suggests,
the poem adopts a seemingly scientific approach to the question of potustoronnost’. Though
not properly intertextual, its enigmatic verses, as I shall argue, acquire a particular

meaning when read in comparison with Khodasevich’s Ballada [Ballad, 1921].

Nabokov’s Russian text
I-II stanzas

Dopmyna

Cytynurcs Ha cryne
Gecnasioe maJsbTo.
[Noremku oomanyu,

IOo4YyAnJI0Ch HE TO.

CKBO3HSK TIpoLIEs HEJABHO,
U Lylily YHECJIO
B PaCKpbIBLIEECS [IJIABHO

CTEKJISTHHOE YHCJIO.
Literal translation

A/the fingerless coat

is stooping/stoops on the/a chair.
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The darkness deceived/cheated (me),
it seemed/looked like something else.

A/the draught [of air] passed by not long ago,
and brought my/the soul away
in the smoothly uncovering

glass number.

Nabokov’s English version

Humped up on the back of a chair,
a ﬁngerless overcoat.

The darkening day was deceptive:

fancy has it all wrong.

A current of air has passed recently
and one’s soul has been blown
into a flowingly opening

cipher of glass.

The poem opens with a rather static description followed by an unexpected
perturbation. The initial order — a coat hanging on a chair, the day growing darker — is
unsettled by a sudden draught of air which initiates a process of transformation within the
main speaking subject. As confirmed by Connolly, “the concept of the “otherworldly” can
be subsumed under a larger thematic rubric — that of the “two world” theme. Numerous
poems by Nabokov depict an opposition between two realms, although the specific subjects
addressed by these poems range from something as concrete as a missing love to something
as abstract as other realms of being.”**’

The first stanza in the Russian original is characterized by a distinct and playful
sound pattern. In the first line the dental sounds /s/, /t/ and /I/ are repeated and combined
with front vowels /i/ — /e/ and the back vowel /u/; the second verse alternates the stops /b/

and /p/ with /t/ and couples them with the front vowel /a/ and the back one /o/; the third

line combines the previously mentioned plosives /p/ - /b/ with the newly added nasal /m/

259 Julian W. Connolly, “The Otherworldly in Nabokov’s Poetry,” in Russian Literature Triquarterly, 330.
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while mixing the different vowels together; the fourth verse incorporates many of the
already used consonants and vowels. This complex phonetic weave results in an elaborate
fabric where the principle of reflection plays a crucial role: horizontally, there is a
signiﬁcant correspondence between the first and the second term in each of the first three
lines, as in “sutulitsya” — “stule,” “bespaloye” — “pal’to” and “potemki” — “obmanuli;”
Verticall_y, they all phoneticaﬂy reflect in the fourth verse, as argued above. Moreover, the
second and third lines are made of two Words, the first and last are each of three units. In
the English translation this rigid and synthetic order seems to have been completely lost.
Yet the constructive principle, rather than dissolving altogether, is shifted from phonetics
to semantics. The preposition “up” contrasts with “back;” the suffix “-less,” in “fingerless,”
stands opposite the prefix “over-" in “overcoat.”

As in Nomer v gostinitse | Hotel Room, the action takes place in the enclosed space of a
room. Yet a difference emerges, especially in the Russian text, where the term “nomer”
specifically indicates a hotel room by contrast with a private one as indicated by
“komnat[a].” The English version highlights this variation by using the possessive adjective
“my” in the closing stanza of The Formula (see the next few pages), thus suggesting an
increased sense of intimacy with the surrounding space as opposed to the anonymity of an
impersonal hotel room. What Nomer v gostinitse and Formula also have in common is a
reference to numerical terms, the first in the title itself (though on a figurative note), the
latter in verse eight, namely in “steklyannoye chislo” and later in “sosudov tsifrovykh”
(third stanza). Moreover, the adjective “kriv[oy]” recurs in the two texts. Both poems
begin with a sense of almost geometrical order which is suddenly disrupted by an incoming
presence (the speaking subject and a current of air, respectively) whereby the surrounding
space 1s fractured and filtered through reﬂecting surfaces. The semantic field of numbers
also emerges in the English title of the presently analysed poem. The noun “formula,”

which both Russian and English languages imported from Latin, may refer to a synthetic
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string of numerical symbols prescribing a mathematical procedure or a set of
computational rules; alternatively, it might also indicate a conventional linguistic pattern
used in given contexts to perform a certain action or to obtain a designated result — as, for
instance, a mathematical operation or a magic spell.

The polysemous nature of the title reverberates in some key words throughout the
text. The noun “skvoznyak” has its root in the adverb “skvoz’” evoking a sense of
movement and transition. The term “chislo” indicates both a number and a date. The
ambiguous texture of words becomes particularly evident in the English self-translation,
where a periphrastic “current of air” is preferred to a more straightforward draught: the
semantic field of liquidness emerges when “current” is coupled with “flowingly” as well as
in the subsequent “filtered” and “vessels” of the third stanza. The Russian verb of
movement “uneslo” is rendered into a more poetic “has been blown,” which rather pertains
to the field of wind and breath, as also the original “dusha” does.

Stanzas three to five consist in a description of the process of transfiguration in its

unfolding.

Nabokov’s Russian text
II1-V stanzas

CKB03B OTCBEThI HpOHyHIeH
cocyoB uudpoBbIX,
PasayT UM PACILTIONIEH

B aJIeMOUKaX KPUBBIX,

MO yX nprobpaskacs:
Ha THICSYY KOJIeLL,
BpaLasiCh, PAa3MHOXKAIICS

1 3amMep HaKOHell
B XpyCTaJbHEHIIEM 3aCTOE,
B oinyHeiiem Huaro,

a B KOMHATE I1yCTO¢€

CyTyJII/ITCH I1aJIbTO.
Literal translation
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Let through the reflections
of (the) numerical vessels,
inflated or flattened

in (the) crooked alembics

my soul was transforming itself:
into a thousand of rings,
revolving/turning around, it multiplied

and ultimately came to a still

in the most crystal-clear stagnation,
in the most perfect Nothing,
and in the room a/the empty

coat is stooping/stoops down.

Nabokov’s English version
Filtered through light as reflected

by vessels of numbers,
bloated of flattened

in curved limbs of alembics,

my spirit was being transfigured
into thousands of rings,
which gyrated and multiplied

and at last it all came to a stop,

in most crystal stagnation,
most excellent Nought;
and in my room just an empty

overcoat hunches its back.

The third stanza opens with the adverb “skvoz’,” which echoes “skvoznyak” in
stanza two. Though it fails to reproduce the same anaphoric effect, the English version
does present other interesting points of reflection. In “vessels of numbers” the term “vessel”
might indicate a container or a type of boat. In both cases, however, it suggests the idea of
a significant number or quantity (of what is not made clear) and a sense of movement, of
transference. Also, the English noun “limbs” is added as part of the twelfth verse, creating

a rich consonance with “alembics” and projecting an animate aspect onto them. Further on,
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“Nichto” is translated as “Nought,” which could stand for nothing and zero, a numerical
absence.

Hence the poem has a consistent subtext, which could be summarised as follows:

Russian English
Mathematics Formula Formula
chislo cipher
cifrovykh (of) numbers
tysyachu (into) thousands
[razmnozhalsya] multiplied [proliferate]
[Nichto] Nought [nothing]
Geometry krivykh curved
kolec (of) rings
[vrashchayas’] (which) gyrated [turn]
Chemistry alembikakh (in) alembics
[propushchen] filtered [sieved,
drained]

In the chart presented above, the Russian terms appearing In square brackets do
not necessarily have a meaning univocally pertaining to the semantic field of hard sciences.
The English version significantly increases the impression of scientific rigour by preferring
words with a higher level of specific saturation to more neutral equivalents. The process of
transfiguration, presumably related to metaphysics, is thus described as following a series
of steps illustrated with methodical precision. The English self-translated text seems to
confirm this when, in line four, the poet explicitly denies the reliability of “fancy” when it
comes to interpreting the surrounding world.

Yet, for all its meticulous precision, Formula / The Formula is built on a series of
paradoxical statements and ambiguous components. For instance, what coat has fingers?
Since the very first lines, the poem maintains the impossible by describing a piece of
clothing as lacking a very specifically human feature. Again, in the second stanza, the focus

is projected onto an enigmatic “steklyannoye chislo” / “cipher of glass.” What could be
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hidden behind such a riddle? According to a possible interpretation, suggested by Morris,

we might understand it as a mirror:

in this setting, with a play of light which deceives the imagination, the poet’s

soul is carried by a draught (from another realm) into, presumably, a mirror, an

open number of glass, [...]. Allowed transfer into another space, the poet’s soul

is transformed and transﬁgured ‘into thousands of rings,' at last to come to a
260

stop [...].

Such a reading, however, seems too simplistic. Rather than indicating a number fout
court, the English “cipher” implies in fact a numerical code or a secret (encoded) way of
writing. The fact that it is made of glass implies its transparency and, figuratively, its
utmost clarity. In this case, then, the translated version would also motivate the previous
“raskryvsheyesya plavno” / “flowingly opening,” as a code gradually being disclosed and
eventually deciphered. Moreover, through the word “cipher” the connection between the
title and the whole text is elucidated: what the poem does is, in point of fact, illustrating the
process of revealing the hidden formula — or cipher — of transfiguration as a metamorphic
process. Hence the references to hard sciences as mediated through a biological mutation.

At this point I suggest bringing in Nabokov’s much admired friend and colleague
Khodasevich, whom he considered “a bitter man, wrought of irony and metallic-like
genius, whose poetry was as complex a marvel as that of Tyutchev or Blok.””*' In 1941, just
a year after his emigration to the United States, Nabokov translated Khodasevich’s Ballada.
Envisioning the spark of inspiration as an increasingly rhythmic enchantment of
transfiguration, Khodasevich ultimately identifies himself with the quintessential poet:
Orpheus, who gives the title to Nabokov’s version. Ballada and Formula share some crucial
features. Khodasevich sets his poem in the poet’s room: a dismal sordid place — a stucco

ceiling in place of the sky, a light bulb as the pallid substitute of the sun, some spare pieces

260 Morris, Vladimir Nabokov: Poetry and the Lyric Voice, 117.
261 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 604.
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of furniture: chairs, table and bed. The space is described as “circular.””” A window, some
white palmtrees engendered on the pane by frost, lets the poet imagine faraway landscapes
in their exotic lush. Then, spurred by the rhythmic ticking of a watch (“the lyrical click of a
pocket rhyme — / the tiny music that tells the time,” as Nabokov would write in his 1944
The Poem),”” he begins rhyming words to himself — “what a vague, what a passionate
murmur / lacking any intelligent plan.” Melody grows into a heavy lyre, Orpheus stands
alone on black boulders.

Nabokov must have perceived the amphibrachic trimeter as determinant to
Khodasevich’s melodic, almost chanting rhythm and decided to reproduce it faithfully in
his English version. This meant, however, that some semantic and syntactic variations had
to be made. In this respect, it is most interesting to notice what Nabokov added ex novo.
The watch sitting in the poet’s pocket is described as “loud and quick,” alluding to the
poet’s increasing awareness of time. The line “ya sam nad soboy vyrastayu” is translated as
“high above my own spirit I tower,” without any dukh being present in the original. The
room and the furniture “slowly start in a circle to sail,” the reference to liquidness being
also Nabokov’s own touch. Finally, in the last stanza, the refrain, typical of ballads, is
slightly varied: the previous reference to the sixty-watt lamp bulb morphs into an arbitrary
“away the false heavens are blown,” which has much in common with Nabokov’s own line
“fancy has it all wrong,” which can be read in his Zhe Formula. Whether Nabokov had
Khodasevich’s poem in mind while composing Formula or not, it seems evident that he must
at least have been reminded of his own lines while translating Ballada. Formula and Ballada

share the same vision of artistic inspiration as a transition between two states, a journey

262 This and the following quotes are from: Vladislav Khodasevich, “Orpheus,” in Brian Boyd, Stanislav
Shvabrin, ed., and Vladimir Nabokov, trans., Verves and Versions. Three centurtes of Russian Poetry Selected and
Translated by Vladimir Nabokov, 345, 347 .

265 Nabokov, Poemy, 17.
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between two worlds. In this sense, inspiration is a constituent part of Nabokov’s

potustoronnost’, as Connolly’s words can confirm:

one can place the poems expressing the two world theme into four broad
categories: poems involving the poet’s thoughts about his distant homeland;
poems about the poet and a loved one; poems about art and the nature of
inspiration; and poems about a supernatural “other” realm — a world that exists
beyond our physical dimensions and that an perhaps be comprehended
completely onl_y after death.*

What Formula and Ballada do not share, though, is the final outcome. Khodasevich
presents us with Orpheus standing on rocks, fiercely holding his lyre: transfiguration, in
his case, is included in the poem. On the contrary, Nabokov’s ending is deliberately left
open. The Russian imperfective verbs “priobrazhalsya” and “razmnozhalsya” as well as the
English past continuous “was being transfigured” do not reveal the ultimate result but
remain focused on the unfolding of the action. What we are left with is the perfect nihi/ of
“Nichto” / “Nought.” The fingerless coat is, at the end, not “bespaloye” / “fingerless,” as at
the beginning, but more definitively “pustoye” / “empty.”

If Khodasevich seems to believe in the poet’s ultimate role to be inspired and to
inspire, in spite of the shallow and trivial surroundings of his there and then, here Nabokov
appears to be more interested in the process rather than its conclusion, in the poet’s own
psychological progression rather than in his role. Hence the prescriptive steps described in
almost scientific terms. What is more, Nabokov does not present us with the poet’s new
status: we are left in an empty room where nothing more than the poet’s few spare traces
survive. Such a conclusion only confirms that through inspiration the poet may have
reached a new dimension, that po tu storonu, on the flipside of space and time, yet we have
no other, more tangible evidence. While in Khodasevich’s Orpheus we are given the

ultimate proof of the poet’s evolution, in Nabokov's Nichto let us envision his

264 Connolly, “The Otherworldly in Nabokov’s Poetry,” 330.
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metamorphosis, giving room for interpretation. The poet’s coat serves as the conclusive
evidence: an empty shell, devoid of life, or the hollow skin left behind by a snake after its

moult.

Post scriptum: in a later English poem entitled Zhe Room (1950),*> Nabokov has a
poet disappear in the “blend / of anonymity and doom” of a hotel room which “seem[s],
that room, to condescend / to imitate a normal room.” He himself was then staying in
Canada (evoked in the maples of the poem), at the Park Plaza Hotel, for a lecture at the
University of Toronto.”® By now the reader should be experienced enough to recognise the
same chair, window and bed. This time, though, the glint of light does not come from the
moon but from the electrical bulb of a shop sign. A cheap picture hangs on the wall: the
eruption of red maple foliage in autumnal wind resembles a heart being shot through (not
unlike Mayakovskiy’s or Pushkin’s). The sheer contrast between art and poshlost” is echoed
when the poet curses the painting “in the style / of Mr. Churchill at his best,” an ironic
remark on the English Prime Minister’s naif style as a painter. A sense of loneliness and
seclusion is displayed in the dead poet’s last words, written — rather conveniently in pencil
(quite unlike Esenin’s drained blood) — above the bed: ““alone, unknown, unloved, I die”.”

In The Room Nabokov lets us glimpse beyond the poet’s disappearance. Through the
external voice, the poet’s death is said to be “a question of technique, a neat / enjambment,
a melodic fall.” Metamorphosis can only be granted by the artistic, creative act. When the
poet vanishes, his words remain, a trace of his existence surviving as a warning to the

attentive eye in the anonymity of a hotel room resembling a “ghostly thorax,” an empty

cage deprived of its beating life.

265 Nabokov, Poemd, 25-26.
260 Boyd, Viadimir Nabokov: The American Years, 145-146.
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In the English verses of 7he Room the Russian poems Nomer v gostinitse and Formula
evolve into an obituary for the poet’s death that is reminiscent of Roman Jakobson’s 1930

prophetic words:

JE€pE3 HECKOJIBKO ACCSATKOB JIET MbI 6leeM JKECTKO MPO3BAaHbl — JIOAU MNPOILIJIOTO
ThICAYECJICTUSI. y HacC 6bIJII/I TOJIBKO 3aXBaThbIBAKIIME ITECHM O 6_y11yu1eM, u BApPyT
9T II€CHM M3 [AWMHAMUKHN CEroAHAIIHEro AaHd IPpEeBpAaTUJINCh B HMCTOPHUKO-
JIPITepaTyPHbIﬁ CbaKT. Korna IIeBI bl y6I/ITI)I, a TII€eCHIO BOJIOKYT B Mysef/’I,
OpUIINUIMBAKOT K BYe€pallHEMYy [OHIO, €lIe€ OIlyCTOLIeHHEE, CHPOTJIHBeﬁ aa

HerHKaﬂHHeﬁ CTAHOBUTCSI 39TO ITOKOJIEHME, HEHMMYyIIEe B JIOHOIIJII/IHHeI;JIHIeM

267
CMBbICJIE€ CJIOBA.

3.3 K Ku. C. M. Kawypury / To Prince S. M. Kachurin

Nabokov wrote one of his most suggestive and controversial poems in 1927. Its first
stanza introduces the reader to a recurrent dream, during which the poetic persona finds
himself back in Russia and is led to a ravine to be killed. Then, suddenly, he comes back to
his senses and gratefully repossesses “the fortunate protection of [his] exile.” Yet the poem

ends on a surprising note:

Ho cepaue kak 6b1 ThI x0TeNO, But how you would have wished, my heart,
4TO 9TO BNpPABAY ObLIO Tak: that thuo it all had really been:

Poccus, 3Beanbl, Houb paccrpena Russia, the stars, the night of execution

1 BECh B YepeMyXe OBpaTr. and full of racemosas the ravine!*

Ravotrel/The Execution tells of Nabokov's nostalgic retrospection and unconditional
devotion to his native land. But it does so by presenting the reader with an extraordinary

condition — an execution — and a likewise eccentric concluding standpoint.

