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Through new perspectives on form and imagery, Nabokov reinvented the novel at a crucial time in American literary history. With the marks of “aesthetic bliss” that Nabokov creates, the novels published in America parody familiar genres such as poetry, detective story, literary criticism, romance, diary and autobiography and illustrate some of the common traits of American fiction such as the quest of the lone individual (“On a Book Entitled Lolita” 314). However, with his games and puzzles, Nabokov dissects the fictional world in order to reveal the tricks of the magician along with the subjectivity of reality. Through a bending of formulas that emphasizes the self-awareness of the fiction, Nabokov shows the significance of identity within art. In his autobiography Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited [1967], he exposes the fictions within memory and recounts poignantly his enchanting childhood. Through examples of mimicry, masks, doubling, reflections, and wordplay, Nabokov presents different perspectives on the artist’s identity. The questions he poses regarding the flow of time and the necessity for imagination color the author’s fiction, as do his own personal experiences. This fluidity of ideas and themes is a part of the fictional world that Nabokov conjures, and in his novels in English, he shows how the artist figure acts as a conjurer working to reach a higher consciousness and determine his identity amidst the inexorable conditions of humanity.

In Speak, Memory, Nabokov addresses most of the motifs leading into the theme of determining identity through art. Nabokov’s memories are illuminated with strikingly different imagery in each chapter, and he shows throughout the text how his own identity and history become a part of his writing. The author forgoes some of the factual details that might be expected in an autobiography, such when he met his wife or when his son was born. By doing so, Nabokov is able to showcase the fluidity of memories and their enchanting nature rather than simply emphasizing their truth and accuracy. In Speak, Memory, Nabokov shows how time, loss, imagination, and change can be perceived through his life as well as his fiction.


Nabokov’s love of language and games is illustrated throughout Speak, Memory [1967]. For instance, Nabokov references his “philosopher friend” Vivian Bloodmark in order to support his description of the role of the poet (Speak, Memory 218). This name, an anagram for his own name, can be found in many of the novels or may be found in a mirror name of sorts: Vivian Darkbloom. Nabokov’s rich language in Speak, Memory is similar to that of Pnin [1955] in that it mainly creates, more so than in some of the novels, poignant moments that demonstrate the author’s nostalgia for his past. However, the aforementioned section on the insights of Vivian Bloodmark shows the importance of wordplay in Nabokov’s work, as well as his expertise with language. Here, Nabokov shows Bloodmark’s perspective of the poet and author as a conjurer and observer with a “wandlike pencil” (Speak Memory 218). Any poet “feels everything that happens in one point of time” and thus must be sensitive to the happenings around him and even those in the farthest reaches of the universe, since the poet acts as its axis (Speak, Memory 218). For Nabokov, when the language completes the games or creates the work’s greatest moments of artistic beauty, we find evidence of the “highest terrace of consciousness” reached during “moments of robust joy and achievement” (Speak, Memory 50). This plane is that which the artist reaches when he or she is able to transcend mortality and its confines, and this goal can be seen through Nabokov’s characters and is achieved and appreciated in his own writing. 

Another role of the artist or writer, as Nabokov shows, is to create a world through art and act as a conjurer figure. Nabokov discusses this role as a creator in Speak, Memory as he outlines those memories of his which have become part of his characters’ lives. Perhaps the best example can be found in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight [1941] when the fictional author Sebastian has completed his second novel and asserts, “I have finished building a world, and this is my Sabbath rest” (The Real Life of Sebastian Knight 88). Similarly in Lolita [1955, 1958], the narrator Humbert Humbert manipulates his story and attempts to create an immortal version of himself and Lo, the young girl he pursues. Clearly, these different examples of one’s identity as a poet and novelist award gravity to the role along with great responsibility: the artist must uphold the human condition on a godlike level or elevated plane of perception. This theme is seen prominently throughout the novels in one way or another, along with Nabokov’s “love affair” with words, which allows him the freedom to portray the human condition while conjuring his fictional world (“On a Book Entitled Lolita” 316).

