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Nabokov and Play

In December 1925, Vladimir Nabokov said that “everything in the world plays”
and that “everything good in life — love, nature, the arts and domestic puns — is play.”
This thesis argues that, after December 1925, play was Nabokov’s leading idea. Previous
critics have spoken of Nabokov as a playful writer but have not drawn on the untranslated
early Russian texts; have rarely discussed the actual games depicted in his novels; and
have been vague on what it means to call Nabokov a playful writer. This thesis argues
that Nabokov’s novels after 1925 are all playful or game-like in different ways related to
the games they depict, and become ever more radically so. It provides a chronological
narrative of play as the evolving subject and style of Nabokov’s writing.

The first chapter discusses the sources of Nabokov’s idea of aesthetic play in
Kant, Schiller, and Nietzsche. The second chapter traces the emergence of play in
Nabokov’s earliest writings, from 1918 to 1925, isolating the themes of play of self, play
as make-believe, and play as violence. The third chapter looks at how in King, Queen,
Knave (1927) and The Luzhin Defense (1930), Nabokov adopted the scheme of Lewis
Carroll’s two Alice books, first using cards as an image of play and freedom, then chess
as an image of rule and game. The fourth chapter shows that in the 1930s Nabokov wrote
about play in contrast to work, and deals with Glory (1931), Despair (1934), Invitation to
a Beheading (1935-6), and The Gift (1937-8; 1952). The fifth chapter is about free play in
Nabokov’s American writing, and emphasises the influence of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.
It covers Bend Sinister (1947), Speak, Memory (1951; 1967), Lolita (1955) and Ada
(1969). The sixth chapter argues that Pale Fire (1962) belongs to the genre of the literary
game, and is in complex intertextual relation to a previous literary game, Pope’s Dunciad.
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Translation, Transliteration, Style and Format

For Nabokov’s Russian novels and stories [ have used his own translations,
which, though often based on rough drafts written by others, bear his final authority and
can be regarded as his writing. Where available, 1 quote from existing translations of
works by other authors. All other translations are my own. Where | quote from the
Sobranie sochinenii or Russian Collected Works, and from other pieces of Nabokov’s
early Russian writing, I give my own translation, and only rarely quote the original
Russian. So too with other Russian texts, such as Aikhenvald’s and Shklovsky’s. Where |
do quote the original Russian I use the same slightly simplified version of the Library of
Congress transliteration scheme laid out by Alexandrov in The Garland Companion to
Vladimir Nabokov." However, in the body of my text, I use the customary English
spellings of proper names, such as Gogol, Tolstoy, Chernyshevsky, Shklovsky, and Bely,
even when Nabokov spells them otherwise, and miss out the diacritical marks, giving
Aikhenvald rather than Aikhenval’d. In my footnotes and bibliography, however, I
transliterate Russian names exactly as they are spelled on the book-covers, so that, for
example, Aikhenvald appears as Aikenval’d and Shklovsky as Shklovskii. In the body of
the text [ give my translations of Russian titles (except for newspapers and journals), in
the footnotes I give the original Russian titles, and in the bibliography I give both. A few
of Nabokov’s works in Russian have titles in the English language, and in the Roman
alphabet: the Cambridge poems “Football”, “Lawn Tennis”, and “Biology”, and the
lecture “On Generalities”.

When [ first mention a primary text, I give the date or dates of first book

publication in parentheses. I have styled my thesis on the guidance of The Chicago

' Alexandrov, ed., The Garland Companion, xxvii.
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Manual of Style, 15™ edition. This is one of the systems recommended in the Notes for
Guidance provided by the Oxford University English Faculty to doctoral students. The
Chicago Manual recommends that “if the bibliography includes all works cited in the
notes, the note citations — even the citations to a particular work — can be quite concise,
since readers can turn to the bibliography for publication details and other information”,
and | have followed its instructions as to the form of citations, not giving publication

details in footnotes.?

2 University of Chicago Press, The Chicago Manual of Style, 594.
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References and Abbreviations

I have used a system of abbreviations, listed below, for my references to
Nabokov’s printed novels, plays, and poems, and also for the two volumes of Brian
Boyd’s biography. Where a single page is referred to, the reference is given in brackets in
the body of the text, as, for example (L 42), but where the context makes it obvious which
text is being referred to, the page number alone is given, as, for example, (37). In order to
avoid visual clutter, where two or more page references are cited, these are given in a
footnote.

SS refers to the Russian Sobranie sochninenii or Collected Works and references
are given as, for example, (SS 2:432), referring to volume 2, page 432. Where a single
piece is under discussion, after the first reference, SS is omitted, as, for instance, (432).

PF refers to Pale Fire. References preceded by |. or ll. refer to the line numbers of
John Shade’s poem, “Pale Fire”, as for example (PF 1l. 432-4). Other references refer to
the page numbers of the book, as for instance (PF 124). Throughout, “Pale Fire” refers to
Shade’s poem and Pale Fire to the entire text.

EO refers to Nabokov’s four-volume edition of Fugene Onegin and references are
given to volume and page number, as, for example, (EO 4:321).

A Ada, or Ardor: A Family Chronicle. 1969. With an afterword by Brian Boyd,

London: Penguin, 2000.

AY  Brian Boyd. Viadimir Nabokov: The American Years. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1991.

BS  Bend Sinister. 1947. An introduction by Vladimir Nabokov was added in 1964.
London: Penguin, 1974,

D Despair. Translated with an introduction by Vladimir Nabokov. 1965. London:
Penguin, 2000.
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Introduction

In December 1925 Vladimir Nabokov gave a talk to a Russian literary circle in
Berlin. His subject was an unlikely one: the recent boxing fight between the
heavyweights Hans Breitenstriter and Paolino Uzcudun. But Nabokov’s opening was
even more surprising than his subject. “Breitenstriter — Paolino” begins with a rapturous
vision of play as the essence of existence:

Everything in the world plays: the blood in the veins of a lover, the sun on
the water, and the musician on a violin.

Everything good in life — love, nature, the arts and domestic puns — is
play. And when we actually play — whether we throw peas at a tin battalion or
approach the net barrier in tennis, what we feel in our very muscles is the essence
of that play which possesses the marvellous juggler who tosses from hand to hand
in an unbroken sparkling parabola — the planets of the universe.

People have played ever since they came into being. There are eras —
holidays of humanity — when people become especially enamoured of games. So
it was in Ancient Greece, in Ancient Rome, and so it is in our own Europe of
today.' (SS 1:749)

This thesis argues that the opening of “Breitenstriter — Paolino” contains
Nabokov’s central artistic statement. After December 1925, play would always be his
leading theme. Nabokov would devote over fifty years to writing about play and games —
two terms in English, but in Russian covered by the single word igra. His novels form the
fullest, most sophisticated, and most profound treatment of play ever achieved. But they
are not just about games. They are games. In 1938 Nabokov wrote: “Literature will
always remain a game for me, the secret rules of which preclude my following any aim

foreign to its curiously divine nature.”” Each of Nabokov’s novels demands to be

considered as a game or form of play with its own secret rules, and there is a precise

' All translations from “Breitenstréter — Paolino” mine.
2 In a letter to his American literary agent Altagracia de Jannelli of May 18, 1938. The letter is printed by
Boyd in “‘Welcome to the Block’”, 149.



relation between the games that each novel describes and the way in which it is itself
playful or game-like.

After “Breitenstriter — Paolino”, Nabokov would never again theorise so
abstractly about play. Instead, he dramatised his ideas about play in his novels, all of
which contain scenes of play and games. At the beginning of Mary (1925), Ganin refuses
to play a guessing game. But after Nabokov had written “Breitenstriater — Paolino” in
December 1925, he committed himself to becoming a novelist of games. The title of his
next novel, King, Queen, Knave (1927), refers to cards, that of his third, The Luzhin
Defense (1930), to chess. In Glory (1931), there are scenes of Martin playing tennis. In
Camera Obscura (1933), which Nabokov adapted as Laughter in the Dark (1938), there
is an ice-hockey game. More significantly, at the climax of the novel is the cruel game
that Axel and Margot play with Albinus’s perceptions once he has been blinded, and
Nabokov considered calling the novel Blind Man’s Buff (RY 445). In Despair (1934),
Hermann watches little girls playing a game of marbles. In Invitation to a Beheading
(1935-6), Cincinnatus plays chess with Pierre. The Gift (1937-8; 1952) begins with a
description of Fyodor’s childhood games and toys. The Real Life of Sebastian Knight
(1941) is about a writer named in allusion to a chess-piece. In Bend Sinister (1947), Krug
remembers the games of football he used to play at school, games whose latent violence
is developed later in the “release-games” in which Krug’s son, David, is tortured to death.
In Lolita (1955), there is the tennis-game that Humbert and Lolita play in Champion,
Colorado. In Prin (1957), Pnin briefly finds dignity and stature in the game of croquet
that he plays with other Russian émigrés at a country house in New England. In Pale Fire

(1962), John Shade’s epiphany comes when he imagines the gods playing a “game of



worlds”. In Ada (1969), the games of Scrabble that Ada and Van enjoy reflect the word-
games of the novel. In Transparent Things (1972), Hugh Person can only get to sleep by
thinking of a particular tennis stroke. In Look at the Harlequins! (1974), Vadim glimpses
in a doctor’s waiting-room a “wee circular labyrinth, with five silvery peas inside that
had to be coaxed by judicious turns of wrist into the center of the helix.” (21) Later,
Vadim feels “trapped like a sliver pea teased into the center of a toy maze.” (118)

These are some of the most important descriptions of games in Nabokov’s novels.
But they represent only a small proportion of all the toys, games, sports, and forms of
play in his work. Nabokov frequently uses the Russian word igra and its English
equivalents, “play” and “game”, as well as phrases such as the “play of light” and the
“play of thought”. He writes about erotic play, games of illusion and deception, and the
games that people play with one another. He defends play in various subsidiary forms: as
idleness in the face of work, as nonsense and parody as opposed to earnestness and
didacticism, as invention and make-believe as distinct from mimesis and realism, and as
disinterestedness over utilitarianism.

Play was also an important part of Nabokov’s life. He cultivated the image of a
sportsman. All his life he composed chess problems, which in 1971 were published
alongside his poems as Poems and Problems. He boxed, and played tennis and football.
He was the goalkeeper for the team at Trinity College, Cambridge, and also for the
Russian émigré team in Berlin in the early 1930s (RY 377). He derived a major part of his
income in the 1920s from coaching tennis in Berlin. In his autobiography, Speak,
Memory (1951, 1967), Nabokov, putting back on the mask of the sportsman for his

American audience, wrote at length about his boxing, football, tennis, and chess. In the



early 1920s, he published some of the first cryptic crossword puzzles in Russian. As for
the other lifelong passion he describes in Speak, Memory, the study of butterflies, this
was also a form of play inasmuch as it was a disinterested pursuit. “Psyche” in Greek
means butterfly as well as mind, and the fluttering of the butterfly’s wings offers an
image for the free play of thought in Nabokov’s novels, and for the delicate lives that
need protection there: a butterfly pauses like a visiting angel above the game of tennis
between Humbert and Lolita, and a Red Admirable arrives in Pale Fire just before John
Shade is killed: “it flashed and vanished, and flashed again, with an almost frightening
imitation of conscious play which now culminated in its settling upon my delighted
friend’s sleeve.” (228)

Nabokov was a student of play in all its forms. After the initial statement on play,
much of “Breitenstriter — Paolino” is taken up with a learned account of the history of
boxing. In the late 1920s, he wrote a series of pieces about chess, culminating in The
Luzhin Defense, which allude to particular schools of chess and particular players. In
1926, he gave another talk, “On Generalities”, to the same literary circle at which he had
delivered “Breitenstriter — Paolino”. Condemning generalisations, he gave as his example
discussions of sport in modern culture: “And then if the conversation turns to sport, then
it is necessary to establish which people, which country, exactly which years are under
consideration. And then one should call upon someone who has a good knowledge of the

93

history of sport.”” When he lectured on Anna Karenina (1878) he spoke about the history

of ice-skating and tennis in Russia and drew detailed pencil-sketches of the outfits that

3 Nabokov, “On Generalities”, 13. My translation. This essay is in Russian, but the title on the manuscript
is written in English.



Kitty would have worn while skating and Anna when playing tennis.* When he edited
Eugene Onegin (1964) over the course of the 1950s, he researched the card-games and
the children’s games that Pushkin mentions.” In Pnin Nabokov gently mocked himself
and the research he had done for these footnotes, showing Pnin in the library with a book
on Russian myths, pedantically copying out “a passage referring to the old pagan games
that were still practised at the time, throughout the woodlands of the Upper Volga, in the
margins of Christian ritual.” (64)

Nabokov also seems to have had a good knowledge of the history of ideas about
play, though he used those ideas in writing his novels rather than directly discussing
them. The idea that art is a form of play was one of the main theories in European
aesthetics at the beginning of the twentieth century. Tolstoy, for example, discussed it in
his widely read What is Art? (1898), a copy of which was in the Nabokov family library.®
Tolstoy associated the play-theory of art with aestheticism and the ideal of “art for art’s
sake”, and traced it back to Kant and Schiller’s aesthetic theories.’ In the Critigue of
Judgement (1790; 1793), Kant described the “free play” of the faculties in aesthetic
judgement. In Kant this is a casual phrase for the indeterminacy of aesthetic experience.
But in 1795 the poet Friedrich Schiller, inspired by Kant, made play (or Spiel) the
centrepiece of his treatise On the Aesthetic Education of Man. According to Schiller, in
the world of beauty, play, and make-believe, we are free of compulsion, whether to our
physical nature or to our moral laws. He argues that beauty “cajoles” from man “a delight

in things for their own sake”, so that people and things are treated as ends as themselves,

* LRL 218-9; 234-5.

> EO 2:256-67; 283-5.

® Sistematicheskii katalog’ (1904), 39.
" Tolstoy, What is Art?, 96-7; 118.



and not as means to an end.® For Schiller, play is a symbol of freedom and the archetype
of all those activities whose end and value lie within themselves. Arguing that people are
dehumanised when they are treated merely as means to an end, Schiller says that “man
only plays when he is in the fullest sense a human being, and he is only fully a human
being when he plays.” (107) Later, Nietzsche would take up the theme of play, extending
it from the aesthetic sphere to a vision of the play of the whole universe, as in
“Breitenstriter — Paolino”. But whereas Schiller idealised play, Nietzsche in The Birth of
Tragedy (1875) and Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883-5) imagined play as an eternal force
that, like a child playing at building and demolishing sand-castles, builds worlds only to
destroy them.

Nabokov’s first piece of writing on play, the long poem “Childhood”, which he
wrote in 1918-9, may draw its image of the child at play from Nietzsche, whom he was
reading at that time. Nabokov seems to have been aware of Schiller’s ideas about play by
the time he wrote “Breitenstriter — Paolino”.” In King, Queen, Knave, the first novel he
wrote after “Breitenstréter — Paolino”, there are statuettes of Schiller being sold on street
corners around Berlin, and King, Queen, Knave tests the proposition that man is only
human when he plays. At the end of Lolita, Lolita marries a Richard F. Schiller and is
then several times referred to as Dolly Schiller, in an ironic reference to Schiller’s ideas
about beauty, humanity, and play: Lolita has been played with or treated as a doll.

Nabokov’s interest in play seems to have begun with aestheticism and its
philosophical theorists. But as a close study of the references in his novels reveals,

Nabokov soon looked for other writers interested in play, and discovered a concrete

® Schiller, Aesthetic Education, 171.
® For Nabokov reading Nietzsche in 1918, see RY 150.



literary history for the idea that philosophers had celebrated in the abstract. By his
allusions Nabokov puts his novels at the centre of a conversation about play that
encompasses not only the aestheticians who made play a respectable topic, but also a
group of novelists, poets, and critics whose treatment of play had been ignored or not
taken seriously. This thesis argues that in play Nabokov’s novels make central an
overlooked theme of literary modernism, present in writers as diverse as Lewis Carroll,
Andrey Bely, Victor Shklovsky, Franz Kafka and James Joyce. Nabokov was also
influenced from his earliest work by Alexander Pushkin, especially by his short story
“The Queen of Spades” (1834), a parable on the invincibility of play. Gradually, but
especially in the 1940s and 1950s, when he came to read English eighteenth century
literature for his edition of Eugene Onegin, Nabokov became aware that Pushkin stood at
the end of a tradition of literary play which goes back through Byron and Sterne to
Jonathan Swift and Alexander Pope, and before them to Erasmus and Thomas More. In
his Eugene Onegin, Nabokov tried to footnote every possible source for every word and
phrase of Pushkin’s. Though it is, necessarily, less comprehensive, my method in this
thesis is also to proceed through a close study of Nabokov’s literary allusions and
parallels.'®

There is no satisfactory book on the philosophical history of play, though there
are articles on it in several general reference works.!' Thanks to various literary theorists,
above all Mikhail Bakhtin, Jacques Derrida, and Michel Foucault, play became a

fashionable critical term in the 1960s and 1970s. But it has hardly been recognised that

'% For Nabokov’s defence of allusion, see his introduction to Bend Sinister, 10-11.

"' See Sonderegger, “Play” and Elias, “Art and Play”. The only book-length study in English of
philosophical treatments of play is Spariosu, Dionysus Reborn. Spariosu repeatedly forces “play” into
passages in Plato and Kant where the term does not occur, and as a result produces a very unreliable guide.



there is a literary history of play: not just that the term “play” can if one wishes be
casually applied to this or that writer, but that a number of writers, in dialogue with one
another across a span of centuries, have consciously thought about play and games,
talked plainly about “play” and “game”, and depicted scenes of play.'> As it explores
Nabokov’s allusions and references, this thesis follows in his footsteps and aims to mark
out the main points of the literary history of play. Because play is usually considered too
trivial for serious scholarly attention, its significance in many writers has been
underestimated, and by considering play, it has been possible to shed new light not only
on Nabokov, but also on other writers, especially Bely, Joyce, and Pope.

“Play” and its direct equivalent in Russian, igra, are elusive terms whose meaning
changes greatly depending on context. In a few pages published in 1973, W. K. Wimsatt
did a great deal to clarify the problems. Wimsatt was reacting above all to Johan
Huizinga’s Homo Ludens (1938), a work that remains the only well-known book on play.
Huizinga aimed to view every aspect of human society as forms of play, ranging from
war and law through scholarship, philosophy, and art. Wimsatt points out the danger of
this: play is a concept which can embrace everything, “a sort of metaphysical explanation
which explains too much — that is to say, which expands its focus upon a special idea
until that idea coincides with the whole horizon of the knowable universe. [...] Man as
player and as toy; the universe as a game played and as itself an agent playing.”"’

In “Breitenstréter — Paolino”, Nabokov did exactly this, expanding play until it

covered the entire universe. Yet in this thesis [ will be showing that Nabokov’s novels are

' The one exception is Duncan’s Ben Jonson and the Lucianic Tradition, which discusses the idea of the
lusus or literary game in Lucian, Erasmus, and More. I draw on this book in Chapter Six.
"3 Wimsatt, “Belinda Ludens”, 357-8.



full of the distinctions between kinds of play that “Breitenstriiter — Paolino” seems to
erase. Wimsatt is illuminating on these distinctions:
We have the double sense that play is both clearly different from certain other
things, and that it is a chameleon — or, as Wittgenstein would put it, only a
collection of family resemblances. We know that in our everyday usage play has
not a single opposite, but a medley — what is real, serious, or necessary, what is
work, war, or woe.'
If play is contrasted with the real it may signify make-believe. If it is contrasted with
what is serious it becomes syonymous with the trivial, and so imagination may be
trivialised. Plato combines these two thoughts in the Republic when he says that because
art is at one remove from the reality it claims to represent, it is “a kind of game, and
shouldn’t be taken seriously.”"> But if play is contrasted with necessity, and necessity is
understood as compulsion, then play may be recognised, in its full importance, as a force
that, by resisting compulsion, can form a basis for freedom. This is the logic by which
Kant and Schiller praise art as a form of play. If freedom is the basis for the good, then
play may on this line of reasoning be more useful than utilitarian activities with pre-
defined purposes. If we now return to Wimsatt’s list of the terms against which play is
defined, and consider play as opposed to work, war, and woe, then play and idleness
might be valued above work, play and peace above war, and a playful frivolity over the
earnestness that believes sober statements of definite belief the only acceptable response
to human woe.'®

Nabokov’s commitment to the idea of art as play might be taken to show that he

was a member of the aesthetic movement. It is an idea which one might naturally

" Ibid.