%7 Roman Yakobson, “O pokolenii, rastrativshem svoikh poetov,” in Yakobson, Roman and Dmitriy
Svyatopolk-Mirskiy, Smert’ Vladimira Mayakovskogo (The Hague-Paris: Mouton, 1975), 34.
268 Nabokov, “Rasstrel” / "The Execution,” in Poemds and Problemys, 46-47. Nabokov's italics.
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The envisioned journey of homecoming recurs throughout Nabokov’s poetry and

prose. As Svetlana Boym writes,

nostalgia is the main drive in his work [...]. Yet even at their most redolent, the
nostalgic trails are predicated on the impossibility of homecoming. As the years
of exile multiplied, political necessity was transformed into an aesthetic choice.
The nonreturn became Nabokov’s main literary device. At the same time, the
writer seems to travel back almost in every text — but illicitly, in the guise of his

characters, under a false name, crossing borders in the text, not in life. 2

In his Russian novel Podvig [Glory, 1931-1932] the young quasi-autobiographical
protagonist Martyn Edel'weys plans to illegally penetrate the Russian borders for twenty-
four hours only to disappear into thin air, his shadow slowly infiltrating a dense forest.
Here post-revolutionary Soviet Russia is given the enigmatic name of Zoorlandiya and is

described as a dystopic country:

cTpaHa OblIa CKaJMCTast, BeTpeHas, U BeTep NpusHaH OblL1 Osaroro cwioi, nbo,
paTysl 3a paBEHCTBO, He TepIles DallleH M BBICOKMX [EPEBLEB, a Cam ObUI TOJIBKO
BBIPAa3UTE/eM COLMAJBHBIX CTPEMJEHMM BO3AYILIHBIX CJIOEB, IMPUJIEXHO
cslepsmmx, 4ToOBI BOT TyT He ObUIO >kapue, 4em BoT Tam. V, koneuHo, uckyccrsa
M Hayku OObsBiIeHb OblIM BHe 3aKoHa, wubO IMmKOM OOUAHO WU
Pasapa’kuTeTbHO AJISI YeCTHBIX HeBEeXJ[ BUAETh 3aJyMYMBOCTb I'PamMOTesl U ero
CJIMLIKOM TOJICTBIE KHUTH. Bpurorosnossle, B Oypbix psicax, 300pJIaH/Lbl TPEJIUCD
Y KOCTPOB, B KOTOPBIX 3BYyYHO JIONAJMCh CTPYHBI COKMIaeMbIX CKPUIIOK, & UHbIE
MOroBapuBajInd O TOM, YTO MOPa HNPUIJIAAUTh TOPUCTYIO CTPaHy, B3OPBATh I'OPEI,

270
‘~ITO6bI OHHM HE TOpYaJr TaK BbICOKOMEPHO.

The poem Ul'daborg (1930) presents a similar scenario. Its subtitle being Perevod o
zoorlandskogo [A Translation from the Zoorlandish], the text can be read in the light of

Podvig and has been interpreted as a possible ending to the novel itself.””' Similarly, here

2 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 262.

270 V]adimir Nabokov, Podvig, (Sankt-Peterburg: Azbuka, 2014), 161.

7l Maksim Shrayer, “O kontsovke nabokovskogo “Podviga”,” Staroye literaraturnoye obozreniye 1, no. 277
(2001): magazines.russ.ru/slo/2001/1/shaer.html. Accessed 7 Jun. 2017; alternatively see: Maxim Shrayer,
“The Perfect Glory of Nabokov’s Exploit,” Russian Studies in Literature 4, no. 35 (1999): 32.
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arts and sciences have been banned, beauty is but a fading memory. The descriptive tone is
suddenly interrupted by a roaring laugh resounding through the main square. “S

BEPHYJICS, ” exclaims the poetic persona. He has come back and at present he climbs on the

scaffold.
Literal tranoslation
IMornsoky Ha 3HaKOMBIE IOHBL, I look at the familiar dunes,
Ha a’MasHylo B Hebe rpsamy, at the diamond ridge in the sky
riayGoxe PyKY B KapMaHbI 3aCyHY deeper my hands in the pockets I thrust

272

1 CO CMEXOM Ha IIaxXy B3OHJLY. and with a smile on the scaffold I climb.

The fact that he has been identified as the unwanted returnee means he must be
executed. His grotesque laugh in the face of death sounds incongruous and disturbing.

In the short story Povesheheniye muzeya [The Visit to the Museum, 1938], a visit to a
seemingly ordinary museum in the invented French town of Montisert gradually grows
into a nightmarish hallucination where an Escherian maze of corridors and rooms leads the

narrator to a somewhat familiar and yet foreign Russia, that of the Soviet era:

“Her, s ceiiyac MpocHychb , — NMPOM3HEC S BCJIYX W, APOXKA, C KOJOTSAILIMMCS
cepAleM, MOBEPHYJICS, IOLIeJ, OCTAHOBWJICS OMNSITh, — U I/Ie-TO pasjaBasicsd,
YAAnssCh, MATKUYA JIEHUBBIA M POBHBIN CTYK KOMLIT, U CHEI €PMOJIKOM Cues Ha
4yTh KOCOM TyM6e, U OH K€ CMYTHO OeJsteJ1 HA TIOJIEHHUIIE U3-3a 3a60pa, U s yoKe
HEIONPaBUMO 3HaJI, IJile HAX0XKyCb. Y BbI! 21O obu1a He Poccust moeit mamsty, a
BCAM/E/IUIIHAS, CErOfHSIIHSSI, 3aKasaHHAasT MHe, O0e3HamIe’)XHO paGCKaﬂ 7

273
OesHa/ie’>KHO posHasl.

For fear of being recognised, the protagonist and narrator throws away his

possessions, rips up his documents and money. Unfortunately, this is not enough:

HO oJidd TOro, ‘-ITOGI)I COBEPILIEHHO OTAEJ/IATBCS OT BCEX OMHUIPAHTCKHNX qem_yf/i, HE

O6XO}II/IMO 6I)IJ'IO 6I)I coapaTb M YHUYTOXXHUTb OHCKAY, 6€JII)e, O6be, BCe, —

272 Nabokov, “Ul'daborg,” in Stikhotvoreniya, 351.
275 Vladimir Nabokov, “Poseshcheniye muzeya,” in Zashehita Luzhina, Kamera Obskura, Lolita, Rasskazy, ed. A.
Ferez (Moskva: Olma-Press Zvezdnyy mir, 2003), 519.
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OoCTaTbhCd HMAEAJbHO HAarmum, M XOTd MEHA M TaK TPACJIO0 OT TOCKHM M XOoJoaa, s
caeJiaj, 94TO MOT.

HO JAOBOJIBHO. He CTaHy pacCKa3blBaTb HM O TOM, KaK ME€Hs 3aAe€prKaJju, HU O
ﬂajleeﬁIIIHX MOUX MCIIbITAHUAX. ,Z[OCTELTOLIHO CKa3aTb, 4YTO MHE€ CTOMNJIO

274
HEMMOBEPHOI'O TEPIIEHUA U TPYAOB O6paTHO BI)I6P8.TI)CH 34 rpaHUlILy.

The obsessive paradox of being recognised as both a returnee and a stranger in
one’s own motherland reverberates through the verses of Kak ya lyublyu tebya | How I Love

You (1934), where the poet urges his own alter ego, possibly a younger self, to come home:

VYiinem, yiinem, noka He MO3AHO, Let’s go, let’s go before it’s too late,
CKOpee, Mo/, IJIAILOM, JOMOH, quick, under one cloak, come home,
MOoKa elle Thl He OITO3HaH, while you still are unrecognized,
663yMHI:Iﬁ MO, 6e3yMHbe/’1 moii! my mad one, my mad one!?”®

In Dlya Stranstoiya Nochnogo Mne Ne Nado... [“For Nighttime Peregrination I Do Not
Need...,” 1929] a “6ecnacnoprnas tenn” [shadow without passport] jumps on the Russian
side of the border. Concealed by the darkness, the man is not recognised and at the same
time fails to recognise his city, Saint Petersburg, and his childhood home. The process of
recognition fails altogether. Some children sleep in what must have been his room, he
bends over them and osmotically gives them his own dreams. Alienation from one’s own
self is thematically ingrained in the poem.

As part of a cycle of nostos poems, K Kn. S. M. Kachurinu (1947) narrates the first
impressions of a much awaited homecoming. Because of its length, only 9 of its 21 stanzas
(the first and fourth part) will be analysed in detail here. A brief summary will be provided

for the remaining (central) parts.

Nabokov’s Russian text
I-IV stanzas
K. Kn. C. . Kawypuny

K&‘-IyPI/IH, TBOU COBET s IIPUHAI

274 Ibidem.
275 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 78-79.
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U BOT y>K TPETUH I€Hb YKUBY
B My3eMHOMU obcTaHOBKe, B cCUHEN

TOCTUHOM C BUJOM Ha HeBy.

CBsIeHHUKOM aMepHKaHCKUM
TBOI OeqHbIH APYT IEPEOIET,
U BCEM JOJIMHAM JAreCTaHCKUM

S 1IJTFO 3aBUCTJIUBBIN IIpUBET.

Or xon0xa, or Hepe60eB
B IIOJIJIOKHOM IaCIOPTe He CILIIO:
ucciegoBaren oooes

JINJIEN Y JIMAHBbI ILIJIIO.

HO CIIMT, Ha KaHarie€ yCTpOsCh,
KOJIEHKM IIPUJIOXKMB K CTEHE
1 3aBEPHYBIIMCH B IIJIE€ I1O ITOSIC,

TOJIMAa4, HPHCTaBJIeHHbIﬁ KO MHeE.

Literal translation

To Prlince] S. M. Kachurin

Kachurin, I have taken your advice

and here now, it is the third day I have been living
in a museum setting, in a blue

sitting-room with a view on the Neva.

As an American priest
your poor friend is dressed up/disguised,
and to all the Dagestan Valle_ys

I send/am sending an envious greeting.

Due to the cold, to the palpitations
of a/the false passport, I cannot sleep:
to the researchers of wallpapers

I send/am sending lilies and lianas.

But [he sleeps], settling on the settee,
with [his] knees placed against the wall
and wrapped up in a/the plaid to [his] belt/waist,

the/an interpreter sleeps, appointed to me.

Nabokov’s English version
Kachurin, your advice I've accepted

and here [ am, living for the third day
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In a museumist setup: a blue

drawing room with a view on the Neva.

As an American clergyman
your poor friend is disguised,
and to all Daghestan Valleys

I send envious greetings.

Because of the cold, and the palpitations
of a false passport, I cannot sleep.
To wallpaper investigators

lianas and lilies I send.

But he sleeps (curled up on a canapé,
Knees snugly pressed to the wall,
In a plaid rug wrapped up to the waist)

— the interpreter I've been assigned.

Since the very title, involving a certain Prince Kachurin whom the speaking voice
addresses himself to, the poem asks for the reader’s active participation in deciphering its
many allusions. The first stanza opens in medias res, the poetic voice spending his third day
in Russia. Due to the apostrophic address, however, we never hear Kachurin’s own voice
throughout the whole text. Because of its monological nature, then, the poem could be read
as reporting the content of a letter. The tone is rather confidential and intimate: the poetic
persona has followed his friend’s advice and entrusts him with his own otherwise
undisclosed considerations. Due to its iambic tetrameter and alternate rhyme scheme, the
Russian original sounds less spontaneous than the more colloquial English diction,
deprived as it is of any fixed rhythmic or rhyme pattern.

Again, the scene takes place in the enclosed space of a (rented?) room. Unlike the
two poems previously analysed in this chapter, though, the present one has a more
decidedly marked narrative structure and illustrates “the principle of making a short poem

»276

contain a plot and tell a story, which served as a scheme for Nabokov’s more mature

76 Ibidem, 14.
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poetry. The first four stanzas are sufficient to present us with the basic elements of the plot.
A man, disguised as an American priest, lies in a room with an interpreter. The river Neva
reveals the exact geographical location — the city of Saint Petersburg or, since the poem
was written right in the middle of the Soviet era, of Leningrad, without it ever being
explicitly mentioned. The detail of the false passport further motivates the man’s disguise
and the presence of his interpreter: he has probably infiltrated the Russian borders illegally
(to Kachurin’s advice) and is currently hiding himself under false pretences.

The informal tone of the poem emerges in certain linguistic features; the fact that
they have been preserved and sometimes accentuated in the translated version proves the
importance of such a component. The Russian spoken expression “i vot uzh,” that I have
tentatively translated as “and here now,” has been rendered into a less vernacular “and here
I am,” which nevertheless highlights the resigned tone of a person who, despite breaking
the law, feels trapped and helpless. The double repetition of “ya shlyu” / “I send” at the end
of the second and third stanzas has more to do with the oral tendency toward unchecked
iteration than it has with poetic refrains. The use of brackets in the English fourth stanza
graphically marks a — literally — parenthetical digression on the interpreter’s sleeping
posture. Even the Russian more historically connoted noun “tolmach,” which in ancient
Rus’ indicated a “monxnoctHol, odunmanbHbii TepeBoAUMK, MOCpeAHUYABIIMEA B Gecene
MeX Iy PyCCKUM uesioBekom u uHocTpaniem,”” is rendered as a neutral “interpreter.”

The original verses have an enigmatic quality to them which resembles that of
Formula. Let us read into some of the embedded riddles. The assertion “zhivu / v muzeynoy
obstanovke” seems to allude to the aseptic isolation in which the speaking voice is
constrained. “Issledovatel[i] oboyev” might be interpreted as a reference to insomniacs
staring at the walls covered with wallpaper, lianas and lilies featuring as a common print

pattern. Most interestingly, the envious greetings to “dolin[y] dagestanskim” is an indirect

277 Tolkovyy olovar’ Ushakova.
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quote from Lermontov’s poem Son [The Dream, 1841], whose opening stanza reads as

follows:

B nonpnesnsiit sxap B goune Jarecrana I dreamt that with a bullet in my side

C BUHIOM B Ipyau JIeXKasl HEABYIKUM sI; in a hot gorge of Daghestan | 1ay.
[ny6oxas ewe gbiMuiach paHa; Deep was the wound and steaming, and the
ITo kamute kpoBb TOUMIACH MOSL. tide

of my life-blood ebbed drop by drop away.?®

Exactly a century later than the original, Nabokov translated Lermontov’s text as
The Triple Dream.”” The English title summarises the poem’s layered content, in which three
levels of dream are contained into one another and are enclosed in a circular structure: a
dead man dreams of a wounded person laying in a Daghestan valley and dreaming of his
faraway beloved, who, in her turn, dreams of him, dead. Similarly, Nabokov's K Kn. S. /1.
Kachurinu presents a three-layered dream: the speaking subject dreams “of go[ing] off to
the country” and subsequently immerses himself in the memory of “the pampas of [his] free
youth;” moreover, as suggested in the reference to Lermontov’s verses, his own
homecoming might be in fact a dream, thus transforming the whole poem into a reverie.
Transported into a different cultural context, the English translation of this particular
reference risks losing such a meaningful retrospective connection — even more so when
Nabokov makes the dolina into a “gorge” (in a later version, dated 1956-57, which he
redacted for his and his son’s translation of Geroy nashego vrement, he would have used the

more appropriate “dale”).”® When read against Son, the envious feeling seems to be

278 The English translation is Nabokov’s: Boyd and Shvabrin, ed., and Nabokov, trans., Verses and Version.
Three centuries of Russian Poetry Selected and Translated by Vladimir Nabokov, 296-297. For the purpose of the
present analysis I have used Lermontov’s version as reported by Boyd and Shvabrin in the aforementioned
source book, namely: Mikhail Lermontov, Polnoye sobraniye vochinenty, vol. 1, Stikhotvoreniya, ed. Boris
Eykhenbaum (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoye izdatel’stvo khudozhestvennoy literatury, 1947-1948), 85.

279 Originally published on 7he Russian Review 1, no. 1 (1941): 33. A second version was published in Mikhail
Lermontov, A Hero of Our Time, trans. Vladimir Nabokov and Dmitry Nabokov (Garden City: Doubleday
Anchor, 1958), V-VLI.

280 Boyd and Shvabrin, ed., and Nabokov, trans., Verses and Version. Three centuries of Russian Poetry Selected and
Tranolated by Vladimir Nabokoy, 298. Originally in Lermontov, A Hero of Our Time, V-V1.
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directed not so much to the Daghestan Valleys themselves as the epitome of open spaces
and pure nature, as to the dead man laying there, his corpse the ultimate evidence of his
heroic feat. As in Ravstrel | The Execution, the poetic persona admires fearless abnegation
and self-sacrifice. However, even if the reference to Lermontov passed unnoticed, the
poem would still work: a more naive reading will interpret the Daghestan valleys as an
illustration of untouched beauty and the man’s envy as the expression of his wish to
overcome the narrow limits of his present condition. Per contra, the rest of Nabokov’s poem
inverts Lermontov’s: if the latter is set “v poldnevnyy zhar,” the first has “ot kholoda;” if the
latter presents a dreaming corpse, the first introduces us to a living insomniac.

The speaking voice then goes on to describe his own emotive state when, coming
closer to the window, he has felt the urge to go off to the country, his body aching “with
the languor of youth once more.” The window, thus, is again a portal, this time opening
onto the past. By his own admission, he is back in Russia “after the laps of almost / thirty
years of eclipse,” which, if we take 1947 as the chronological setting of the poem, ends up
coinciding with Nabokov’s amount of time spent in emigration by the time he wrote the
poem in question. He compares himself now to a “picture postcard minus one corner (cut
off for the sake of the stamp),” the stamp literally symbolising the stamp of reality onto his
life, now to a train stopped “in the stillness of fields,” unable to move forward. Despite his
enthusiastic projections, however, he suddenly comes to the realisation that he would be
“completely translucent / with a novel of Sirin in [his] hands:” a Russian novel — for that
matter, the author’s own — would disclose his disguise, making him easily recognisable to
others.

In the last part of the poem, the increasingly melancholic rumination on nostalgia
degenerates into an incongruous conglomerate of entangled thoughts. Or, at least,

apparently so.
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Nabokov’s Russian text

XVII-XXIT stanzas

MHe CTPaHIHO. He CTOJI6OM POCTPEUIBHI)IM,
HE CTyHeHHMI/I HpI/I JIyHe,

BeWmHMH K OTHAM CHI/IpaJIbeIM,

KO PTYTHOH U Tyro# BOJIHE,

He 3aCJIOHSIETCH. . .IPU BCTpeue
s, BIIpOYEM, BCe CKaKy Tebe
0 HOBOM, O IIUPOKOIJIeYeM

npoBUHIMAJIE U pabe.

Mue xouercs nomoii. /[lososbHo.
Kauypun, mosxno mue nomoii?
B namnacer monogoctu BoHOMM,

B TE€KCAaChl, HAUeHHbIE MHOM!.