Nabokov treasures imagination as it influences his recollections of the childhood he has lost, and he shows how it takes its role in the work of a writer or artist. In Speak, Memory, the author celebrates all the experiences in which he was allowed to run freely with his imagination. One such example can be found in the chapter covering Mademoiselle, his governess from Switzerland. A collection of colored pencils is described, color by color, until Nabokov comes to the white pencil, whose invisibility, disappointing at first, enables him to “imagine whatever I wished while I scrawled” (Speak, Memory 101). Nabokov’s delight in imagination is present throughout the book, and what is perhaps the most moving explanation of it is that which sets the tone for the rest of the autobiography. Nabokov describes life as “a brief crack of light between two eternities of darkness,” and the imaginative individual “rebel[s] against this state of affairs” (Speak, Memory 19, 20). The imagination is “the supreme delight of the immortal and the immature” because it is the tool for celebrating those illumined moments in between the darkness (Speak, Memory 20). Imagination allows a freedom to explore personal history and one’s own identity through art and literature, and in this exploration, reach the higher consciousness so necessary to great art. In an effort to distinguish the beauty within the human experience, Nabokov shows how imagination acts as a tool to mold memories and patterns from ordinary happenings into artistic visions.


To this end, Nabokov illustrates certain patterns and recurrences that accentuate the folds of the “magic carpet” of time to which he refers. The cyclical motion of his life is shown as simple events repeat themselves. For instance, the author recalls a visit from General Kuropatkin, who shows him a trick done with matches. Against this same incident, Nabokov recounts how the family encounters Kuropatkin years later when he asks them for a match. Nabokov points out here that “such thematic designs throughout one’s life” are a cornerstone of personal history (Speak, Memory 27). Because time is not linear, in Nabokov’s view, the overlap of certain events and patterns in one’s upbringing not only influence the individual identity but can be experienced simultaneously, thanks to the faculty of memory. Through art and imagination, Nabokov exposes the spiral of time and the subjectivity of “reality,” which is “one of the few words which mean nothing without quotes” (“On a Book Entitled Lolita” 312). This is why, in an unsuccessful attempt at catching a rare butterfly, Nabokov considers his “older self” as witness of the event (Speak, Memory 133). The author explains the significance of such patterns and recurrences through the spiral imagery of the book’s closing chapters. Unlike “vicious circles” that prevent growth and the evolution of the original experience, spirals are what represent Nabokov’s life – patterns that show the fluidity of time and the mesmerizing quality of memories (Nabokov, Speak, Memory 301). The recurring motifs of games and trains that seem to travel on endlessly in the author’s mind as well as the symmetrical prints of butterflies that flit in and out of the novels and stories are just some examples of the patterns that Nabokov instills in his fictional works; and Speak, Memory shows not only what inspired these signature themes, but their importance for art and the identity. 

As he recounts these themes in his personal history, Nabokov ascribes new rules to remembering, as it were, and acknowledges its fictive elements and the ideal gleam that nostalgia gives memories. These attributes are significant because they help determine the author’s perception of himself while also affecting the role of the artist’s life amongst his own works. First of all, imagination plays a strong role in the reconstruction of memory. When Nabokov is describing Mademoiselle and her arrival in Russia, he illustrates the details of an entire memory not his own and ends by admitting that he cannot “leave out the moon – for surely there must be a moon,” although this moon is simply an imaginative addition (Speak, Memory 99). The incomplete nature of recollections is an accepted part of the autobiography, and in this same chapter, the concept is further supported by Mademoiselle’s memories which are utterly different from Nabokov’s, and allegedly skewed. As the author shows in this unique autobiography, a balance exists between the fictiveness of memory and the truth within fiction. By calling attention to that balance, Nabokov depicts how art and imagination can redefine the commonly accepted reality.

Also in Speak, Memory, Nabokov illustrates the nostalgic pang of the past especially for a Russian émigré such as himself. As he asserts when recalling his family’s flight from Russia, the country he knows can only exist in memory and legend. This loss clearly becomes a large part of the theme of memory throughout the novels. In Pnin, for instance, Nabokov describes how, while walking home after viewing a Soviet documentary, Pnin is transported to a “romantic, free, beloved radiance of a great field unmowed by time” as he pictures the Russia he remembers (Pnin 82). In this scene, Nabokov conveys the importance of memory in the experience of the present. Pnin’s story is so poignant because Nabokov’s spiral pattern continues to appear in the character’s seemingly unchangeable losses. For instance, after Pnin has finally secured a permanent home of his own and begins to feel comfortable enough to invite some colleagues to a housewarming party, he learns from one of them that he is about to lose his job. In such incidents, Nabokov garners sympathy from the reader as he points out that Pnin’s long-sought happiness has been compromised again. This realization comes in patterns, not unlike the spirals of Speak, Memory. Unlike such characters as Humbert Humbert and Charles Kinbote who present themselves with near immortality, Pnin cannot escape the realities of the human condition. 


