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Vladimir Nabokov: Lectures on Russian literature



Introduction by Fredson Bowers

According to his own account, in 1940 before launching on his academic career in America, Vladimir Nabokov "fortunately
took the trouble of writing one hundred lectures—about 2,000 pages—on Russian literature. . .. This kept me happy at

1

Wellesley and Cornell for twenty academic years."* It would seem that these lectures (each carefully timed to the usual
fifty-minute American academic limit) were written between his arrival in the United States in May 1940 and his first
teaching experience, a course in Russian literature in the 1941 Stanford University Summer School. In the autumn
semester of 1941, Nabokov started a regular appointment at Wellesley College where he was the Russian Department in
his own person and initially taught courses in language and grammar, but he soon branched out with Russian 201, a survey
of Russian literature in translation. In 1948 he transferred to Cornell University as Associate Professor of Slavic Literature

where he taught Literature 311-312, Masters of European Fiction, and Literature 325-326, Russian Literature in Translation.

The Russian writers represented in the present volume seem to have formed part of an occasionally shifting schedule in the
Masters of European Fiction and Russian Literature in Translation courses. In the Masters course Nabokov usually taught
Jane Austen, Gogol, Flaubert, Dickens, and—irregularly — Turgenev; in the second semester he assigned Tolstoy,
Stevenson, Kafka, Proust, and Joyce.t The Dostoevski, Chekhov, and Gorki sections in this volume are from Russian
Literature in Translation, which, according to Nabokov's son Dmitri, also included minor Russian writers for whom the
lecture notes are not preserved.f

After the success of Lolita enabled him to leave teaching in 1958, Nabokov planned to publish a book based on his various
lectures on Russian and European literature. He never began the project, although fourteen years earlier his short book on
Nikolai Gogol incorporated in revised form his classroom lectures on Dead Souls and "The Overcoat." At one time he
planned a textbook edition of Anna Karenin, but after some work abandoned it. The present volume preserves all that has
come down to us from his own manuscripts of the lectures on Russian authors.

Some differences mark Nabokov's presentation of the material from that he adopted for the European authors treated in
the first volume, Lectures on Literature. In the lectures on European authors Nabokov paid no attention to biography, and
he made no attempt, even in a cursory manner, to sketch in for his students an account of the authors' works that were not
to be read for class. The concentration was exclusively on a single book assigned for each writer. In contrast, for the Russian
lectures the usual formula is to present a capsule biography followed by a summary account of the author's other works,
and then to shift to a close examination of the major work to be studied. One may surmise that this standard academic
approach represents Nabokov's first teaching attempts at Stanford and Wellesley. From some scattered comments he
appears to have felt that the students he was to address were innocent of any knowledge of Russian literature. Hence the
teaching formula customary in academia at the time may have seemed to him best suited to introduce students to strange
writers and an unfamiliar civilization. By the time he gave the Masters of European Fiction course at Cornell he had
developed the more individual and sophisticated approach illustrated by such lectures as those on Flaubert or Dickens or
Joyce, but seems never to have altered materially his written-out Wellesley lectures for delivery at Cornell. However, since
the Russian lectures covered such familiar ground for him, it is possible that at Cornell he modified his discourse with more
extemporaneous comment and was less rigid in his delivery, described thus in Strong Opinions: "Although, at the lectern, |
evolved a subtle up and down movement of my eyes, there was never any doubt in the minds of alert students that | was

*  Strong Opinions (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973), p. 5.

t  Nabokov's lectures on the non-Russian European writers have been published in Lectures on Literature (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich/Bruccoli
Clark, 1980; London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1981).

¥ Among the authors that Dmitri Nabokov lists as having been taught during the Cornell years are Pushkin, Zhukovski, Karamazin, Griboedov, Krylov,
Lermontov, Tyutchev, Derzhavin, Awakum, Batyushkov, Gnedich, Fonvizin, Fet, Leskov, Blok, and Goncharov. If these had all been included in one course, it
must have been a rapid survey. In the spring of 1952 while a visiting lecturer at Harvard, Nabokov gave a seminar in Pushkin alone, presumably from

material he was collecting for his edition of Eugene Onegin.



reading, not speaking." Indeed, for some of his lectures on Chekhov, and especially for the lecture on Tolstoy's "Ivan Ilyich,"
reading from manuscript would have been quite impossible since no finished script exists.