4 cnpammBato, He nopa-iu
BEPHYTCSI K TEME TETHUBBI,
B YaPYIOLIEMY «UANAPAJIIO»

u3 Beaguuka 6e3 ['omoBsbr,

4yT06 B Mararopposom yiuesbe,
3aCHYTb HA OTHEHHBIX KaAMHSIX,
C JIMLIOM CYyXHUM OT aKBapeJy,

C NeEpomMm BOPOHBIM B BOJIOC&X?

Literal translation

I am afraid. Not the/a rostral column,
Not the steps in the moon,

[the steps] leading to the spiral fires,

to the mercurial and taut wave,

can hide/shield...when we meet/next time
I will, then/however, tell you everything
on the new, on the broad-shouldered

provincial and slave.

I want to go home. Enough.
Kachurin, may I go home?
To the pampass[-grass] of my free youth,

To the texases diSCOVCI‘ed/fOLll’ld by me.

I (am) wonder(ing)/ask(ing), isn’t it time
to go back to the theme of the bow-string,

187



to the enchanting “chaparral”

from the Horseman without Head,

(in order) to, in the Matagordo Gorge,
fall asleep on the fiery (red) stones,
the face withered/baked with watercolours,

a crow feather in the hair?

Nabokov’s English version

I'm frightened. Neither the rostral column,
nor the steps that lead, under the moon,
down to the spiral reflections of lights,

to the compact quicksilver wave

can mask — Anywa_y at our next meeting
I shall tell you everything
about the new, the broad-shouldered

provincial and slave.

I want to go home. I've had enough.
Kachurin, may I go home?
To the pampas of my free youth,

to the Texas I once discovered.

I'm asking you: Isn't it time
to return to the theme of the bowstring,

or to what is enchantingly called “chaparral”

in The Headless Horseman,

so as to fall asleep in Matagordo Gorge,
on the ﬁery-hot boulders there
with the skin of one’s face parched by aquarelle paint,

and a crow’s feather stuck in one’s hair?

The final sequence opens with two more topographic details: the monumental
“stolb[/] rostral'n[yy]” / “rostral column” and the “stupen[i] [...] / vedushch[iye] k ognyam
spiral'nym” / “the steps that lead [...] / down the spiral reflections of light” guide the reader
to the Neva embankment, in correspondence of the so called Strelka Vaosil'evskogo ostrova
[Spit of the Vasil'evsky Island]. In both the original and its translation the second sentence

is left incomplete: due to such a prominent aposiopesis the reader has no chance to know
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what the column and the steps cannot mask. We know, though, that the spiral occupied a
particular place in Nabokov’s poetics and mindset. An open form, it symbolises the
uninterrupted flow of space and time: “the spiral is a spiritualized circle. In the spiral form,

the circle, uncoiled, unwound, has ceased to be vicious; it has been set free,”*®!

or again:
“every dimension presupposes a medium within which it can act, and if, in the spiral
unwinding of things, space warps into something akin to time, and time, in its turn, warps
into something akin to thought, then surely, another dimension follows — a special Space,
maybe, not the old one, we trust, unless spirals become vicious circles again.”**

The following stanza is similarly reticent: who is “the new, the broadshouldered /
provincial and slave?” Could he be Stalin? The image of a head of state may be easily
associated to a “shirokoplech[iy]” person, an attribute alluding to his sturdiness and
prominence; he might be “provincial[/]” if we consider he originally came from the
Georgian region; the concluding “rab” could be a reference to his signing of the Molotov-
Ribentrop pact in 1939 (in 1947 the Second World War, or Velikaya otechestvennaya voyna,
was still resonant enough). Yet in 1947 Stalin was anything but “nov[yy].” Could the
poetic persona be referring to the interpreter then? The interplay between different
readings increases the effectiveness of the ongoing reticence as well as the discomfort due
to such an ambivalence.

This state of uncertainty and anticipation introduces us to the last part of the text.
Here, the main speaker comes to the realisation that he wants to go home and ostensibly
implores his addressee to be brought back. It was Fedor Dvinyatin who first traced back
Nabokov’s line to Boris Pasternak’s poem Mne khochetsya domoy [1 Want to Go Home,

1931-1932],°*° where the theme of homecoming is equally explored, though from a different

angle. The fact that Pasternak never left Russia makes of him an internal émigré writer.

281 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 594.
%82 Tbidem, 620.
8 Dvinyatin, “Pyat’ peyzazhey s nabokovskoy siren’yu,” 295-296.
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His wish to go home, rather than consisting in a synchronic movement through space,
materialises into a diachronic yearning for an innocent past, one of innocent vitality and
familiar intimacy. I would argue that the melodramatic tone of the plea contained in
Nabokov’s verses also reminds of Nikolay Gogol”’s short story Shinel” [The Overcoat,
1842]. In his 1927 essay Kak sdelana «Shinel’> Gogol’ya [How Gogol”s Overcoat Is Done],
Boris Eychenbaum wrote: “ects B «lllunenn» u wunas pexksamanusi, HEOKMIAHHO
BHE/PSIOLIASICS B OOLMI KanamOypHBIA CTHIIb — CEHTHMEHTAIBHO-MEJIOAPAMATUIECKAST; 9TO
— 3HAMEHUTOE «[YMAaHHOE» MECTO, KOTOPOMY TaK MOBE3JIO B PYyCCKON KPUTHKE, YTO OHO, U3
OGOYHOTO  XyHOXECTBEHHOTO —TpHema, CTano «mjeei» Bceir mosecrn.””  What
Eychenbaum was referring to is Akakiy Akakiyevich’s whining complaint “ocrasbre mens,
sauem Bbl meHs obrxaere?” [leave me alone, why are you insulting me?]. Nabokov’s verses
and Gogol’s vkaz share their disruptively unforeseen incoherence with the rest of the text:
“HmosyuaeTcss BHeuyaTJEHME KOMUYECKOIO HECOOTBETCTBUSI MEXKJAY HANPSKEHHOCTBIO
CUHTaKTU4Y€CKOW WHTOHALMM, IJIyXO M TAaWHCTBEHHO HAYMHAIOLIENCS, U €€ CMBICJIOBBIM
paspenrenuem.””

Nabokov’s lines become even more incongruent when the speaking voice of his
poem, whom by now we know to be Russian by nationality, culture and language,
associates the concept of home with a series of American referents, such as the pampas
grass meadows, the Matagorda Canyon and the traditional feather of native Americans — in
other words, the mythological Wild West. Like in Pasternak’s Mne khochetsya domoy,
Nabokov’s homecoming is, against all odds, a journey through time rather than through
space: his America is not a geographical place but rather a place of the mind, a projection

of his own childhood. This emerges in correspondence of “Vsadnik[/] bez Golovy” / “The

Headless Horseman,” a Western novel by the adventurous writer Thomas (Captain) Mayne

284 Boris Eychenbaum, “Kak sdelana «Shinel’> Gogolya,” in Literatura: Teoriya. Kritika. Polemika (Leningrad:
Priboy, 1927), opojaz.ru/manifests/kaksdelana.html. Accessed 21 Mar. 2017.
285 Tbidem.
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Reid (1868), whom Nabokov came to know thanks to his cousin Yuriy Raush von
Traubenberg and loved throughout his Russian childhood.”®® In the original version of the
poem, Reid’s novel appears without any typographic mark that may help identify it as a
title, but for two initial capital letters; in the English translation, the title is written in
italics, which makes the reference easier to grasp, despite it already being part of the target
culture. This might be due to the fact that to a Russian ear the noun “vsadnik” reminds
more of Pushkin’s verse novel #Mednyy vsadnik [The Bronze Horseman, 1833-1837], also set
in the city of Saint Petersburg, though in the imperial 19th century. We may suspect that
ambiguities are purposefully left unresolved.

What Nabokov is performing here is a complex process of identification and
estrangement at once. Not only does he identify himself with the poetic persona of his
verses by giving him his own life experience, but he also misleads the reader by playing
with his own past: though having had a Russian childhood (in spite of his trilingual
upbringing and Anglophone family), the writer identifies it with a series of American
elements, mediated through a novel he had read as a young boy — hence the reference to
American stereotypes. The word “dom” / “home,” therefore, is to be understood as a
conglomerate of memories from his cherished past or, alternatively, as the safe refuge that

emigration provided him with in adulthood. As maintained by Boym,

the expression “to go home” is one of the most ambiguous in Nabokov's writing;
it doesn’t always refer to the return to Russia. [...]

Here, “going home” means going back to the poet’s carefree youth in Russia, to
the exciting readings of Captain Mayne Reid [...]. The writer longs for Russia,
where he was first possessed with anticipatory nostalgia for the United States.
Or rather, the ex-Russian disguised as an American dreams of going back to the
America of his Russian dreams just as he is going “home” to Russia. Two
spaces, Russia and the United States, and two moments in time are linked in a

Mobius strip of the writer’s imagination.”’

286 Nabokov, Speak, Memory, 525. He would have later translated Reid’s novel into French alexandrines.
287 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 272.
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The conventional contours of words are widened, their aura spread, as in the case of
“Texas,” whose semantic borders are stretched to such an extent that they are ultimately
able to include Nabokov’s quintessentially Russian past. A semantic #dvig of sorts. This
becomes particularly evident in the source text, where the American state appears in the
estranged plural form of “teksasy,” also lacking the capital letter. Nabokov’s quasi-
neologism makes the process of ostraneniye into a visual evidence, a semantic clue where the

symbolic use of the term and its semantic shift coincide in one single synthetic lexeme:

09T COBepLIaeT CEMAaHTUYECKMUM COBUI, OH BBIXBATbIBAET IIOHSITHME W3 TOrO
CMBICJIOBOI'O pPsifia, B KOTOPOM OHO HaXOJAWJIOCh, U NEPEMEIIAET €ro Npu IIOMOIIH
cJ0oBa (Tpona) B APYrod CMBICJOBOM PAA, MPU YeM Mbl OILILYIIaeM HOBU3HY,
HaxOXJeHue npeameTra B HOBOM PAdy. Hosoe cioBo cupur Ha npeameTe, Kak
HOBOe ILIaThe. BpIBecka cHsTa. JTO OOUH U3 CIIOCOOOB oGpameHI/IH npeamera B

HEYTO OIILyTHMOE€, B HEYTO, MOrylee CTarb MaTepuajJomM XyAOXKECTBECHHOI'O

288
npoun3BeACHUSI.

K Kn. S. M. Kachurinu is ultimately a poem about estrangement, both in a thematic
and linguistic sense. The speaking voice is estranged from himself, disguised, as he is, as a
clergyman. The sight of Russia is estranging to him, after so many years of absence and
longing. The passing mention of Sirin results in an estranged presence of the author, who
peeks through his own verses. The implied mention of Lermontov, Gogol’, Pasternak,
Pushkin and Reid estranges their words from their respective contexts and gives them new
shades of meaning. The idiosyncratic connotation of certain lexemes lets them be read as if
for the first time.

What makes the poem even more subtly estranging is Prince Kachurin’s identity. In
the English note to his self-translation, Nabokov describes the addressee in his poem as
“[his] poor friend, a former White Army colonel, [who] died a few years [prior] in an

Alaskan monastery,” a man of “golden heart, moderate brain power, and senile optimism

288 Viktor Shklovskiy, “Stroyeniye rasskaza i romana,” in Shorniki po teorii porticheskogo yazyka, vol. 3,
Razvertyvaniye syuzheta (Petrograd: OPOYAZ, 1921), 10-11
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[whose] daughter is married to the composer Tornitsen.”® In the introduction to a reading
in New York in 1949, Nabokov specified his name as Sergey Mikhaylovich Kachurin; he
first appears in Dar as the author of Krasnaya knyazhka.™ Now, few Russian émigrés
ventured back to their motherland during the Soviet era. We know of Vladimir Lebedev
(1883-1956), one of the co-redactors of Volya Rossi [Will of Russia, a social-revolutionary
periodical published in emigration] in Paris, who in 1929 travelled back to the Soviet
Union with somebody else’s passport and published his report once he managed to escape
unharmed; also Pavel Dolgorukov (1866-1927), a cadet and deputy of the second Duma,
infiltrated the Soviet borders twice but was eventually arrested and executed.”’ When
asked by 7The Parws Review, in 1967, whether he had ever been in touch with Soviet citizens,
Nabokov answered that he had practicall_y no contact with them, though he once
“agree[d], in the early thirties or late twenties, to meet — out of sheer curiosity — an agent
from Bolshevist Russia who was trying hard to get émigré writers and artists to return to
the fold.””

While Nabokov’s character might have been inspired by the case of popular
returnees or by his own experience as an émigré writer, neither Kachurin nor Tornitsen
ever existed as such. They are but another figment of Nabokov’s own imagination. The
name Kachurin itself was suggested by Nikolay Yakovlev, a contributor to Rul/’ [The
Rudder] and a friend of his, who often helped Nabokov’s creativity by providing him “with
a list of names of extinct Russian families that he could bestow on this or that character he

would invent.”””> Hence Kachurin is the imaginary addressee of Nabokov’s apostrophe,

289 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 141.

290 V]adimir Nabokov and Galina Glushanok, ed., “Zametki <dlya avtorskogo vechera «Stikhi i kommentarii»
7 maya 1949 g.>,” in V. V. Nabokov: Pro et Contra, vol. 2, 142.

21 Ibidem.

22 Herbert Gold and Vladimir Nabokov, “Vladimir Nabokov, The Art of Fiction No. 40,” The Paris Review, no.
41 (Summer-Fall 1967): theparisreview.org/interviews/4310/vladimir-nabokov-the-art-of-fiction-no-40-
vladimir-nabokov. Accessed 10 Jun. 2017.

295 Boyd, Vladimir Nabokov. The Russian Years, 255.
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one that we may as well read as extending to a chimeric Russia. Reflecting on the
significance of apostrophy in Nabokov’s poetic output, David Rampton wanders: “if Russia
is not a country but the poet’s soul, then what better figure to imagine this than the
apostrophe, with its sublimity, urgency, and yearning, and its invocation of a “you” that can
be read as a transposed “1"?”**

For this reason, the poem should not necessarily be read as a letter but rather as an
act of avtokommunkatsiya, defined by Yuriy Lotman as a verbal exchange in which “cy6nexr
nepesaer coobuieHne camomy cebe, TO €CTb TOMY, KOMY OHO Y K€ U TaK ussectno.”””* While
this would be already a form of estrangement from oneself, for self-communication to have
a reasonable purpose, apart from a merely mnemonic function, the message should act
upon its code, adding a new, secondary layer to the semantics of the text.”® This is where
the linguistic device of estrangement becomes determinant to the purpose of the poem,
broadening the semantic borders of words. As a result, Russia is apparently obliterated —
there is no explicit mention of it throughout the text — still, it survives under the cover of a
displaced semiosis. “There are no voluntary devices for forgetting, but there are devices for
remembering badly: it is necessary,” Umberto Eco affirms, “to multiply the semiosis.”*”
Nabokov’s lack of recognition ultimately fulfils Shklovskiy’s principle of ostraneniye,
according to which “uenvio uckyccrsa siBasiercs nate ourymenue Bemy, Kak BUAeHUe, a He

kax yauasanue.”” " Thence potustoronnost’ is ultimately about “the possibility of preserving

the earthly within the paradisiacal"”g and, even more, a meta-logical return: in X Kn. S. /1.

4 David Rampton, “The Art of Invocation: the Role of the Apostrophe in Nabokov’s Early Poetry,” in C.
Proffer, E. Proffer, Lowe et al., ed., Ruswsian Literature Triguarterly, 350.

2% Yuriy Lotman, “O dvukh modelyakh kommunikatsii v sisteme kul'tury,” in lzbrannyye stat’i v trekb tomakh,
76.

2% Tbidem, 83.

7 Umberto Eco, “An Ars Oblivionalis? Forget It!,” PHLA 103, no. 3 (May 1988): 259.

28 Shklovskiy, “Iskusstvo kak priyem,” 7. The sentence is reported here according to standard Russian
orthography. The term wznavaniye [recognition] is used, as explained by Shklovskiy himself, to indicate — and
criticise — Potebnya’s lack of distinction between practical image (“o6pas, xax npaxTuueckoe cpeacTso
mbiuenns’) and poetic image (“o06pas nosTUUECKUIl — CPEACTBO YCUIEHHs BrievaTiaeHus ).

% Connolly, “The Otherworldly in Nabokov’s Poetry,” 334. Connolly’s italics.
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Kachurinu, as in many poems by Nabokov, the otherworld is but a restoration of the poet’s
childhood and motherland or, alternatively, the protection found in his American exile —
meta-logical because it has been deprived of its recognisable traits through the use of an
estranged and estranging language.

“Dom” / “home,” “teksasy” / “Texas,” “Vsadnik[/] bez Golovy” / “The Headless
Horseman” are all symbols in Belyy’s sense: “cumson ects usmepenue normara: mpemeoe ero
riybuna; nbo B CUMBOJIE IOTMAT — He KPYT, a CIIMPAJIbIO TOCTPOEHHBIH KOHYC BpALlEHUS;
JIMHUSI 9BOJIOLUM B KOHYyCe J0ZMAma-ciMéoid eCTb U3 eJANHCTBEHHON MepBONOJIOKEeHHON
TOYKM pACTylIasi IMIOCKOCTh KpyroB u ¢uryp, B kpyru srnucanmueix.”” They are a
metonymic representation of the past and, in that, a metaphoric expression of a wish — a
spiral cone opening onto a third dimension, that of potustoronnost’, its ending open,
unresolved. The spiral, Nabokov’s “spiritualised circle,” stands for a perpetual (r-
)evolution, “one uninterrupted peel [...] / revolving on [a] fingertip” — a Restoration (1952),

a whirl of unfolding alternatives:

To think that any fool may tear

by chance the web of when and where.
Oh window in the dark! To think

that every brain is on the brink

of nameless bliss no brain can bear®”’

K Kn. S. M. Kachurinu is yet another manifest example of how Nabokov’s self-
translated poems should be read in combination and comparison to one another. The most
evident case of intra-trope is contained in the mention of “teksasy” / “Texas,” the first
becoming a metonymic representation of the latter as filtered through the author’s own

memory. Though the English version might seem self-contained and does stand on its own,

500 Andrey Belyy, Na perevale, vol. 3, Kriziz kul’tury (Sankt Peterburg: Alkonost, 1920), 77 and 80.
501 Nabokov, “Restoration,” Poemy, 29.
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it does not compensate for the loss of the many literary reminiscences and semantic

stratifications that are so relevant to the original text —

unless there be no great surprise —

as when you learn to levitate

and, hardly trying, realize

— alone, in a bright room — that weight

is but your shadow, and you rise.’®?