'* plato, Republic, section 602 b.

' For my account of the interaction between different antitheses of play, I am indebted to the discussion of
art as play in Sparshott, The Structure of Aesthetics, 207-218.
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attribute to aestheticism. Aesthetes such as Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde, trying to be
true to the essence of art as they understood it, emphasised invention and parody over
realist mimesis, producing works which depict idleness instead of work, flaunt their
seeming amorality and metaphysical frivolity, and resist being reduced to any earnestly
didactic message. Iulii Aikhenvald, the critic at whose colloquium Nabokov had
delivered “Breitenstriter — Paolino”, pointed to Wilde as the contemporary exponent of
the view that “art, broadly speaking, is play”.'” Nabokov is often considered the last of
the great aesthetes, and Speak, Memory, with its long descriptions of his luxurious
childhood, its defence of idleness, and its accounts of butterfly-collecting, does little to
discourage the view. Photographs of Nabokov as a young man show him dressed as a
dandy, and in The Gift, Nabokov offers a portrait of the young aesthete which clearly
draws on many details of his own life.

Yet among all Nabokov’s books, only Speak, Memory and The Gift, the first an
autobiography, the second semi-autobiographical, paint a flattering picture of play.
Nabokov’s novels, on the other hand, though they often allude to the utopian view of
play, are mostly about the potential danger and cruelty inherent in play. They celebrate
the imagination, only to show how rapaciously it seizes its toys from the outside world,
trapping them in games of deception and exploitation. Nabokov’s novels show all the
ways that play goes wrong, all the things there are in play apart from innocence and
goodness. It is the last refinement of Nabokov’s war against the didactic that in play he
gave his novels an aesthetic model which, as a phenomenon, those novels frequently

condemn. The distinction between Humbert, playing with Lolita, and Nabokov, playing

'" Aikhenval’d, Pokhvala prazdnosti, 80. This and all subsequent translations from Praise of Idleness are
my own.
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with words, can be disturbingly faint: “Oh, my Lolita, I have only words to play with”,
cries Humbert (L 32). Here Nabokov’s voice joins with Humbert’s.

Nabokov’s insistence on seeing the less wholesome side of play is part of his
critique of aestheticism. Like other modernists, such as T. S. Eliot and James Joyce,
Nabokov presses forward with aestheticism’s insistence that art must be free and
uncensored by didactic imperatives, but he tears away the veneer of superficial beauty
with which aestheticism had been associated. Looking beneath the surface of
consciousness, Nabokov investigates subterranean impulses such as violence, disgust,
loathing, and desire, and traces the aesthetic to an erotic source which frequently
expresses itself in perversity. “Breitenstréiter — Paolino” seems in its opening paragraphs a
defiant exclamation of the aestheticism which, fixing only on what is good and beautiful
in life — love, nature, and art, and play — ignores ugliness and pain. Yet the remainder of
the piece is about boxing, the form of play closest to fighting, and reminds us that there is
an element of conflict and therefore, potentially, of violence, in all forms of play. In The
Gift, Fyodor would claim that even noughts-and-crosses involved aggression, reflecting
that the “little pleasures” of shooting a gun are “represented moreover in other special
branches of sport, such as: tiger hunting, noughts and crosses, professional boxing” (121).
When we return to the opening paragraphs of “Breitenstriter — Paolino” we notice that
the examples of play Nabokov lists are instances of people playing at war. A child is
throwing peas at a battalion of tin soldiers. Someone is approaching the net barrier in
tennis: the word that Nabokov uses for barrier, bar ‘era, suggests the duelling-line.

The customary rhetorical antithesis between play and war blatantly disregards the

conflict and aggression in play and games. So, too, by habitually contrasting play with
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work and woe, Western culture implies that play is pleasant and easy, even though a
moment’s consideration will show that play is often strenuous and sometimes unpleasant.
Play is often contrasted with teaching, but modern education since Rousseau has taken it
for granted that children, and adults, learn through play. Nabokov’s novels destroy all of
these contrasts, and by taking play seriously as their central subject, they also make
nonsense out of the contrast between play and seriousness. This contrast helps to preserve
all the other illusions about play: by making play seem trivial, it protects it from close
scrutiny and safeguards the innocence and unknowingness which culture wants to
attribute to play.

Nabokov’s claim in “Breitenstriter — Paolino” that “Everything good in life -
love, nature, the arts and domestic puns — is play” is belied by the rest of the essay. It is
the first move in a complex deceptive game. Everything in Nabokov’s world is play, the
bad as well as the good. Nabokov’s novels re-define not only play, but also love, nature,
and art, by denying that they are necessarily good. In Lolita, Humbert’s love is
exploitative and is indifferent to the suffering of the loved one, and is pricked on by
shame and self-disgust. The desire for youth it describes is not in essence unnatural: as
Humbert says, “I have but followed nature. I am nature’s faithful hound.” (135) The art
of Lolita cannot be resolved into a single moral intention. By playing with love, nature,
art, and even play, Nabokov’s novels draw our attention to the often ugly reality which
these terms tend to hide in their approval.

Nabokov once praised a philosopher for his “splendid determination to take no

nonsense from words”, saying approvingly that “he is not to be taken in by the imp of
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ambiguity in a messenger boy’s disguise.”'® In Speak, Memory he recounts that, as an
undergraduate at Cambridge, he found “a secondhand copy of Dahl’s Inferpretive
Dictionary of the Living Russian Language in four volumes. | bought it and resolved to
read at least ten pages per day, jotting down such words and expressions as might
especially please me, and I kept this up for a considerable time.” (204) Nabokov would
have read the entries on Igrat’, “To Play”, and Igra, “Play”, in which Dahl painstakingly
works through several dozen sentences exhibiting all the actual usages of the word and
their individual nuances. Nabokov would do the same in his novels. At the head of the
entry Dahl says the following: “A child plays with a doll, a cat with a mouse, but
everybody [plays] with their favourite dream. Children play with dolls, but we [play] at
cat and mouse, at blind man’s buff, at cards”.'” Nabokov’s novels never get free, and
never wish to get free, from the dangerous 'ambiguities which haunt Dahl’s definition of
play. In the seemingly innocent play of the child with a doll, the imagination enlists an
inanimate object to its purposes. Adult play, which can involve one person making a doll
of another person by involving them unwittingly in their imagination, has the potential
for menace suggested by cat and mouse. But in that very play the dedicated student of
human nature can also find the favourite dream of every person and draw on it as the
material for art.

Most writers on play have drawn attention to its inherent ambiguity. The
anthropologist Brian Sutton-Smith, who has devoted his career to the subject, has
summed up his work in a book entitled The Ambiguity of Play. This ambiguity reflects

not just the word “play” but the phenomenon itself. As Sutton-Smith says, “play is a

'* Nabokov, “Prof. Woodbridge in an Essay on Nature Postulates the Reality of the World”, 15.
' Dal’, Tolkovyi slovar’, 7. My translation.



14

paradox, because it is and is not what it appears to be. Animals at play bite each other
playfully, knowing that the playful nip connotes a bite, but not what a bite connotes.”
Play in this sense involves doing something, yet somehow not doing it. In play, too,
children and adults learn skills which they have not yet fully understood. Further, play
entails an attempt to reconcile the inner world of subjectivity and the outer objective
world, the wishes of the imagination and the demands of reality. Then, too, as the child
psychologist Erik Erikson says, “play is a borderline phenomenon to a number of human
activities and, in its own playful way, it tries to elude definition.””' One of the meanings
of play is “free play”, play without rules, the rapid, measureless, and unpredictable
movement indicated by phrases such as “the play of light”, “the play of swords”, or “the
play of thought”. This sense of “play” (and igra) is concealed when we subjugate play to
game and think of play only as the verb for playing a game.

“Play”, as a metaphor for freedom, contrasts in English with “game”, as a
metaphor for convention, structure, and order. Russian, like French and German, has no
second word to set against igra, equivalent to the English word “game”, so that igra must
signify two directly opposite things, freedom and necessity, whereas in English “game”

(193

allows us to separate them out, at least in part. As Wimsatt wrote: “‘play’ does not always
entail ‘game’ [...] ‘game’ in fact is only one very special kind of play. Sometimes we
play games; at other times, as when we gambol, or romp, or swim, or walk in the woods,

or yodel, or doodle, we are just playing.”? Such “free play” is principally to be found

where one person is playing on their own, in infants and young children, or as a

20 Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play, 1. Here Sutton-Smith is paraphrasing Bateson’s view in Steps to an
Ecology of Mind.

2! Erikson, Childhood and Society, 212.

22 Wimsatt, “Belinda Ludens”, 359.
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description of inanimate phenomena such as thought, light, or meaning. This is the sense
of “play” (or Spiel), which Kant is using when he talks about the free play of the faculties
in aesthetic experience, and which Derrida employs when he writes that “Play is always
lost when it seeks salvation in games”, or in the original, more paradoxical French, “Le
jeu se perd toujours en se sauvant dans les jeux”.” At its limit play in this sense can
signify chance, what is entirely random or cannot be subdued to a system.

Games begin with conventions and rules, which can be explicit, as they are in
sports and board-games, or implicit, as in some of the games children play with one
another in the playground. The distinction between play and games is gradual, not
absolute. A child bouncing a ball against a wall will gradually evolve patterns, so that its
play may eventually become a game. Chess is a game designed to exclude chance and
play, but even in chess the element of chance cannot be excluded, since there is another
player whose moves cannot be predicted. This is the central theme of The Luzhin
Defense. Play, as Nabokov learned from Pushkin’s “The Queen of Spades”, cannot be
eliminated from the game of existence. Those who believe they can master the game are
doomed to madness and death. The world is not a puzzie to be solved. In chess problems,
which Nabokov enjoyed composing, the element of chance is completely excluded. But
chess-problems, and puzzles more generally, are not games, because they exclude the
element of play which all games require.

Nabokov’s novels are not puzzles, though they sometimes contain puzzles. At the
end of his 1951 story “The Vane Sisters”, the first letters of the words in the final
paragraph form an acrostic containing a message from the dead sisters of the title. When

Nabokov pointed out the acrostic to Katharine White of the New Yorker magazine, who

2 Derrida, Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson, 158. Derrida, La Dissémination, 182.
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had rejected the story, she loftily replied that “We did not work out your acrostic, to be
sure, that being rather out of the New Yorker’s line” (SL 118). Her comment expresses
the feeling shared by many sophisticated readers, that the puzzles in Nabokov, though
prized by pedants and academics, are beneath serious literature. Apart from Pale Fire
Nabokov’s novels are not nearly so full of puzzles as people think, but Nabokov
evidently valued the puzzles he did compose, and considered them a legitimate part of
literature, or at least of ludic literature. They are the outermost expression of the subtler
games beneath the surface of the text. Nabokov’s games and his puzzles yield solutions
which, like the solutions to chess problems, reveal a hidden pattern, a set of rigorously
logical aesthetic principles which are different and distinct in each novel.

How, then, does this thesis fit into the existing criticism on Nabokov? The
Russian émigré critics who reviewed Nabokov’s novels in the 1920s and 1930s did not
notice the importance of play in his work. But American critics were quick to do so,
thanks perhaps to Speak, Memory, in which Nabokov had not only written about games
but also explicitly said about nature and art that “both were a form of magic, both were a
game of intricate enchantment and deception.” (98) In 1962, for instance, Mary
McCarthy, a friend of Nabokov’s, wrote about Pale Fire as “a game of three-dimensional
chess — three simultaneous games played by a pair of chess wizards on the three
transparent boards arranged vertically.” (PF xii) In 1971 Alfred Appel, who had also had
the benefit of conversations with Nabokov, published The Annotated Lolita, whose
widely read introduction argues that there is a “game-element central to the book” (L

Ixiv). In his review-essay on Ada of 1969, John Updike said that “Nabokov stakes his
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career” on the idea that art is a game.** In The Modern American Novel, written in 1984,
Malcolm Bradbury put the point interestingly: “Nabokov is the novelist as nominalist, the
writer who believes that the world is literally named into existence, is born of the play of
language. Art is both a comic and a cosmic game of knowledge, or a fictive acrostic with
transcendental properties.”” Brief comments along these lines can be found in many
works on Nabokov and in many overviews of modern American literature.

The longest treatment of the subject is Janet Gezari’s 1971 PhD thesis, “Game
Fiction: The World of Play and the Novels of Vladimir Nabokov”. This deals principally
with Nabokov’s chess problems and their metaphorical implications for the novels, while
also setting Nabokov’s games alongside those of Borges and Robbe-Grillet. In her final
chapter, Gezari goes on to discuss three parallel games played by the characters in Pale
Fire.®® This description of the plot-lines of Pale Fire as games, simply because they
involve conflict, has little justification in the text and ignores the more specific ways in
which Pale Fire does talk about play and present itself as a game. Gezari’s thesis does
not draw on Russian sources and considers only four of his novels, without attempting to
work out the sources and contexts of Nabokov’s depictions of play, the relations between
them, the ideas behind them, or their formal and aesthetic implications.

In his 1979 essay, “Nabokov: Homo Ludens”, Mark Lilly restated Gezari’s
interpretation of the games in Nabokov as conflicts between author and reader. Lilly
writes that Nabokov’s “novels actually become games in which the readers are players,

their task being to ‘solve’ the problems set by the games master-novelist. It is in this

* Updike, Picked-Up Pieces 208.

¥ Bradbury, The Modern American Novel, 192-3. See also Gray, A History of American Literature, 770:
“Like all Nabokov’s novels, but even more than most, Lolita is a verbal game”.

% Gezari, “Game Fiction”, 152 — 153.
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sense that we can properly refer to Nabokov as homo ludens: man the player”.27 David
Packman’s Viadimir Nabokov (1982) contains a long introduction discussing play
through various theorists. Like Lilly, he uses the metaphor of games to express his view
that the novels draw attention to their own artifice and demand the active participation of
the reader.?® Carl Eichelberger interprets the concept of game more broadly, arguing that
“Pale Fire demands not only a creative reader, but a reader willing to participate in a
series of involuted and complex games woven into the novel’s texture”. These include a
number of intricate word-games, which for Eichelberger reflect the game of language.”’
Warren Motte’s Playtexts (1995) contains a chapter on Pale Fire, arguing that “it is an
agonistic game that pits Kinbote against Shade, the Shadeans against Kinbote, Kinbote
against us the readers, Nabokov against Kinbote, we the readers against Nabokov.”*
Comments on play are also common in Russian writing on Nabokov of the last
five to ten years. In his introductions to the Russian Collected Works, published between
1999 and 2000, Alexander Dolinin remarks on Nabokov’s interest in play, linking it to
the conceit of life as a theatre in the early plays, and writes on cards and chess in King,
Queen, Knave and The Luzhin Defense.*' Unlike critics in English, Dolinin considers the
relation between the artistic games of Nabokov’s novels and the games on which they are
based, in this case cards and chess, the one a game of chance, the other a game of strategy

designed to exclude chance. Nora Buks, Oleg Kostandi, and Andrei Rogachevskii have

also explored the significance of cards in King, Queen, Knave* In 1999, A. M.

27 Lilly, “Nabokov: Homo Ludens”, 89.

28 Packman, Viadimir Nabokov, 2-3.

29 Eichelberger, “Gaming in the Lexical Playfields”, 176.

3% Motte, Playtexts, 81.

3§88 1:21-3; 2:23-30.

32 Buks, Eshafot v khrustal 'nom dvortse, 42-8. Kostandi, “*Korol’, Dama, Valet’”. Rogachevskii, “‘Korol’,
<Pikovaia> Dama, Valet’”.
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Liuksemburg and A. Pimkina published brief articles on Nabokov’s ‘“play-poetic”.
Liuksemburg suggests that Pale Fire be thought of as a labyrinth, and that this labyrinth
is an aspect of Nabokov’s “play-poetic”.’> Pimkina discusses the ways in which The
Luzhin Defense is modelled on a chess-game, and the play between narrator and author in
Pnin.** Mikhail Shulman devotes one of the sixty-six thematic sections of his book,
Nabokov: Writer (1998) to play, suggesting that Nabokov’s use of play as an ideal to set
against utilitarianism was inspired by Pushkin’s poem “The Poet and the Crowd”.”
While contemporary Russian scholars take it for granted that play is an important
aspect of Nabokov’s work, scholarship in the English-speaking world in the last twenty
years has largely ignored the topic, most likely because of two influential books which
reacted against the view of Nabokov that Appel and others had canonised. In Nabokov
and the Novel (1980) Ellen Pifer set out to reject the view that Nabokov “preferred
patterns to people and the challenges of art to the intractable problems of life”, and tried
to show that Nabokov was a humane and ethically serious writer capable of vivid
characterisation.’® As the dust-jacket puts it, “Ellen Pifer challenges the widely held
assumption that Nabokov is more interested in literary games than in living human
beings.” In Nabokov's Otherworld (1991), Vladimir Alexandrov said he was trying
to dismantle the widespread critical view that Vladimir Nabokov (1899-1977) is
first and foremost a metaliterary writer and to suggest instead that an aesthetic
rooted in his intuition of a transcendent realm is the basis of his art. [...] Those

who consider Nabokov merely a brilliant but shallow stylist and gamesman are
simply unaware of the hidden depths in his works.>’

3 Liuksemburg, “Labirint kak kategoriia Nabokovskoi igrovoi poetiki”.
3 Pimkina, “Igrovoi printsip tvorchestva V.V.Nabokova”.

3% Shul’man, Nabokov, pisatel’, 186-7.

38 pifer, Nabokov and the Novel, i.

37 Alexandrov, Nabokov's Otherworld, 3; 6.
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Of the seventy-four articles in the authoritative Garland Companion to Viadimir Nabokov
(1995), which Alexandrov edited, the only one to touch on play is Janet Gezari’s essay on
“Chess and Chess Problems”, and neither “play” nor “game” appear in the otherwise
comprehensive index. Nor is play discussed in the recent Cambridge Companion to
Nabokov (2005).”®

This thesis, therefore, represents a return to a subject which has fallen from
favour, and which, though once paid a great deal of lip-service, was never the subject of
detailed study. What has been written on Nabokov and play rarely goes beyond Pale Fire
and, to a lesser extent, Lolita. It comments on Nabokov’s ideas about play but rarely on
his actual depictions of games. It clings to the model of chess and structured games, and
tends to impose a rigid theoretical framework, often drawn from Huizinga, which ignores
the range and ambiguity of play in Nabokov’s work. It does not ask where Nabokov got
his interest in play or enquire into his allusions to other writers on play, nor does it
consider the evolution of Nabokov’s treatment of play.

The existing criticism on play in Nabokov also does not draw on his early
untranslated Russian writings. Scattered through rare émigré journals, these have only
recently been gathered together in the Russian collected works published by Symposium
in 1999-2000. Some plays and essays which Nabokov never published, and which are not
in the Symposium edition, have also been published over the 1990s in Zvezda, a Russian
literary journal. This material is crucial for understanding how and why Nabokov first
became interested in play. Without “Breitenstriter — Paolino”, Nabokov’s treatment of
play would be much harder to understand. Published in Box Sport in Berlin and also in

Slovo, a Latvian émigré journal, it was left to languish in the back pages of these obscure

38 Connolly, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Nabokov.
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journals for the next fifty years (RY 563). Nabokov never republished it, nor did he ever
refer to it again. In his 1990 biography, Viadimir Nabokov: The Russian Years, Brian
Boyd dispensed with “Breitenstriter — Paolino” in a few sentences, considering it
primarily as a piece on boxing. In the only other scholarly reference, Donald Barton
Johnson dismissed “Breitenstriiter — Paolino” in 1995 with these words: “Apart from a
very few flashes, the whole is stylistically flat and reeks of what now seems adolescent
machomania”.’® It has never been translated into English.