One may also detect a more subtle difference than that of structure. In lecturing on the great nineteenth-century Russian
writers of fiction Nabokov was completely in his element. Not only did these writers represent to him the absolute height
of Russian literature (with Pushkin, of course) but they also flourished counter to the utilitarianism that he despised both in
the social critics of the time and, more bitingly, in its later Soviet development. In this respect the public lecture "Russian
Writers, Censors, and Readers" mirrors the attitude one finds in his approach. In the classroom lectures the social element
in Turgenev is deplored, that in Dostoevski is ridiculed, but Gorki's works are savaged. Just as in Lectures on Literature
Nabokov had emphasized that students must not read Madame Bovary as a history of bourgeois life in nineteenth-century
provincial France, so his highest admiration is reserved for Chekhov's refusal to allow social commentary to interfere with
his exact observation of people as he saw them. "In the Gully" represents, artistically, life as it is, and people as they are,
without the distortion that would have followed on a concern with the social system that could produce such characters.
Correspondingly, in the Tolstoy series he regrets, half smiling, that Tolstoy did not see that the beauty of the curls of dark
hair on Anna's tender neck was artistically more important than Lyovin's (Tolstoy's) views on agriculture. The emphasis on
artistry in Lectures on Literature was broad and constant; nevertheless, in this Russian group it may seem to be more
intense since in Nabokov's mind the principle of artistry combats not merely the prepossessions of the 1950s reader, as one
feels he is arguing in the earlier volume, but also—more important for the writers—the antagonistic and eventually
triumphant utilitarian attitude of the contemporary nineteenth-century Russian critics later hardened into the dogma of
statecraft by the Soviet Union.

Tolstoy's world perfectly imaged Nabokov's lost homeland. The nostalgia he felt at the disappearance of this world and its
people (he had met Tolstoy as a child) strengthens his typical emphasis on the artistic presentation of life in the fiction of
Russia's golden age, especially in the works of Gogol, Tolstoy, and Chekhov. In aesthetics, artistic is, of course, not far from
aristocratic, and it is not too much to suggest that both of these powerful strains in Nabokov may lie in back of his
repugnance at what he regarded as Dostoevski's false sentimen-talism. They certainly feed his contempt for Gorki. Because
he was lecturing on Russian literature in translation Nabokov could not discuss the importance of style in any precise
detail; but it seems clear that his dislike of Gorki (apart from political considerations) was based as much on his proletarian
style as on what Nabokov regarded as the ineptness of his presentation of character and situation. His lack of admiration
for Dostoevski's style may also have influenced in part his generally unfavorable judgment of this writer. Wonderfully
effective are the several occasions when Nabokov quotes Tolstoy's Russian in the original to illustrate to his hearers the
extraordinary effects from sound joined to sense.

The pedagogical stance that Nabokov adopts in these lectures does not differ materially from that found in Lectures on
Literature. He knew that he was lecturing to students on what was an unfamiliar subject. He knew that he had to entice his
hearers to join him in savoring the rich life and the complex people of a vanished world in literature that he hailed as
Russia's Renaissance. Thus he relied heavily on quotation and interpretive narrative selected to make intelligible the
feelings his students should have as they read, the reactions that should follow the course of the feeling that he was
attempting to direct, and the creation of an understanding of great literature based on alert and intelligent appreciation
instead of on what he regarded as sterile critical theory. His whole method was to draw his students in to share his own
excitement at great writing, to envelop them in a different world of reality that is all the more real for being an artistic
semblance. These are, then, very personal lectures emphasizing shared experience. And, of course, because of their Russian
subject they are somehow more personally felt than his hearty appreciation of Dickens, his penetration of Joyce, or even his
writer's empathy for Flaubert.