502 Tbidem.
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4. MOJIYN /SPEAK NOT

On Reticence

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.

3

Vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions.*

Nabokov loved his masks. As if a character from one of his own novels, his presence
can be detected in many of his prose works.

The short story Vasiliy Shishkov (1939), in particular, was Nabokov’s last piece of
short fiction written in Russian before the writer’s emigration to the US. There, the young
protagonist, who gives the name to the homonymous story, calls upon a certain _qodpoﬁin,
who is the narrator as well as a poet and who, by chance, happens to go by the name of
Nabokov. Yet the author’s presence is not confined to his explicit mirrored self. As the
story unfolds, the reader comes to understand that Shishkov is yet another splinter of

Nabokov’s fragmented and multiplied pervona.

395 Nabokov, Strong Opintons, 45. The quote consists in Nabokov’s answer to the question on whether he

believed or not in God.
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By the time he published the aforementioned story, Nabokov had already used
Vasiliy Shishkov as the pseudonym for a poem titled Poety [The Poets, 1939], which won
Georgly Adamovich’s unprecedented praise: “the trick worked: in his weekly review
[Adamovich] welcomed the appearance of a mysterious new poet with such eloquent
enthusiasm that I could not resist keeping up the joke by describing my meetings with the
fictitious Shishkov in a story which contained, among other plums, a criticism of the poem
and of Adamovich’s praise.”

The 1939 poem explores the broader implications of emigration: the collective “we”
encapsulates the large émigré Russian community of the young generation, “still youthful ,
/ with a list of dreams not yet dreamt, / with the last, hardly visible radiance of Russia.”

As noted by Maxim D. Shrayer, the poem plays with ellipses. The omission is
twofold since it quotes from Khodasevich while at the same time using silence, and

therefore absence, as a tool:

In a moment we'll pass across the world’s threshold
into a region - name it as you please:
wilderness, death, disavowal of language,

or maybe simpler: the silence of love,

the silence of a distant caraway, its furrow,
beneath the foam of flowers concealed;

my silent country (the love that is hopeless);
the silent sheet lightning, the silent seed.

Yet Nabokov's silence is not gratuitous nor fortuitous. On the contrary, it becomes
a vehicle to let the reader fill in the gap between words and feelings, substance and
intuition, source and target material. Nabokov entrusts his audience with the freedom to
deduce. His writing is often a process of subtraction, whereby he prefers to stop at the
moment he feels language coming up short in spite of its rich complexity and ancestral

sedimentation and admit to his own limits.
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Still such linguistic shortcomings never turn into void, lack or deprivation. By the
same exercise of deduction, Nabokov invites us to deduce the presence of others beyond his
own verses. Nabokov’s words are dense with reminiscences of distilled presences. They are
a conglomerate of diaphanous substance which, once exposed to the light, discloses its
strata. A sculptor of sentences, Nabokov chisels out the linguistic matter until the essence
oozes through its cracks.

Like Shishkov disappearing behind his own poems, Nabokov camouflages himself
in other poets’ lines, drawing a complex network of podteksty. Whether used to praise or
criticise, reticence contributes to the enriching of the readers’ experience, thus elevating the
subtextual elements into a metatextual dimension, which can be perceived after the more
immediate and immanent moment of reception. Through metatextuality, Nabokov’s poems
move peripheral elements such as quotations, references and allusions to the forefront of
the textual matter. Self-translations only enhance this process by making the further effort
to grant the Anglophone reader equal tools for interpretation, despite — or by virtue — of

cultural barriers.

4.1 Heoxonuennouit wepnosur / An Unfinished Draft

Nabokov dated Neokonchennyy chernovik back to 1931 but, like Oko, had never
published it before Poems and Problems. Translating into English poems that were unknown
in their original form might seem a peculiar choice. If Oko, however, lends itself to lay
readers, Neokonchennyy chernovik requires a more in-depth knowledge of Nabokov’s poetics.
What this poem in particular demonstrates is that it was not on the basis of their
straightforwardness nor their fortune in Russian that Nabokov selected which texts to

include in his first and only bilingual collection. Also, in these verses Nabokov skilfully
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constructs his own response within the complex and loud debate on the fate of Russian
diasporic literature. But he does so quietly, in a whisper, almost cryptically.
The essence of Neokonchennyy chernovik is beyond (or between) its lines. It reveals by

omitting, it exposes by hiding. Its elliptic surface turns absence into presence.

Nabokov’s Russian text
Heokonuenneuit ueprosur

[Toar, nevansHo npombiuss,
tBepaur [IpexkpacHomy: npocru!
OnH rosopuT, 4TO >KM3Hb 3eMHAs
cJI0Ba Ha MOJHSITOM B ITyTH

— OTKyZa BBIPBaHHOM? — cTpaHULIbL
(He 3HaeM U LIBBIPSIEM IPOYb)

VJIV TIPOJIET MTCHOBEHHBIH IITHULIBI

Jepes CBETJIBIM 3aJ1 3 HOYU B HOYb.

Soun (npoiiroxa BeJMUYaBbIH,
KOPBICTBIO 3aHATBIA OHOMN)

Y JIUTEPaTOP INIOLIATHON
(TpeBO>KHBIN apeHATOpP CJIaBbI)
MeHSsI CTPAIaTCsI IOTOMY,

4TO 301 51, XOJIOAEH U Beces

UTO He CJIY>Ky S HUKOMY,

9TO >KU3HBb U YeCTh MOIO ST B3BECHII
Ha IIYIIKUHCKUX Becax, U 4eCThb

OCMEJIMBAIOCh IIPEAIIOYECTD.

Literal translation

An/the unfinished draft

A/the poet, despondently making his living,

confirms/repeats to the Handsome: farewell/excuse me!

He says that earthly life

is words on a page picked up on the/a path/road

— torn out from where? —

(we do not know and throw it away)

or the momentary flight of a bird

through a/the bright hall/room from night to night/night after night.

Zoilus ([that] stately rascal,
only interested in profit)
and the/a Vulgar man of letters

([that] anxious tenant of glory/fame)
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are afraid of/fear me

because I am evil, cold and merry,

[because] I do not serve anybody,

[because] my life and honour I (have) weighed
on Pushkinian scales, and honour

I dare prefer.

Nabokov’s English version

An Unfinished Draft

The poet dealing in Dejection

to Beauty iterates: adieu!

He says that human days are only

words on a page picked up by you

upon your way (a page ripped out —
where from? You know not and reject it)

or from the night into the night
through a bright hall a brief bird’s flight.

Zoilus (a majestic rascal,

whom only lust of gain can stir)
and Publicus, litterateur

(a nervous leaseholder of glory),
cower before me in dismay
because I'm wicked, cold, and gay,
because honor and life I weigh

on Pushkin’s scales and dare prefer

hOIlOI'. oee

The original poem has four quatrains (aBaB ¢DcD eFFe GhGh) and one distich

(II). Though the rhyme scheme is not respected in the English version, Nabokov chooses
to keep the iambic tetrameter almost intact. This results in a stomping rhythm, especially in
the self-translated text, where it sounds almost syncopated. The only traces of rhyme in
English are between “night” — “flight,” “stir” — “litterateur” — “prefer” — “honor,” “dismay” —
“gay” — “weigh.” A series of internal rhymes can also be detected as in the case of “Zoilus” —
“Publicus” — “nervous,” “bright” — “flight” and “dare” — “prefer.” Moreover, the English
version is made more phonetically resonant through its many consonances and assonances,

as in “page picked up [...] / upon [...] page ripped,” almost reproducing the sound of
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paper being swept by wind, and “bright [...] brief bird’s flight,” sounding like wings
flapping clumsily in a closed space. On the whole, the English version manages to
compensate for the prosodic richness of the original.

The poem consists in a brief but wry criticism addressed by a poet “dealing in
Dejection” toward someone absentmindedly picking up one of his pages and rejecting it
altogether. While in the English version the two consecutive addressees are represented
and apostrophised in a general “you,” in the Russian original they are given their own
voice, the parenthetical statement “(ne znayem 1 shvyryayem proch)” reporting their words
in a direct speech.

The poem is split in two roughly equal halves. The verse distribution becomes more
regular in self-translation: without taking into account the last verse, made of one isolated
word, the two parts are of eight lines each; the fifteenth verse is omitted in English, where
it would have probably disrupted the surviving rhyme pattern, as shown above. In both
source and target text, each half is made of one uninterrupted flow of words: the two
introductory verses in the first half are followed by a long sentence that comprises a
parenthetical remark, which in its turn contains an interrogative form as an aside; the
second sentence runs for the whole 1ength of the second half and has two parenthetical
units as well. The tone is therefore argumentative and confers the impression of someone
wanting to make the most of the little time (or space) he has.

In the first part, the poet’s life is outlined in a few traits that go straight to the point:
a life of hardships, sacrifices and rejections is the author’s only prospect. This emerges
particularly in the self-translated version, where “Dejection” and “Beauty” are both written
in capital letters as the two most defining aspects, the latter being unwillingly repudiated
for the sake of (economic) survival. The use of some more exact and less common lexical
variants in English, such as in the case of “iterate” (for “tverdit[]”), “adieu” (for “prosti”)

and “reject” (for “shvyrya[t’]) also contribute to the final result, namely a strong poetic
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subtext emerging in self-translation: iterations are a distinctive feature of versification; the
word adieu has a poetic connotation, imported as it is from French; rejections are a
notorious recurrent feature in a writer’s career.

The second half of the poem introduces us to two different individuals: “Zoil” and a
not better specified “literator ploshchadnoy.” A Greek historian and rhetor who scathingly
objected to Homer’s talent and whose works have survived only in short fragments, Zoilus
has suffered from a bad reputation throughout the centuries, becoming the epitome of the
obnoxious critic acting out of envy. Referring to the Italian man of letters Lorenzo Valla,
whose notes on the translation of the New Testament earned him a life (and afterlife) of
hardships and unpopularity, Erasmus compared him to his infamous Greek forefather
(though, in fact, restoring his honour): “literature so deeply spoiled and corrupted needed a
Zoilus, a scourge of the barbarians, [...] in other words it called for a severe censor, indeed
a kind of Momus; even, if you like, an insulting one.”" In his masterpiece Les Misérables
(1862), Victor Hugo also used Zoilus as a term for comparison: “quand Zoile insulte
Homeére, quand Mevius insulte Virgile, quand Visé insulte Moliére, quand Pope insulte
Shakspeare, quand Fréron insulte Voltaire, c’est une vieille loi d’envie et de haine qui
s’exécute.””

Pushkin has Zoilus appear in Ruslan ( Lyudmila [1820]: “te1 Bupnmmb, 1o6psIii Mot
uuraress, / TyT 3710061 yepHyto nevats! / Ckasku, 3oms, ckasku, npepartes, / Hy Kak U 4TO
mue orseuats?”** [You see, my dear reader, / there lies the malice of a black stamp! / Tell

me, Zoil, tell me traitor, / how and what am [ supposed to answer?]. He also features in Na

Kachenovskogo [On Kachenovskiy, 1818], a satirical epigram where the Russian poet

34 Desiderius Erasmus, “182 / To Christopher Fisher. Paris [about March] 1505,” in The Correspondence of
Erasmuo: Letters. Letters from 142 to 297, 1501-1514, trans. Roger Mynors and Douglas Thomson (Toronto:
Toronto University Press, 1975), 92.

505 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables. Cinquieme partte. Jean Valjean (Paris: Emile Testard, 1891), 21.

3% Aleksandr Pushkin, “Ruslan i Lyudmila,” in Sobraniye sochineniy v desyati tomakh, vol. 3, Poemy. Skazki, ed.
D. Blagoy et al. (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoye izdatel’stvo Khudozhestvennoy Literatury, 1960), 39.
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comments on an article criticising Nikolay Karamzin's lstoriya gosudarstva Rossiyokogo
[History of the Russian State, 1818] by Mikhail Kachenovskiy (Vestnik Yevropy, 13, 1818).
Pushkin reminds Kachenovskiy of an earlier epigram addressed to him in 1806:
“GeccMepTHOIO PyKOIi pasmaBJeHHbINH 30M, / TO30PHO Kjelma Thl BHOBb He 3acuysu!”>”
[By the immortal hand [you, a] crushed Zoilus / an infamous stamp you did nor deserve
again!]. Zoilus recurs, among others, in poems by Derzhavin, Zhukovskiy, Lermontov,
Tyutchev.

The second person presented by Nabokov is a “literator ploshchadnoy.” While in
Russian the subject is not further identified, in the English version he appears as “Publicus,
litterateur.” As a name, the variant Publius was rather frequent in ancient Rome; the
adjective, as reported by Nabokov, indicates something (or someone) that is owned by the
state — public slaves were called thus — and, by extension, something (or someone)
considered to be common, ordinary, trivial, unprestigious. Though in close connection with
the adjective “ploshchadnoy” (from the noun ploshchad’, square), the name “Publicus”
assigns to the subject a more defined, circumscribed identity further qualified by the
French calque “litterateur,” where an aura of prestige suggests an antithetical contrast with
the previously discussed sense of vulgarity and inelegance.

I would make the point that the presence of two words derived from French in the
English poem is a rather significant key to the text. This and the more straightforward
identification of two characters through the use of the proper names “Zoilus” and
“Publicus,” both referring back to Latin, point in one most relevant direction. Nabokov’s
Neokonchennyy chernovik was written right in the middle of a debate developing within the
Russian émigré community between Paris and Berlin. Due to its controversial complexity,

this subject alone would necessitate a whole dissertation in itself. For the sake of

37 Aleksandr Pushkin, “Na Kachenovskogo («Bessmertnoyu rukoy razdavlennyy zoil»),” in Sobraniye
dochinenty v desyali tomakh, vol. 1, Stikhotvoreniya 1814-1822, ed. D. Blagoy et al. (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoye
izdatel’stvo Khudozhestvennoy Literatury, 1959), 67.

204



conciseness, suffice it to say here that the Russian diaspora in Europe was roughly split in
two halves. One was led by Georgly Adamovich and Georgiy Ivanov, both belonging to
what Nabokov defined the “anemic “Paris school””*® formed around the almanac Chisla
[Numbers]. They adamantly advocated in favour of a definitive dismissal of Pushkin’s
tradition, which was to them too polished, clean and anachronistically refined. They
objected to Khodasevich’s, Nabokov’s and, generally speaking, Modernist poets’ wish to
keep the Pushkinian flame burning throughout the 20th century. In particular, Adamovich

promoted Lermontov’s emotional impetus over Pushkin’s measured style:

y HePMOHTOBa nmopasuTe/ibHa B CTUXAaX MHTOHAIMS, IMTOpa3nuTe JIEH 3BYK, 4 BOBCE
HE TOT TOHYAMIINIA H01160p CJIOB, KOTOPbIMHU INIEHAIOT HyIIIKI/IH nu TIOT‘LIeB. B
Jydllem ciiy4dae HePMOHTOB 6bIBaeT OCTEpP B BI)I60pe BbIPa)KeHHﬁ, XO0Td 1 IIOYTU
BCeraga CKJIOHMdeTCd K BHEINIHMM Sd)d)EKTaM. HO NCTOYHMK €IrO BAOXHOBEHMS TAaK
I‘JIy6OK, CWJjia HaleBa TaK Mory4da, 4TO IIOCJI€ €ro CTHUXOB TPpYyAHO BCIIOMHHTb
Apyrue, KOTOpbI€ HE IIOMEPKJIN 6I)I paaAoOM. CTI/IXI/I 9TU, 6eccnopHo, XyoiKe
NYINKWHCKHUX II0 Ka4e€CTBY, HO OHM HE€ MCHE€ MX 3HAa4YUTEJbHbl CBOMM O6HII/IM
CMBICJIOM — BOT 4YTO BC€ YYyBCTBYIOT, KakK 6131 HePMOHTOBa HM OL€EHMBAJIUA. B
CTHUXAaX 3TUX €CTh KaKOU-TO Aan, OT KOTOPOro HyIHKI/IHCKPII;,I MO3TUYECKUU Mup
BSHET, KaKOU-TO A4, OT KOTOPOro OH pacnagaceTrcd, M €CJau He CBEpIIeHUd, TO

o - 309
CTPEMJICHU ST JICPMOHTOBCKOU ITO33UU TAHYTCA AaJblI€ IIYIIKMHCKOMU.

This attitude also motivates Nabokov’s concluding lines, where the poet measures
his honour and life on “Pushkin’s scales:” as Sergej Davydov maintains, “an intimate
familiarity with and appreciation of Pushkin and his time was, for Nabokov, the test of
intelligence and sensitivity in a Russian literary critic.”’'’ This is confirmed by Nabokov

himself when in Paris, in 1937, during a lecture for the centenary of the Russian bard’s

508 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 14.

39 Georgly Adamovich, “Lermontov,” in: Vladimir Markovich and Galina Potapova, ed., . Yu. Lermontov: Pro
et Contra. Lichnost” I tvorchestvo Mikhaila Lermontova v otsenke russkikh myoliteley i tsoledovateley (Sankt-Peterburg:
Izdatel'stvo Russkogo Khristianskogo gumanitarnogo instituta, 2002), 843. First published in Posledniye
novosti, no. 6840, (19 December 1939). “B To sxe Bpemst kyabr JlepmoHTOBa B M023UM «MAPUIKCKOI HOTBI»
BbI3BaJl peskue Bozpakenus co croponsl B. @. Xongacesnuya n B. B. Habokosa. Henpuarne umn nosuum
AnamoBuua GbUIO0 OOYCJIOBIEHO MpedXK/e BCEro TeM, 4To 00a OHU BOCHPUHUMAIU OTKA3 OT «IIyLIKUHCKOMN»

TPaAMIMU KaK OTKa3 oT nos3uu soobute.” Ibidem, 1066.
510 Sergej Davydov, “Nabokov and Pushkin,” in Vladimir Alexandrov, ed., The Garland Companion to Vladimir
Nabokov (New York: Routledge, 1995), 485.
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death, Pouchkine ou le vrai et le vrawemblable [Pushkin or the True and the Plausible], James
Joyce sitting in the first rows, he declared that Pushkin “nens6esxno cocrasaser wacrs

o . o 311
Halmeun [Russ1an] HMHTEJ/JIEKTyaJIbHOU )KI/I3HI/I”

[Pushkin undoubtedly is a constituent part
of [Russian] intellectual life].