This thesis aims to fill these gaps and to offer the first comprehensive study of
Nabokov and play. By weight of example it tries to justify its claim that play was
Nabokov’s leading idea. In doing so it counters two previous views. The first is
Alexandrov’s claim that the “otherworld” was Nabokov’s main theme, a view inspired by
a comment which Nabokov’s widow Véra made in her introduction to a collection of
Nabokov’s poems published in 1979. The second is that art itself is Nabokov’s principal
theme, a view that goes back to Russian émigré criticism of the 1930s. In an essay of
1937, Nabokov’s friend Vladislav Khodasevich argued that all of Nabokov’s main
characters were metaphors for the artist: “The life of the artist and the life of the device in
the consciousness of the artist — this is Sirin’s theme”.*° So, too, in 1934 Victor Weidle
wrote that “The theme of Sirin’s art is art itself.”*' Nabokov’s first biographer, Andrew
Field, quoting Khodasevich’s article, wrote that “there is much to be said for this view
that provides a universal key which ‘works’ in almost all of Nabokov’s fiction”.** I do

not deny that art and the otherworld are crucial and ubiquitous themes in Nabokov. But

3 Donald Barton Johnson, “The Latvian Nabokov”, 33.
40 Page, ed., Nabokov: The Critical Heritage, 63.

! Quoted by Field, Nabokov: His Life in Art, 235.

“2 Ibid., 102.
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they are hardly original themes. One would be surprised not to find them in the writings
of any author born out of aestheticism and symbolism. I hope to show that it is through
play that Nabokov thinks about faith and art, and expects his readers to think about them,
and it is in this sense that I call play his leading idea.

This thesis is not however an attempt to restore the image, dislodged by Pifer and
Alexandrov, of Nabokov as a cold and trivial aesthete. Play in Nabokov’s novels is not
trivial. It is something of enormous moral and metaphysical significance, and serves as a
bridge between art and faith. So, for instance, in his major epiphany in Pale Fire, John
Shade, having decided that there is no absolute truth about the world and the beyond,
concludes it is enough to imagine “some kind of correlated pattern in the game” (1. 813)
of the world. From this metaliterary game Shade infers a possible metaphysic, imagining
the gods who might play such a game, but saying that “it did not matter who they were.”
(1.816) As Alexandrov himself notes, it is characteristic of aestheticism that Shade should
qualify his intuition of the transcendent by an ironic sense of its uncertainty.* In “The
Poetic Principle” (1850), Edgar Allen Poe said that in beauty, “we attain to but brief and
indeterminate glimpses” of eternity.** In “Music and Literature” (1894), his final artistic
statement, Mallarmé defined art as a “game” insofar as, “in a dream of fiction, we seize
the ideal which is absent here below, yet explosively present up above, and hurl it to
some forbidden, thunderbolt height of heaven.”*

As for the moral contrast between games and human beings, Nabokov’s novels

consistently investigate the proposition that man is only human when he plays, though

they do not affirm or deny either this or any other moral or metaphysical proposition.

# Alexandrov, Nabokov’s Otherworld, 7.
Y poe, The Fall of the House of Usher, 456.
* Mallarmé: Selected Prose Poems, Essays, & Letters, 48.
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Nabokov’s artistic play articulates the Kantian view that art must be free from all external
coercion, including determinate ideas of goodness and truth. As Schiller put it in the
Aesthetic Education: “the agreeable, the good, the perfect, with these man is merely in
earnest; but with beauty he plays.” (105-7) To Nabokov, as to Schiller, such play, far
from being trivial, is the essence of freedom, and art is most educative when it is free
from fixed messages or prior purposes, moral or metaphysical. As he wrote in a letter of
24 October 1945:

I never meant to deny the moral impact of art which is certainly inherent in every

genuine work of art. What [ do deny and am prepared to fight to the last drop of

my ink is the deliberate moralizing which to me Kkills every vestige of art in a

work however skilfully written. [...] In my opinion, the fact that The Kreuizer

Sonata and The Power of Darkness were written with a deliberate moral purpose

largely defeats their purpose, killing the inherent morality of uninhibited art. (SL

56-7)

This, 1 suggest, is part of what Nabokov meant by “freedom of art”, which in an
interview of 1964 he named alongside “freedom of speech” and “freedom of thought” as
one of the three permanent articles of his “political creed” (SO 34-5).

Play is Nabokov’s favourite metaphor for art and artistic freedom. But it is not his
only metaphor. In his public pronouncements, unwilling perhaps to be too explicit, he
preferred to talk of art not as play, but as magic (LL 3). Although Nabokov does
sometimes use this metaphor in his novels, most notably in the title of The Enchanter, the
ur-work of Lolita, he does not depict magic, whereas he does write about actual games

such as chess and tennis. However, Nabokov’s plots do elaborate several other metaphors

for artistic indeterminacy, including dreams, madness, jokes, mistakes, and incest.*® All

% There is a remarkable parallel here with Freud, for whom dreams, jokes, games, and mistakes are all
“royal roads” to the unconscious. Freud was also influenced by post-Kantian aesthetic theorists, as in Wit
and its Relation to the Unconscious (1905), where he supports his view of jokes by quoting the view that
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of these phenomena are described in ways which often border on play. Crime is another
of Nabokov’s metaphors for the lawlessness of art. The gift, which is free in the sense of
being freely given, serves Nabokov as an image for the freedom of artistic genius. In The
Gift, Fyodor gradually gives up teaching, like Joyce’s Stephen Daedalus: that is, he
becomes an artist by abandoning the didactic role. Reluctantly travelling to a lesson,
Fyodor imagines that passers-by were “looking at him as if he were carrying an illegal
treasure (which his gift was, essentially)” (79).

Unlike all these metaphors, however, play gestures towards law as well as
freedom, since in games there are rules, without which play would not be possible.
Games therefore serve as the perfect metaphor for several of the paradoxes which
Nabokov inherited from Kant and made central to his novels: that we must be morally
free, but free to give ourselves laws which we wish to be universal; that art must be
created without any prior rule or determinate concept, and yet that artistic genius will
intuit new rules which will allow a free yet harmonious play of the faculties, so that a
work of art will possess both freedom and rule; and that in aesthetic experience, the mind
oscillates both between the material (phenomenal) world and the (noumenal) beyond, and
between a sense of absolute order and a sense of freedom, giving the “indeterminate
glimpses” of eternity which Poe describes.

Over the course of his career, Nabokov’s novels, which begin by describing
games, become ever more radically playful or game-like at the fundamental levels of
form, language, and thought, and as they do so, explicit images of play and game become

somewhat less widespread in the American novels than they were in the Russian novels.

““aesthetic freedom consists in the playful contemplation of objects’”, and later that art — again, like jokes
in Freud’s view — is disinterested. The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud, 602; 660.
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Critics of Nabokov have often used the presence of play in Nabokov as a cue for
describing the novels as playful or game-like in whatever way they please. There is
unquestionably a quality about Nabokov’s writing which, in the light of the games of the
novels, asks to be called playful, and which takes a different aesthetic form in each novel.
A fully aesthetic analysis of this playfulness in Nabokov’s novels would require another
thesis. This thesis, instead, follows Nabokov more literally, analysing the game of each
novel in terms of the games that each novel itself depicts and discusses, and as such it is
essentially a study of Nabokov’s intellectual and aesthetic intentions, written in the belief
that those intentions are in themselves interesting and in the hope that they form a
valuable guide to the aesthetic achievement of the novels.

The thesis adopts a simultaneously chronological and thematic approach to the
subject. In each period of Nabokov’s writings, one aspect of play comes to the fore. In
pursuing this approach, it has not been possible to deal with every aspect of play in every
novel, nor has it been possible to provide a full reading of every novel. In particular,
Nabokov’s last three novels receive short shrift. Ada is dealt with at less length than it
deserves, and Transparent Things and Look at the Harlequins! are hardly dealt with at
all. 1 have said relatively little about Nabokov’s poetry and short stories. Although
Nabokov sometimes thinks about play in his poems and stories, and though they bear
some of the marks of Nabokov’s playfulness, it seems that it was specifically the novel
that Nabokov saw as the vehicle for his obsession with play.

The first chapter of the thesis discusses the philosophical idea of play and its place
in the aesthetic theories in Kant, Schiller, and Nietzsche. It discusses the routes through

which Nabokov received these ideas: through aestheticism generally, through his reading
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of Nietzsche, through Iulii Aikhenvald, and through Andrei Bely, whose novel
Petersburg (1916; 1922), which Nabokov rated highly, sets Kant’s ultimately orderly
view of play against Nietzsche’s idea of destructive and anarchic play.

Play only becomes central to Nabokov’s art after “Breitenstriter — Paolino”, in
December 1925. The second chapter deals with Nabokov’s earliest writings on play, from
the poem “Childhood”, composed 1918-9, up to “Breitenstriter — Paolino” in 1925. It
also discusses the influence on his ideas of play of Lewis Carroll and of lulii Aikhenvald,
Nabokov’s early mentor. In these years play is a subsidiary theme, which occurs
erratically and unsystematically in relation to other themes, such as violence, deception,
faith, and the self. If there is an overarching theme to Nabokov’s fragmentary writings on
play in these years, it is play as make-believe, a theme which Nabokov developed
dialectically, showing that make-believe could signify play as imagination and invention
but also play as cruelty and deception. Nabokov came back to this idea of play on make-
believe when he wrote the lecture on Dostoevsky that he used to give at Cornell, in which
he says that “we must always bear in mind that art is a divine game”, and specifies that
“it is a game, because it remains art only as long as we are allowed to remember that,
after all, it is make-believe” (LRL 106).

Nabokov translated Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) in
1922.*" This, and its sequel, Through the Looking-Glass (1871), are a crucial source of
Nabokov’s ideas about play. The third chapter discusses Nabokov’s second and third
novels, King, Queen, Knave and The Luzhin Defense, which, like the Alice books, are
structured, respectively, on cards and on chess. The first is about play as attack and the

second is about play as defence. The first demonstrates that free play without rule is not

47 I subsequently refer to this book by its usual abbreviation, Alice in Wonderland.
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possible or desirable, the second that play and chance cannot be eliminated from the
game of life. In the section on The Luzhin Defense 1 also discuss Nabokov’s other
writings on chess over the course of the 1920s, showing how detailed Nabokov’s interest
in particular chess-players and schools was.

In the late 1920s Nabokov was particularly interested in understanding play
through the specific qualities of individual games and sports. In the 1930s he was
thinking about play in relation to its antitheses, above all with use and with work. The
fourth chapter is about play as the opposite of work in the novels of the 1930s. In the
same month, December 1925, that Nabokov wrote his manifesto for play in
“Breitenstriter — Paolino”, he also wrote a vision of art and the world as work in “A
Guide to Berlin”. Nabokov’s vision of play is haunted by the competing vision of work,
and in Glory, Invitation to a Beheading, and Despair, both play and work are treated as
provisional stages on a path towards some more complete life-goal. But in the later 1930s
Nabokov engaged in a battle against the nineteenth-century idealisation of labour, which
he believed led into the Soviet and Nazi ideologies. In The Gift, he mounts an
unambiguous assault on the culture of labour in the figure of Nikolai Chernyshevsky, the
Russian radical of the 1860s.

Over the course of the 1930s, Nabokov’s writing moves ever closer to the
terrifying prospect of play without rules. The fifth chapter is about free play and
childhood in the 1940s and 1950s, and deals with Nabokov’s poems and plays in the late
1930s and early 1940s, going on to substantial discussions of Bend Sinister, Speak,
Memory, and Lolita, before finishing with a brief section on Ada. Meeting Joyce in Paris

in 1938 and reading the already published parts of Finnegans Wake (1939) — the nearest
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literature has ever come to absolute free play — encouraged Nabokov’s writing in its
movement towards indeterminacy. The chapter of Finnegans Wake on children’s games,
“The Mime of Mick, Nick, and the Maggies”, is referred to in Lolita. Nabokov’s son
Dmitri had been born in 1934 and in all the American novels Nabokov confronted his
fears about the well-being of children and the harm posed to them by free play. Yet for
Nabokov as for Joyce, children’s play was also desirable and in need of protection from
control. Like dreams, it resists interpretation and it therefore served Nabokov as a figure
for the aesthetic uncertainty towards which his art was progressively moving in the thirty
years after The Gift.

Although the main movement of Nabokov’s American writing is towards free
play, in Pale Fire he produced a work which is like a game, in the way it encourages an
active reader to rearrange its pieces, to try out various imaginative possibilities, and to
solve its innumerable puzzles. John Shade’s epiphany about the gods playing a game of
worlds provides an image for Pale Fire, which is about the relation between world games
and word-games. Chapter Six shows how in Pale Fire, Nabokov wrote a literary game
inspired by his work on Eugene Onegin. Pale Fire imitates Alexander Pope’s Dunciad
(1728-9; 1733-4) and weaves an intricate allusive web to Pope’s work, because in Pope
Nabokov found a tradition of the Jusus or literary game which goes forward from Pope to

Pushkin and back from Pope to Erasmus and More.
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Chapter One
Nabokov and the Philosophical History of Play

What an exciting experience it would be to follow the adventures of an idea through the
ages. With no wordplay intended, I daresay that this would be the ideal novel: we would
really see the abstract image, perfectly limpid and totally unencumbered by humanity’s
dust, enjoying an intense existence that develops, swells, displays its thousand folds, with
the diaphanous liquidity of an aurora borealis. One could select, for instance, the idea of
beauty, follow its historical tribulations, and turn it into something vastly more vivid than
an adventure novel.' (Nabokov)

Where are the origins of Nabokov’s statement in “Breitenstriter — Paolino” that
“everything in the world plays”? In this chapter I aim to answer this question by offering
a sketch of the idea of art and the world as play as it develops from Kant, through Schiller
and Nietzsche, and in the Russian novelist Andrey Bely, in whose novel Petersburg
Nabokov will have found those views dramatised, and which he considered one of the
four “masterpieces of twentieth century prose”, alongside Joyce’s Ulysses, Proust’s In
Search of Lost Time, and Kafka’s Metamorphosis (SO 57). As | shall show in the next
chapter, Nabokov had by 1925 found encouragement for his interest in play in various
literary writers. But it is doubtful that he would have formulated the idea of art and the
world as play without the theoretical framework he inherited from German philosophy.

It is extraordinary that Nabokov should have taken the theory of art as a form of
play so literally and illustrated it in all his novels, but it is not at all surprising that he
should have been aware of the theory. It was one of the best-known ideas in Western
aesthetics in the first years of the twentieth century. Tolstoy discussed it in What is Art?,

attributing it to Kant and Schiller, as did the Marxist aesthetician Plekhanov in his 1912

essay “Art and Social Life”, and so had Chernyshevsky, in an essay that Nabokov would

' Nabokov, “Pushkin, or the Real and the Plausible”, 42.
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have read when he went through Chernyshevsky’s works in 1933-4.% In his 1907 essay,
“Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming”, Freud argued that “the creative writer does the
same as a child at play”, because “he creates a world of phantasy which he takes very
seriously”.’ In 1911, the English writer Vernon Lee wrote that the connection between art
and play dominated contemporary aesthetics, and in 1910, the American philosopher
John Dewey wrote: “That art originated in play is a common saying”.* According to the
article on “Aesthetics” in the Eleventh Edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica,
published in 1910, “the relation of this [aesthetic] attitude to that of Play” is a “point
much discussed in recent aesthetic literature”. The article on “Fine Arts” devotes a
quarter of its length to the relationship between art and play.’

Many writers, like Tolstoy, emphasised that aestheticism, or the “art-for-art’s-
sake” movement, was rooted in Kant and Schiller’s theories. These theories had been
taken up in France by such writers as Victor Cousin and Mme de Staé€l and popularised,
in a simplified and somewhat distorted form, by theorists of the [’art pour !’art
movement such as Victor Hugo and Théophile Gautier. In the English-speaking world
they were transmitted by Coleridge, Poe, Ruskin, Pater, and finally Wilde.® Nabokov
grew up reading Wilde and Poe, and other British aesthetes (SO 42-3), as well as

contemporary Russian writers who revered them. The fashion for aestheticism in St.

Petersburg at the beginning of the twentieth century gave rise to the Anglophilia which

? Plekhanov, Art and Social Life, 166-228. Chernyshevsky, Selected Philosophical Essays, 430.

* The Freud Reader, 436-43; 437. For Freud’s reading of Kantian aestheticians, see The Basic Writings of
Sigmund Freud, 602.

* Lee is quoted by Sparshott in The Structure of Aesthetics, 207. Dewey, How We Think, 219.

5 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1 1 ed., s.v. “Aesthetics” and “Fine Arts”.

® See Wilcox, “The Beginnings of I’ Art Pour I’ Art”; Bell-Villada, Art Jor Art’s Sake; and Wilkinson and
Willoughby’s introduction to Schiller’s Aesthetic Education, cxxxiii-cxcvi.
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led to Nabokov being taught English from an early age.’ Nabokov absorbed the precepts
of aestheticism as a teenager. In his writing the idea of play fits neatly into its place
amongst those precepts, since like them it derives from post-Kantian aesthetics.

Nabokov would have absorbed the essence of Kantian aesthetics from the famous
slogans of aestheticism. It was well known that Poe had rejected the “heresy of the
didactic” and divided the mind into “Pure Intellect, Taste, and Moral Sense”, in which
taste distinguishes beauty sharply from morality and truth, and yet also bridges them. All
this comes in three pages of Poe’s well-known essay, “The Poetic Principle”, which also
presents the view that in beauty, “we attain to but brief and indeterminate glimpses” of
eternity.® From the phrase “art for art’s sake” Nabokov would have gathered the idea that
art should be an end in itself, and he would have heard that beauty should be purposive
without purpose, that it must not be “useful”. The Russian Symbolist poets, too, had
articulated Kant’s vision of man existing on the border between two worlds, one of
necessity, the other, intuited but not known, of freedom and absolute truth, and of art as
the intermediary between those two worlds.

The vision of play, which finishes in Nietzsche and Nabokov as a cosmic
principle, begins in Kant as only a casual phrase: the “free play” of the faculties in
aesthetic experience.” Kant is hardly conscious of play as an ideal or even as a theme in
its own right. Several times he speaks of “mere play” and contrasts it disparagingly with
the “serious”.'® Kant cannot convince either himself or his reader that play is superior,

even in the limited case, to seriousness. This is a good example of a more general

7 Polonsky, English Literature and the Russian Aesthetic Renaissance.

8 Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher, 454-6. Poe’s works entered the Nabokov family library sometime
between 1904 and 1911. They are listed in the 1911 catalogue: Sistematicheskii katalog’ (1911), 14.

® Kant, Critique of Judgement, 26 and throughout.

"% Ibid., 122; 129; 184; 204; 206.
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problem faced by those who wish to give play importance, which is that to do so will
always have an appearance of nonsense or folly about it, since we are so used to
contrasting play with seriousness. It means coming up against one of the walls of the
language; to pass through that wall, and enter a world in which play is approved
unreservedly, requires re-engineering the connotations of play, and is therefore something
that literature can do but philosophy cannot do. Nabokov’s novels realise the idea of
aesthetic play. Philosophers could only state it.

For Kant, the free play of the faculties is a characteristic of aesthetic judgement.
This is a special type of “judgement”, the more common sort being teleological
judgement. In the first two Critiques, the Critiqgue of Pure Reason and the Critique of
Practical Reason, Kant had argued for the existence of two “domains”, or alternative
views of existence. One is nature, the entirely predetermined law-governed clockwork
universe disclosed bit by bit by science. This is the world of appearances or phenomena.
But there remains the possibility of a world behind this, the noumenal realm, the domain
of freedom. It cannot be proved that this world exists, but we must suppose its existence
if we are to be free, and therefore if we are to be moral. These two domains are “barred”
from one another “by the great chasm that separates the supersensible from the
appearances.” Judgement, however, “provides the mediating concept between the
concepts of nature and the concept of freedom” (80-1).