Nabokov discusses his own transition from childhood to adulthood in Speak, Memory and how he copes with loss. The author describes the changing feelings of his adolescence when he is suddenly attracted to women. At the end of this chapter that focuses on the bleak experience of that transformation, Nabokov recalls watching a caterpillar feeding on a plant. This example is one of many in which Nabokov uses the signature butterfly to illustrate the importance of metamorphosis, a motif found throughout Speak, Memory and the novels. This subject is also present as Nabokov describes his “hypertrophied sense of lost childhood” and Russian home (Speak, Memory 73). The experience of leaving Crimea and losing contact with Tamara, his lover whom he met in the countryside, is among the most poignant examples of the loss of youth, homeland, and stability. Again, Nabokov references “bewildered butterflies,” Tamara’s letters that will be fluttering to him but whose destination will never truly be reached (Speak, Memory 251). These recollections intimate the painful changes associated with Nabokov’s youth and exile.

In his autobiography, Nabokov deals with the concepts of memory, time and imagination in a unique way. Obviously, the author deals with the notion of determining authorial identity in Speak, Memory, along with the emphasis on imagination as a tool for understanding the self and coloring a personal history. With the “highest terrace of consciousness” as a sighted goal, the artist can reach beyond mortality through imagination and art to some extent, but as Nabokov recounts his sense of loss and nostalgia, he shows how the human condition inspires creative work on its own (Speak, Memory, 50). Through art, a certain method of understanding identity becomes possible, and Nabokov’s recollections in Speak, Memory support this theme.

In Nabokov’s Lolita, Humbert Humbert’s story embodies the quest for identity through writing or art. In the foreword, John Ray, Jr., the Ph.D. who has helped edit the story to disguise names and details, and who has released it as a cautionary tale, explains that Humbert had been writing in order to justify his case to a jury. Between the games he inserts in this Foreword and Humbert’s claims, Nabokov shows how Humbert also writes to rationalize his actions as well as to immortalize Lolita and himself. To this end, the reader is dependent upon a narrator -- who, for all his wit, can seem very charming -- who uses games and wordplay to propagate his perspective of the gruesome corruption of Lolita. In this character, Nabokov creates a poet whose art becomes a method for understanding and manipulating images. As Humbert works to understand his own identity against the object of his affection, and his stifling battle with pedophilia, he is also faced with the character of Quilty, the playwright who resembles him.

Especially meaningful to the concept of identity in Lolita is the presence of the double. Quilty, whom Humbert finally seeks at the end, is possibly the best example of the doppelganger theme that runs through the novels published in the U.S through 1967. Nabokov introduces Quilty as the double when Humbert notices the magazine photo of “a distinguished playwright” on Lolita’s bedroom wall (Lolita 69). Lolita had noticed the physical similarities between the playwright and the narrator, and the similarities continue to appear when Humbert arrives at Quilty’s home to take revenge for Quilty’s having lured away Lolita. Not only does the other gentleman look like Humbert and wear a similar bathrobe, but he is also a writer whose personal life and desires are even more promiscuous than Humbert’s. Nabokov shows the connection between Humbert and Quilty in the utterly comical Western-style contest between the two as Humbert relays, “I rolled over him. We rolled over me. They rolled over him. We rolled over us” (Lolita 299). As Humbert and the unchecked version of himself battle over Lolita, their literary prowess also becomes a point of contention, as Nabokov illustrates in Humbert’s form of “‘poetical justice’” literally handed in verse to Quilty (Lolita 299). This character may be seen as something along the lines of “a precipitate of pure evil” outside of Humbert, as Nabokov asserts about Stevenson’s Mr. Hyde, and clearly is acting as a reflection so that Humbert’s struggle with Quilty is also one with himself (Lectures on Literature,182).


Nabokov’s motif of the double is equally vital to The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, as three of the characters represent doubles of Sebastian. First of all, Clare Bishop, Sebastian’s long-time girlfriend, can be seen as one of the male-female doubles in the novel, and the chess motif clearly runs through her and Sebastian’s names to help accentuate this doubling. Nabokov paints Sebastian’s mistress and the woman who presumably had ended the relationship between him and Clare, Nina Rechnoy, as another clear female double for Sebastian. It is not until the narrator tricks her with the imaginary spider on her neck that her real relationship with Sebastian becomes clear. After believing for some time that Nina was the friend of Sebastian’s former lover for whom he had been seeking, V. realizes that Nina is the woman he had sought all along. Likening Nina to Sebastian, Nabokov utilizes the spider imagery that marked the author’s portrait earlier in the story. 