Both Zoilus and Publicus are characterised as being primarily interested in
money,”” as it emerges in the parenthetical elements “([...] koryst'yu zanyatyy odnoy)” /
“([...] whom only lust of gain can stir)” and “(trevozhnyy arendator slavy)” / “(a nervous
leasehoder of glory).” The English verb “cower” also contributes to their negative
representation through its rich consonance with the adjective coward, tacitly implied and
subsequently evoked in the added “dismay.”

The self-translated version moves the word “honor” to the very last verse. Isolated,
it encapsulates the very essence of the whole poem. Also, by substituting the final full stop
with an elliptical suspension, the self-translation transforms the attribute “unfinished” of
the title into the textual device of aposiopesis. Hence, while the English title anticipates the
subsequent (lack of) conclusion, in the original Russian text, where there is no graphic
ellipsis, the attribute “neokonchennyy” might be interpreted as unpolished, unrefined —
especially considering the long sentences, the relative scarcity of punctuation and the

313 . . .
7% of the Parisian Parnassus in

impulsive tone — and thus may allude to the "dreary drone
contrast with Pushkin’s impeccable precision and thoughtful formal outlining.
There is also at least another possible interpretation to the poem’s nesovershennost’. In

an early draft of Pushkin’s Zuigany [The Gypisies, 1824], Aleko tells his son the following

words:

311 Vladimir Nabokov, “Pushkin, ili pravda i pravdopodobiye,” lib.rus/NABOKOW/Pushkin.txt. Accessed 26
Jun. 2017.

512 “In the story “Lips to Lips” (1933), Nabokov lampoons Adamovich and Ivanov for the extortion of a large
sum to finance the almanac Chula.” Davydov, “Nabokov and Pushkin,” 485.

515 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 14.
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Literal translation

«ITpumn npuser cepaeunslii moii, “Take my hearty advice,

Hwursa 11068u, auts npupoast, Son of love, son of nature,

U ¢ napom >kusHu noporoii And with the gift of [your] dear life
Heouenennniit nap csobompi!.. The underestimated gift of freedom!..

3aro 6ecnequ, 3[paB U BOJIEH, And then light—hearted, healthy and free,
TiecnaBHBIX yrpbIdeHMIT dyK, Alien to any vainglorious pang of consciousness,
Ou Gyner >ku3uio NOBOJIEH, He will be satisfied with life,

He 3nas BeuHo HOBBIX HyXN. Not ever knowing any new necessity.

Her, nHe npexsionur ox kosnex No, he will not bend his knees

314

[1pen nponom xakoif-to yectw. » In front of the idol of some honour.”

Aleko’s advice is drenched with his passionate wish to lead a life of freedom and
independence from social constraints. However, he himself will fall prey to that very same
honour which he so vehemently despises, defining it an idol. While committing his crime,
Aleko is not able to free himself from the standards dictated by civilisation. Pushkin’s
comment on Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s state of nature can be read, in a sense, as a
reflection on the human necessity for limitations and conventions, for an ethical doctrine of
which honour is a manifestation.

By stating that he values honour over life, Nabokov fully projects himself onto
Pushkin’s position and ends up identifying with him in the moment of his fatal duel with
George d’Anthés, when Pushkin indeed chose honour over life. The verb “osmeliva[t'sya]”
/ “dare” seems to allude to the poet’s well-known dramatic fate. The repetition of “chest”” in
“predpochest’ resonates like an ill omen while confirming the firmness of the poet’s moral
principles. A similar effect can be found in the self-translated text, where a strong
consonance reverberates through the final words “dare prefer / honor.” As stated again by

Davydov,

though both men were liberal in their political outlooks (constitutional
monarchy in Pushkin’s case, liberal democracy in Nabokov’s), neither one
considered the “republic of letters” an egalitarian domain. Rather, it was an

absolute monarchy where only talent, pride, honest_y, and impeccable taste were

314 Aleksandr Pushkin, “ZTuigany,” in Sobraniye sochinenty v desyati tomakh, vol. 3, Poeny. Skazki, 444-446.
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assigned sovereign power, whereas pretentiousness, dishonesty, illegitimacy,

and vulgarity were equivalent of cardinal sins and were mercilessly mocked.’"

Aleko’s monologue was finally discarded from Pushkin’s poem and did not appear
in its published form.*'® It is, we might say, a neokonchennyy chernovik, an unfinished draft, a
“page ripped out” which, like Nabokov’s own verses, holds in itself a potent and yet

undisclosed declaration of intent.

Neokonchennyy chernovik | An Unfinished Draft fully illustrates Nabokov’s potential for
satirical representation. Through some thoroughly orchestrated elliptic omissions, the poet
manages to convey his dismissive opinion on the Zoilus and Publicus of his times. The
sarcastic playfulness of the poem, possibly increased in self-translation, emerges in the
allusive quality of the epithets chosen to designate Adamovich and G. Ivanov. Ellipsis
manifests itself as a textual evidence through the two pseudonymous allusions and their
respective parenthetical characterisations. The recreation of the French context, the pun in
the second name and the final suspension, all specific to the English version, further

emphasise the elliptic and at the same time sardonic tone of the original.

4.2 Karoe cdenan s dyproe deno /| What 1y the Evil Deed

“Pyxonucu ne ropst” wrote Mikhail Bulgakov. And he was right. When in 1950, at

Ithaca, Nabokov tried to burn one of his manuscripts, his wife Vera urged him to stop and

518 Davydov, “Nabokov and Pushkin,” 484.
516 Pushkin’s passage has been first associated with Nabokov's poem by Grigoriy Amelin and Valentina
Morderer, who on the contrary read in it an invalidating response to Aleko’s (and Pushkin’s own) aspiration

to freedom and nature (Grigoriy Amelin and Valentina Morderer, Miry [ stolknoveniya Osipa Mandel'shtama
(Moskva: Yazyki russkoy kul'tury, 2001), 238).
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have second thoughts. It was the first chapters of Lolita that he was carrying to the garden

incinerator.’”” It did not burn.

Nabokov’s Russian text

Karoe cdenan a ayp/we deno

Kakoe cpenan st myproe nesno,

U 51 1A pa3BpaTUTENb U 3J10/eH,

s1, 3aCTABJISIIOLNA MedTaTh MUP LieIbIN

o benHOM geBouke moeti?

O, 3Haro s, meHst bosITCS JIIOAH,
M JKIYT TAKUX Kak s 32 BOJIIEOCTBO,
U KakK OT /2 B TI0JIOM U3YMPY/ie

MPYyT OT UCKYyCCTBO MO€roO.

Ho kak 3abaBHO, uTo B KOHIIEe abaana,
KOPPEKTOPY U BEKY BOIPEKH,
TeHb PyCCKOH BeTkM Oyner kosebarbes

Ha MpaMope MOel pyKu.

Literal translation

What an evil deed I (have) committed/What is the evil deed I (have) commiltted,

What an evil deed I (have) committed/What is the evil deed I (have) committed,
and am I a/the seducer and villain,

I, who made the whole world dream

of my poor girl?

Oh, I know I am feared by people,
and they burn those like me for sorcery,
and as if from poison in a hollow emerald [cup]

they die of my art.

But how funny that at the end of the paragraph,

in spite of the proof-reader and the/my age/century,

the shadow of a/the Russian branch will (be) sway(ing)
on the marble of my hand.

Nabokov’s English version
What 1s the Evil Deed
What is the evil deed I have committed?

517 Gold and Nabokov, “Vladimir Nabokov, The Art of Fiction No. 40,”
theparisreview.org/interviews/4310/vladimir-nabokov-the-art-of-fiction-no-40-vladimir-nabokov. ~ Accessed

10 Jun. 2017.
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Seducer, criminal — is this the word
for me who set the entire world a-dreaming

of my poor little girl?

Oh, I know well that I am feared by people:
They burn the likes of me for wizard wiles
and as of poison in a hollow smaragd

of my art die.

Amusing, though, that at the last indention,

despite proofreaders and my age’s ban,

a Russian branch’s shadow shall be playing
upon the marble of my hand.

Kakoye sdelal ya durnoye delo is built on alternate rhymes and iambic pentameter,
except for the last verse of each stanza, an iambic tetrameter. This variation is made
evident in the graphic arrangement of both the original and the English self-translated text:
verses four, eight and twelve are indented, thus appearing visually shorter than the rest of
the lines. While reproducing the rhythmic structure (though more loosely), What 1s the Evil
Deed preserves only one rhyming pair per stanza, namely “word” — “girl,” “wiles” — “die”
and “ban” — “hand.” The English rhyme scheme adds an extra layer of emphasis on some
of the keywords: “word” and “hand” refer to the art of writing; “girl” and “ban” lead back
to the tabooed content of Nabokov’s work (briefly discussed below); “wiles” and “die”
indicate the writer’s own fate.

Nabokov wrote Kakoye sdelal ya durnoye delo on December 27, 1959, four years after
the Olympia Press publication of Lolita and just one year after the G. P. Putnam’s Sons’
edition. However, he did not publish the poem until 1961, when it was issued on the pages
of the almanac Vozdushnyye puti [Aerial Ways; vol. 2, New York]. By 1956 Nabokov was

already conscious of the crime he was accused of, as the postscriptum “On a Book Entitled

Lolita” demonstrates. The novel was charged with pornographic content and anti-
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Americanism,’"® its author publicly repudiated for his alleged immoral conduct. Years after
the novel had first seen the 1ight, Nabokov entrusted such a short poem with the burden of
his distress at having been utterly misunderstood by critics and readers alike. And yet he
did so not without mordant irreverence towards those who accused him.

A sense of guilt and responsibility emerges in the English verb “commit[/],”
pertaining the semantic field of crimes, which translates a more neutral “sdela[t’].” This
intensified degree of self-censure is also iterated in the second verse, where the noun
“zlodey,” a narratological term designating villains, is rendered into a more judgmental and
unequivocal “criminal.” The expression “[to] set the [...] world a-dreaming” is remindful of
the collocation to set something on fire, which, if read literally, in point of fact denotes a
crime. The adjective “little” precedes the noun “girl” to translate the Russian “devochk[a]:”
as a further moral blame, Nabokov prefers to address a lower age span than that indicated
by the term devushka (probably more appropriate to connote Lolita’s adolescence) and
respects his intention using the diminutive form in English.

In the second stanza, the proposition “menya boyatsya lyudi” is turned into a
passive “I am feared by people,” where the focus is shifted from the original “lyudi” to the
author himself, significantly deprived of his agency and falling victim to his readers’
sentence. “Volshebstvo” / “wizard wiles” further expand the semantic field of tales, also
recurrent through lines seven and eight, the poet being compared to a sorcerer whose art
degenerates into lethal poison. By translating the noun “izumrud[/]” as “smaragd,” rather
than emerald, the English version projects a certain sense of preciousness and
sophistication onto its vocabulary and, consequently, onto the ostracised author.

In the third and last stanza, a choice dictated by a similar taste for refinement can be
detected in the term “indention,” preferred to a simpler chapter or paragraph, while also

remarking the poem’s layout. A pun is added in the English version, where the noun “age”

518 V]adimir Nabokov, “On a Book Entitled Zolita,” in The Annotated Lolita, 311-317.
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may indicate the entire epoch of the 20th century, as in the Russian “vek,” or more
specifically the poet’s own elderliness, in which case he would be again alluding to the age
gap, a theme notoriously permeating Lolita and previously stressed in “devochk[a]” / “little
girl.” In the last two lines, the poet expresses his personal revenge: in spite of the ban
imposed by proofreaders (read censors) and the anachronism of such a ground-breaking
oeuvre, he foresees his eternal fame. In both versions, it is a Russian branch that evolves
into the epic symbol of the author’s posthumous glory. The mention of “mramor[/] moyey
ruki” / “the marble of my hand” evokes the image of a commemorative monument.

Both the opening and the end of Nabokov's Kakoye sdelal ya durnoye delo | What 1s the
Evil Deed acquire a particular significance in the light of two referents Nabokov must have
had in mind while writing these lines. If, on the one hand, the opening verse of the Russian
original could be read as both an exclamation or a question, the English translation, on the
other, is constructed in the form of an authentic interrogative sentence: the poet directly
addresses to himself and his readers a question, wondering what the cause of his guilt
might be. What at first appears to be a genuine interrogation, though, turns into a sarcastic
recrimination when, in the next few lines, the poet blames his rivals of having enjoyed the
reading of that very same novel they themselves have been accusing of obscenity and
debauchery. A similar incredulous exclamation on the poet’s part constitutes the opening of
Pasternak’s Nobelevskaya premya [Nobel Prize, 1958],°"” whose verses address his forced
refusal of what is traditionally regarded as the apex of any intellectual’s career.

Literal translation

Yro >xe cenan st 3a TAKOCTH, What nasty/vile thing have I done,

1% The poem was originally composed in December 1958. Two additional stanzas were included in January
1959: “Bce TecHelt koabLO 06saBbL, / U APYTOMY $1 BUHOM: / HET PyKHM CO MHOIO IIPaBoii, / Apyra cepALa HeT co
muoit! / A ¢ Takoii nereit y ropaa / s 6 xoren eme noka, / 4Tobbl ce3bl MHe yTepsa / mpasast most pyka’
[tighter and tighter is the ring of the roundup / and I am guilt to someone else: / there is no right hand with
me, / the friend of my heart is not with me! / And with such a stitch in my throat / I would like to be still, / so
that the tears might (be) wipe(d) / (by) my right hand]. The reference is to the poet’s relationship with Ol'ga

Ivinskaya.
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41 youitua u snopeit? Am I a killer and villain?

51 Bech Mmup 3acTaBuI MIaKaTH I made the whole world cry

Han xpacoii semmu moeir.*? On the beauty of my land.

By Nabokov’s own admission, his verses were inspired by Pasternak: “the first
strophe imitates the beginning of Boris Pasternak’s poem in which he points out that his
notorious novel “made the whole world shed tears over the beauty of [his] native land,”*'
he annotated. Nabokov’s text requires to be read in comparison to Pasternak’s: the first is a
calque of the latter, their syntactic correspondence almost exact. For this reason, I would
suggest that Pasternak’s poem functions as a podtekst to Nabokov's.

It was Kirill Taranovskiy who, on the basis of what had already been discussed by
Bendikt Livshits in 1919 on Osip Mandel’shtam (“nHe HOBBIX c/0B MIET MOBT, HO HOBBIX
CTOPOH B CJIOBE, JAHHOM KaK HeKas 3aBeplIEHHasi peajabHOCTS [...]. Bor mouemy He Tosbko
«CTapbIMH» CJIOBAMU OPy/yeT NoaT: B ctuxax MaHpaenabiurama mbl BCTpedaem LieJible CTPOKU
U3 APYTUX [OJTOB; U 9TO HE AOCAAHAsl CJIy4aiiHOCTb, He OeCcCO3HATeJbHOE 3aMMCTBOBAHUE,
HO CBOeODOpasHBI HpPHeM MO09Ta, IOJIOXKUBLIETO cebe Iesbl0 3aCTaBUTh 4Yy)KUE CTUXU

%2 maintained that embedding another poet’s words —

3asBy4aTb MO-MHOMY, I1O-CBOeMY. ),
or any other form of artistic endeavor — in one’s verses is not plagiarism but, rather, a
matter of poetic dialogism. He did so by introducing the concept of podtekst in reference to

Mandel’shtam’s verses Kontsert na vokzale [ Concert at the Station, 1921]: “npeanonosxenue,

qTo MaH}IEJIbIHTaM CYMTaJI CBOE€ YTE€HME INOTEHHMAJbHBIM CbIDbIM MaTE€pUaJIOM IJisd CBOETO

320 Boris Pasternak, “Nobelevskaya premia,” in Stikhotvoreniya i poemy v dvukh tomakh, vol. 2, ed. Vladimir
Al'fonsov et al. (Leningrad: Sovetskiy pisatel’, 1990), 131.

321 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 147. Notice Nabokov's (deliberate?) mistake in referring to the beginning of
Pasternak’s poem — it is in fact its third stanza he is imitating. The “notorious novel” Nabokov addresses to is
Doktor Zhivago (1957), published in tamizdat for the Italian Feltrinelli.

522 Benedikt Livshits, “V tsitadeli revolyutsionnogo slova,” in U nochnogo okna. Stikhi zarubezbnykh poetov v
perevode Benedikta Livabitsa, ed. P. Antokol’skiy et al. (Moskva: Progress, 1970), 185. Originally published in:
Puti tvorchestvo, no. 5, 1919.
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COBCTBEHHOTO TBOPYECTBA, BRINISIAUT Bechma Bepositbim.” Taranovskiy defined podtekast
as “yKe CyIeCTBYIOIMl TEKCT, OTPAXKEHHBIIH B ITOC/IE/YIOIIEeM, HOBOM TeKCTe.

Once this reference is recognised, some slight differences from the referent will be
perceived. These are important to identify Nabokov’s interpretation of his own supposed
crime. While Pasternak has “pakost’,” “ubiytsa,” “plakat” and “kras[a] zemli moyey,”
Nabokov has “durnoye delo,” “razvratitel’,” “mechtat’ and “devochk[a].” Nabokov’s text is
evidently concerned with the questions of seduction and age difference.

Many critics have considered Nabokov’s poem as a parody of Pasternak’s verses
and, more generally, as an expression of envy towards his success. At the end of the 1950s
the two writers, whose paths had been until then radically different, — the one had
emigrated at the dawn of the Soviet era, the other had stayed as an internal émigré — were
competing for the first place in the American bestsellers list: “by the end of September
Lolita had climbed to the top, but after seven weeks in that position it was knocked down to
number two by Pasternak’s novel,””* as recorded by Yuri Leving and Frederick White.

Though he regarded Pasternak as an accomplished poet, Nabokov harshly criticised

his prose:

[Tacrepnak — noar, a ve nposaux. Kak poman «/lokrop ?Kusaro» — nnuro, on
[IOJIHOCTBHIO COOTBETCTBYET KOHCEPBATMBHOMY CTHJII0 COBETCKOM JIMTEPATYPOM.
On miyraer, nogobOHO «YHECEHHBIM BETPOM» M K TOMY >K€ II€pPEIOIHEH
MeJIOAPAMATUYECKUMHU  CUTYyalUMsIMU W BCEBO3MOXXHbIMM  Jjsimamu.  [lo

. . 526
cpasuenwuto ¢ [lacrepnakom mucrep Creiinbek — renuii.

525 Kirill Taranovskiy, “Ocherki o poezii O. Mandel'shtama. 1. Kontsert na vokzale. K voprosu o kontekste i
podtekste,” in O poezil ¢ poetike (Moskva: Yazyki russkoy kul’tury, 2000), 16.