In aesthetic judgements, however, the determinate relation of the faculties is
loosened. The faculties are set into a free play, which is not anarchic but harmonious. In
art it is the gift of genius to imagine, without prior rules, the artwork that will stimulate

this harmonious play. Very broadly, in Kant play is a bridge between the two worlds of
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freedom and necessity. Kant means us to understand this harmonious play as verging on a
miracle; if the harmony within cognitive play could not be maintained, then the aesthetic
would no longer bridge the chasm between nature and freedom, but widen it, and attest to
the incompatibility of the two worlds man inhabits. It is this miraculous and inexplicable
harmony of play that Schiller, Nietzsche and Bely will see as a weak point, at which they
can gain leverage to re-orient or even undermine the whole Kantian system.

When we judge an object teleologically, we grasp it by asking what sort of object
it is supposed to be (purposiveness). When we judge an object aesthetically, however, we
approach it as having the appearance of a designed object, but we do not conclude
precisely what it is supposed to be. This is what Kant calls purposiveness without
purpose, and it is the way of looking at the world that we find in aesthetic judgement.
Kant expresses the difference when he says that with teleological judgements, there is a
“problem” which we aim at solving, but in aesthetic judgements there is a “free and
indeterminately purposive entertainment of the mental powers with that which we call
beautiful” (126). The understanding tries out one concept after another, each of which
almost fits the object without quite doing so; the productive imagination responds with a
flow of intuitions to add what is missing to make up the object supposed by the
understanding. Recognition is continually tantalised. There is a glimpse of possible
chaos. And yet the free play of these faculties against one another is, thanks to the
mysterious quality of natural and artistic beauty, carried on in a harmony which is

pleasurable, because the harmony of the faculties gives us a sense of life (128).
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In short, for Kant art and beauty are free. They are free from the compulsions of
desire, morality, truth, interest, and determinate concepts. A lecture he gave in 1794
offers an unusually clear statement:

Artes liberales are the arts that cultivate freedom [...] The beautiful arts are such
that they do not coerce approval from people, but leave their judgements free, so
that their approval is given spontaneously. In them no rules can be despotically
prescribed, since they are rather a free play of the imagination [...] they make us
free from the impressions of the senses and the productive imagination is free, we
are self-creators. Humanity is thus the capacity and the inclination to
communicate one’s thoughts and feelings."'

Kant’s greatest influence was in having emphasised that the aesthetic is a sphere
distinct or “free” from truth, usefulness, and morality. From Gautier and Baudelaire
through De Quincey, Poe, and Wilde, writers who inherited Kant’s ideas were quick to
draw the conclusion that beauty and art are therefore indifferent to truth and amoral, or
even that they are deceiving and immoral. Kant did not mean to imply these things.
Although he argued that beauty must not be didactic with respect to either truth or
morality, he also believed that beauty was a symbol of morality, and stressed what
Nabokov called “the inherent morality of uninhibited art” (SL 57). Yet it is easy to see
why Kant was so quickly misread, and why his aesthetics quickly came to be distorted
into their decadent parody. It is easy to assert that free beauty is moral, but almost
impossible to demonstrate, because its freedom is supposed to lie in an indeterminacy
which cannot be turned into statements. Kant’s argument comes in a notoriously brief and
elliptical passage which has provoked a lot of disagreement, but it is possible to infer

from Kant’s theory a number of supporting arguments.'? Firstly, beauty offers fleeting

glimpses of the noumenal or “supersensible” other world, which needs to be posited for

"' Reprinted in Critique of Judgement, 387-388.
' Critique of Judgement, 225-28. See Crawford, Kant's Aesthetic Theory, 125-157; and Cohen, “Why
Beauty is a Symbol of Morality™.
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the sake of freedom and morality. “The indeterminate idea of the supersensible in us” is
“the sole key to demystifying this faculty” of judgement (217). Secondly, beauty offers a
series of analogies for Kant’s moral teachings. Just as beauty is free and indeterminate, so
the moral law cannot be fixed by external constraints. Just as artistic genius gives itself its
own rules, which cannot be predicted in advance but will form the model for other artists,
so to be moral one must freely impose on oneself laws which one wishes to be
universalised. Aethetic judgement must be distinterested, that is, it must not want
something from the object of its appreciation. There is an analogy here for the first law of
Kant’s moral theory, the categorical imperative, which states that everyone must be
treated as an end and not as a means. Kant’s argument is opaque. Yet its opacity reflects
the mystery of aesthetic experience, which somehow links the incommensurable worlds
of freedom and necessity and squares their paradoxes.

In his aesthetics, Schiller tries to clarify these mysteries and paradoxes. By
amplifying Kant’s comments on play, he dramatises Kant’s aesthetics and links them
more explicitly to his ethics. Schiller went far beyond Kant by recasting as a tragedy
Kant’s argument that man is divided between the two worlds of the phenomenal and the
noumenal. In the Aesthetic Education, he redefines Kant’s two “domains” as two contrary
“drives” in human nature, which must be reconciled if we are to regain our full humanity.
In his rewriting of Kant, the world of phenomena is expressed by a “sense-drive” and the
world of the noumena by a “form-drive”. The sense-drive “proceeds from the physical
existence of man, or his sensuous nature. Its business is to set him within the limits of
time, and to turn him into matter.” The form-drive “proceeds from the absolute existence

of man, or from his rational nature, and is intent on giving him the freedom to bring
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harmony into the diversity of his manifestations, and to affirm his Person among all his
changes of Condition [...] it annuls time and annuls change.”'? The opposition of these
two drives threatens to destroy “the unity of human nature” (85).

Schiller proposes, however, that the two drives can overlap and produce a third
drive, the play-drive, which reconciles their differences and reunifies human nature. The
play-drive is “directed towards annulling time within time, reconciling becoming with
absolute being and change with identity ... It will, [...] since it annuls all contingency,
annul all constraint too, and set man free both physically and morally.” (98) Schiller takes
it that Kant’s use of play to describe aesthetic experience marks a more unconstrained
freedom than that to be found in moral law, rewriting Kant as follows: “the agreeable, the
good, the perfect, with these man is merely in earnest; but with beauty he plays.” (105-7)
Aesthetic play is constrained by no reason and by no purpose. Between “the kingdom of
forces” and the “kingdom of laws”, the aesthetic impulse is building “a third kingdom of
play and of semblance, in which man is relieved of the shackles of circumstance, and
released of all that might be called constraint, alike in the physical and in the moral
sphere.” (215) In this way, beauty “cajoles” from man “a delight in things for their own
sake”, in which people and things are treated as ends in themselves, and not as means to
an end (171).

This third kingdom of play, beauty, and semblance also contains a reconciliation
of the other two drives. Beauty is the repository of an undivided humanity and,
paradoxically, “truth lives on in the illusion of art.” (57) Schiller is here using “truth” to
signify the utopian truth of a humanity restored to wholeness. The utopian illusion of

aesthetic semblance must not be mistaken for a falsehood about actuality. “Only the first

'3 Schiller, Aesthetic Education, 79-81.
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is play, whereas the latter is mere deception.” (195) So long as semblance is distinguished
from the real world, and does not seek to realise itself, it poses no threat to morality. In
the realm of semblance, man is free to create himself without worrying about moral
considerations; “nothing need here be sacred to him except his own law, if he but
observes the demarcation separating his territory from the actual existence of things.”
(197)

Nietzsche radicalised the ideal of play by erasing this demarcation. Nietzsche had
been a craze in Russia in the 1890s and 1900s, embraced both by Symbolists such as
Bely, Blok, and Ivanov, and by the aesthetes of the World of Art such as Diaghilev and
Benois. By 1904, in the Cherry Orchard, Chekhov treats Nietzsche as a household
name.'* When Nabokov’s father was put in solitary confinement in 1908, Nietzsche was
one of the writers he took the opportunity of studying (RY 76). Brian Boyd does not
report which of Nietzsche’s books Nabokov himself read in 1918; the family library held
Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883-1885), Beyond Good and Evil (1886), Untimely
Meditations (1873-1876), and an anthology of Nietzsche published in 1910.”° But
Nabokov will surely have read the most influential of Nietzsche’s works in Russia, Thus
Spake Zarathustra and The Birth of Tragedy (1872).'° The beginning and end of these
two works contain Nietzsche’s essential ideas about play.

As Schiller radicalised Kant’s notion of aesthetic play, so Nietzsche went one step
further, arguing that the aesthetic is the only mode of consciousness which can reconcile

us to the pain and ugliness of life and in which the world can be renewed. He proposes

' Rosenthal, ed., Nietzsche in Russia.
'3 Sistematicheskii katalog’ (1904), 104. Sistematicheskii katalog’ (1911), 75.
'8 Rosenthal, ed., Nietzsche in Russia, 10.
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that the whole world be thought of aesthetically, as play, according to what he calls the
“tragic myth”:

How can ugliness and discord, the content of the tragic myth, produce
aesthetic pleasure?

At this point we must make a bold leap into the metaphysics of art,
repeating our earlier assertion that existence and the world seem justified only as
an aesthetic phenomenon. Accordingly, the tragic myth has to convince us that
even ugliness and discord are an artistic game which the will, in the eternal
abundance of its pleasure, plays with itself."”

This is a dramatic version of Kant’s doctrine of purposiveness without purpose. Kant had
argued that in judgement generally we view nature as if it were as purposively ordered as
art, while in aesthetic judgement we are simultaneously aware that the object of
judgement does not really attain to that order. Nietzsche boldly argues that this oscillation
between the Apollonian perception of order and the Dionysiac perception of chaos,
between seeing the world and seeing through it, can, once we have identified with it,
reconcile us to the alternation between happiness and suffering; and that this alternation
is comparable to the way music modulates between harmony and dissonance:
For we now understand what it means to wish to look, in tragedy, and to go
beyond that looking; we might characterize this condition with reference to
artistically applied dissonance, by saying that that we want to hear and long to go
beyond hearing. The striving for infinity, the wingbeat of longing, that
accompanies the supreme delight of clearly perceived reality, reminds us that both
states are aspects of the Dionysiac phenomenon: over and over again it shows us
the spirit that playfully builds and destroys the world of individuals as the product
of a primal pleasure: similarly, dark Heraclitus compares the force that builds
worlds to a child placing stones here and there, and building sandcastles and
knocking them down again.'®
This aesthetic vision of the world at play, which can reconcile us to suffering, also

promises us the freedom to renovate the world, by escaping from those values of the past

which have become a burden, and by then creating new values. In the account of the three

"7 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, 115.
*® Ibid.
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metamorphoses at the beginning of Thus Spake Zarathustra, Nietzsche puts the point in
an allegory: “how the spirit shall become a camel, and the camel a lion, and the lion at
last a child.” The camel is the load-bearing spirit, who unquestioningly carries forward
the values of the past. The lion is the critical spirit, which annuls the values of the past,
but cannot put new values in their place. Its “sacred No even to duty” creates the freedom
in which the child, and only the child, can create new values through its play:

The child is innocence and forgetfulness, a new beginning, a sport [or game — the

word in the German is Spiel], a self-propelling wheel, a first motion, a sacred Yes.

Yes, a sacred Yes is needed, my brothers, for the sport [Spiel] of creation:
the spirit now wills its own will, the spirit sundered from the world now wins its
own world."

In 1918, the year that he was reading Nietzsche, Nabokov was also studying
Andrei Bely. It makes sense that Nabokov should have read Nietzsche and Bely at the
same time. Bely was a serious student of philosophy, and had written at length about
Nietzsche as well as Kant. He first read The Birth of Tragedy and Thus Spake Zarathustra
in 1898 and conceived a “crazy passion” for Nietzsche. He wrote several essays about
Nietzsche, including his 1908 essay “Friedrich Nietzsche”, in which he puts Nietzsche
alongside Christ as a “teacher of life”.?° Bely was particularly engaged by the idea of the
Dionysiac, as a way of thinking about the regeneration of culture.?' Over the same period
of time, Bely was struggling to find his way through and out of Kant’s system. He gives a
brilliant précis of Kant’s system in his 1904 essay “Criticism and Symbolism”, which
was published in Symbolism, the volume containing the system of prosody that Nabokov

studied with enormous care. In his memoir, The Beginning of the Century, Bely describes

how from 1903 on, “Kantianism, having become my very atmosphere, proceeded to

1° Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra, 54-55.
%% Quoted by Clowes in The Revolution of Moral Consciousness in Russian Literature, 153.
21 [

Ibid., 157.
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poison me, as a lyric poem would.” In “Criticism and Symbolism”, Bely argues that the
Kantian system contains the possibility of self-destruction. He locates the point at which
the integrity of the Kantian system can be breached as the gap between “reason” and
“feeling”, and the gap between the Critiqgue of Pure Reason and the other two Critiques.”
This is the chasm analysed above between nature and freedom, the phenomenal and the
noumenal.

In Petersburg, Bely pits the Kantian and Nietzschean versions of play against one
another. He attempts to dramatise the self-destruction of the Kantian system, and he does
so by fixing on Kant’s unstable notion of the play of thought — the centrepiece of the
bridge Kant tries to throw across the gap between the noumenal and phenomenal worlds.
Petersburg is set in the autumn of 1905, the year in which revolution in Russia seemed to
be a strong possibility. A student, Nikolai Apollonovich, is involved with a revolutionary
organisation, which orders him to assassinate a high-ranking government official. This
official turns out to be his father, Apollon Apollonovich. A second story involves
Nikolai’s handler, Dudkin, who goes mad and murders the head of the revolutionary
party, Lippanchenko. The novel is freighted with metaphysics. Dudkin tells Nikolai that
“We are all Nietzscheans, and you are a Nietzschean, though you won’t admit it.”> As
the name “Apollon” suggests, the reader is invited to apply Nietzsche’s distinction
between the Apollonian and the Dionysiac to the forces of order and revolution in the
novel. Apollon Apollonovich embodies the cultural qualities against which the

Nietzschean Dionysiac was usually invoked as ammunition. As a reader of Mill and

Comte, he is a positivist and a utilitarian: that is to say, he identifies truth with observable

22 Quoted by Cassedy in “Bely the Thinker”, 313; 315.
2 Bely, Petersburg, trans. Maguire and Malmstad, 57.
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facts and the good with a visible improvement in those facts (79-80). The city of St.
Petersburg, as he sees it, and as it is presented to us in the novel, is a rectilinear projection
of pure reason, all planes, straight lines, and geometric shapes (10-11). He rides around
St. Petersburg in a cube-shaped carriage. Whatever in Russia is not apprehensible as a
projection of Apollon’s mind he thinks of as a void; this void is a sign of the noumenal
realm of freedom dreamed of as a revolution in consciousness, the revolution that would
allow a “leap across history”.** To a great extent his son Nikolai is also a rationalist. He
is a student of Kantian philosophy and has a bust of Kant in his study (27). He is a near-
double of his father: the forces of political order and revolution are from one perspective
agents of the same rationality.

Petersburg is principally interested in consciousness. At the centre of Apollon’s
and Nikolai’s mind is the following picture: “Here, in his own room, Nikolai
Apollonovich would truly grow into a self-contained center, into a series of logical
premises that flowed from the center and predetermined thought, soul, and this very table.
Here he was the sole centre of the universe, conceivable as well as inconceivable.” (28)
At the margins of their consciousnesses another process is going on, however,
introducing dangerous elements and expanding the circle of experience over which the
centre has to preserve its dominion. This is the play of thought, which Bely calls
mozgovaia igra — cerebral play, brain play - and, less frequently, umstvennaia igra —
mental play. He even thought of calling the novel Cerebral Play.”> The terms mozgovaia

igra and umstvennaia igra recur throughout the novel, sometimes varied into prazdnaia

* Ibid., 65; 93.
% In a letter of December 1913. Quoted by Alexandrov, Andrey Bely, 110.
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mozgovaia igra — idle cerebral play — or just prazdnye mysli — idle thoughts.?® The world
of Petersburg is a projection of Apollon’s “thought trains”. Even the house he lives in is
a picture of his mind, with steps “soft, like the convolutions of the brain” (21), and
corridors opening off from his head (93). Cerebral play has a role in building the
geometric logical world Apollon inhabits, “constructing misty planes”.”” But cerebral
play is also threatening and chaotic. Its products refuse to be considered as if designed for
the benefit of Apollon’s consciousness. Like Nietzsche, Bely is capitalising on the
glimpse of chaos involved in the Kantian doctrine of purposiveness without purpose.
Cerebral play creates the agents by which the “I” will self-destruct.?® Apollon’s cerebral
play is given credit for conceiving the son who will attempt to kill his father, and the
agent, Dudkin, who will pass the bomb to him. At the beginning of the novel, we are
shown Apollon idly conceiving, unforeseen by his “code of rules”, the “stranger” who
will turn out to be Dudkin (14). From an idle thought at the margins of consciousness
Dudkin develops. “And one fugitive thought was the thought that the stranger really
existed. The thought fled back into the senatorial brain.” (21)

Here Apollon falls into one of the chief pitfalls of the aesthetic as conceived by
Kant and Schiller, that of believing that aesthetic judgements depict something that
actually exists. But this contrast between the self-contained centre constructed by logic
and the encroachments of cerebral play seems to reproduce the contrast in the Critique of
Judgement between ordinary judgement and aesthetic judgement. While Apollon’s world

of straight lines and cubes recalls Kant’s specific insistence that geometric forms cannot

26 Bely, Petersburg, trans. Malmstad and Maguire, 129; 136. For the Russian, see Belyi, Petersburg, 182;
200.

%’ Bely, Petersburg, trans. Malmstad and Maguire, 19; 249,

28 «“In place of the former ‘I’ there was darkness”: Petersburg, trans. Maguire and Malmstad, 254.
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be aesthetic, because they rely on a determinate concept, cerebral play is repeatedly
identified with patterns on the wallpaper, which Kant gives as his example of free
beauty.”” When Apollon tries to push Dudkin out of his mind, “cerebral play was
retreating to the edge of the field of vision, as were the whitish patterns of wallpaper.”
(19) Dudkin is driven mad by a face he hallucinates in patterns on the wallpaper. Another
character, Anna Petrovna, also hallucinates the pattem.30 It seems, then, that Bely wants
us to see the aesthetic play of thought as a term in which freedom will always eventually
proliferate beyond law, whether or not the aesthetic falls prey to corruption. We are to
take Apollon’s consciousness as the inevitable source of its own destruction:
consciousness and the bomb are to be seen as one.

Like Nietzsche, Bely in Pefersburg takes the concept of the aesthetic play of
thought from Kant and emphasises that it is the source of all genuine creation and
destruction in the world. When Nikolai tells Dudkin of a nightmare about standing over
the bomb and feeling as if “‘the bandage had fallen off all sensations’”, Dudkin replies:
“‘And you were like Dionysus being torn to pieces, Nikolai Apollonovich. But, all joking
aside, now you’re speaking in another language, not that of Kant.”” (180) In the epilogue
of the novel, Nikolai has gone to Egypt and “Kant is forgotten.” (292) Inasmuch as the
play of thought allows entry to an element of chaos which Kant has not foreseen, it serves
as a backdoor through which Dionysiac forces can enter the rationalist mind: “Cerebral
play is only a mask. Under way beneath this mask is the invasion of the brain by forces
unknown to us.” (35) These forces are imaginatively associated with the Mongol and

proletarian hordes projected throughout the novel as a substratum of Apollon’s Russia;

® Critique of Judgement, 114; 126.
% Petersburg, trans. Maguire and Malmstad, 58; 60; 193; 266.
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and Apollon’s last name, Ableukhov, is a sign of his Mongol descent. Petersburg
conforms to Nietzsche’s description of the tragic myth: “It shares with the sphere of
Apolline art an utter delight in appearance and looking, and at the same time it negates
that pleasure and draws even higher satisfaction from the destruction of the visible world
of appearances.” The whole of the novel, including both its creation and destruction, can
be seen in Nietzschean terms as “an artistic game which the will, in the eternal abundance
of its pleasure, plays with itself”.>' The revolutionary leader Lippanchenko is pictured
shortly before being murdered as looking “just like a child” and playing with toy trains
(190). At the end of the novel, Apollon “began laying out a game of solitaire on a small
mother-of-pearl table.” (282) A final twist on this is that if the events in Pefersburg can
be considered as a game played by Apollon’s will, through cerebral play building itself
up and conceiving the agents of its own destruction, Apollon and the novel as a whole are
also presented as the offspring of the play of thought. Dudkin is an “idle shadow” that
“arose by chance in the consciousness of Senator Ableukhov and acquired its ephemeral
being there. But the consciousness of Apollon Apollonovich is a shadowy consciousness
because he too is the possessor of an ephemeral being and the fruit of the author’s
fantasy: unnecessary, idle cerebral play.” (35) The challenge of Petersburg is to see how

art can at the same time and without contradiction be considered as a bomb and as idle

play.*

3! The Birth of Tragedy, 114-115.