Likewise, Nabokov shows how V., the narrator, acts as Sebastian’s male doppelganger, and in the end, V. has even taken on the persona of his brother. The doubling can be seen as the action unfolds, for example, when Nina tells the narrator “You look English, you know” after he has so often emphasized Sebastian’s disappointing connection with his English background (Nabokov, The Real Life of Sebastian Knight 153). After the pursuit for facts and truths about his brother’s life, V. ultimately assumes that life. The novel contains a great deal of the mask imagery that Nabokov frequently uses, and in the moment when V. assumes Sebastian’s persona, he claims: “Sebastian’s mask clings to my face … I am Sebastian” (The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, 203). 


Along with the mask motif goes Nabokov’s fascination with mimicry, which is evident not only in the use of the double but also in “the distorted mirror images, the reflections in the windowpane, the parodies of self” frequently seen in his works (Schiff, 223). The Real Life of Sebastian Knight contains the doubles as well as the imitation of the novel itself represented in Sebastian’s work entitled The Doubtful Asphodel, in which the main character is one with the book which is “heaving and dying, and drawing up a ghostly knee” (Nabokov, The Real Life of Sebastian Knight 173). This quote exemplifies Nabokov’s creation of novels within novels, miniatures of the story being told. Pnin is another novel replete with reflection imagery as described above, such as the landscape the main character’s step-son Victor paints reflected askew on a car door. By painting it in this way, Victor takes the ordinary and portrays it from a different perspective while making it seem original. This painting is prefaced by a different type of mimicry, the “beautifully clever imitations” one of Victor’s professors always creates, and Nabokov draws a distinction here that ultimately shows the reflexive yet original quality of true art (Pnin 96). The many reflections that are present in the novel give the impression that the story is a reflection of Nabokov’s own work as an author, and just as Victor breaks through the ordinary pattern to create something extraordinary, Nabokov shows how he can portray the common human experiences in a way that transcends the mundane. 

Another importance device of Nabokov’s especially prevalent in Lolita, and which supports the story of the double in the novel, is a recurrence of patterns that binds Humbert’s experiences together as he tries to make sense of the story’s events. When Humbert and Lolita embark on their first road trip and are questioned by a police officer, the narrator wonders “what shadow of us was he after?” (Nabokov, Lolita 113). The concept of that shadow recurs on their second road trip when Humbert notices a man in a red car, who is later identified as Quilty, and the car and its driver begin haunting the narrator’s mind incessantly. Nabokov obviously likens Lolita to a nymph, which can not only be associated with the mythological figure but with an insect in its developmental stages. However, another interesting motif is Nabokov’s hummingbird imagery. From the hummingbirds referenced in a playful childhood verse the narrator shares with Lolita, to the bird that he later admits to hitting while learning to fire his gun, the imagery subtly flits in and out of scenes as a recurring motif. Its similarity to the name Humbert is yet another example of Nabokov’s toying with the language, and the recurrence of the symbol is not entirely unlike the recurrence of butterflies in Speak, Memory who, despite their commonplace role in Nabokov’s life, represent a pattern of distinct yet overlapping memories.

The different facets of a writer’s identity are dealt with in Lolita through Humbert’s projection of his own image, as one can easily react to Nabokov’s narrator with sympathy, because the character is so witty and intends to win that sympathy. In one of his cleverest games, Nabokov thrusts the reader into the battle between understanding and contempt for this character. Of course, Humbert creates the image he wants the reader to see through his humor and, more importantly, his language, which is not only clever but comical, offering plenty of puzzles throughout. When Humbert is daydreaming about how to bypass Lolita’s mother, Charlotte, to get to the daughter, blackmail seems too harsh a tactic. Thus, he imagines turning to “mauvemail,” which would naturally be more acceptable for its lighter hue (Nabokov, Lolita 71). Similarly, Humbert initially believes that the name of the nearby lake is “Our Glass Lake,” which may showcase his supposed ignorance as a foreigner but also fits conveniently into the other possessives Charlotte and the narrator are meant to share: “Our Great Little Town” (48, 74). 
Clearly, this novel exemplifies Nabokov’s delight in language and wordplay, which is instrumental in his manipulation of this story that ultimately displays art’s divertive quality. As one of the many faces of the artist in Nabokov’s works, Humbert’s struggle is one that pits escape and immortality against the inevitability of the human condition. Humbert exclaims in a moment of foreshadowing about Quilty’s murder that, as a poet, he has “only words to play with” (Nabokov, Lolita 32). As Nabokov shows, Humbert attempts to achieve some transcendence through his writing, along with his plea for understanding. However, Humbert often admits the struggle he continues to endure through “years of secrete sufferings,” and the reader sees how he reluctantly accepts his illness and obsession despite his attempts at immortality (Nabokov, Lolita 27). Humbert may paint the ideal image of himself through words, but these painful recognitions of his captivity within his own tormented and flawed person will never cease since he cannot escape his own mortality.