524 Ibidem, 31.

525 Yuri Leving and Frederick H. White, Marketing Literature and Posthumous Legacies: The Symbolic Capital of
Leonid Andreyev and Vladimir Nabokov (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2013), 120.

326 Nikolay Mel'nikov, “O Nabokove i prochem: Stat’i, retsenzii, publikatsii,” lnostrannaya literatura, no. 7
(2003): http:/magazines.russ.ru/inostran/2003/7/nabok.html. Accessed 4 Sept. 2017. Originally in /vy
magazine, (February 1959): 28.

214



However, as asserted by Boyd, “what was there for Nabokov’s to envy? Not
Pasternak’s gift as a lyric poet, which he happily acknowledged — he called Pasternak ‘a

27

kind of masculine Emily Dickinson,” no mean compliment.””” Nabokov praised
Pasternak’s achievements in versification but placed the latter’s poetic style as far from his
own as he possibly could. If Nabokov considered himself the heir of a tradition which
progressed from Pushkin to Ivan Bunin and Khodasevich, Pasternak descended from
Vladimir Benediktov and Andrey Belyy, whose razvernutaya metafora and avant-garde
lexical experimentation would have become predominant in 20th century Futurist
8

. . 32
versification.

According to Taranovskiy, four different types of podtekst can be distinguished:

(1) Tekcr, CJLy>KaIllUii MPOCTBIM TOJYKOM K CO3JAHUIO KaKoro-HHGy,ab HOBOI'O
06pa3a; (2) «sammcTBOBaHME TIO pPUTMy W 3BYy4YaHUIO» (HOBTOpeHI/Ie KaKou-
HI/I6yJII) PUTMHUYECKOMN CbI/II'beI M HEKOTOPBIX 3BYKOB, COAEpP>KAallluXCs B Hel);
(3) rekcr, NOAAEP>KUBAIOIIUNA WJIM PAaCKPBIBAIOIIMUN TMO3TUUYECKYIO MMOCBLIKY

noceAylero TEeKCTa; (4) TEKCT, HBHHmmHﬁCH TOJTYKOM K ITO3TUYECKOUI

329
ITIOJIEMUKE.

Instead of reading Nabokov’s poem as an overt declaration of envy toward
Pasternak, I would argue that Nabokov’s embedding Pasternak’s verses in his poem
strengthens the polemic tone of his response to the accusations regarding Lolita, thus
performing both functions (3) and (4) as defined by Taranovskiy, that is to help bring to
the forefront the ultimate significance of his novel beyond its more appalling patina as well
as to participate in the controversy, given it was reaching massive proportions, with his
own point of view, in an as much concise and succinct form as it could be summed up into.

While Pasternak’s allusion to the beauty of his land constitutes the profound essence of his

527 Boyd, Viadimir Nabokov: The American Years, 371.

528 Simon Karlinsky, “Nabokov and Some Poets of Russian Modernism,” Cycros 2, no. 12 (25 June 2008):
revel.unice.fr/cycnos/index.html?id=1453. Accessed 4 Sept. 2017.

52 Taranovskiy, “Ocherki o poezii O. Mandel’shtama. Kontsert na vokzale. K voprosu o kontekste i
podtekste,” 32.
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novel, the issue of Humbert Humbert’s paedophiliac obsession with Lolita is just the tip of
the iceberg, the whole intricacy of his deranged psychology gradually emerging on the
surface as the lewd — and provocatively appealing — scenes become less and less frequent.
Though this is not the place to discuss the complexity of Lolita, Nabokov’s own words on it

should prove sufficient to demonstrate my point:

as far as I can recall, the initial shiver of inspiration was somehow prompted by
a newspaper story about an ape in the Jardin des Plantes [in Paris, where
Nabokov was staying in late 1939 — early 1940], who, after months of coaxing

by a scientist, produced the first drawing ever charcoaled by an animal: this

sketch showed the bars of the poor’s creature’s cage.330

Such a statement might be instinctively interpreted as referring to the character of
Lolita: it is her who, after all, is abducted by Humbert and taken hostage to his wishes.
Against any simplistic assumption, though, it is the persecutor himself Nabokov is referring
to here: it is Humbert who, trapped in the cage of his past, cannot act any differently in the
present. When considered in the light of its genesis, Lolita conveys a deeper message, one
that deals with the ethical premises and consequences of nurture. As a result, Nabokov’s
verses are to be interpreted as a protest against the much trivialised reading of his novel as
a feuilleton instead of a multifaceted character study.

Such a polemic tone emerges in Nabokov’s last stanza as well. Even so, the

reference might be read as filtered through Pasternak’s poem, its last verses reading as

follows:
Literal translation
Ho u Tak, nouru y rpo6a, But even so, almost in the grave,
Bepro s, npuner nopa — I believe the time will come —
Cuity nopnocry u 310651 When the power of meanness and malice
Ononeer nyx nobpa.*! The spirit of kindness will overcome.

330 Nabokov, “On a Book Entitled Lolita,” 311.
331 Pasternak, “Nobelevskaya premia,” 131.
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A restored sense of justice and order is envisioned at the end of both Pasternak’s
and Nabokov’s poems, during and after the poet's death respectively. In Pasternak’s case it
is represented by the incorporeal principle of virtue, in Nabokov’s concluding line it is
incarnated in the palpable matter of a statue’s hand. The allusion to the “russk[aya]
vetk[a]” / “Russian branch” may be hinting at the laurel wreath, an ancient symbol for
recognition, as it continues, for instance, in the tradition of the poet laureate.

Yet, as maintained by Boris Kats, while the reader’s attention is focused on the final

glorification,

nonumanue nocsesaneit crpodnr “Kaxoe chenan s gypaoe neno...” Tonbko kak
MEUYTBl O MOCMEPTHOM MAMSITHUKE MO>KeT MPUBECTU YUTaTeNs K OMUOOYHOH
unTepnperanuu Bcero tekcra. He wnampacno HaGokos Bruoumn csoit
cobcTBeHHBIA mepeBon  aToro Tekcra B cbopuuk ‘CruxorBopenus wu
npobsembr” [...].  Mpbl, geficTBuTenbHO, uMeem [eJ0  He TPOCTO  CO
CTUXOTBOpEHMEM, HO U C mnpobsemoii, u 3afaua uwurarenas (U OCOGEHHO

332
HCCJIelIOBaTeJIH) — He IonacThCsl B JIOBYIIKY.

Nabokov’s own note on the text is a substantial evidence that Pasternak is part of
the poem’s enigma. Still, Nabokov would not be Nabokov if he were not demanding more
of his readers than an overt allusion.

In 1941-1943 Nabokov translated Pushkin’s Exegi monumentum (“Ya pamyatnik sebe

vozdvig nerukotvornyy,” 1836). The last two stanzas read as follows:

W nonro 6yny Tem mobeseH st HApOAY, “And to the people long shall I be dear
Yro uyscTBa £o6pHIe 51 IMPOH Npobyskaad, because kind feelings did my lyre extol,
Yro B Moii >xecTokuii Bek Boccnasui si Ceobony invoking freedom in an age of fear,

W musocts k magmmm npusbiBad. and mercy for the broken soul.”
Benensto Bosxxuio, o Mysa, Gyab nocyna: Obey thy God, and never mind, O Muse,
O6I/IJI[LI He cTpallack, He Tpe6ys{ BEHILIA, the laurels or the stings: make 1t thy rule
XBaJjly ¥ KJIeBeTy PUEMJIsi PABHOYILHO, to be unstirred by praise as by abuse,

552 Boris Kats, ““Exegi monumentum” Vladimira Nabokova: k prochteniyu stikhotvoreniya “Kakoye sdelal ya
durnoye delo...”,” Staroye literaturnoye obozreniye 1, no. 277 (2001):
magazines.russ.ru/slo/2001/1/ka.html#_ednref19. Accessed 12 Jun. 2017.
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1 ne ocnapusaii raynua. and do not contradict the fool.?5

Nabokov’s writing of Kakoye sdelal durnoye delo must have been informed by his
reading of Pushkin’s Fxeg: monumentum, which becomes especially evident when we
consider their mirrored rhythm and rhyme pattern. In his commentary to his translation of
Evgenty Onegin, Nabokov gives the following gloss to Pushkin’s epigraphic poem: “the first
four [stanzas] have an ironic intonation, but under the mask of high mummery Pushkin
smuggles in his private truth. [...] The last quatrain is the artist’s own grave voice
repudiating the mimicked boast [Gavriil Derzhavin, 1796]. His last line, although
ostensibly referring to reviewers, slyly implies that only fools proclaim their immortality.”***
Notice the prominence Nabokov gives to some key passages: “padshi[ye]” is individualised
in “broken soul;” “obid[a]” is metaphorically identified in “stings,” strengthening the visual
impact of the “laurels.”

Hence Pushkin’s Fxegi monumentum provides a kontekst (more than a podtekst) to
both Pasternak’s and Nabokov’s stanzas. In Kakoye sdelal ya durnoye delo | What s the Evil
Deed Nabokov places his own verses within the evolutionary line of the poet’s epigraphic
inscription which, starting with Horace was received by Derzhavin and parodied by
Pushkin. What Pasternak first contributed with is the sense of defeat at being judged and
disapproved of by critics and readers alike. If Pushkin considers himself “dear” to his
people, Pasternak and Nabokov regard themselves as “criminal[s]” due to other people’s

assessment of their work. “Chuvstva dobryye” are replaced by “pakost” and “durnoye

delo” respectively. The poet’s role is subverted and radically changed: from a bard

335 Aleksandr Pushkin, “Exegi Monumentum,” in Verves and Version. Three centuries of Russian Poetry Selected and
Tranoslated by Viadimir Nabokov, 215. A more literal version can be found in Nabokov’s commentary to his
translation of Pushkin’s Evgenly Onegin (Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. A Novel in Verse, vol. 2, Commentary and Index,
311). For the purpose of the present study, I have used the original of Pushkin’s poem as contained in Boyd’s
and Shvabrin’s book: Aleksandr Pushkin, Sochineniya Aleksandra Pushkina, ed. Modest Gofman (Berlin:
Yubileynoye izdaniye Pushkinskogo komiteta, 1937), 275-276.

334 Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. A Novel in Verse, vol. 2, Commentary and Index, 310.
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incarnating the value of freedom and mercy, he becomes a poetaster accused of sorcery.
Yet if in Pasternak there still can be found hope for justice to come, Nabokov does not
leave much space for redemption: a simple branch, not Pushkin’s laurel, not even a Wreath,
will be hanging on “the marble of [his] hand;” rather than the statue’s limb, the cold hard
stone ultimately represents the poet’s rigor morte. The only consolation seems to be

condensed in the adjective “Russian.” As reminded by Verkheyl Keys,

BO MHOT'MX OTpPbIBKax CBO€EU IO33UU U IpoO3bI Ha6OKOB KaK HI/IHIyILII/Iﬁ OMUI'DAHT
OKaabIBA€TCA 3aMHTPUIOBAHHbBIM I/Illeeﬁ ycoexa. BbITb 3HAMEHHWTbIM B O3TOM
ciry4dae 3HA4YUT HE TOJIBKO YyAOBOJIbCTBHME IIPDHM3HaAHMA TOU cpenabl, B KOTOpOﬁ

displased person  AOOJIKEH 6bIJI 3aBO€BaThb ce6e MmecTO, HO e€I11e 60J1ee —

335
HNEPCIEKTUBY €ro JIUTEPATYPHOIrO 6_y11y1_uero Ha TEPpUTOPUN POAHOTO sI3bIKAa.

Nabokov's exegi monumentum acquires strength and meaning from its con-text and
sub-text. Its reticent allusions to Lolita, Pasternak and Pushkin require that some differently
implied content be disclosed. As in 7o Prince S. M. Kachurin or An Unfintshed Draft, though,
the English text becomes even more cryptic, hiding its referents under the thick layer of
translation. Still, its increased linguistic obscurity enhances its elusiveness. What 1s the Evil
Deed turns implications into omissions. Yet Lolita’s presence is so overwhelmingly palpable,
it cannot be ignored. What in Russian is a junction of literary intersections ends up
becoming, uprooted as the English version is from the poem’s original cultural humus, a
dead-end street. Which, all things considered, translates exactly what the publication of

Lolita must have then felt like from the author’s perspective.

4.3 O npasumensnx / On Rulers

5% Keys Verkheyl, “Malyy korifey russkoy poezii. Zametki o russkikh stikhakh Vladimira Nabokova,” Ekbe.
Literaturnyy zhurnal, no. 4 (1980): 143.
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In 1944, when this poem saw the light, the world was in the grip of war. O
pravitelyakh is Nabokov’s response to the notion of history as a recollection and celebration
of the rulers’ deeds instead of peoples’ trials and individual ordeals. Its parade of politicians
and heads of state is very much of its times: in 1942, during the Second Moscow
Conference, Stalin and Churchill had met in the Kremlin; a year later, in December, they

met again. In Nabokov’s verses they reunite once more.

Nabokov’s Russian text
First part
O npasumensnx
Ber 6ynere (kax nnorna
rOBOPUTCS)
cmesTbCsl, Bbl Oynere (Kak sSICHOBUALBL
rOBOPSIT) XOXOTaTh, TOCHIOAA —
HO, YeCTHOe CJIOBO,
Y MEHSI €CTb IPUATED
KOTOPOTO
npusesia Obl B BOJHEHUE MbICJIb M030POBATHCS
C IVIABOIO IPABUTEIBCTBA UJIH JPYrOro KaKOro
npeanpUsITHS.
C kakux aTO MOP, ’KeJsa Obl 1 3HATD,
IMOAJIOKEUKOU
MBI CTQJIU UCIIBITBIBATH BPOJiE
HE>KHOTO OyJIbKaHbsl, TS B OMHOKJIb
Ha IVIOTHOTO C €>KUKOM B JIoXKe?
C kakux aTo nop
[OHATHE BJIACTU CTAJIO PABHO
KJIIOUEBOMY MOHSITUIO POAMHBI?
Kakue-to pumnsane u msicauku,
Kapn Kpacussiit u Kapn Besobpasnbiii,
COBEpIIEHHO FHUJIble KHA3bKH,
TOJICTOTPy/ible HEMKU U pa3Hble
JIIOIOE bl JIIOOOBHUKH, JIOMOBUKU,
WNoannsl, Jlronosuku, Jlenunsr,
BCE BTO CUJIEJIO, KPSXTS Ha X U HA bIX,
YIIUPasiCh JIOKTSIMU B KOJIEHH,

Ha 1npecToJiax CBOMX MAaTepPbIX.

Literal translation

On (the) rulers
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You will (as sometimes

they/people say)

laugh, you will (as clairvoyants

say) guffaw, gentlemen —

but, word of honour,

I have an acquaintance/friend

who

would be excited at the thought of greeting

the head of a state or of any other

enterprise.

Since when, I would like to know,

in the pit of the stomach

we began to feel such

a tender gurgling (when) looking in the binoculars
at the sturdy one with a hedgehog/crew cut in the lodge?
Since when

the concept of power became equal

to the key concept of motherland?

Some Romans and butchers,

Karl the Handsome and Karl the Hideous,

utterly rotten princelings,

corpulent German women and various

cannibals, lovers and lumberjacks,

Johns, Luis[es], Lenins,

all this was sitting, groaning every now and then/now and again,
leaning their elbows against their knees,

on their mature/hardened thrones.

Nabokov’s English version
On Rulers
You will (as sometimes
people say)
laugh; you will (as clairvoyants
say) roar with laughter, gentlemen —
but, word of honor,
I have a crony,
who
would be thrilled to shake hands
with the head of a state or of any other

enterprise.

Since when, I wonder,
in the pit of the stomach
we've begun to experience a tender

bubbling, when looking through an opera glass
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at the burly one, bristly haired, in the grand box?
Since when the concept
of authority has been equated

with the seminal notion of patria?

All sorts of Romans and butchers;

Charles the Handsome and Charles the Hideous;

utterly rotten princelings; fat-breasted

German ladies; and various

Cannibals, loverboys, lumbermen,
Johns, Lewises, Lenins,

emitting stool grunts of strain and release,
propping elbows on knees,

sat on their massive old thrones.

The lines of O pravitelyakh are probably among some of Nabokov’s most atypical.
Some spare words are isolated in single verses, insistent questions are addressed to the
reader, parenthetical elements are segmented from the rest of the sentence. The tone is
generally rather informal and colloquial; the poem has a spoken expressiveness, a
declamatory eloquence to it. In addition to this, the verses are shifted to the centre of the
page, a layout which reminds Futurist tastes, almost mimicking Vladimir Mayakoskiy’s
trademark, his lestnitsy [ladder-like verses]. And yet such a detail is only apparently
inconsequential. Rather than praising the poet wearing the yellow blouse, the layout
chosen by Nabokov trivialises Mayakovskiy’s notorious distributional principle, radically
transforming its dynamically scattered verses into a static stack of lines which is more
reminiscent of epitaphs than of any avant-gardism. The enthusiasm for change, the
eagerness to innovate are exacerbated and deconstructed from the inside by making the
presumed experimental mode look redundant and self-contradictory. Were it not visible
enough, such a parodic approach to Mayakovskiy’s recurrent feature is also remarked in
the lines “pisavshiy stikhi i v polosku /1 v kletku” (in the second part, on which more later)
correlating ladder verses to a patterned print, a standardised eccentricity of sorts. This,

together with the centred outline, is lost altogether in the self-translated version.
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Another important feature in Nabokov’s poem can be found in isolated words
which, as a consequence to the stepladder-like distribution, are deliberately confined in
separate verses. This is the case of “govoritsya,” “kotorogo,” “predpriyatiya” and, later on,
“podlozhenkoy” and “net.” Illustrating Mayakovskiy’s style, Grigoriy Vinokur wrote:
“ciioBa, TECHO CBsSI3aHHbIE CBOMMM 3HAYEHUSMM M C OTOH CTOPOHBI COCTABJISIIOIIME HEUTO
LieJI0e, CUHTAKCUYECKHM HEPEAKO Pa3o0ILIeHbl OJHOCTBIO U MPEACTABISIOT COOON HECKOIBKO

7336 ) .
CaMOCTOSATEJIBHBIX II€J1bIX. Mayakovskly S syntax 1S

TaKyl cuUCTeMy, B KOTOpPoii QopmasibHble CBs3M OCIabIsAOTCS 3a Cyer
CeMaHTUYECKUX, a Ka’Xk/J0e OT/eJbHOEe CJIOBO CIIOCOOHO ObITh 3aKOHYEHHBIM U
CaMOCTOSITEJIbHBIM CUHTAKCUYECKMM I11eJIbIM, CBOOOIHBIM OT CHHTaKCUYEeCKOM
3aBUCMMOCTM MO OTHOLIEHUIO K CJIOBAM, HWePapXU4yecKu 0oJiee BBICOKUM.
WMubimu csioBamu, 9TO TOT TUII pedd, IPU KOTOPOM HET PA3JIMYUUSI MEXKIY CJIOBOM

1 NpEeaIOIKEHUEM 1 KOTOprfI 06I)I‘~IHO CUMTAETCH Jie>KallluM B CaMOM OCHOBAHUU

337
HNCTOPHU Y€JIOBEYECKOTI'O sI3bIKA.

What distinguishes at least two of Nabokov’s separately inscribed words is their
purposeful lack of self-sufficiency. The impersonal predicate “govoritsya” appears as a
matter-of-fact colloquial expression which, for that matter, has no individual value in the
context of the phrase where it belongs — even more so when we realise that the following
“smeyat’sya” is the standard verb for smile, not an uncommon expression that sometimes
people use; “kotorogo” is a relative pronoun and is therefore syntactically linked to what
precedes it while introducing the following subordinate, thus marking a transitory portion
— not an independent whole. In English, the relative “who” mimics the same effect, its
gratuitous alienation all the more noticeable due to its monosyllabic nature. The only other
word that was kept in isolation in the self-translated text is “enterprise.” In this case, its
removal from the verse row is far from irrelevant: industry and progress had a

programmatic value in the Futurist environment and, in that, it appears as a powerfully

3% Grigoriy Vinokur, Mayakovskiy — novator yazyka (Moskva: Sovetskiy pisatel’, 1943), 78.
337 Ibidem, 96.
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evocative key word which may be understood on a more concrete level as firm or
ﬁguratively as endeavour, undertaking.