This is not to say, however, that critical analysis is in any way wanting in these lectures. He may make plain important
hidden themes as when he points out in Anna Karenin the motifs of the double-nightmare. That Anna's dream
foreshadows her death is not its only significance: in one moment of awful illumination Nabokov suddenly links it with the
emotions that follow Vron-ski's conquest of Anna in their first adulterous union. And the implications of the horse race in
which Vronski kills his mount Frou-Frou are not neglected. It is a special insight that despite the richly sensual love of Anna



and Vronski their spiritually sterile and egotistic emotions doom them, whereas Kitty's marriage to Lyovin brings the
Tolstoyan ideal of harmony, responsibility, tenderness, truth, and family joys.

Nabokov is fascinated by Tolstoy's time schemes. The how of the feeling that the reader's and the author's time-sense
completely coincide in a manner that produces ultimate reality he gives up as an unsolved secret. But Tolstoy's juggling of
the time-scheme between the Anna-Vronski and the Kitty-Lyovin actions is worked out in most interesting detail. He can
point out how Tolstoy's presentation of Anna's thoughts in her drive through Moscow on the day of her death anticipates
the stream-of-consciousness technique of James Joyce. He has an eye for the oddity, also, as that two officers in Vronski's

regiment represent the first portrayal of homosexuality in modern literature.

He is tireless in illustrating how Chekhov made the ordinary seem of supreme value to the reader. If he criticizes the
banality of Turgenev's character biographies interrupting the narrative and the relation of what happens to everyone after
the ending of the story proper, Nabokov can yet appreciate the delicacy of Turgenev's cameo descriptions and of his
modulated sinuous style, which he compares to "a lizard sun-charmed on a wall." If the mark of Dostoevski's sentimentality
offends him, as in his outraged description of Raskolnikov and the prostitute in Crime and Punishment bent together over
the Bible, he is appreciative of Dostoevksi's wild humor; and his conclusion that in The Brothers Karamazov a writer who
could have been a great dramatist is struggling unsuccessfully within the novel form is a unique perception.

It is the mark of a great teacher as well as critic that he can rise to the author's level in a masterpiece. Particularly in the
Tolstoy lectures, which provide the most exhilarating reading and are the heart of this volume, Nabokov from time to time
joins Tolstoy at a dizzy level of imaginative experience. The interpretive description with which he guides the reader
through the story of Anna Karenin is itself a work of art.

Perhaps the most valuable contribution that Nabokov made to his students was not merely his emphasis on shared
experience but on shared informed experience. As a creative writer himself he could meet the authors he treated on their
own ground and make their stories and characters come alive by his own understanding of what constitutes the art of
writing. In his persistent emphasis on intelligent reading he found that nothing equalled the reader's command of detail as
the key to unlock the secret of how masterpieces work. His commentary notes on Anna Karenin are a treasure of
information that enhances the reader's awareness of the inner life of the novel. This scientific yet artistic appreciation of
detail, characteristic of Nabokov himself as a writer, constitutes ultimately the heart of his teaching method. He summed
up his feeling as follows: "In my academic days | endeavored to provide students of literature with exact information about
details, about such combinations of details as yield the sensual spark without which a book is dead.” In that respect,
general ideas are of no importance. Any ass can assimilate the main points of Tolstoy's attitude toward adultery but in
order to enjoy Tolstoy's art the good reader must wish to visualize, for instance, the arrangement of a railway carriage on
the Moscow-Petersburg night train as it was a hundred years ago." And he continued, "Here diagrams are most helpful."
So we have his blackboard diagram of the crisscross journeys made by Bazarov and Arkadi in Fathers and Sons, and his
drawing of the layout of the sleeping car in which Anna journeyed from Moscow to Petersburg on the same train as
Vronski. The dress that Kitty would have worn skating is reproduced from a contemporary fashion illustration. We have
discourses on how tennis was played, what Russians had for breakfast, luncheon, and dinner, and at what times. This
scientist's respect for fact combined with the writer's own understanding of the intricate trails of passion that inform a
great work of imagination is quintessentially Naboko-vian and is one of the particular virtues of these lectures.