  Nabokov also allows some of Humbert’s deceit to seep through. Since the truth of the story depends upon the narrator, the accuracy of his memories comes into question, just as memory is questioned in Speak, Memory, and Humbert’s narcissistic moments are essential to the story of Lolita. For instance, as he lies in wait with the drugged Lolita at the Enchanted Hunters inn, Humbert asks the jury to “discern the doe in me, trembling in the forest of my own iniquity” (Nabokov, Lolita 129). As the narrator attempts to persuade the reader of his vulnerability in that moment, the reader may be quicker to question his Humbert’s guilt. Similarly, Humbert repeatedly claims that he is very attractive, which he then supports with the resemblance to Lolita’s magazine ads. The notion of attractiveness projected in those ads is not only vital to Humbert’s portrayal of Lolita as conventional but also helps to convince us that he is not wholly to blame for his actions, because Lolita can be expected to reciprocate the attraction. At this point, Nabokov creates a unique situation: one in which the reader questions a fictional narrator’s accuracy. Inevitably, the reader notices how manipulative Humbert is through his games and his interaction with Lolita. In this bizarre struggle to discern truth from falsehoods in Humbert’s fictional account, Nabokov’s preservation of the fictiveness and enchantment of memories in his autobiography is a good tool for understanding. The discrepancy between the faultiness of memory and Humbert’s manipulative mind is an important aspect in Nabokov’s portrayal of the fight between the artist’s work and his humanity.


Indeed, Humbert’s self-image is a vital aspect of Lolita and one of Nabokov’s examples of narcissism in the artist figure. As Nabokov shows in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, narcissism is, maybe inevitably, an element in the writer’s quest of understanding the self. When V. examines a portrait of Sebastian’s face reflected in a pool of water, Nabokov makes much of the reflection itself while the narrator simply claims that “Any man can look into water” (The Real Life of Sebastian Knight 118). However, this portrait and the exchange between V. and the artist illustrate that Sebastian had harbored a narcissistic quality, which is an essential part of his identity as a writer.


In the final portrayal of Humbert, the struggle against Humbert’s charm ends in contempt at the moments in which he reminds the reader of his manipulative and debasing behavior. One cannot easily ignore the narrator’s dreams of “all the casual caresses” he would be awarded as Lolita’s stepfather (Nabokov, Lolita 70). Writing so frankly about his plans to marry Charlotte simply in order to take advantage of Lolita, Humbert reminds the reader of the true state of his morality whether he intends to or not. Later, the narrator quotes his own threats to Lolita of state-sponsored homes in which she would “knit things, and sing hymns, and have rancid pancakes” should she ever make the mistake of divulging her plight to the authorities (Nabokov, Lolita 151). Nabokov clearly allows Humbert’s cruel psychological games to show through the narration, witty as it may be at times. The reader is faced with the ultimate question of whether or not to award pity to Humbert in his moment of seeming remorse as he realizes that Lolita’s voice will never be heard along with those of frolicking children. Humbert admits in this scene: “I feel my slippery self eluding me” (Nabokov, Lolita 308). In this poignant recollection, Humbert has as yet failed to break free of the constraints of his illness and is again faced with himself. Despite his attempts to justify his actions and immortalize himself in this account, Humbert is confronted with his human weaknesses and defects, as well as his unrequited and undying love for Lolita, and questions his own identity.

The necessity to express this battle through art is exhibited as Humbert later points out that his own existence is reliant upon his writing. Knowing this, the narrator frequently implores the jury or the reader to sympathize with him and understand his struggle, and he admits “I shall not exist if you do not imagine me” (Nabokov, Lolita 129). Through this so-called plea to the jury, Humbert begs those deciding his fate to see him the way in which he would like to view himself. However, this plea becomes the excuse for a work of art, a memoir of sorts, in which Humbert can solidify and prove to himself the reality of his existence and win this struggle against his mortality. In order to surpass his condition in writing, he also must manipulate Lolita’s image. When they are in one of many hotels along their yearlong tour, Humbert dubs Lolita his “Frigid Princess” and, throughout the novel, he convinces the reader of his sadness and disappointment when Lo asks him not to attend a function with her friends or when she is unwilling to perform sexual acts (Nabokov, Lolita 166). Although Nabokov allows Lolita’s personality to shine through somewhat in the dialogue, Humbert’s intention is to force the reader to see how her words and actions wound him. Nabokov arranges the puzzle, showing the narrator’s goal: to create, as an artist, the version of himself and object of his affection that must exist for his own peace of mind.