*2 Maguire and Malmstad, in “Petersburg”, 139-140, quote Bely’s description of Thus Spake Zarathustra as
a bomb Nietzsche has thrown at us, and his statement in “The Crisis of Consciousness and Henrik Ibsen”
that “To place dynamite under history itself in the name of absolute values, which consciousness has not
yet revealed — this is the terrible conclusion to be drawn from the lyrics of Nietzsche and the drama of
Ibsen.”
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Nabokov’s passion for Petersburg, whose apocalyptic tone and open
metaphysical aspirations are so unlike the tenor of his own work, surprises many readers.
If Bely’s writing is explosive, Nabokov’s is idle and playful. But as a reading of
Petersburg suggests, the idle play of thought is a revolutionary principle in
conscioushess. Petersburg seems to have been crucial in helping Nabokov move forward
from the watercolour aestheticism of Mary to the subversive modernism of King, Queen,
Knave, in which, as in many of his later novels, Nabokov adopted Bely’s scheme of
starting with a surface of Apollonian order, akin to a game, which is then subverted and
destroyed by underlying forces of freedom and play. And Bely’s antinomy between
seeing art as a bomb and seeing it as child’s play seems to have been close to Nabokov’s
idea of Lolita, which, in two letters sent on February 3, 1954, he called both “a timebomb

that I have just finished putting together” and a “little girl” (SL 143-4).
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Chapter Two
The Origins of Play in Nabokov, 1918-1925

Introduction

It seems to have been reading Nietzsche that inspired Nabokov’s first piece of
writing on play, the long poem-sequence, “Childhood”, which he wrote sometime
between 1918 and 1919.' But Nabokov was slow to see the possibilities of play. At
Cambridge, he wrote a couple of poems on sport, but most of his earliest writing does not
deal with play. In 1923, however, after translating Alice in Wonderland, he began to take
play as one of his principal themes, though not yet as his dominant theme, and without
always labelling as such themes and motifs which he would later treat as play. Right up
to 1925 we find in Nabokov’s writing not only an attraction but also a resistance to play:
his first novel, Mary, which he wrote in 1925, opens with a refusal to play. Only in
December 1925, with “Breitenstriter — Paolino”, would Nabokov announce play as his
major idea.

Up to 1925, and especially up to 1923, Nabokov had not yet given enough
sustained attention to play to systematise his ideas on the subject, and my account, which
follows chronological sequence, is, necessarily, somewhat episodic. It falls into four
sections. The first discusses Nabokov’s earliest writings on play in 1918 and 1920, and
how Nabokov later reworked them. The second suggests that Nabokov’s sudden
development of the idea of play in 1923 was inspired by the conjunction of two major
influences: his early mentor lulii Aikhenvald, whom he probably came across soon after
returning to Berlin from Cambridge in 1922, and Lewis Carroll, whose Alice in

Wonderland he translated in 1922. The third discusses the place of play in Nabokov’s

' The editors of the Symposium edition do not date this poem, and Boyd merely tells us that it was written
when Nabokov was nineteen: RY 189.
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writing from 1923-4. The fourth discusses his writing on play in 1925, especially

“Breitenstriter — Paolino™.
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1918-1921: Childhood and Sport

“Childhood” is a poem of sixteen sections varying in length between five and
fifteen lines, in which Nabokov lingers at the edges of a childhood he cannot quite re-
enter (SS 1:514). In the second section, he reduplicates this central idea. Just as he cannot
now remember quite what it was like to be a child, so as a young child he once stood
watching his little brother, unable to enter his infantile consciousness and understand his
solitary game. The nature and rules of his brother’s game, if they existed at all, could
only be conjectured. His brother’s toys were ordinary objects, but imbued by his
imagination in hidden ways:

Once, full in heart, I stood by the window:

My little brother in the garden, playing God knows what [Bog vest’ vo chto

igraial,

Was putting rocks on the cornice. Suddenly, strangely frozen,

I thought: was even I really like him?

And at that moment everything, that later I loved,

Everything, that I came to know, insults and successes,

Everything grew misty in the quiet, light laughter

In the infant years rising up before me.? (1:512-3)

These lines are at the same time simple and enigmatic, like infant play itself, as
mysterious as a dream. Something about infant play and laughter confuses or “makes
misty” the adolescent Nabokov’s certainty about his future knowledge and values. Is it
that an infant’s play seems to a grown boy almost impossibly indeterminate and
spontaneous, since it cannot be based on any discursive rules? This scene, apparently so
personal, has radical metaphysical implications (“God knows what’). Nabokov was

reading Nietzsche around the time he wrote “Childhood”, and the image of a child

playing at building with stones closely recalls the passage of The Birth of Tragedy

? Translations from “Childhood” my own.
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comparing the universe to a child at play, “placing stones here and there, and building
sandcastles and knocking them down again.”

The tacit narrative of “Childhood” is of how Nabokov’s infantile experience of
play was lost and, by the time of the poem’s writing at the end of childhood, partially
recovered. In between comes the loss of visionary experience and then the child’s
initiation into writing — “I loved the many-coloured pencils, / The thick drops of strong-
smelling sealing wax” — and into literature, and art, in the form of the Arthurian Tales and
the reproduction of a painting (1:514). Towards the end of the poem, in the thirteenth
section, Nabokov is able to remember how, like his little brother:

Silently, all by myself, I played on the ground;

In innocent fantasies, with sacred carelessness,

[ imitated life in childish inspiration;

Out of the fat dictionary I made a bridge [...] (1:515)

By the fifteenth section of the poem, the intervening years of childhood seem themselves
to have been a dream, and Nabokov has crossed back to that earliest experience of play,
becoming a writer and using language (“the fat dictionary”) as his bridge to the world
outside his immediate experience. It seems to him “that here now, now I stand again as a
little child / And in the corner I find my ball and locomotive ...” (1:516) By becoming a
poet Nabokov is able to recover the radical experience of play. In the mid-1930s, he
would look back on “Childhood” as the beginning of his art, using its progression as the
template for the book of poems Fyodor has just published at the beginning of The Gift:

“fifty twelve-line poems all devoted to a single theme: childhood” (G 16). Like

“Childhood”, Fyodor’s Poems end with the rediscovery of a ball.

3 The Birth of Tragedy, 115.
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A year or two later, at Cambridge, Nabokov produced two poems on sport which,
like “Childhood”, would be recapitulated in his later fiction, and take their inspiration
from another writer. In his 1913 collection Stone, Osip Mandelstam had published a
poem entitled “Tennis”, and around the same time two poems entitled “Football” and a
poem entitled “Sport”. In “Tennis”, the tennis-racket replaces the lyre, as if sport were a
continuation of art. Mandelstam treats the game as a sublimated battle, describing it as
“an Olympic duel” and comparing the players to “Attic warriors”." Nabokov knew
Mandelstam by heart as a boy (SO 97), and in his Cambridge years was imitating all the
poets he admired. In 1920 he wrote “Football”, dated to 26 February 1920, and “Lawn
Tennis”, dated to 10 December 1920.° In these two poems, he for the first time sketched a
contrast that would become crucial to his writing. This is the contrast between the
potential violence of free play and the containment of that violence by the demarcated
boundaries and rules of a game. In “Football”, Nabokov is in goal and overhears a
conversation on the sidelines between an English girl, to whom he is obviously attracted,
and a young English fellow sucking on a pipe, who says that Nabokov is “by birth / From
that wild country, where blood drops on the snow.” England, by contrast, is a place where
violent and sexual energies can be sublimated by sport, and then in turn by art. The ball,
which seemed to be “alive”, keeps on bouncing in Nabokov’s imagination that night,
implicitly becoming the poem we are reading: “you could not know, / That one of the
carefree players, / In silence, at night, is — patiently — creating / Harmonies for other

ages.” (8§ 1:529-30) In “Lawn Tennis”, a spectral scene finds two young men, each

4 Mandelstam, Stone, 146-147. For the other poems, see Mandel’shtam, Polnoe sobranie stikhotvoreniiv,
334; 335; 337-338.

5 The date of “Lawn-Tennis” is not given in the printed text but appears on the holograph in the Berg
Collection, Restricted Material, Box 2.
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“white and light”, playing one another: “the game of white youth...”® (SS 1:542) This
final phrase of the poem suggests a political allusion, given the recent battles in Russia
between Whites and Reds, and the description of the back-line as a cherta, a word also
used in duelling, signals a nostalgia for the era of gentlemen, when conflicts could be
settled under a code of honour. So, too, in his 1926 talk “On Generalities”, Nabokov
would say that:

Football arrives as a substitute for the goose march, lawn tennis for the arts of

war. [...] Sport, whether hunting or knightly tournaments, or the cockfight, or

good Russian /apta, has always gladdened and attracted mankind. To search in it
for signs of barbarity is pointless, if only because a real barbarian is always a truly
awful sportsman.’

Nabokov wrote hundreds of Russian poems while he was at Cambridge, but
“Football” and “Lawn Tennis” clearly came to seem of particular importance to him.
They form the basis of two extended sections in 4 University Poem, the novella-length
poem about his time at Cambridge that he published in 1927. In the sequence about
football, Nabokov is now on the side-lines watching a match with a girl named Violet. A
goal is scored but she deflects his advances (SS 2:567-9). Whereas Nabokov’s original
tennis poem was haunted, in 4 University Poem tennis replaces football as spring
replaces winter. With the change of season play is no longer a struggle on frozen earth,
no longer conflictual, but is at one with the rebirth of the world in spring. “The whole
world has begun to play”, Violet accepts his kisses, and Nabokov says about tennis:
“There is no sweeter sport in the world [...] / In heaven we will play with a ball.”®

(2:573-4) In Glory, his 1931 novel about his time at Cambridge, the scenes of tennis are

set outside Cambridge, in Switzerland and Berlin, but the scene of football is the one in

® Translations mine.
7“On Generalities”, 13-14. My translation.
§ My translation.
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Nabokov’s original poem, with Martin in goal trying to impress Sonia, standing with
Darwin on the sidelines. The implicit idea of play as competition for sexual success is
drawn out in the later boxing fight between Martin and Darwin.” In his account of
Cambridge in Speak, Memory Nabokov writes about his tennis matches with his brother
Sergei and about goal-keeping for the Trinity football team.'®

Once Nabokov had developed his ideas about play, it suited him to talk up his
sports career at Cambridge in retrospect. But the apotheosis of sport in Nabokov’s
personal mythology should be set against the disconcerting passage in The Real Life of
Sebastian Knight, where V. returns to Cambridge to learn more about his half-brother’s
life there, seemingly expecting to hear that Sebastian, like the Nabokov of Speak,
Memory, was a keen sportsman. V. is told that though Sebastian tried to be “good at
games” as an attempt “to out-England England”, he was poor at tennis and “soon got over
the game complex.” (37-8)

The titles of “Football” and “Lawn Tennis” are given in English, not Russian, and
in Roman, not Cyrillic characters, and this in itself suggests that Nabokov regarded sport
as a specifically English theme. Certainly, Nabokov’s émigré audience seems to have
seen his passion for sport as an English quality. In an interview of 1932, Andrei Sedykh
wrote that “Cambridge gave [Nabokov] the mark of the sportsman” (SS 5:641)."' The
“game complex” is the key to Nabokov’s Anglophilia. While he wants to acknowledge
the violent and sexual truths being thrown up by modern thought and politics, by Freud
and Lenin, Nabokov also wants to defend himself against them, to show and then hide

them. He seems to have seen England as a sporting nation, in which the forces of

® Glory 52; 104; 117; 129.
19 SM 198; 206.
"' My translation.
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sexuality, violence, and spiritual passion could be sublimated into cultural forms which
hide them from view and keep them out of explicit speech: a definition of culture as
sport. In his first essay, “Cambridge”, published in October 1921, Nabokov describes
how “boring” and “tedious” student life is there, before acknowledging that the
rigorously guarded system of petty custom in Cambridge erects “a low glass wall” that
keeps out inspired frenzy of the sort that torments Russia. Cambridge is a “world round
and strong, like a carefully painted globe”, where the expression of passionate and
sincere feeling is “obscene”, a world so stable that it seems immutable and therefore
capable of reflecting eternity (SS 1:726)."

Oxford and Cambridge were often described as playgrounds for the upper classes
in Nabokov’s time. In 1908, G.K. Chesterton, whom Nabokov had read, wrote that “A
gentleman is taught to treat half his work as play”,”® and in his essay “Oxford from
Without”, he advanced the view that “the true object of all human life is play [...] To be
at last in such secure innocence that one can juggle with the universe and the stars, to be
so good that one can treat everything as a joke — that may be, perhaps, the real end and
final holiday of human souls.”'® This parallels Nabokov’s vision, in “Breitenstriter —
Paolino”, of God as a “marvellous juggler who tosses from hand to hand in an unbroken
sparkling parabola — the planets of the universe” (SS 1:749).

In The Pole, his 1923 verse drama about the ill-fated Scott expedition to the

Antarctic, Nabokov would celebrate the ideal of the English gentleman who always

seems to be playing, even in the face of death. The epigraph to the play is a line from

'2 My translation.

13 Chesterton, The Essential G.K.Chesterton, 249.

' Chesterton, A1l Things Considered, 66. For Nabokov’s reading of Chesterton in the years 1907 to 1913,
see SO 56.
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Scott’s notebook, “He was a very gallant gentleman” — a line given in English, like the
titles of “Football” and “Lawn Tennis”."> The expedition to the South Pole is a non-
utilitarian “exploit” or podvig of the sort that Glory (in Russian, Podvig) is about, and
therefore an example of “sport” in the broad sense.'® In his diary Scott praises Kingsley:
“Bravo for Kingsley. Always looks like / he’s playing [vsé budto / igraet]” and elsewhere
in this short play, despite the miserable conditions, Kingsley deliriously imagines himself

at a football match, Fleming yearns to chase a ball, and Scott proposes playing chess.'’

'* USSR 269. SS 1:710-725; 710.

' In an interview given in 1969, Nabokov would complain about the indifference of the English press to
the moon landings: “After all, Englishmen should understand that thrill, they who have been the greatest,
the purest explorers.” SO 150.

'" USSR 280; 274; 278. SS 1:719.



55

1922: Aikhenvald and Carroll

When Nabokov returned from Cambridge to Berlin in June 1922, he was the
author of a few poems which mention or deal with play. But he was also the author of
hundreds more poems, shortly to be published in The Cluster (December 1922) and The
Empyrean Path (January 1922) which have nothing to do with play. In 1923, however,
play begins to emerge as one of his three or four main themes, although Nabokov was not
yet very explicit about it. In his précis for The Tragedy of Mr. Morn, the play he wrote
between December 1923 and January 1924 and never published, we find Nabokov’s first
explicit statement that the world is play, a statement that anticipates “Breitenstréter —
Paolino”. Why did Nabokov begin to move towards play? One answer is clear. In the
summer of 1922 he was commissioned to translate Alice in Wonderland into Russian. It
was published in March 1923. Carroll supplied Nabokov with an armoury of images,
ironies, and aesthetic ideas about play on which he would draw for his entire career.

But there is a second, less obvious influence. This is Iulii Aikhenvald, at whose
colloquium Nabokov would deliver “Breitenstriter — Paolino” and, subsequently, other
papers such as “On Generalities”. Nabokov read out Mary to the Aikhenvald group in
January 1926 (RY 257).18 Aikhenvald was trained as a philosopher and was the translator
of Schopenhauer into Russian, but he was best known as a literary critic. His Silhouettes
of Russian Writers (1909-10) was frequently reprinted in the years before the revolution.
One of the 220 intellectuals exiled by Lenin in 1922, he became the main literary critic

on Rul’, the newspaper which Nabokov’s father had helped to found, and in which

'8 | am indebted to Stephen Blackwell’s Zina’s Paradox for directing me to Aikhenvald. Blackwell’s main
emphasis is on Aikhenvald’s essay “Writer and Reader” as an inspiration for writer-reader relations in The
Gift. But on page 28 he also mentions Aikhenvald’s essay “Praise of Idleness”, which I argue is a major
inspiration for Nabokov’s ideas about play, and draws the same connection I draw to the passage in Speak,
Memory in which Nabokov defends idleness.
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Nabokov frequently published.'” In 1922-1923 he lectured on “Philosophical Themes in
Russian Literature” at the recently founded Religious-Philosophical Academy in Berlin.?

In Speak, Memory, Nabokov only mentions his friend in passing as “Aykhenvald
— a Russian version of Walter Pater” (220), but Aikhenvald was the first critic to
recognise Nabokov’s talent, calling him “a new Turgenev” (RY 288). Aikhenvald wrote
the first favourable review of Nabokov’s poetry, in Rul’ in January 1923 (RY 201), and
by March 1924 at the latest he and Nabokov knew one another: Aikhenvald was present
at two separate readings of The Tragedy of Mr. Morn in that month (RY 229). By
February 1925, Aikhenvald and Nabokov were setting up the Arzamas publishing house
together (RY 238). When Aikhenvald died on his way home from the Nabokovs’
Christmas party in December 1928, Nabokov wrote a long memorial for him, couched as
a protest against his death.”’

In Nabokov’s “The Passenger,” an author and a critic, sitting in a pub, discuss
how to make a short story out of an incident on a train, and the critic expounds some
high-flown literary metaphysics to the author: “The Word is given the sublime right to
enhance chance and to make of the transcendental something that is not accidental.” (S
187) Nabokov explains in a note that “The ‘writer’ in the story is not a self-portrait but
the generalized image of a middlebrow author. The ‘critic’, however, is a friendly sketch
of a fellow émigré, Yuliy Ayhenvald, the well-known literary critic (1872-1928).” (S
649) We can suppose that this situation elaborates the sort of conversations Nabokov and

Aikhenvald actually had.

' On Aikhenvald see Chamberlain, Philosophy Steamer; Rejtblat, “Julij Ajchenval’d in Berlin”; Reitblat
and Dranov, “Aikhenval’d”.

20 Rejtblat, “Julij Ajchenval’d in Berlin”, 359.

2 85 2:667-8.
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In 1922 Aikhenvald published a collection of essays entitled Praise of Idleness.
The title essay of this collection aims to outflank the ideology of the workers’ state by
protesting against the idealisation of labour, arguing that “it is not labour that befits man,
but creation”. The soul must be cultivated, through creativity and art, in short “by
creative play, in the broadest and most philosophical, Schillerian sense of the word” *
Aikhenvald was fond of this idea. He writes about the ideal of play throughout “Praise of
Idleness” and elsewhere in the essays of Praise of Idleness.”> When he read
“Breitenstréiter — Paolino” out then, Nabokov was developing an idea he owed to his most
important auditor, Aikhenvald. Where “Breitenstriter — Paolino” responds to the passages
about play in “Praise of Idleness”, another piece that Nabokov also wrote in December
1925, “A Guide to Berlin”, responds to the passages about work in “Praise of Idleness”,
and provides the strongest evidence that Nabokov was responding specifically to
Aikhenvald. Several of the other essays in Praise of Idleness correspond to major themes

”3

of Nabokov’s oeuvre. The longest essay is “Immortal Poshlost™ — poshlost’, meaning,
roughly, kitsch. Nabokov satirises poshlost’ throughout his novels, and attacks it by name
in his 1944 book Nikolai Gogol (63-74). There is also an essay on “Suicide”, which is
one of the major plot elements in Nabokov, if often camouflaged. From reading
Aikhenvald and talking to him Nabokov will have learned not only about Schiller’s idea
of play but also about the Kantian aesthetic framework, which Aikhenvald’s writing takes
for granted. In “Immortal Poshlost’”, for instance, Aikhenvald says that man is both “an

object of nature” and “its freely willing subject, in the Kantian sense”, and speaks of “our

simultaneously belonging to two kingdoms, the kingdom of freedom and the kingdom of

22 pokhvala prazdnosti, 12.
? Ibid, 80.
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necessity”.>* Nabokov first overlays these two kingdoms in The Tragedy of Mr. Morn,

and would continue to do so over the course of his career. There is a passage in Morn
which suggests that Nabokov had read Praise of Idleness by the time he wrote the play in
December 1923 to January 1924, and in itself the statement in the précis that everything
in the world is play suggests Aikhenvald’s influence.” I suspect that Nabokov had read
Aikhenvald earlier, at least by the summer of 1923, when we find him conceptualising
the idea of art as a form of play, if not yet directly stating it.