As defined by Tomashevskiy, the conversational tone is a recurrent feature in
poetry: “srech Bblaep>KUBAeTCsl TOH Oecelbl, U OTCIOA MOJIydaeTcsl BledaTeHue OosbLieit
GIIMBOCTH TOBOPSINEr0 K CAYHIATENTI0, OOJBIIel YMOIMOHAIBHON HACKIIIEHHOCTH.
Nabokov’s lines do use such compelling strategies of direct involvement. The second
person pronoun ‘vy” / “you” is addressed to the readers, subsequently referred to as
“gospoda” / “gentlemen.” Insistent resolute questions require that readers reflect on the
theme of temporal power and authority. This, again, mimics Mayakovskiy’s fondness for
oral declamation and dialogic exchange with his audience. As Vinokur again states,
“HepBblii U camblii OOIMEA cTUIMCTUYECKUE Tpu3HaK s3bika MaskoBckoro saksrouaercss B
TOM, YTO OH LIEJIMKOM MPOHU3AH CTUXMEH YCTHOTO, U MPUTOM MPEUMYIIECTBEHHO IPOMKOTO
yerroro, ciosa. [...] Bee oo Hanmcano dua zonoca, a ne dna 2nas.”*> Colloquial expressions
relating to oral speech can be found in Nabokov’s “chestnoye slovo” / “word of honor,”
“vprochem” / “however” (the oral quality of the latter emerging more from the inclusion of
the whole aside as part of a parenthetical fragment), the “grunts of strain and release”
“ekh” and “ykh” in the source text (the onomatopoeia disappearing in English), the
exclamatory “net” / “no, thank you” as well as the all-encompassing conclusion “i tak dalee”
/ “and others of the same kind.” The declamatory quality of Nabokov’s poem will become
particularly evident in the second part, where, as clarified in Nabokov’s notes to the text,
the sentence “ni luchshe, ni veseley” is a parodic calque of Stalin’s “hilarious
pronouncement”* yeums cmano ayuwe, mums cmano secenee [life has grown better, life has

grown merrier], clearly detectible to any Russophone ear.

538 Tomashevskiy, Stilistika, 280.
539 Vinokur, HMayakovekiy — novator yazyka, 111 and 113. Vinokur’s italics.
540 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 133.

224



Nevertheless, such a seeming straightforwardness is outweighed by a considerable
lack of outspokenness. Nabokov’s language is allusive, almost allegorical. People are
presented n absentia. This is the case of Velimir Khlebnikov, alluded to in correspondence
of “smeyat’sya,” “yasnovidtsy” and “khokhotat’,” which go back to his Zaklyatiye smekhbom
[Exorcism by Laughter, 1908-1909], a cryptic spell where language is given new vitality
and acquires the power of a prophetic revelation. The lines “glyadya v binokl’ / na plotnogo
s ezhikom v lozhe” refer to Stalin, as also explained in Nabokov’s own note: “tourists
attending performances at Soviet theaters used to be deeply impressed by the late dictator’s

31 where the mention of tourists could be read as engaging with a Western /

presence,”
European point of view on the Russian government during the Stalinist era. What the self-
translation as “looking through an opera glass / at the burly one, bristly haired, in the grand
box” lacks is the tongue-in-cheek iconoclasm of the original sentence, in which the term
“ezhik[/],” while also indicating the — quintessentially military — crew cut, has hedgehog as
its denotative meaning. Each one of the names “Yoanny, Lyudoviki, Leniny” has a
historical counterpart which is evidently preserved in the English text: “Yoan[/]” /
“John[/]” has its Slavic equivalent in Ivan, clearly referring to Ivan Groznyy;
“Lyudovik[/]” / “Lewis[/]” is a variation on the French Luis, a hint at Luis XIV; “Lenin[/]”
is the only name preserved in its original form both in the Russian version and the English
one. The prototype of leadership represented by these three notable historical ﬁgures
belonging to three different epochs is one of hegemonic authority with a marked solipsistic
disposition on the ruler’s part, spanning from tsarism, through autocracy to modern day
totalitarianism. Furthermore, in the Russian text each of the three names reflects the
language dominating in its respective era: Latin for the Middle Ages, French for Pre-

Enlightenment and Russian for the age of Socialisms. While mediating the content through

a naturalising version of the names — thus losing the linguistic stratification in favour of an

541 Tbidem.

225



Anglo-centric homogenisation — the self-translation retains the allusive quality of the source
text.

What is most unexpected of Nabokov’s versification is the crude impudence of the
next few lines, where the act of defecation is not so subtly implied. This, again, we can
interpret as an evidence of Mayakovskiy’s truthfulness to everyday language, even when it

requires vulgarity:

d)aMI/IIIprHOCTb SA3bIKA MaHKOBCKOFO O4Y€Hb JIET'KO OGHapy)KI/IBaeTCFI B €ro
CJIOBApHOM COCTaB€ 1 (bpa(ieOJIOI‘I/I‘-IeCKI/IX cpeacrnax. SJICCI) o6pa111a10T Ha C66$I
BHHUMAaHHE CJ10BA W BbIpAXXE€HUA rpy60BaToro, a MHoraga — OTKpOBEHHO I‘Py6OI‘O,
BYyJbrapHOIo CTW/isi, HAMEPEHHO N CO3HATE/IbHO IIPOTUBOIIOCTABJ/IAEMBIE ITOOTOM

o o 342
rI1aaKomy v CTaHAaApTHOMY CJI0BApio MaCcCOBOM JIMTEPATYPHOM NPOAYKIMH.

Nabokov’s use of onomatopoeic sounds in Russian in “kryakhtya na ekh i na ykh,”
further expands his adherence to prosaic fraseologisms and mundane colloquialisms in the
present verses. The self-translated text detaches itself from the original counterpart and
uses a more formal periphrastic “grunts of strain and release.” Though the language is
undoubtedly less eloquent, the vividness of the scene is still retained.

The second part of the poem is equally rich in implied references and hidden

presences.

Nabokov’s Russian text
Second part
Ymupaer co CKyKH UCTOPHK:
3a Mamaem Bce Tor xe Mamaii.
B camom nene, Hesb3s sxe Ham ¢ rops
MOCTYMUTh, KAK YMHOBHBIA Kuraii,
Ky4y JUIIHAX BEKOB NMPUCYUTABIINI
K MCTOPUN CKPOMHOI CBOEH,
OT 3TOTO, BIIPOYEM, He CTaBLIeH
HU Jydllle, HA Becese.

Kyuepa rocynapcrs 3aro xopoumn

32 Vinokur, HMayakovekiy — novator yazyka, 123.
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IIPU UCHOJIHEHUU JOJIXKHOCTU: mbKo
JlefssHasi HABCTPedy JeTUT CUHEBA,
OrHeBble TpellaT Ha BETPY pPyKasa...
Habmonarens rnsiour MHOCTPAaHHBIN
U criepeau BUAUT NPEeKpPacHbIe OYM HaBBIKAT,
a c3aJM MpeKpacHOI0 NOMeCh AMBAHHOU
MOAYIIKU C YyAOBUIIHOMN THIKBOM.
Ho neruna B peranusax nin
BOJIK B MAKUHTOIIIE,

B d)yp&)KKe C HEMEUKNM KPYTBhIM KO3BIPbKOM,
OXPUIIIINI U BeCh IePEeKOIIEeHHbIH,

B OCTAHOBUBIIIEMCS] aBTOMODMIIE —
WU OIISITB JKe DaHKeT
C KaBKAa3CKUM BUHOM —

HET.

ITokoiiHbl Mot Te3ka,
MUCABIINHA CTUXU U B MOJOCKY
U B KJIETKY, Ha CAMOM BOCXO/le
BCECOIO3HO-MEIIAHCKOIo KJacca,
KaObI JOKUJI 1O ITOJIAHS,

HbIHE OBbI pncl)MbI HATITUBAaJ
Ha «MOHYMEHTAaJIEH»,

Ha «IepernepymI» —

U Tak jgajiee.

Literal translation

The/an historian dies of boredom:

after Mamay follows the same Mamay.

In fact, we cannot handle

misfortune, like bureaucratic China,

that added a heap of superﬂuous centuries

to its modest history,

not becoming, by the way,

any better, any merrier.

The coachmen of governments, in return, are good
while fulfilling [their] duties: quickly

the glacial blue flies towards them,

(the) fiery sleeves clap in the wind...

The foreign observer looks

and in front sees (some) beautiful bulging eyes
and behind a beautiful hybrid of a divan
cushion with a monstruous pumpkin.

But the husky fellow with decorations or

the wolf in a mackintosh,

wearing a peak-cap with the German steep/thick visor,
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hoarse (voiced) and entirely contorted,
in a/the pulled up car —

or again a/the banquet

with Caucasian wine —

no.

My late namesake,

who wrote verses and in lines

and cells, on the very rise

of the Soviet bourgeois class,

if only he had lived until noon/midday,
now he would be drawing rhymes

on “monumental”,

on “over-pepper” —

and SO Oon.

Nabokov’s English version
The historian dies of sheer boredom:
On the heels of Mamay comes another Mamay.
Does our plight really forces us to do
what did bureaucratic Cathay
that with heaps of superfluous centuries
augmented her limited history
(which, however, hardly became
either better or merrier)?
Per contra, the coachmen of empires look good
when performing their duties: swiftly
toward them flies the blue of the sky;
their flame-colored sleeves clap in the wind;
the foreign observer looks on and sees
in front bulging eyes of great beauty
and behind a beautiful blend
of divan cushion and monstrous pumpkin.
But the decorated big fellow or else
the trench-coated wolf
in his army cap with a German steep peak,
hoarse-voiced, his face all distorted,
speaking from an immobile convertible,
or, again, a banquet
with Caucasian wine.

No, thank you.

If my late namesake,
who used to write verse, in rank
and in file, at the very dawn

of the Soviet Small-Bourgeois order,
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had lived till its noon
he would now be finding taut rhymes
such as “praline”
or “air chill,”
and others of the same kind.

As a histor_y book following through different epochs, Nabokov’s account goes on to
present Mamay, a Mongol commander of the Golden Horde in the 14th century, appearing
here as the embodiment of foreign — Eastern — rule, violent invasion as well as the ancestor
of Ivan Groznyy’s despotism. Giambattista Vico’s prophetic notion on the “corsi e ricorsi”
of history, which he theorised in his Scienza nuova [The New Science, 1744], is reduced to
its utmost essence, as ingrained in Vico’s own words: “ed & maraviglioso il ricorso di tali

"% the barbarian domain represented in the

cose umane civili de’ tempi barbari ritornati,
person of Mamay. The negative judgement on China, its “kuchu lishnikh vekov” / “heaps of
superfluous centuries,” becomes more subtle in English, where the historically connoted
variant “Cathay” (which also sounds closer to the Russian “Kitay”) is preferred. Such a
choice shows Nabokov’s attentive consideration of the historical context as conveyed by
words: Cathay is the name by which China was known to medieval Europe.”* While
projecting the reflection onto a diachronic background, this historical shift in the English
lexicon softens the sharpness of the hostile opinion, removing it from the present.

This is where Nabokov’s diction again departs from Mayakovskiy’s: such a refined
vocabulary as manifested in “Cathay” and, later on, the Latin adversative conjunction “per

contra” as well as the Latin noun “patria,” all pertaining the self-translated text, contrasts

with Mayakovskiy’s much more pragmatic style and taste for vivid, contemporary

545 Giambattista Vico, “Principi di scienza nuova d’intorno alla comune natura delle nazioni, in questa terza

impressione dal medesimo autore in un gran numero di luoghi corretta, schiarita, e notabilmente accresciuta,”
in Opere Filosofiche, edited by Paolo Cristofolini (Firenze: Sansoni, 1971), 682.
34 Oxford Dictionaries, en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/cathay. Accessed 13 Sept. 2017.
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communication. For this reason O pravitelyakh results in an amalgam of parodic style and

individual creation:

in the poem “On Rulers,” Mayakovsky is parodied only in the lines devoted to
him (lines 52-60), especially in the suggestion that he would have rhymed the
name Churchill with the Russian word “pereperCHIL,” overpeppered.
Mayakovsky who knew no other languages but Russian and Georgian (which
he learned as a child) was indeed notorious for his wrong stress of foreign
names and words, indicating through his rhyming that he stressed both the first
and the last names of the American President Woodrow Wilson on their last
syllables. Otherwise, this poem does not break its lines into Mayakovskian
“stepladder” (lesenka) pattern, nor does it use Mayakovsky-style rhymes,
which Nabokov did in other poems dating from the same period, such as

“Slava” (“Fame”).>®

For all their rather categorical segmentation, Simon Karlinsky’s words do confirm
the hypothesis that Nabokov'’s verses are to a certain extent linked to Mayakovskiy’s: they
are not exactly broken into Mayakovskian “stepladder” pattern, yet they are powerfully
remindful of that. They mimic it, they mock it — between imitation and novel creation, they
become a tertium of their own.

In this respect rhymes also play an important role. With regard to Nabokov’s
overall verse production, it goes without saying that, while Modernism significantly “de-
grammaticised” rhyme and preferred a much freer approach to the outline, Nabokov “is
less adventurous than Bryusov, and extremely conservative when compared with one of

the principal innovators of his time, Vladimir Mayakovsky.”** This is to be found in such

exact rhymes as “inogda” — “gospoda,” “myasniki” — “knyaz’ki,” “Mamay” — “Kitay,”
Ly g gosp Ly Ly Ly y
“prischitavshiy” — “stavshey,” “sineva” — “rukava,” “inostrannyy” — “divannoy” and
P Ly Y NA% Y
“kozyrkom” — “vinom,” only to name a few. And yet a different use of rhyme can be

observed in O pravitelyakh. Referring back to the first part of the poem, the rhyme between

3 Karlinsky, “Nabokov and Some Poets of Russian Modernism,” revel.unice.fr/cycnos/index.html?id=1453.
Accessed 4 Sept. 2017.
346 Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse Form,” 293.

230



“slovo” — “kotorogo” and “kakogo” is betrayed by the difference between the graphic
realisation of the voiced velar stop /g/ and its labialisation when pronounced; a rhyming
pattern can often be detected between words including one another, as in “priyatel” —
“predpriyatiya,” “podlozhechkoy” — “lozhe,” “Leniny” — “koleni” and, in the second part,
“khorovhi” — “shibko,” “sineva” and “rukava” — “navykat,” “«monumentalen»” — “dale,” all of
which require a truncation to be perceived. Such a tendency is compensated for with the
use of an enriched similarity between preceding or following lexical items, such as in the
case of “bul’kan’ya” — “binokl’,” “ezhikom” — “lozhe,” “lyudoedy” — “lyubovniki” —
“lomoviki,” as well as full repetitions, as in “s kakikh eto por,” “Karl,” “na [ekh] 1 na [ykh],”
“Mamay,” “ni [luchshe], ni [veseley].” This alternation between exactness and anomaly
could be interpreted as an attempt at illustrating Mayakovkiy’s style while also discrediting
it: “Nabokov viewed departures from exactitude as a specific device,” Smith insists, “to be
used to mark certain particular texts, rather than as a generaﬂy available formal resource
which it became in Russian poetry during his time.”*” The result, therefore, is rather
destabilising and nonuniform, almost discontinuous.

Both the Russian and the English texts show a strong will to preserve the level of
rhetorical awareness and playfulness on both the phonetic and lexical levels: if the source
text presents a strong consonance between “priyatel’” and “predpriyatiya,” the target text
has “empires” instead of “gosudarstv[a],” thus creating a consonance with the
aforementioned “enterprise,” hinting at the juxtaposition and contiguity of state and
industry, an analogy that was spurred, in the USSR, by the implementation of the first
Five-Year Plan (1928-1932); such a choice also suggests a verbal relation between an
emperor’s absolute sovereignty and the v0z/hd’s power over the Soviet territories. The strong
alliteration of the stop sound in “utterly rotten” strengthens the sense of bitterness and

disappointment of the passage as well as the impression of stale atmosphere and

547 Tbidem, 295.
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corruption. The lexical correlation between “lyudoyedy” — “lyubovniki” (in the root in “lyu-
") and “lyubovniki” — “lomoviki” (in the suffix “-v(n)iki”) evolves into a semantic
progression from “cannibals,” through “loverboys” to “lumbermen” that shows the signs of a
human evolution from annihilation to maturity; but, because of Nabokov’s lack of faith in
evolutionism, this ends up in nothing more than a lumbering movement. The use of two
contrasting compound words in “ostanovivshe[yesya] avtomobile,” the first implying stasis,
the second suggesting movement, 1s reproduced in the oxymoron between torpor and
change in “immobile convertible,” which takes advantage of the increased consonance
between the suffixes.