Finally, Lolita is “solipsized” as Humbert shows his increasing obsession with her (Nabokov, Lolita 60). Nabokov shows how the narrator aims to create an ideal girl, whose real name and identity is Dolores Haze, who embodies the “fanciful Lolita – perhaps, more real than Lolita” that he envisions in his mind (Lolita 62). As he describes her nymphet-like features, taking pleasure in her childish, suntanned appearance, Humbert’s image of Lo takes on a mythological quality so that only a perfect vision remains. Indeed, there are many instances in which Nabokov shows Lolita’s true character as Humbert complains of the moments in which he disappoints her. When he describes Lolita’s interests along their cross-country road trip, that provoke him to dub her “a disgustingly conventional little girl,” the narrator’s lament of his lost goddess image is accompanied by Nabokov’s sensibility that the reader will recognize Lolita’s otherwise hidden humanity (Lolita 148). As Humbert continues his attempt at portraying the ideal vision of her that he has grown to obsess over, the discrepancy between this vision and the real Lolita can be seen, as well as Humbert’s disdain for it.

Just as interesting as Humbert’s depiction of Lolita is the depiction of Pnin by his competitor and colleague, and the narrator of the story, Vladimir Vladimirovich. In Lolita, Nabokov shows how Humbert’s writing is an escape from the human condition and how he tries to immortalize Lolita. In Pnin, however, the main character’s humanity is handled differently, and there is no mythological confusion about his character. Lolita’s and Pnin’s tales are opposite in many ways, since Vladimir Vladimirovich wants to portray Pnin as an absurd, innocent character while Humbert reveals that Lolita’s innocence has been compromised and that he wants her to be seen as nearly perfect. Through the two novels, Nabokov exhibits the power of portrayal through the narrator. 

Since Lolita and Pnin are depicted so differently, the author highlights the role of each narrator and the way in which the imagination and art can skew and determine one’s identity.


What is most poignant about Pnin’s life is the pervading sense of loss and isolation as well as how heavily his identity is influenced by the way others see him.
Unlike Humbert, Professor Pnin has so many words that he cannot express, which plays such a large part in his isolation. Vladimir Vladimirovich continually comments on the character’s butchering of the English language, creating a comical and pathetic character of Pnin, who confuses whiskey and soda with “viscous and sawdust” (Nabokov, Pnin 59). In this particular scene, his intense sadness and hopelessness are keenly felt as he laments another jilting from his ex-wife Liza; the reader senses the pathos here in Pnin’s need for some consolation whose name he cannot even correctly pronounce. This incident is one in which the reader sympathizes most with poor Pnin. In this same incident, Nabokov captures the kind of alienation Pnin deals with when he sits with Joan Clements, his landlady, discussing the magazine picture of a man on an island. Although Joan is attempting to distract Pnin from his heartache, Pnin sees the sadness and “‘Impossible isolation’” in this comic (Nabokov, Pnin 60). Along with the professor’s solitude, the reader can also see juxtaposition between Lolita’s adherences to the beauty of magazine ads against Pnin’s disregard for them. Humbert claims that Lolita buys into these images of perfection, while Vladimir Vladimirovich shows that Pnin is dissuaded. The narrator also shows how the professor tries so very hard to be closer with others, but he most frequently never gets close enough to conquer his loneliness. 

In Pnin, Nabokov creates just as much fun with the type of word games prevalent in the other works, but they result instead in a character that stumbles over his English and often lacks the intelligence apparent in Humbert’s portrayal. In one comical scene in which Nabokov makes use of some of the signature word games, the narrator recounts Pnin’s confusion about a colleague with whom he had a conversation about Russian birds in the past. Nabokov stresses the significance of this puzzle in Pnin’s mind as he finally believes he has found the man he spoke to and invites him to a party at his home. The need to connect is so deep for Pnin that he seems, according to the narrator, to spend a great deal of time trying to track down this coworker, only to find that he has made a mistake in identifying him. The mishap is underscored by the play on the name Thomas Wynn and his “Twynn,” Pnin’s pun on the names and the professors’ identical traits (Pnin 149). Nabokov’s wordplay emerges again through these lookalikes who even share similar names. Though there is humor throughout the whole episode with Wynn and his double however, the error leads again to disappointment on Pnin’s part, and Nabokov never fails to make the reader ache slightly at Pnin’s pervading loneliness.