If it was through Aikhenvald that Nabokov came to the idea of art and the world
as play, it was Lewis Carroll who gave him ideas about how to realise that idea in
literature. Nabokov had been fond of Carroll from childhood (“in common with other
English children”), first reading him in 1906.%° Carroll was a devotee of games. He
published at least seventeen separate books or articles commenting on existing games,
such as “Lawn-Tennis Tournaments” (1883), inventing new ones, such as Croquet
Castles (1863), Doublets (1879) and Circular Billiards (1890), or presenting other
subjects in the form of a game, such as The Game of Logic (1886).”” Nabokov was
sufficiently interested to have taken the trouble to look at these obscure works of
Carroll’s: the game of word-golf that Shade plays in Pale Fire comes from Doublets.*®
The Alice books are full of games. In Alice in Wonderland there are the caucus-race, the
game of croquet with flamingos and hedgehogs, and the characters out of a deck of cards,

such as the Queen of Hearts, with whom Alice interacts in the last third of the book. A

* Ibid, 22; 19.

¥ In Tragediia gospodina Morna, 81, Dandilio says that “we should sing / As we work; to live on the earth
means/ to work for the master/ [...] but the work ends, / and we leave for a holiday in eternity”. This
closely reproduces the logic and language of “Praise of Idleness”. My translation.

%50 81. RY 197; 201. In a letter of September 18, 1973, Véra reported that Nabokov had no “prior plans”
to translate Alice in Wonderland: SL 519-20.

%7 Blake, Play, Games, and Sport, 1, 56-7.

%8 As Field points out in The Life and Art of Viadimir Nabokov, 345.
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game of chess structures the whole of Through the Looking-Glass. This orientation
towards play is clearly linked to the way the Alice books consistently mock the
didacticism, sentiment, work ethic and self-important clock-watching and busy-ness of
Victorian respectability. As a young girl, and heroine of play, Alice makes the perfect foil
to this ethos of adult male officialdom.

Nonsense can itself be seen as a game. It plays language and logic off against one
another.”” The rules of particular “language-games” are violated and their assumptions,
so unnervingly complex once noticed, become absurd and therefore explicit. There are
games with aggression, such as when Tweedledum and Tweedledee agree to fight until
six, and then have dinner; games with time, as when the White Queen promises “jam to-
morrow and jam yesterday — but never jam fo-day”; and games with conversation, such
as the one Humpty-Dumpty arranges (“‘He talks about it just as if it was a game!’
thought Alice.”).*® Carroll defamiliarises forms of life as embodied by language-games.
He had a profound sense of all the ways in which language can be disrupted when its
conventions are defied, that is, of all the hidden rules that communication relies on: his
Eight or Nine Wise Words about Letter-Writing (1890) is a nice joke about this.’' This
was what fascinated Wittgenstein about Carroll, with whom Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy begins, with its close study of “language-games”, that is, of how words work
in actual situations, regardless of what we think they mean or want them to mean. Thus
The Blue Book (1933) starts with a meditation on what it means to say “This is tove” —

one of the words Humpty Dumpty over-confidently defines in his explication of the

¥ See Sewell, The Field of Nonsense, 1-5; 25-36.
3 Carroll, The Annotated Alice, 243; 247; 265.
3 Blake, Play, Games, and Sport, 77.
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“Jabberwocky”.”‘ Nabokov’s radical rethinking of “art” and “love” and “play”, his
demonstration of the actual complexity of the experiences hidden behind the anodyne
senses we have in mind when we use such words as empty expressions of approval, can
also be seen as a development of Carroll’s language-games.

Carroll so much liked turning the world upside down that he even turned himself
upside down, or inside out. “Lewis Carroll” is an alias based on inverting Carroll’s real
name, Charles, and mother’s maiden name, Lutwidge, and substituting for Charles the
Latin word Carrollus and Lewis for Lutwidge. Dodgson held many of the views that he
mocked when he wrote as Lewis Carroll, such as the view expressed by Humpty Dumpty,
that one should be able to define any word any way oneself. In his guise as a respectable
don Dodgson subscribed fastidiously to the principles of order from which he would
escape by imagining himself as a little girl called Alice — as Nabokov would later re-
imagine himself in the person of Lolita. As Chesterton wrote about Carroll: “His strange
double life in earth and in dreamland emphasises the idea that lies at the back of nonsense
— the idea of escape, of escape back into a world where things are not fixed horribly in an
eternal appropriateness”.”® The charmingly pedantic way in which Alice is always talking
to herself, quizzing herself, and scolding herself is a joke about the illusion that thought is
a silent soliloquy. It also dramatises the splitting of the self that can result from self-
consciousness taken to an extreme, and Carroll presents this doubleness or capacity for

inverting oneself as a kind of play in the very first chapter of Alice in Wonderland:

32 The Annotated Alice, 271. Wittgenstein, Blue and Brown Books, 2ff. For an excellent examination of the
links between Carroll and Wittgenstein, which nonetheless misses the point about “tove”, see Pitcher,
“Wittgenstein, Nonsense, and Lewis Carroll”. Wittgenstein mentions Carroll twice in Philosophical
Investigations, 7, 198.

33 Chesterton, The Defendant, 65.
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‘Come, there’s no use in crying like that!” said Alice to herself, rather sharply. ‘I

advise you to leave off this minute!” She generally gave herself very good advice,

(though she very seldom followed it), and sometimes she scolded herself so

severely as to bring tears into her eyes; and once she remembered trying to box

her own ears for having cheated herself in a game of croquet she was playing

against herself, for this curious child was very fond of pretending to be two

34

people.

The principle of inversion also governs the relation between the two Alice books.
While Alice in Wonderland is set in summer, and presents a holiday world of free
spontaneity where it is always tea-time, Through the Looking-Glass is set in the depths of
winter, and paints a frozen, law-governed landscape. W. H. Auden defines the contrast:
“In Wonderland, Alice has to adjust herself to a life without laws; in Looking-Glass
Land, to one governed by laws to which she is unaccustomed.”’ One might say that
Alice in Wonderland is about play and Through the Looking-Glass about games. This is
expressed in the contrast between the two sorts of games on which each book is centred,
cards and chess. Here one finds the clearest sign of Carroll’s crucial importance to
Nabokov’s developing ideas about play, for in the first two novels Nabokov wrote about
play, King, Queen, Knave and The Luzhin Defence, he followed Carroll’s scheme,
beginning with a novel whose title links it to cards and then going on to a novel about
chess. In both Carroll and in Nabokov, however, the polarity of play and game is only
provisional. In Alice in Wonderland, rules are frequently invoked, though they are never
abided by, while the rules in Through the Looking-Glass, though all-determinative, can

never be defined or reached, just as the chess-game that supposedly underlies the events

of the book does so according to an indefinably complex system of by-laws we can only

3% The Annotated Alice, 32-3.
35 Auden, “Today’s ‘Wonder-World’ Needs Alice”, 9.
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imagine. Similarly, Nabokov liked to hint at specific chess games underlying his novels,
but would withdraw the suggestion when his tease was taken too literally.*®

In The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, Alice in Wonderland is one of the books that
Sebastian keeps on his shelf, and the hotel manager who refuses to help V. on his quest
for Sebastian’s true past is described as speaking “in the elenctic tones of Lewis Carroll’s
caterpillar.”®’ Alice’s conversation with the caterpillar is largely about problems of
knowing who one is and specifically what size one is, and this is one of the main
questions in the relationship between V. and his “greater” half-brother Sebastian.’® In
Ada, Nabokov would take up the croquet match played with flamingos and hedgehogs in
Alice in Wonderland. Van tells Ada that “‘Playing croquet with you [...] should be rather
like using flamingos and hedgehogs’”, a comment that suggests Ada’s way of slipping
out of rules and is also a laughing allusion to the game she had proposed just the page
before, in which the playthings were to be pools of light on the forest floor (4 46-8).
Ada’s games do not, or should not, work, since one can only play with things that one can
control and keep stable: as Elizabeth Sewell argued, “the only really safe things, the
reliable unchanging things suitable for play, are dead.” This is the point of the comedy
of the croquet scene, in which Alice finds it impossible to play croquet with flamingos
who are always twisting their heads around and hedgehogs who are always untwisting.
Many of Nabokov’s novels turn on the attempt to play games with another person, to turn

a living creature into a toy, and on the attempts of the plaything to escape the game being

3 In the 1963 introduction to The Luzhin Defence, 10, Nabokov presses the analogy between events in the
book and moves on a chessboard, but see Nabokov’s letter to Edmund Wilson of October 21, 1941,
insisting about The Real Life of Sebastian Knight that “there is no ‘chess-idea’ in the development of the
whole book.” NWL 58.

37 8K 35: 101. See J. B. Sisson’s article on the novel in Alexandrov, ed., The Garland Companion, 633-43.
38 The Annotated Alice, 66-74.

3 Sewell, The Field of Nonsense, 41.
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imagined to imprison them. Throughout Prin, the narrator surreptitiously mocks his
protagonist. Pnin, after all, is so out of place in America that it is easy to make him seem
absurd. Only in the fifth chapter, in which Pnin goes to a country house filled with other
Russian émigrés, and is returned to his natural environment, do we glimpse Pnin at his
true dignity and — in the terms of Carroll’s use of size to suggest identity and self-esteem
— at his true stature. And this is focussed on a game of croquet: “As soon as the pegs were
driven in and the game started, the man was transfigured. From his habitual, slow,
ponderous, rather rigid self, he changed into a terrifically mobile, scampering, mute, sly-
visaged hunchback. It always seemed to be his turn to play.” (P 108-9) For a moment,

Pnin escapes his game, ceases to be the toy, and becomes the player.
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1923-4: Play and Make-Believe

In March 1923 Nabokov’s translation of Alice in Wonderland was published, and
from that month he began to write concentratedly if not exclusively about play. In two
essays on the Russian cabaret in Berlin, published in late summer 1923 in the cabaret’s
English-language programme notes, he effectively envisages art as deriving from play.*
In “Laughter and Dreams”, he paints a vivid picture of the various toys he remembers
being sold at Catkin Week, the traditional Russian spring fair, and says that the world of
toys has been brought back to life in the Russian cabaret. In “Painted Wood” he says that
the magical world of folklore, which has disappeared from the drab reality of Soviet
Russia, is preserved in old toys, and that these toys have come alive again in the exile
cabaret. “Painted Wood” ends surprisingly with the thought that these living toys would
only seem wonderful to a non-Russian. Some distance is needed to reverse the process of
disenchantment by which one grows out of one’s toys, and to re-enter that original world
of make-believe.

The central theme of Nabokov’s writing on play in 1923-4 is that art involves
make-believe, the property that Schiller called aesthetic semblance, which is neither truth
nor falsehood. Nabokov seems to have found inspiration for this idea in Carroll. Both he
and Nabokov use games as a metaphor for the kind of literature they are aiming to write,
a kind that asks from its readers only the provisional suspension of disbelief and not full-
blown faith. The point of a game, after all, is that one is supposed to care only
provisionally; it must always be possible to console oneself for losing with the thought

that “it’s only a game”, though this is never to deny that the interest with which one

T have not been able to find Nabokov’s original English text, but only a translation into Russian, from
which I paraphrase. Nabokov, “Smekh i mechti” and “Raspisnoe derevo”, trans. Tolstoi.
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invested the game was, so long as it lasted, genuine. Somehow, one believes and yet does
not believe, like the White Queen who says that “sometimes I’ve believed as many as six
impossible things before breakfast.” So in Through the Looking-Glass Alice’s “favourite
phrase” is “let’s pretend”, while in the prefatory verses to Alice in Wonderland, Carroll
describes how the story originated, when he invented it for the three Liddell girls, who in
his poem “half believe it true”.*' Characteristically, Nabokov develops this idea in two
opposite ways, showing that aesthetic make-believe can be mistaken as either faith or
deceit. Art and play are like faith in the sense that they demand that one believe things to
be other than they seem to be, though they differ from faith in allowing one to qualify
one’s beliefs, allowing for half-belief or make-believe. But make-believe can be abused
so as to deceive people by playing cruel games with their perceptions.

Nabokov would invoke the idea of make-believe twenty years later in his lecture
on Dostoevsky. He told his students they must always remember that art is a “divine
game”:

It is divine because this is the element in which man comes nearest to God

through becoming a true creator in his own right. And it is a game, because it

remains art only so long as we are allowed to remember that, after all, it is all
make-believe, that the people on the stage are not actually murdered, in other
words, only so long as our feelings of horror or of disgust do not obscure our
realization that we are, as readers or as spectators, participating in an elaborate

and enchanting game. (LRL 106)

What Nabokov is presenting here as a general truth will immediately seem less
persuasive if we think not of plays and novels but of poetry, and especially of the poetry
on religious subjects that Nabokov was writing in significant quantities well into the mid

1920s: a pious religious writer could hardly wish his subject matter to be taken as make-

believe. Although make-believe is the subject matter of “Childhood”, divinity is the

4 The Annotated Alice, 251; 179-81; 23.
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subject of another of the major suites of poems Nabokov wrote when he was nineteen,
“Angels”, which is dedicated to the mystic Vladimir Pohl (SS 1:516-26). This sequence
appears next to “Childhood” in The Empyrean Path. Fifty years later Nabokov said that
his interest had only been in “Byzantine imagery (this has been mistaken by some readers
for an interest in ‘religion’, which, beyond literary stylisation, never meant anything to
me)” (PP 13-14), but it would be incautious to take this statement on trust. Nabokov’s
preference for aesthetic play to religious faith was well-established by 1971, and he was
clearly somewhat embarrassed by these early poems. Brian Boyd sees “playfulness” in
the “Angels” suite, pointing to “a very Nabokovian sense of level after level of being”,
and a sense of “how tentative he wishes to remain about anything beyond the human”
(RY 153). To me, however, the poems show a nearly inhuman absence of irony, obliquity,
or doubt: they seem to aspire to the declaratory purity and harmony of the angelic order
of experience, and give every appearance of being religious poetry in a straightforward
sense.

Nabokov’s personal religious views at that time cannot now be known, but the
“Angels” sequence shows that he was capable of producing an exclusively divine art with
a minimum of play or make-believe. It may be that translating Carroll encouraged him to
turn his back forever on that sort of writing, developing the mode of “Childhood” not that
of “Angels”. It would not have been surprising if Nabokov had turned to faith at this
time. His father was shot in January 1922. Nabokov’s mother was to become a Christian
Scientist (RY 354), and in April 1922 he published a poem on his father’s death entitled
“Easter” (SS 1:458). In January 1923, Nabokov’s miseries deepened when his fiancée

Svetlana’s parents told him that they were breaking off the engagement because of his
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poor prospects (RY 202). But Nabokov would reject the consolations of religion. Instead,
in 1923, play enters as a defence of life on earth against the seductions of the beyond. We
can detect a seed of this in the 1922 essay, “Rupert Brooke”, in which Nabokov praises
Brooke because he “passionately loves the earth”, even though he has a strong awareness
of the “otherworld”. Nabokov cites a poem in which Brooke writes of the Virgin Mary’s
desolation after the annunciation, commenting: “She, probably, understood, that her
earthly life had finished, that she would never more play and sing and pet the little white
goats” (SS 1:734).?

Nabokov explored the idea of play as an alternative to faith in three stories of
1923-4: “Gods” and “Wingstroke”, which he wrote in October 1923, and “The
Thunderstorm”, from the summer of 1924. Each of these stories contains a reference to
the crucifixon,” and they presuppose the Wagnerian Gétterdammerung, or twilight of the
gods, but Nabokov puts a comical spin on this portentous theme: the gods have quite
literally fallen to earth, becoming bathetic. In “The Thunderstorm” Elijah descends into a
city because a wheel has fallen off his chariot, and stumbles about grumpily looking for
it. The narrator notices “on a pile of rubbish, amid broken glass, a narrow-rimmed iron
wheel that must have belonged to a baby carriage.” (S 88) In “Gods”, a boy is “sketching
a god” on the pavement using chalk and charcoal. The god “looks skyward” from the
pavement onto which he is flattened (S 44). In “Wingstroke”, the demonic angel that
comes to visit Isabel in her hotel room is weak, smelly, and helpless, and can be squashed
away into the wardrobe. These stories take the downfall of the gods as an effect of

nineteenth century science and not a matter of personal belief. In “Wingstroke” Kern

“2 My translation.
“542; 44; 88.
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offers the following fragmentary explanation of his atheism: “‘Biblical God ... Gaseous
vertebrate ... I am not a believer’”, to which Monfiori comments “‘That’s from Huxley’”
(36) — referring to Darwin’s best-known apologist. Kern believes that God is a projection
of the human mind, which shaped him by imagining a vertebrate made of gas.

In “Gods”, play emerges as a form of consolation for death. The narrator and his
wife have lost their child, but he is trying to show her how much joy and wonder remain
in existence. He begins where Kern left off, by seeing that the divine is a projection of
consciousness, not something external and alien, as in the Bible. This creative element of
consciousness is seated in the childlike capacity for play, which is why his consolatory
vision of the world begins with the child doodling a god on the pavement. He then turns
to his wife and sees what this scene has reminded her of: “In a corner of our bedroom,
under the icon, there is a colored rubber ball. Sometimes it hops softly and sadly from the
table and rolls gently on the floor.” (45) The image of the ball hopping out from under the
icon suggests how the play of thought takes on a life of its own, escaping from faith.

Play is more central in “Wingstroke”, though it introduces some insoluble
ambiguities. Kern is mourning his wife when he comes to an Alpine ski resort, and meets
a beautiful and vivacious girl, Isabel, who is such a swift and avid skier that she is
nicknamed “Airborne Isabel” by the men who follow her “along the snowy slopes in a
play of sparkling dust.” (25) Being a sportswoman, Isabel, naturally, is English. Kern
sees Isabel, this figure for play, as a force of life and a screen against “cosmic drafts”
(28). But it turns out that while skiing after dark she has made contact with the beyond,

meeting a demon — or angel — lover. Play puts her on the border between this world and
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the otherworld, in Kantian terms, the boundary between the phenomenal and the
noumenal.