Since Nabokov wrote the poem in question in 1944, after his emigration to the US,
history is observed from an external point of view, which is explicitly mentioned in
correspondence of the “nablyudatel’ [...] inostrannyy” / “the foreign observer.” The
perspective being identified as estranged, it results in distorted views and disturbing
appearances: the trip through history is compared to a real coach journey where the path is
dictated by the “kuchera gosudarstv” / “coachmen of history,” whose appealing beauty
masks their grotesque backsides, quite literally remindful of stuffed cushions or the bulging
surface of pumpkins. This also may serve as a further evidence of Nabokov’s fascination
with the device of ostraneniye, as discussed in chapter 3.

The subsequent verses contain the description of the two heads of state dominating
the scene during the Second World War: while the “detina v regalyakh” / “decorated big
fellow” 1s 1dentified as a “Soviet g,eneral”348 by Nabokov himself, the “volk v makintoshe” /
“trench-coated wolf” is none other than Adolf Hitler, depicted in his usual attire, a coat and
the army cap; the “kavkask[oe] vin[o]” / “Caucasian wine,” on the other hand, is indicative
of Josef Stalin, who was known to be fond of Caucasian wine and was Georgian himself.

The mention of Teheran in the notes refers to the Tehran Conference held in 1943,

548 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 133.
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attended by Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill. This, Nabokov calls out, will be our last stop
in the historical journey which he himself has been guiding us through, verse after verse.
The Russian exclamation “net,” enriched in the English version as a more ironically
polite “no, thank you,” introduces the reader to the last part of the poem, also incorporating
an embedded portrayal. Nabokov’s “pokoynyy [...] tezka” / “late namesake,” by way of
analogy, brings us back to Vladimir Mayakovskiy. Nabokov’s imitation game emerges to
the surface of the poem When, in the last few verses, once the reference has been disclosed,
his rhyming pattern comments on Mayakovskiy’s much debated attitude towards the
Soviet regime. In the Russian original, Nabokov uses “monumentalen” and “pereperchil”**
to covertly allude to Stalin and Churchill respectively, without explicitly mentioning them.
And yet the two men are embedded there, in the fabric of the poem, their names more
resonant through their purposeful absence. Moreover, the adjective and the verb are
selected on the basis of their analogy with the person each of them characterises: Stalin was
undoubtedly a monumental presence in Russian as well as global history. Churchill’s
association with the verb “pereperchi[t’]” is slightly less immediate to catch but is equally
played on analogy: the Russian verb means literally to overdo with pepper; on a more
figurative note it also may indicate to behave miscalculating measures or limits, to
ezs(aggerate.s‘[’0 As a matter of fact, Churchill was known to have a rather confident
boisterous personality, a characteristic that would be particularly beneficial during WW2,
when his animated speeches inspired the British nation and “added pepper” to his people’s
souls. This analogical relation between signifier and signified is radically changed in the
English self-translated text. First, the translation is naturalising since the two signifiers are

substituted in order to reproduce the same rhyming pattern in the target language — sound,

5 Smith considers Mayakovskiy’s suicide poem «Lyubit? ne lyubit? Ya ruki lomayu...» and its pun “urmmpent
ucniepuen” as a possible referent (Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse Form,” 296).

350 Bol'shoy tolkovo-frazeologicheskiy slovar’ Mikhel'sona, dic.academic.ru/dic.nsf/michelson_old/6594/ITepeconurs.
Accessed 13 Sept. 2017.

233



in this case, is prioritised over sense. Second, the relation between the word i praesentia
and that 2 absentia is not one of analogy but rather of contrast: the word “praline,” which
still rhymes with Stalin, evokes a sense of sweetness and mildness. Though Stalin’s public
icon had been carefully conjured up so as to convey an aura of benevolence and
compassion, his intolerant regime induced a state of great terror which was anything but
mild or merciful, the inflexibility of steel rooted in the very name he chose to go by in
history. On the other hand, the coldness of the “air chill” contrasts with the hotness
prompted in the Russian allusion to pepper, both on the atmospheric and chromatic levels.

Nabokov’s rhymes tn absentia are of great importance and are to be interpreted as a
manifestation of his own personal dismissal of Mayakovskiy’s versification, which he saw
as ultimately compliant with Stalin’s hegemonic power. This emerges when we compare
the two — linguistically divergent — terms referring to the Russian leader, “monumentalen”
and “praline.” One celebrates the leader’s mythological stature, the other contributes to the
narrative of an appealing authority. Both are attributed by Nabokov to Mayakovskiy’s
pen, had the latter been alive when the poem in question was written. As stated in his essay
Philistines and Phiistinism (1981), by bourgeois Nabokov understood “in Flaubert’s sense
[...] a state of mind, not a state of pocket. A bourgeois is a smug philistine, a dignified
vulgarian.””' Had the guiding light of Futurism not fallen victim to that same regime he
was accused of complying with, Nabokov seems to imply, he would have joined the “Soviet
Small-Bourgeois order.”

In a note to his self-translation, Nabokov defined Mayakovskiy as a “minor soviet
poet, endowed with a certain brilliance and bite, but fatally corrupted by the regime he
faithfully served.”** Alas, among the many obscure Soviet poets he could have mentioned,

a minor poet Mayakovskiy was not. Not even in the West. On the contrary, the most

31 V]adimir Nabokov, “Philistines and Philistinism,” in Lectures on Russian Literature, 3009.
352 Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 133.
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resonant voice of Russian avant-garde poetry, he was one of the very few writers who, at
the dawn of the Soviet regime, was accorded a foreign visa and given the rare privilege to
travel through America in 1925 for three months — a poet in diplomatic guise. This,
however, in Nabokov’s eyes, was not a case to praise. This, on the contrary, was enough of

a guilt.

Nabokov’s uncanny imitation of Mayakovskiy’s style breaks the mould of his “rank
/ and file” poetry, gradually dissecting its most distinguishing features and reproducing
them in an estranged form which subverts its supposedly innovative features right from the
inside. O pravitelyakh results in a game of contradictions. While Mayakovskiy’s presence is
recognisable in Nabokov’s declamatory pose and his informal language, the centred layout
gives his poem the retrospective look of an epitaph; its allusiveness impinges on the
straightforwardness of Mayakovskiy’s verbal encomium of the Revolution and the
subsequent Soviet regime. Nabokov is able to turn the incumbent presence of some of the
most resonant names of the 20th century into an absence which is still very much palpable.
On Rulers doubles the effect of the original by further exploring the possibilities of such a
parodic imitation. Though less frequently appearing in the English text, the only two
monolexical verses there pursue two determinant functions: the first contradicts
Mayakovskiy’s tendency towards syntactic isolation, the second consists of a key word
which, on its own, is able to recreate the context for Futurism. The prosaic informality of
the original Russian text is significantly decreased and compensated for with the use of
more formal expressions. The concluding rhyming pun, adapted to the target language,
adds a layer of contrast with the original counterpart by suggesting an even more
conflicting image of the vozhd” and thus further trivialising the falsely laudatory attitude. O
pravitelyakh | On Rulers is ultimately an extended parody of poets and leaders alike — of both

poetry serving the purpose of power and power as a form of parade and performance.
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Reticence ensues from parody and becomes an instrument to achieve it. Still, the silence of

omissions is more resonant than shouted names. A word is enough to the wise.
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PART 3

SYNTHESIS
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5. A LONGER POEM

Caasa / Fame

Rarely does translation come to a definitive end. It is a process rather than a
closure, an intention instead of a resolution. Because of its intrinsic nature, the act of self-
translation does not know exhaustion: the self-translative mode is a ruminant meditation on
oneself’s oeuvre. Yet instead of being merel_y retrospective, self-translated poems put the
past into a new perspective. They entrust the text with a new existence, a restored — or

brand new — fame.

Nabokov wrote the longer poem Slava [Fame] in 1942, shortly after his emigration
to the US. In spite of its direct and immediate title, the text is a slow introspective
contemplation on the poet’s eventual anonymity and disappearance into oblivion. By virtue
of its complexity, Slava condenses some of the most recurrent themes and features explored
in the previous chapters of the present comparative study and might be useful to draw

some final conclusions.

Mimicry
Slava ponders on the fate of an émigré writer, whom the author identifies with,

considering his highly likely disappearance into oblivion.
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Nabokov'’s initial insistent use of similes sounds like a hiccuping lilt (“like a spy, like

"3%%)  fragmenting the reading flow into a cadenced

a hangman, like an evil old schoolmate
and monotonous litany. Such a repetitive pace introduces the reader to Nabokov’s main
inspiration for the rhythmic component: “(Akakiy Akakievich / had a weakness, if you
remember, for “weed words,” / and he’s like an Adverb, my waxy guest).” The lines in
Slava mimic Gogol'’s style, “interspersed with more or less meaningless accessory words.”%
Nabokov’s imitation of Gogol’s diction, however, does not fall short of implications and
introduces us to the poet’s feeling of linguistic inadequacy as well as to his attempt at
mimicry as a tool for adaptation and consequent survival. “I can’t make my tongue conform
to those accents”, writes Nabokov. Like a child learning to speak, Nabokov’s poetic effort
is an exercise in adherence to form and structure in the attempt to preserve the legacy of
the past.

Such a faith in norm and tradition is also quintessentially autoreferential since it
applies to Nabokov’s own literary production, taking the form of a mostly source oriented
self-translation, to the point that the English syntax or some lexical units may sound
unusual and unconventional. This often results in marked elements, which tend to preserve
and expose their connections to the source text, therefore resulting in functional
markedness, consisting in “un qualsiasi frammento di testo che violi le aspettative
contestuali dei parlanti.”** Though not necessarily overtly foregnising translations, the
English versions often showcase more elaborate linguistic options, as a consequence of the
predominance of their original Russian counterparts. The fact that the target texts usually

have a looser rhythm and more irregular rhyme patterns is due to Nabokov’s distinct

interest in lexical choices. His taste for ekphrastic depictions and intertextual dialogues do

5% This and the following quotations are from Nabokov, Poems and Problems, 102-113.
34 Ibidem, 113.

5% Salmon, “Il processo autotraduttivo: definizioni e concetti in chiave epistemologico-cognitiva,” 88.
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serves in point of fact the purpose of mumesis. Coherently enough, the potential for

reversibility is generally rather high, mostly due to Nabokov's reliance to the Russian text.

Displacement
Reversibility is, after all, ingrained in Nabokov’s lines: that of the rostos is probably
the most recurrent motif in Nabokov’s prose and poetry, frequently taking the shape of a

thematic restoration of the past:

but my word, curved to form an aerial viaduct,
spans the world, and across in a strobe-effect spin
of spokes I keep endlessly passing incognito

into the flame-licked night of my native land

If, as demonstrated above, the return to the motherland takes the shape of a source
oriented self-translation, Nabokov’s verses do leave space for fresh initiative, turning
linguistic displacement into the disarraying principle that breaks into the orderly surface of
his predominantly retrospective style. “And furthermore, not without brio, / you happened
to write in a quite foreign tongue,” he writes in Fame.

Self-translation thus returns to the original act of translatio, by which matter is
physically moved from one place to another. As a consequence, the poet himself is allowed
to envision his own return home: “and a vision: you are in your country”. He transcends
contingency and, by way of his own linguistic act, projects himself onto a parallel
dimension, freed of any physical and chronological constraints. Such an unconventional
treatment of logic and logistics reverberates in Nabokov’s use of metasememes and
metalogisms, whereby a preference for more target oriented variants is spurred by the need

for a symmetrical impact on Russian and English readers alike. Thus rebalanced,
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Nabokov's self-translative mode consists in “uno scambio linguistico orizzontale, [...] un
rapporto simmetrico.”**

Such a horizontal, or symmetrical, correlation allows the target text to become not a
mere replica of the source text, but rather an independent self-sufficient product, fully
responding to the principles of inventiveness and creative elaboration, in that the symbolic
capital is equally distributed among source and target texts.”” Therefore the self-translated
version manages to live through displacement and survive in a different linguistic

framework, taking advantage of the new perspectives that a different idiom allows to

explore.

Omission
Yet Nabokov’s linguistic articulation falls short of accuracy when it comes to reveal
the essence of this other dimension. Hence the aposiopetic discourse which, counter to any

logics, turns reticence into an expressive medium:

And I'm happy. I'm happy that Conscience, the pimp
of my sleepy reflections and projects,

did not get at the critical secret. Today

I am real remarkably happy.

The main secret tra-t4 tra-t4-ta tra-t4 -

and I must not be overexplicit;

this is why I find laughable the empty dream
about readers, and body, and glory.

Without body I've spread, without echo I thrive,

and with me all along is my secret.

Thus self-translation becomes the privileged instrument to transcend space and time

as Well as a tOOl to code and recode eXperience:

%56 Grutman, “Beckett e oltre: autotraduzioni orizzontali e verticali,” 52.

37 Ibidem, 54.
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I admit that the night has been ciphered right well
but in place of the stars | put letters,
and I've read in myself how the self to transcend -

and I must not be overexplicit.

Self-translation may ultimately be interpreted as the secret to overcome
circumstantial barriers and contextual limits. Even when reticent, the uttered word

becomes a mirror onto which the author is reflected, a portal into conscience:

but one day while disrupting the strata of sense
and descending deep down to my wellspring
I saw mirrored, beside my own self and the world,

something else, something else, something else.

An exercise in discipline, self-translation hinders oblivion. Like a glass exposed to
light, the poem exposed to the self-translating action mirrors the poet’s reflective process,
while contemplating the possibility for untrodden exegetic paths, stimulating fresh insights.
For this reason, Nabokov's self-translation is a form of “supra-autotraduzione,”® in that it
moves from a rarer language (Russian) into a more widespread one (English), pursuing the
purpose of self-promotion.

Yet reticence becomes a tool by which the two versions and the hierarchical
linguistic distribution are rebalanced: what cannot be attained in Russian is equally
inaccessible to the English language. This and the nostalgic presence of Russian that we
may be able to detect in Nabokov’s English verses re-equilibrate the self-translating
process. Thus, rather than bifurcated, self-translation conjoins source and target versions,
moving beyond any form of preconceived or even conventional relationship between the

two languages as well as Nabokov’s own exogenous bilingualism.*”

358 Tbidem, 55.
5% “Incontriamo perd anche parecchi autotraduttori il cui bilinguismo & invece esogeno [as opposed to the

endogenous one], ovvero ¢ il risultato di uno spostamento e di un'influenza esteriore alla comunita d’origine.
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Once the balance has been restored, source and target text become mutuaﬂy vital
and essential to an in-depth understanding of Nabokov’s self-translative as well as creative
process. Once correlated, their interdependence exposes that liminal space where
translation happens and continues to negotiate between languages and cultures well

beyond the moment when the act of rephrasing ends.

E il caso per eccellenza dei numerosi scrittori costretti dall’'emigrazione a cambiare lingua o a scegliere fra

lingue diverse.” Ibidem, 57.
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POSTLUDE

I am advocating that we should trust the text. We should be
open to what it may tell us. We should not impose our ideas on

it, except perhaps just to get started.

John Sinclair, Zrust the Text.”™

360 John Sinclair, Trudt the Text. Language, Corpus and Discourse, ed. John Sinclair and Ronald Carter, (London:

Routledge, 2004), 23.
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In Lieu of Conclusions

“Music, I regret to say, affects me merely as an arbitrary succession of more or less
irritating sounds.” Nabokov’s snobbery towards music may seem surprising, disappointing
to some extent. Especially when we compare the two forms of artistic endeavour. Poetry
and music do in fact share most of their core features, from rhythmic modulations to a
certain tempo.

In order to understand Nabokov's standpoint, we should take into account the fact

that, according to him, poetry meant first and foremost tradition and mimesis:

formal innovation was characteristic of those poets who stood politically to the left,
who accepted the Revolution of 1917 and remained in Russia or soon returned to
it. For Nabokov, this rendered them unacceptable; and the formal choices that he
made indicated very graphically his nostalgia for a time before the spirit of

innovation had changed Russian poetry and Russian society.”'

What poetry and music do not share, is the principle of arbitrariness, which in
music develops into improvisation, while taking poetry down the path of free verse.

In this sense, as far as tradition is concerned, poetry is a form of repetition, a
variation of what precedes, an iteration of the past. Meter, rhythm and rhymes are tools to
convey the impression of moving forward while, on the contrary, keeping still and firm

within the frame of structured alterations that are all but arbitrary.

361 Smith, “Nabokov and Russian Verse Form,” 302.
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Nabokov composed Parizhskaya poema [The Paris Poem, 1943] in anapaestic
trimeter, a meter he loosely conveyed in his self-translated version. Built on such a peculiar

pattern, the poem is itself a hymn to recurrence:

In this life rich in patterns (a life
unrepeatable, since with a different
cast, in a different manner,

in a new theatre it will be given),

no better joy would I choose than to fold
its magnificent carpet in such a fashion
as to make the design of today coincide

with the past, with a former pattern,

in order to visit again - oh, not
commonplaces of those inclinations,
not the map of Russia, and not a lot

of nostalgic equivocations -

but, by finding congruences with the remote,
to revisit my fountainhead,
to bend and discover in my own childhood

the end of the tangled-up thread.

Poetry thus becomes that rumyanaya dorozhka which Nabokov cyclically goes back
to in order to revisit his own past and, by way of that, the past of his native culture and
Russian motherland. Self-translation is an alternative route to the same destination, albeit
not a shortcut.

For us, readers, self-translations constitute an additional opportunity to plunge in
the depths of the literary text and resurface with a more profound awareness on both
source and target material. Self-translated works, for all their eulogy of hybridity and
coexistence, invite us to go back to the very essence of literature and Literary Studies. Self-
reflected, the textual evidence is given primary importance as both the poet’s own working

material and the reader’s/scholar’s riddle. This is the reason why, in spite of it seeming
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anachronistic, I have chosen to trust the text. Close reading is, I think, the most suitable
approach to any comparative study of self-translated versions. Treating language as data s,
after all, a potent antidote to superficial readings and forgetfulness. Thus John Sinclair

wrote:

the text at any particular time carries with it everything that a competent reader
needs in order to understand the current state of the text. It encapsulates what
has gone before in a single act of reference, so that the previous text has exactly
the same status as any other piece of shared knowledge. In many cases it also

prospects forward and sets the scene for what follows.**

362 Sinclair, Trust the Text. Language, Corpus and Discourse, 15.
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