Vladimir Vladimirovich paints another ridiculous portrait of Pnin when he goes to the library and loses himself in his reading. Nabokov repeats the squirrel imagery prominent in the novel as Pnin ingests the book he is perusing “like a big nut” (Nabokov, Pnin 76). In this incident, students look on with amusement at Pnin, who is so engrossed in his reading that he not only loses track of time, but completely loses himself in time. Dusk has arrived when he finally returns to the world outside his book, and the narrator shows how Pnin’s seclusion can often be humorous and quirky. Indeed, Vladimir Vladimirovich depicts Pnin as a ludicrous figure rather than the attractive, ideal type found in Lolita. It is not until the professor spends time at The Pines, the summer home of an old Russian friend, showing himself off as the croquet champion and exhibiting his knowledge on Tolstoy, that the narrator shows the character in his element. In this incident, Pnin is highly respected by his friends and he blithely jokes with his friend Chateau about the “‘shadow behind the heart’” that clearly plagues him in many ways, literally and metaphorically, throughout the story (Nabokov, Pnin 126). The narrator finally provides a glimpse at how Pnin appears when he is among people who understand his language as well as his past, while among those at the college, Pnin is so seldom taken seriously that he presents a very different view on the human condition than Lolita or Humbert do.

The character’s frequent dealings with loss and seclusion are extremely poignant for the reader serve as a reminder of his mortality. This kind of “real” look at Pnin varies from Lolita’s story in so many ways, and perhaps the difference of Humbert’s tale versus Vladimir Vladimirovich’s represents best the artist’s various methods of viewing humanity versus immortality. Capturing those shimmering moments of life, as Nabokov talks about in Speak, Memory, while also experiencing transcendence through art is a theme that is viewed differently through these two novels.

In Pale Fire [1962], Nabokov presents a unique spin on the question of identity for the writer and artist, given the fact that the narrator Kinbote’s main struggle lies in determining his own role in the life of John Shade, the poet whose work is the subject of Kinbote’s commentary. Unlike Humbert’s role as the poet immortalizing and justifying himself and his own story, Kinbote tries to define himself as the dearest companion and most competent scholar to edit and comment on Shade’s work. However, Nabokov depicts through Kinbote the desire to extract meaning that may not exist from a text, and Shade’s poem has a different nature as we see it through Kinbote’s commentary. Nabokov addresses the quest for identity through art in Pale Fire, by presenting both the poet’s work – an autobiographical poem – and the work of Kinbote, whose identity is portrayed through his own paranoid perceptions, those of his distrustful colleagues, and through the double in the story.


Again, Nabokov shows how the narrator is careful to project a certain image of himself in Pale Fire, though he proves to be a very paranoid, obsessive, and possibly deluded character. After Kinbote introduces Charles, the King of the narrator’s homeland, he subtly drops more and more clues as to the fact that he is, in fact, the exiled king. Initially, the narrator leaves the two identities ambiguously separated while also pointing out similarities in their characters. For instance, when recounting the King’s escape from Zembla, he admits that he could serve as a look-alike for the man. Because of this delayed revelation of the allegedly shared identity, the King seems a double for the narrator with all their shared traits. The reader comes to understand later how this narrator knows so many details of the King’s life when he begins to reveal more. By carefully depicting the distance between himself and the King as a legendary figure, Kinbote manipulates his own image. 


Nabokov shows, though, how the validity of Kinbote’s account is immediately to be taken into question throughout the story. Regardless of the number of times Kinbote stresses the closeness of his relationship with Shade or the truth in the King’s story, his 

tone and the preposterous links he makes in interpreting the poem reveal aspects of his character and provoke the reader’s persistent disbelief. One early example can be found in the foreword, when Kinbote retells the story of the first encounter he had with Shade in which his “free and simple demeanor set everybody at ease” (21). However, Nabokov makes the reader question that kind of statement when Kinbote divulges that Prof. H has accused him to his colleagues of having “a deranged mind” (195). The author shows how, in the brief moments that Kinbote allows friends, colleagues, and other characters enter his tale, their opinions of him compromise his validity just as Pnin’s opinion of Vladimir Vladimirovich makes the reader question the truth of that tale. Clearly, Nabokov provokes the reader to question Kinbote’s sanity, and the narrator’s supposed relationship with the poet becomes as doubtful as the notion that the autobiography is based on the King, or Kinbote. In this way, the narrator’s identity is manipulated throughout the novel.