In a parallel plot of the story, Kern is also seduced by an otherworldly presence,
more devil than angel. Monfiori, who is first seen playing billiards, travels the world
searching for those who will allow him to watch them commit suicide, and identifies
Kern as a promising candidate. His first move is to propose a drinking game. Monfiori’s
is the first of many diabolical games in Nabokov, that is, games played with someone’s
life. The most mysterious, perhaps insoluble, aspect of “Wingstroke”, is the
characterisation of Monfiori, as “a pale red-haired little fellow who recognized only the
Bible and the carom” (27), “the little fellow who recognized only Bible and billiards”
(33). What does it mean that this choice between faith and sport, reminiscent of the ball
hopping out from under the icon in “Gods”, should be attributed here to a person plainly
diabolical? That there ought to be some middle ground between faith and play, certainty
and doubt? Monfiori is writing a reinterpretation of the Book of Job, and he introduces
the principle that everything is subject to endless reinterpretation, a principle that
Nabokov observes in describing Isabel’s death in mid-air, the diabolically ambiguous
conclusion to the story. In “Wingstroke”, and in the back-and-forth play between the
Isabel and Kern plots, Nabokov seems to be meditating on the fundamentally ambiguous
nature of play, which stands Janus-like on at least two boundaries, that between this
world and the next, and that between the angelic and the demonic. Perhaps the solution to
the dilemma posed by Monfiori is the make-believe character of art, which, if it is

understood in terms of other human activities, will be mistaken for either faith or deceit.
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In Death, a closet drama that he wrote in March 1923, Nabokov had already
written about systematic doubt and the cruel games with perception that it makes
possible. The play is set in a Cambridge college in 1806. There are two characters,
Gonville, a tutor, and Edmond, his best student. Edmond has been deprived of his faith in
the “heavenly father” by “devastating books”, and Gonville, a scientist, has taught him
his “unassailable deduction” that “there is neither sense nor purpose” in the world (SS
1:679).* All that keeps Edmond alive is his secret love for Gonville’s wife Stella.
Gonville is jealous and is determined to find out whether Stella has been unfaithful to
him. Summoning Edmond to his room, he tells him that Stella is dead. Edmond demands
a poison so he can kill himself. Gonville gives him a hallucinogen, persuades him that he
is dead and that his imagination, still active, is conjuring up the scene. But when
Gonville, bored of his trick, explains it to Edmond, Edmond refuses to believe him. He
tells Gonville, “You cannot prove that I am not dead and that my interlocutor [Gonville] /
Is not a ghost” (1:693). Just so Alice is told that she is a figment of the Red King’s
dream, but realises that he may be only a figment of hers.*’

Gonville’s jealousy only partly explains his actions. The play opens with him
revelling in his experiments with Edmond’s mind: “this power over another mind / |
compare with my science” (1:676). But Edmond, and Nabokov, turn the tables on
Gonville, science, and reason. The beyond, which Edmond thought he was experiencing,
may be an illusion. But, conversely, the everyday world given us by the senses may also
be an illusion. Gonville proved the world was only “a worm-eaten ball, turning in

rotation” (1:679), but as Death shows, reason on its own terms cannot disprove the non-

“ My translations from Death.
* The Annotated Alice, 238-9.
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existence of that worm-eaten ball; nor can it disprove the “rumble of countless worlds”
that Edmond heard in Stella’s “occasional whispers” (1:690). A little doubt destroys faith
in a transcendent realm, but a lot of doubt restores it, not as the definitive truth of
orthodox religion, but as an indeterminate intuition of possible alternative worlds.
Nabokov’s witty philosophical parable probably derives from his reading in Descartes
and Montaigne for the course on “French Literature, Thought and History, 1495-1688” at
Cambridge. Only ten months earlier, in May 1922, he had sat the exam for that course, in
which he was asked to “Contrast Montaigne and Descartes in their use of Doubt.”*®

One can think of Death as a play about games of perception, and how they can
issue either in deceit or in an escape into the beyond. But Death does not especially
encourage one to think of it in terms of play: it contains only one brief mention of a game
and a couple of chance uses of the word igra, or play. The game of fives is mentioned
(1:687), and Edmond speaks of deaths “playing” inside poisonous gemstones (1:681),
and later of how his thought “plays and weaves freely / A coloured pattern from the
phenomena of life” (1:692). There is a potential contrast here between destructive and
creative play, but it remains embryonic. Ten years later, however, Nabokov wrote a novel
in which he reworked the idea of Dearh and made explicit the idea of the cruel game with
perception. This is Camera Obscura (1933), which he revised in 1938 as Laughter in the
Dark.*” Albinus, a prosperous art historian, leaves his wife for a sexy young girl, Margot.
Axel Rex, a brilliant cartoonist, conducts an affair with Margot behind Albinus’s back.

When Albinus is blinded in a car accident, Rex and Margot set up house with him, letting

him believe that only Margot is present. Rex moves silently about the house, delighting

“ “French Literature. Thought and History, 1495-1688”, Modern and Medieval Languages Tripos, Part I1.
Cambridge University Examination Papers (1922), 1059.
*7 For the sake of convenience I give the names of the characters as they appear in Laughter in the Dark.
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with Margot in their joint power to control and deceive Albinus’s perceptions. Like
Gonville, he does this for the pleasure of experimenting with a human being, something
made plain by the original opening of Camera Obscura, which, like the opening of
Death, is a description of the scientific dissection of matter. Rex’s “dangerous game” (LD
163) is illustrated by his love of poker, in which one wins by bluffing, that is by tricking
someone’s perceptions.*® It is like a game of “blind man’s buff’ (186). Albinus is Rex’s
doll (187). As his name suggests, Rex is king over Albinus’s perceptions. He is the
demon Descartes imagined, who might devote himself to playing games with man’s
perceptions.*” Another comparison is provided by the allusions to Shakespeare’s Othello
throughout the novel (145): Rex is an lago, the archetype of the cruel game-player, the
playwright within the play, who uses real people as his characters and constructs scenes
to deceive them. “It amused him intensely to see life made to look silly” (91-2), because
of “his innate conviction that everything that has ever been created in the domain of art,
science, or sentiment, was only a more or less clever trick.” (117) Nabokov stresses that
Rex, despite being a lifelong sadist, is “a very fine artist indeed” (92). But he differs from
Nabokov because he treats make-believe as mere deception. His play is entirely
destructive.

In The Tragedy of Mr. Morn, a five-act tragedy modelled on Shakespeare’s
tragedies, Nabokov explores make-believe as both faith and deceit. Morn is a direct
response to the Russian Revolution, an attempt to counter a revolutionary politics,
grounded in the ideal of equality, with a conservative politics, grounded in the ideal of

happiness. The play takes place in an imaginary kingdom repeatedly described as having

“ LD 90; 95; 148.
“ As Craig Raine suggests in his afterword, LD 195.
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the air of a skazka or fairy-tale. Four years before the beginning of the play, a long period
of revolution was brought to an end by the accession to power of a king who rules
incognito, Mr. Morn. As Boyd says, Morn shows people how to see the world “as if it
were the handiwork of some artist of reality [...] Morn seems to have made possible his
country’s good fortune not by any practical measures of rational politics, but simply by
knowing this twist of thought that taps the generosity of the world.” (RY 225) Ganus, a
former revolutionary, recognises, “after the revolution, the country recovered its strength
miraculously / The king alone has achieved all this [...] The power of the king, living /
And harmonious, inspires me now, / Like music”.® Morn’s example has aestheticised the
world, restoring order by turning it into a fairy-tale or a play: if even the King is an actor,
then all identity is not something sovereign but something performed, and he shows
people how to act as they would wish to be. He is a fantasy of the Stranger, a mysterious
figure who enters at the beginning and the end of the play and comes from the real world
of revolutionary Russia, and has “dreamed of some marvellous king” (86): it is Nabokov
wishing for a King to return and rescue Russia from the Bolsheviks. There is a semi-
Kantian allegory here: for the sake of order, morality, and happiness in the real world,
people must make-believe in the possibility of an ideal world. Morn says:
I created

An era of happiness, an ear of harmony ... O God,

Give me strength ... As if in play [igraiuchi], lightly

I ruled; I appeared in a black mask

In the ringing hall to my dignitaries,

Who were cold, senile ... imperiously I brought them back to life —
And left again, laughing, laughing ... (49)

% Tragediia gospodina Morna, 49. All translations from The Tragedy of Mr. Morn mine.
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Nabokov had written The Pole six months earlier, and Morn is a more developed version
of Scott and the other polar explorers, a hero who is recognised by his laughter, who
plays, even in the face of death, and by doing so sustains the courage to live.

The image of Morn riding about in a closed coach is an allegory for the fairy-tale
of God. “The King is a dream” (58). When Morn seems to have died, Ganus decides to
become a Christian so as to fill the void (89). But when Ganus discovers that Morn has
been a coward and fearfully shirked death, he loses faith: “Morn is living, / God is dead.
That is all.” (97) Having lost a duel, Morn flees the city, and revolution sweeps back in,
causing death and destruction. One character comments, “it is as if we have passed from
a fairy-tale / Into the most banal reality” (101). The revolutionary leader, Tremens,
embodies the reality-principle which Morn had resisted. Like Gonville before him and
Rex after him, Tremens believes that all make-believe is mere deception: “There is no
fairy-tale, / It is only Morn!” (78) Tremens had once been a painter of harmonious
landscapes but since his wife’s death he has devoted himself to his new idea of “the limit
of beauty” — “shadows of ruins” (16). He yearns for “deadly / Revolts; dumb destruction;
/ Bliss; non-existence.” (18) His “tigerish playfulness” (52) is the opposite of Morn’s
playfulness. Whereas Morn’s play defies death, Tremens’s play imitates death, aiming to
raze the whole world to its base materials and to rid it of make-believe,

Yet in between Morn’s creative play, a make-believe in which others find faith,
and Tremens’s destructive play, which sneers at make-believe as deceit, Nabokov
gestures towards a third idea of play, which he embodies in Dandilio, the elderly
councillor. Dandilio is a radical aesthete who loves everything in the world, good and

evil, life and death: “There is no sin on earth”, he asserts. “Love, suffering — everything is
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necessary, everything is beautiful.” (19) His most fervent speech in praise of the world
comes while an innocent woman and her baby are being shot off-stage, just before he is
about to be shot’' Through Dandilio Nabokov appears to be glancing towards
Aikhenvald in the audience: he speaks lines which recall “Praise of Idleness” (81).
Dandilio accepts the Nietzschean vision of the play of the world, creative and destructive,
which Nabokov had adumbrated in “Childhood”. In his synopsis Nabokov wrote that:
“Dandilio has a calm and so to speak radiant attitude to everything. For him everything in
the world is play, always equally amusing, always equally accidental.” (97) This is
Nabokov’s first explicit statement that the world is play. It anticipates the opening of
“Breitenstriter — “Paolino”, but also casts new light on it. Nabokov clearly intends
Dandilio to be a disquietingly amoral figure. Is the narrator of “Breitenstriter — Paolino”

also to be viewed with disquiet?

5! As Boyd points out: RY 225.
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1924-5: Play, Violence and Doubt

Having broached the theme of play, in 1924 Nabokov retreated from it somewhat,
though late in 1924 he published “Three Chess Sonnets” and “The Boxer’s Girlfriend”,
and on February 5™ 1925, he wrote “The Skater”, a poem comparing the patterns formed
by an ice-skater to those formed by the poet.”® The stories he wrote in 1924 do not deal
with play, and play is also largely absent from his first novel, Mary, conceived and
written between January and October 1925. Ganin, a young Russian émigré in Berlin, is
stuck in a purgatorial condition, unable to move forward and leave behind his nostalgia
for Russia and Mary, the girl with whom he was once in love. Now he has no will,
although “once (in the days when he had walked on his hands or jumped over five chairs)
he had been able not merely to control his will but to play games with it.” (10) The novel
begins with Ganin trapped in a lift with Alfyorov, one of his neighbours, a situation
whose symbolic resonance Alfyorov himself points out. Alfyorov suggests that they
“‘play some party game’”, specifically a numerical guessing game, but Ganin refuses (2).
This refusal to play seems connected to Ganin’s inertia. At the end of the novel, Ganin
decides not to wait for Mary, re-inhabits the present, forges a new passport, and is ready
to move away, his memories of Mary exhausted and dispelled (113-4). Now perhaps
Ganin is ready to play, and to become an artist of exile, physically and metaphysically,
not minding that, as Alfyorov told him in the lift, “the floor is horribly thin and there’s
nothing but a black well underneath it” (3).

In late June and early July of 1925, Nabokov wrote a story, “The Fight”, which

returns covertly to the ambiguous nature of play that Nabokov had examined in

“Wingstroke”, though some of the ambiguities here are new. In the first part of the story,

52 65 1:629-30; 622-3; 635.
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the narrator describes sunbathing in the park outside Berlin. “At the very edge of the
forest, sun-browned youths play a hard game of catch, flinging their soccer ball one-
handed in a motion that revives the immortal gesture of the Discobolus” (S 142). In the
second part of the story, the narrator witnesses a fight outside a pub between the
publican, Otto, who had been one of the sunbathers, and a man who had been wooing
Otto’s daughter. The story presents itself at first glance as a study in opposite states of
experience. But as “Breitenstriter — Paolino” will suggest, fighting is the basis of play, in
its most violent, agonistic and non-conscious form, and play may also be the basis of
fighting. The description of the movement of sun and shadow at the beginning of “The
Fight” is couched in a language that suggests a struggle between the sun and the clouds:
“the sun tried to slip in between them, but they would sweep over it with their blinding
edge” (142).>° Even the play of light and shadow, though it is the most non-conflictual,
incorporeal form of play, can still be seen as conflict. Conversely, conflict can be
subsumed into the category of play. That is the conclusion the narrator draws at the end
of the story, when in the final sentence he reflects that “perhaps what matters is not the
human pain or joy at all but, rather, the play of shadow and light on a live body” (146).
Nabokov is exploring an extreme of aestheticism where “what matters” is only how
human life can be abstracted into the most fundamental patterns of consciousness. In this
perspective, events are the constructions of the mind, and the narrator also reflects that
the pre-history of the fight he has given us is only one of many possible ways he might

have imagined what had happened.®® Here, as at the end of “Wingstroke”, another sort of

53 Connolly has remarked on this in “The Play of Shadow and Light in ‘The Fight’”, 32.
3% Nabokov would make the same point next year in “On Generalities”, 12, when he imagines an ancient
historian who, glimpsing from his study a street fight whose cause cannot be reconstructed, is chastened
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play is mooted, the play of interpretation. The story leaves us room to reverse the
narrator’s conclusion, deciding instead to reject play and to see how the ineradicably
hostile nature of life is reflected in the agonistic nature of consciousness. Whether or not
one sees life as play or as conflict depends on whether or not one feels at home in the
world, as the sunbathers do: the fight begins when the jilted man says to the publican “‘I
thought I was at home here’” (145), but is violently shown that he is not “at home”
anymore.

“The Fight” casts light on Nabokov’s decision, in “Breitenstréter — Paolino”, to
present his fullest statement on art and play in the context of an essay on boxing. Its
opening statement that “Everything in the world plays” is a part of an aestheticism that
culminates in the following assertions:

The point, of course, is absolutely not that a heavyweight boxer after two or three

rounds is a little bloody, since a white vest offers just as visible a picture, as if red

ink had spilled from a fountain pen. The point, firstly, is the beauty of the very art
of boxing, the perfect exactitude of the lunges, of the sideways leaps, the dives,
the different blows, curved, straight, with the back of the hand, — and secondly,

the excellent manly excitement that this art arouses. (SS 1:750)

The image of blood on the boxer’s vest as ink on a page suggests that the writer has
merely projected the immediate object of his perceptions, the page and ink in front of
him, onto the object of his imagination, just as in “The Fight” the narrator may have
extrapolated the conflict of light and shadow into the scene of a fistfight. The comparison
of blood and ink is the give-away that in “Breitenstriter — Paolino” Nabokov is
describing the writing process, engaging in metaphysical reflection and testing how far

aestheticism can go in formalising material that would seem to resist being formalised —

even boxing, even blood and pain. He is echoing the formalist critic Viktor Shklovsky,

into seeing that his “deeply pondered reasoning” on the origins of an ancient war was “unsubstantiated”
and “incidental”.



79

who in his 1921 essay, “Sterne’s Tristram Shandy” had written that “blood (krov’) in art
is not bloody, it rhymes with ‘love’ (Jiubov’)”.> In his opening sentence, the narrator of
“Breitenstréter — Paolino” had forced blood and love into a single thought when he said
that “the blood in the veins of a lover” plays (749).

In the Aesthetic Education, just before his central proposition that “man only
plays when he is in the fullest sense of the word a human being”, Schiller argued that the
artistic inferiority of Ancient Rome to Ancient Greece was the natural corollary to the
savagery of its gladiatorial contests, as compared to the Olympic Games: “we shall not go
far wrong when trying to discover a man’s ideal of beauty if we enquire how he satisfies
his play-drive.”® In “Breitenstriter — Paolino”, however, the narrator derides those who
are disgusted by boxing, “just as in Rome, probably, there were people, who frowned on
it, that a pair of sturdy gladiators, demonstrating the very best in the art of the gladiator,
should slug each other with iron blows” (1:750). Nabokov’s essay develops the principle,
one of the premises of “The Fight”, that there is always conflict in play. In 1926 Nabokov
would join a secret organisation named VIR, whose purpose was “to combat Bolshevism
on an ideological level” (RY 260). By insisting on the element of conflict in play, he had
already done so:

There is no play without competition; which is why some forms of play, as, for

example, gymnastic festivals, when a brigade of men or women draws up in a

communal area in figures of a single movement, seem insipid, as if lacking in the

main thing, which gives play its entrancing, thrilling delight. Which is why the
communist system is so absurd, in which everyone is condemned to do everything

as one and as in the boring gymnastics, not allowing, that anyone might be better
built than his neighbour. (1:749-50)

55 Shklovskii, O teorii prozy, 192.
3¢ desthetic Education, 107.
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“Breitenstriter — Paolino” rejects the superficial idea of play as something innocuous.
Nabokov’s essay shows that there is a competitive element in all play that results in
conflict and violence. In boxing, this violence in play finds its apotheosis. The examples
of play given in the opening paragraph of the essay, “the blood in the veins of a lover, the
sun on the water, and the musician on a violin”, all fit into the innocuous idea of play.
But the second paragraph makes the transition from play to violence enacted in “The
Fight”: “When we actually play — whether we throw peas at a tin battalion or advance
towards the net barrier in tennis” (1:749). The allusion to duelling contained in the word
Nabokov uses here for “barrier”, bar era, suggests how play formalises and sublimates
violence, and by doing so trains its participants for war: “Not for nothing did Nelson say,
that the battle of Trafalgar was won on the football and tennis pitches of Eton. And the
Germans of recent times have understood, that the goose step doesn’t get you very far
and that boxing, football, and hockey are more important for war than all other sorts of
gymnastics.” (1:750)

Nabokov’s insistence that play requires competition and therefore an opponent
leads up to his claim that “a child knows well, that in order to play to his heart’s content,
it is necessary to play with somebody or in the extreme case to imagine somebody, to
double himself.” (1:748) This recalls Carroll’s Alice, the “curious child” who “was very
fond of pretending to be two people”, and sometimes tried to box her own ears.”’ In
Russian literature doubling is associated principally with Dostoevsky, in whose works it
is driven by humiliation and self-disgust so bitter that the protagonists can only survive
by abandoning their identity. Instead of this, Carroll showed Nabokov how to conceive of

doubling as free and creative play. This is what Nabokov did in writing “Breitenstriter —

57 The Annotated Alice, 32-3.
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Paolino”, first inventing in the narrator a distorted version of himself, and then outlining
the shadow of that double. At one point the narrator suddenly invokes a strange figure on
whom he pours contempt:
A nervous man, who doesn’t like to wash himself in the mornings while stark
naked, and who is inclined to be surprised, that a poet, who works for two and a
half connoisseurs, earns less money, than a boxer, who works for a crowd of
many thousands (who, by the way, have nothing in common with the so-called
rabble, and are stimulated by an excitement much purer, more sincere, and more
clean-breathed, than is the crowd [which is] a meeting of citizen heroes), this
nervous man looks with indignation and disgust at a fistfight (1:750).
Only the year before, in November 1924, Nabokov had written in his short story,
“The Dragon”, an allegory of how the artist is inevitably corrupted if he abandons his
solitude. And in his poem “The Boxer’s Girlfriend”, also written in 1924, he gave the lie
to the claim that the violence of boxing is disinterested play, either for the boxer or the
spectator: the boxer’s girlfriend is pleased when he is knocked out, since he had struck
her earlier that day (SS 1:622-3). The narrator’s bloodthirsty views are not, then,
Nabokov’s own. But neither is the nervous man Nabokov. The nervous man, who dares
not look at himself naked in the morning, who is disgusted by violence and who prefers
poetry, is the empty shell of Nabokov, left behind by the artist who flits upwards and
casts a cold eye back upon himself. He is the shadow-self whom the narrator boxes. The
nervous man embodies Nabokov’s fear of his own shadow, while the narrator embodies
the cruelty incited by that fear. “Nabokov himself”, that perfectly self-knowing, perfectly
designing author we desire and dream of, we can construct only as the vanishing point at

which, somewhere beyond the writing, the nervous man and the narrator of Breitenstriter

— Paolino might converge.