The author portrays how the narrator’s sense of nostalgia and loss in regard to his homeland affect him, as he attempts to insert his own history into the poem. All throughout, Kinbote admits that he is solely concerned with the story of Zembla and Charles II being recorded, which would thereby immortalize that place and character. As he copes with exile, which he is only willing to attribute to Charles II, his commentary focuses on capturing an image of “the dazzling Zembla burning in [his] brain” (80). Deluded and paranoid as he may be, it is clear that the narrator grapples with the pangs of nostalgia that can be compared, in a certain way, to the feelings Pnin deals with regarding his own memories. Through these concerns evident in the text, Kinbote nearly forces the reader to overlook Shade’s personal history in the poem, including the account of his daughter Hazel’s suicide. When Shade laments how “she took her poor young life,” Kinbote immediately launches into a comment on the sinfulness of suicide versus the inevitable desire to act on the trust one places in God. The narrator purposely makes little of the poet’s actual suffering with his daughter’s tragedy and, though Shade’s poem is clearly meant to describe his own life, Kinbote attempts to determine and capture the lost joys of his personal history through Shade’s work.

The narrator’s delusions and paranoia, often humorous traits in the novel, are evident through his redundant emphasis on his closeness with Shade as well as through his strange commentary. Kinbote references his neighborhood walks with Shade so often, accompanied by dialogue that seems utterly contrived, that the reader is made to question whether such conversations ever occurred. For instance, in the context of Kinbote’s unfounded assertions on the poem throughout the book, it seems difficult to believe that he told Shade, “You really should promise to use all that wonderful stuff, you bad gray poet, you!” regarding the tales on Zemblan history (74). Nabokov alludes in this quote to the moniker, “good gray poet,” awarded to Walt Whitman. However, the delusions that Kinbote obviously holds and the obsessive way in which he spies into the Shade household provoke the reader to question his closeness to the poet. Perhaps the two characters’ conversations were not as frequent or natural as Kinbote would like to portray them. Furthermore, unexpected connections are made from words and phrases throughout the poem, such as when the narrator leaps to note about the word “often” in line 62 that he “Often … had feared for [his] life” (95). Through his misguided annotations on his “friend’s” work, Kinbote turns an autobiographical poem into a cryptic tale of his own life by free-associating connections that obviously do not exist.


As is evident in those associations, the role of the poet is significant in Pale Fire as it is in Lolita and Speak, Memory, but Kinbote is the character through whom the poet becomes important. The writer can be seen as the axis of his world, but the world that Kinbote wishes the “inaccessible man of genius” to conjure up again and comment on is that which exists in his own memory (Pale Fire, 169). Kinbote laments the disappointment and confusion he had suffered when he would question Shade about his progress on his work, only to find that he refused to comment on the verses he was creating. For Kinbote, this means being excluded from the art that his poet deity has created – an unfathomable notion. For this reason, the narrator must create a place for himself in Shade’s literary world, and he does so through his associations from the poem. In this novel, Nabokov provides another example of art as a tool to reach past mortality, but rather than the writer in the tale using art in this way, it is Kinbote who attempts transcendence as the reader and commentator of the poem.

As Nabokov illustrates, this bizarre character is working in pursuit of the self. This concept runs through Nabokov’s literature, whether the narrator is a poet or an editor. As in Lolita, the author is weaving his tale in order to immortalize himself and Lo as well as to make sense of his own personality and actions. In Pale Fire and The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, Nabokov creates a narrator who does not begin as a poet or creative writer but whose ultimate goal is to somehow fuse himself with the artist figure through his own biographic or autobiographic work. Eventually, the stories illustrate the pinpointing of a role through one’s art. This is true for Pale Fire, as it is for others of Nabokov’s works.

The role of the writer, both for Nabokov and for his characters representing this role, can be seen as one in which the battle is fought between mortality and immortality. The appeal of literature and art lies in its ability to transcend quotidian experiences through imagination. Through the imagery and ideas of the double, mirroring, and appreciation of language, Nabokov showcases the way in which people are affected by time and the past, change and loss. In the process, a world is created which the author controls as the creator while often fighting to secure his own place in that world, as in Humbert’s case.

Through Speak, Memory, the reader learns how Nabokov’s personal life colors his fiction and how he creates art by painting his own experiences with an imaginative eye. Throughout the novels, Nabokov shows, through the double, how authors can struggle with their own identity, how the artist acts as a conjurer, and how the human condition involves beauty, love, loss, and death. The artist works in order to escape from this condition and reach that highest terrace of consciousness from it, but as Nabokov’s shows, this effort will always end with the writer in a similar but not altogether identical humanity, in the same way that the spiral of time revolves.
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