82

But the sport — and art — of “Breitenstriter — Paolino” lies in the way that
Nabokov escapes himself, plays one part of himself off against another, and stages his
conflicts rather than resolving them, as if they were boxing it out. He wishes to vindicate
competition and therefore violence so as to reject communist unanimity, but he wants to
emphasise the formal properties of boxing instead of its violent purposes and effects, so
as to reject communist utilitarianism; he is using boxing and its “manly excitement” to
distance his aestheticism from the suspicion of effeminacy, but at the same time he is
denying that boxing causes actual pain; and the wish for an audience and the envy of
popular culture’s appeal are set against a pronounced fear of crowds. Part of what makes
the essay difficult is its almost violent refusal to meet its audience halfway. The two and
a half connoisseurs to whom Nabokov first read out the essay at the Aikhenvald circle,
and the scepticism they might have been expected to feel about the claim that there is no
pain in boxing, are blankly ignored. Violence destroys the context of common decency in
which judgements would ordinarily be made. This refusal to acknowledge the reader’s
moral instincts produces an eeriness that Nabokov had earlier explored in “Russian
Spoken Here”, a short story from 1923, in which an émigré shopkeeper locks up a
communist agent in his bathroom, and the narrator breezily ignores the possibility that
this act of torture might be anything else than a very good joke.

Brian Boyd has pointed to “the sudden advance in Nabokov’s art late in 1925
(RY 253). With “Breitenstriter — Paolino” he had defined the subject and the style that he
would work through for the rest of his life. Behind him was Mary, an undistinguished
Turgenevian novel of longing and loneliness. Ahead of him was King, Queen, Knave, a

cruel novel about play, in which Nabokov inverted all his ideals and for the first time
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discovered the acid-etched tone and cut-glass images which would become his signature
style. Over all his subsequent novels there would preside, not the kind young fellow who
wrote Mary, but a different authority, the playful, divided, juggler-god of “Breitenstriiter
— Paolino”. In Laughter in the Dark, Axel Rex, appropriately, glimpses him again:
He watched with interest the sufferings of Albinus [...] The stage manager of this
performance was neither God nor the devil. [...] The stage manager whom Rex
had in view was an elusive, double, triple, self-reflecting Proteus of a phantom,

the shadow of many-coloured glass balls flying in a curve, the ghost of a juggler
on a shimmering curtain. (118)
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Chapter Three
Cards and Chess: King, Queen, Knave and The Luzhin Defense

Introduction

While “Breitenstriter — Paolino” is Nabokov’s first full statement of the
importance of play, King, Queen, Knave is his first novel to deal with play. But Nabokov
did not begin writing King, Queen, Knave until January 1928 (RY 227). For two whole
years, 1926 and 1927, he produced relatively little work. This delay suggests the
enormous conceptual advance Nabokov was about to make. The preparations for writing
King, Queen, Knave seem to have taken most of the second half of 1927. Of his two
major works of these years, A University Poem, written in December 1926, deals
relatively superficially with play, while there is no reference to play in the slight drama
The Man from the U.S.S.R., written in the autumn of 1926. Of the six stories he wrote in
1926 and 1927, only one, “A Nursery Tale”, written in the summer of 1926, touches even
tangentially on play. The devil offers a young man, Erwin, his choice of all the women he
passes on the street on a given day, so long as the number is odd. Some readers will
consider this a “game”, as Boyd does (RY 259), though the text does nothing to
encourage the idea. Two poems of these years deal with play. “Ski-Jump”, dated between
25 December 1925 and 7 January 1926, returns to the alpine sports of “Wingstroke” (SS
2:554). “The Chess Knight”, which appeared in Rul’ on October 23 1927, is the seed of
The Luzhin Defense (SS 2:558-9).

In writing King, Queen, Knave in 1928 and The Luzhin Defense in 1929, Nabokov
did as he had done in “Breitenstriter ~ Paolino”, doubling himself off to produce a
carefully calculated antithesis. King, Queen, Knave is a satirical novel which attacks its

characters. It tears away their illusions. It describes free play, only to argue that play
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without rules is impossible, and leads to disaster. The Luzhin Defense is, as its title
suggests, a book about defence. It defends the illusions in which people live. It describes
a person trying to eliminate play from life, and insists that this is impossible, and that the
attempt leads to destruction. Whereas King, Queen, Knave is an artistic realisation of a
universe in continual play, quick and nervous in tone, and sparkling with reckless images,
the art of The Luzhin Defense is that of cerebral form abstracted as far as is possible from
the flux of the universe, imitating the measured, deliberative, and structured character of
chess. The distinction between the two novels, like that between Alice in Wonderland and
Through the Looking-Glass, is symbolised by the contrast between cards and chess.

It was in the 1920s that Nabokov’s work was most closely related to the previous
writing on play that | outlined in Chapter One. King, Queen, Knave and The Luzhin
Defense are constructed on the blueprint of Bely’s Petersburg, in which a controlling
Apollonian mind forges a rigid linear world over which it presumes to exercise absolute
sovereignty, only to discover at the cost of death or madness that the eternal play of the
universe cannot be controlled. Pushkin’s short story “The Queen of Spades”, which
Nabokov often alludes to in this period, offered him a similar thought, and he found it
confirmed in a third variation, in Schiller’s dictum that “man only plays when he is in the
fullest sense a human being, and he is only fully a human being when he plays”.! In King,
Queen, Knave, Nabokov explores how full humanity is lost when play is dominated and
distorted by an excess of what Schiller called the sense-drive, in The Luzhin Defense by
an excess of what he called the form-drive.

Schiller, Nietzsche, and Bely had all been content to write about play without

considering what games they had in mind, but in the 1920s Nabokov carried out a

' Aesthetic Education, 107.
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searching enquiry into what play actually means, that is, to what particular activities play
actually refers. Nabokov reads the characteristics of one sport into another in surprising
ways. In “Breitenstridter — Paolino”, he writes about boxing as if it were chess, while in
The Luzhin Defense he writes about chess as if it were boxing: that is, he describes
boxing as if it were formal and without effect, while he treats chess as a blood sport. In
1926, in “On Generalities”, Nabokov had insisted on how important it was to have “a

»2 He was interested in what sport meant in

good knowledge of the history of sport.
Germany in the 1920s as opposed to what sport meant in England in the same period. In
“Breitenstriter — Paolino”, Nabokov gives a history of boxing. In King, Queen, Knave, he
does not only use cards in general as a metaphor, he also refers to a particular card-game,
“Skat”, and draws on its particular rules as analogies to the plot. When it came to chess,
Nabokov took a great interest in the different grandmasters who were contending for the
world title in the 1920s, and in The Luzhin Defense he exploits the potential intellectual
and aesthetic implications of the new school of chess-play known as “hypermodernism”.
Nabokov’s writings on chess through the 1920s engaged in great detail with particular

chess players and schools, and this chapter shows how these writings lead up to The

Luzhin Defense.

2«“On Generalities”, 13.
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King, Queen, Knave

As the title suggests, King, Queen, Knave is based on the metaphor of a card
game. At the end of the book a film entitled King, Queen, Knave is about to be shown,
advertised by “three gigantic transparent-looking playing cards” (216), and the characters
are also transparent-looking, animated caricatures who act out a game familiar from a
hundred nineteenth century novels: a young provincial, Franz, comes to work at the
Berlin department store of his rich uncle, Dreyer, and is seduced by Dreyer’s wife,
Martha. The plot to murder Dreyer is ultimately foiled by Martha’s greed and by the
sheer force of accident. In his 1967 introduction, Nabokov compared himself to a poker-
player (viii), supporting the idea that the author is to be taken as a card-player which had
begun as early as Aikhenvald’s review in Rul’? Close to the centre of the novel, three
silent Germans are playing cards in the café where Martha first conceives the murder
(110-11). The game being played, Skat, reflects the plot of the novel. It involves two
players combining to try to beat the third player, the “banker”; the cards laid to one side
are called the “widow”. There is a variation in which knaves are the only trumps (and the
novel ends with the laughter of Franz, the knave). The pregnant woman who looks on at
the Germans’ card game, the “kibbitzer”, serves as an image for the Hitchcockian

appearances Nabokov sporadically makes in the book through various proxy characters.*

3 Aikhenvald speaks of “the exceptional refinement with which the whole game with animated human cards
is won.” Aikhenval’d, “Korol’, Dama, Valet”, 36.

* See Kostandi, ““Korol’, Dama, Valet’”, 242-4; and Rogachevskii, “‘Korol’, <Pikovaia> Dama, Valet’”,
280-1. Both Kostandi and Rogachevskii seem, however, to have confused German Skat with the much
simpler American Scat and so they miss the point about the knave being trumps when the declarer calls
Grand.
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The theme of play in King, Queen, Knave is linked to the idea that chance is the
governing force in history. In “On Generalities”, Nabokov had attacked the “demon of
generalities”, historical determinism:

Why should we in fact be like those paradoxical enemies of enthusiasm, who at

the green table in Monte Carlo for years calculate, how many times strokes fall on

the red, how many on the black, in order to find a sure system? There is no
system. The roulette of history knows no laws. Clio laughs at our clichés [...]

Chance, Donna Anna, chance, as is said in The Stone Guest.’

The trip to the seaside at the end of the book is described as “a boon for everybody
concerned, including the god of chance (Cazelty or Sluch, or whatever his real name
was), once you imagined that god in the role of a novelist or a playwright, as Goldemar
had in his most famous work.” (224)

The mention of Pushkin’s The Stone Guest (written in 1830) in “On Generalities”
shows that the idea of Chance was associated in Nabokov’s mind with Pushkin (though
the reference to roulette also suggests Dostoevsky’s The Gambler (1866)). In particular
Nabokov will have found his theme encapsulated in Pushkin’s famous short story about
gambling at cards, “The Queen of Spades”. Hermann, a German engineer in St.
Petersburg, watches others gamble at cards every night but is too cautious and calculating
ever to take part, until he hears the story of an elderly Countess to whom the secret of
winning at faro was once entrusted. Though he scares the old lady to death, her ghost
seems to give him the secret combination of three, seven, and ace: the first two cards win
for him on two successive nights, but on the last night he loses his entire fortune. One
lesson that emerges is, then, that, as Nabokov said in the passage of “On Generalities”

quoted above, “there is no system”, or, to put it another way, that play cannot be

eliminated from life. Nabokov’s most explicit allusion to “The Queen of Spades” comes

5 «“On Generalities”, 12; 13. Translation mine.
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in Despair, in which the protagonist’s name is Hermann Hermann. A number of
Nabokovians have lent their support to the view that “nearly all of Nabokov’s Russian
prose comes out of ‘The Queen of Spades’ — not least in the way that Nabokov, like
Pushkin, frequently requires his reader to play the game of choosing between multiple
possible interpretations.®

The very title of King, Queen, Knave, with its three cards, would prime any
educated Russian reader to think of Pushkin’s story, and a number of smaller
correspondences confirm the parallel.” In his seminal article on cards and “The Queen of
Spades”, lurii Lotman describes how in the 1830s “Pushkin repeatedly contrasted dead
and inflexible law with chance, as death with life” and argues that this contrast is
expressed in “The Queen of Spades” by the way that “the heroes move in turn from the
predictable into the domain of the unpredictable and back again, now coming to life and
now turning into dead (literally and metaphorically) automata.”® Nabokov takes this
stream of metaphor in “The Queen of Spades” and literalises it in King, Queen, Knave. In
one subplot, an inventor who is developing automata approaches Dreyer with the
suggestion that they should be used as “automannequins” in his shop-windows. The
characters are frequently described as automata or machines, especially Franz, whose
“day ran its course automatically but his nights were formless and full of terror”, and for
whom “the morning jolt of the alarm clock was like a coin dropped into a vending
machine.” (200) This machine imagery runs in parallel to the underlying conceit that the

characters are as flat as playing cards, which culminates in the description of Franz’s

® See Alexander Dolinin at SS 2:27. For the polyvalency of “The Queen of Spades”, see Kahn’s
introduction to Pushkin, The Queern of Spades, xxiv-xxvii.

7 Rogachevskii, “‘Korol’, <Pikovaia> Dama, Valet’”, 276-9.

® Lotman, ““Theme and Plot’: The Theme of Cards and the Card Game in Russian Literature of the
Nineteenth Century”, 478; 480.
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wish that Dreyer will fit neatly into the murder plot: as opposed to “the dangerous
itksome Dreyer who walked, spoke, tormented him, guffawed [...] there was a second,
purely schematic, Dreyer, who had become detached from the first — a stylised playing
card, a heraldic design — and it was this that had to be destroyed.” (177) Franz and
Martha are determined to make Dreyer a toy in their game, but to be fully manipulable,
Dreyer needs to be dead.

Of all the characters, Martha is most like Pushkin’s Hermann, and she reduces the
world to a projection of her one-dimensional will. For her, “life should proceed according
to plan, straight and strict, without freakish twists and wiggles.” (10) When she finds
herself attracted to Franz, “for the first time in her married life she experienced
something that she had never expected, something that did not fit like a legitimate square
into the parquet pattern of their life” (41). The basic plan for King, Queen, Knave is that
of Bely’s Petersburg, to show the flat rectilinear landscape projected by Martha’s mind,
and then to show that world destroyed by the subterranean mental forces of eros and
play.” Just as Apollon’s mind conjures up his assassin, Martha’s desire produces Franz
and the plot that will finally lead to her death. As Bely writes, “cerebral play is only a
mask. Under way beneath this mask is the invasion of the brain by forces unknown to
us.”'® Franz’s mind is described as a “playground” (79) in which all sorts of balls are
bouncing about, but “behind these regular everyday thoughts, as behind words written on
glass, lay darkness, a darkness into which one ought not to peer” (200), and as the novel
progresses Martha finds that “some kind of atrocious dreamland was encroaching upon

her charts.” (197)

° See Field, Nabokov: His Life in Art, 158, and Buks, Eshafot v khrustal 'nom dvortse, 50, for previous
comments on the relation of King, Queen, Knave to Petersburg.
'9 Petersburg, trans. Maguire and Malmstad, 35.
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As Brian Boyd writes, in King, Queen, Knave Nabokov “shows consciousness
always ready to decay into something automatic or less than fully human” and “tries to
define what being human means”.!! The novel follows “The Queen of Spades” in
showing how people lose their humanity when they lose their capacity for spontaneity
and play, becoming automata, but two scenes of monkeys dressed in human clothes serve
as a reminder that to be human requires reason as well as spontaneity.'> Human beings
lurch between the animal and the mechanical, losing their humanity when they deny
either their rationality or their freedom. The emotional climax of the book can be placed
at the moment when Franz realises that he has been reduced to an instrument of Martha’s
will: “A human being, and after all he was a human being, was not supposed to go on
enduring such oppression.” The word “human” acts like a spell: “It was at that moment
that Franz regained consciousness like an insufficiently drugged patient on the operating
table.” (254)

King, Queen, Knave’s picture of man caught on the narrow middle ground
between ape and automaton recalls Schiller’s diagnosis of the conflict in man between
the sense-drive and the form-drive, and the book takes place in a Berlin in which bric-a-
brac shops sell busts of Schiller for a quarter — the same price as a kitchen pan (100).
When Franz remembers that he is a human being and regains consciousness, he is “toying
with the string of a balloon tied with a bottle” (254), suggesting that, having recovered
his humanity, he can play, and that play will set him free. But Schiller has come to be

valued at the rate of a cheap household article, and if King, Queen, Knave does test his

1

RY 281; 285.
'2 KQK 66; 118. Compare with one of the poems in The Empyrean Path, in which the poet puts a monkey
in a dress only to see it tear apart “a book of songs, a book of comfort”. “Obez’ianu v saraphane”, SS
1:544-5.
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theory that play can heal the division in man’s nature, save him from treating his fellow-
man as an instrument, and restore his humanity, the experiment does not produce a
reassuring result. Play in King, Queen, Knave is manipulative, violent, commercialised
and superficial. In response to Martha, Dreyer thinks: “But allow me to play a little too —
leave me my nephew ...” (40) Martha plays with Franz in the bedroom, and Dreyer plays
with him at the shop, turning him into a vending machine. This kind of play is nearly
lethal, and when Dreyer finally takes on Franz at tennis, he measures up the height of the
net “with the thoroughness of an executioner preparing his block” (187). There is already
this sublimation of violence into play in “The Queen of Spades”, where the game of faro
at the end is “like a duel”."

There is a more historically specific idea here as well. In “On Generalities”,
Nabokov says that “in Germany sport has only just been born, born quite rapidly and [...]
for this reason jumps out at one. Football comes as a substitute for the goose march, lawn
tennis replaces the art of war.”'* The sort of play Nabokov is describing in the Germany
of King Queen Knave is a thin and poorly understood fagade set upon a predisposition for
aggression. Neither Martha nor Franz understand tennis. She thinks that the ball-girl is
just getting in the way, while he cannot play, and does not recognise the umpire: “Beside
one of the further courts a kind of judge, or guardian of games, sat on a stepladder
shaking his head in rhythm - denying, denying, denying” (187). This is a telling
misunderstanding: Franz is always oppressed, never liberated, by the rules of the games

in which he is caught up.

"> The Queen of Spades, 98.
' «On Generalities™, 13.
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Dreyer, by contrast, can play tennis but cannot ski or swim, because these are
forms of play without rules, and he cannot grasp the element of freedom in play.
Although he does have many of the attributes of an artist in Nabokov’s eyes — he has
some instinct for play, a keen sensitivity, a taste for uselessness and idleness and a love of
poetry — he is, as a number of critics have pointed out, one of Nabokov’s near-artists."
As the owner of a shop that sells sporting goods, he commercialises play, and deals
economically with his own sensitivity by relying on his first impressions of people and
things, which is why it is so easy for Franz and Martha to deceive him. Dreyer’s idea of
art is revealed in the scene where he takes Franz on a night-time visit to his department
store and shows him the art of selling ties, teaching him to play on the customers’ social
insecurities, to make the colours flare up before their dazzled eyes, and to sell them more
than they had come for, “demonstrating not the way ties should be sold in real life, but
the way they might be sold if the salesman were artist and clairvoyant.” (70) Dreyer’s
shop is called “Dandy”, and Dreyer, with his “playful nonchalance” (73) and callow
egotism is himself a dandy, and this mode of vision is an old-fashioned aestheticism.

Nabokov goes beyond this mere aestheticism, searching out aspects of mental
experience for which no salubrious visual representation is possible. King, Queen, Knave
pulls away the mask from the world, as Franz pulls away Dreyer’s mask at the ball (145).
But it also pulls away the face beneath this mask, alerting us to this procedure at its
opening by the startling image of a man from whose face the nose and skin seem to have
been burned away (3). The keynote of the book is a thrilled disgust with the raw flesh
beneath the skin. For Franz, play is a nauseating memory of filthy children in a

schoolyard with slippery skin and spittle, and desire itself is extraordinarily close to this

1> See Connolly in Alexandrov ed., The Garland Companion, 208.
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experience of disgust (4). In one of the many erotic details in King, Queen, Knave, when
Franz helps Martha out of her raincoat, “the silk lining was crimson, as crimson as lips
and flayed animals, and smelled of heaven.” (95) When he reviewed King, Queen, Knave
Aikhenvald said that “Sirin [...] sins against taste in that he displays a strange leaning
towards the unnecessary mention of nasty and repulsive things.”'® In December 1927,
Nabokov had reviewed Khodasevich’s Collected Poems, saying that “his choice of theme
knows no boundaries [...] he pranks, plays, coldly revels in his gift of singing the
unsung”, and praising “this sacred lack of squeamishness in his muse.”’’ (SS 2:651)
Nabokov and Khodasevich’s harsh play, their fascination with disgust, distinguishes them
as modernists in contrast to the more innocuous play of Aikhenvald’s old-fashioned
aestheticism.

In King, Queen, Knave, Nabokov for the first time discovered his tone of
supercilious contempt for his characters, a sportive hostility that harks back to
“Breitenstriter — Paolino”. Nabokov had celebrated contempt in November 1927, in
“Anniversary”, the essay he wrote for the tenth anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution,
writing that “we have studied the science of contempt to perfectio<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>