On this passage John Simon remarks: "But Nabokov does demand, for all his rejection of crude reality—'those farcical and fraudulent characters called
Facts'—a powerful semblance of reality, which, as he himself might have put it, is not the same as a resemblance. As he said in an interview, unless you
know the streets of Joyce's Dublin and what the semi-sleeping car on the Petersburg-Moscow express looked like in 1870, you cannot make sense of
Ulysses and Anna Karenin[a]. In other words, the writer makes use of some specific realities, but only as bait with which to trap the readers into the
greater unreality—or greater reality—of his fiction. " ("The Novelist at the Blackboard, " The Times Literary Supplement [April 24, 1981], 458.) Of course, if
the reader does not understand and assimilate this detail, he remains outside the imaginative reality of the fiction. It is quite true that without Nabokov's
explanation of the conditions under which Anna traveled on that fateful journey to Petersburg certain of the motifs in her nightmare cannot be

understood. *Strong Opinions, pp. 156-157.



This is the teaching method, but the result is a warm sense of shared experience between Nabokov and the hearer-reader.
One reacts with joy to his communication of understanding through feeling, a gift given particularly to critics who are
themselves great literary artists. That the magic he felt so keenly in literature should be aimed at pleasure we learn from
these lectures and from the anecdote that at the first meeting of Literature 311 in September 1953, at Cornell, Vladimir
Nabokov asked the students to explain in writing why they had enrolled in the course. At the next class he approvingly
reported that one student had answered, "Because | like stories."

Editorial Method

The fact cannot and need not be disguised that the texts for these essays represent Vladimir Nabokov's written-out notes
for delivery as classroom lectures and that they cannot be regarded as a finished literary product such as he produced
when he revised his classroom lectures on Gogol for publication as a book. (The Gogol essay published here is excerpted
from Nikolai Gogol [New York: New Directions, 1944].) The lectures exist in very different states of preparation and polish,
and even of completed structure. Most are in his own handwriting, with only occasional sections (usually the biographical
introductions) typed by his wife Vera as an aid to delivery. The degree of preparation ranges from the handwritten rough
notes for the Gorki lecture to a considerable amount of typed material for Tolstoy that seems to have been planned as part
of an extended general introduction to the lectures on Anna Karenin reworked as a textbook. (The appendices to the Anna
Karenin essay consist of material prepared for Nabokov's edition.) When typing exists the text was usually further modified
by Nabokov, who might add fresh comments by hand or revise phrases for felicity. Thus the typed pages are likely to run a
little more smoothly than the handwritten. The holograph pages on a few occasions appear to be fair copies, but normally
they give every indication of initial composition, and they are often much worked over both during the writing-out and on

review.

Some separate sections in the lecture folders clearly represent simple background notes made in the initial stages of
preparation and either not utilized or else considerably revised and incorporated subsequently into the lectures
themselves. Other independent sections are more ambiguous, and it is not always demonstrable whether they reflect
stages of amplification during the course of repeated delivery in different years and in different places from the basic
Wellesley series (seemingly not much modified, except for Tolstoy, when delivered later at Cornell) or else jottings for
possible incorporation in a future revision. Whenever possible all such material not manifestly background and preparatory
memoranda has been salvaged and worked into the texture of the discourse at appropriate places.

The problem of making a reading edition from these manuscripts falls into two main parts: structural and stylistic.
Structurally, the main order of delivery, or the organization of the lectures on any one of the authors, is not ordinarily in
question, but problems do arise, especially in the Tolstoy lectures, which are composed of a series of discrete sections. The
evidence appears to be quite contradictory, for example, whether Nabokov intended Anna's story to be finished before he
took up in any major way the Lyovin narrative with which he proposed to conclude, or else whether the plot line of Anna
and Vronski was to begin and to end the series, as presented here. It is not entirely clear, also, whether Notes from
Underground (i.e., Memoirs from a Mousehole) was intended to end the series of lectures on Dostoevski or to follow Crime
and Punishment. Thus even in an essay like that on Anna Karenin in which at least some preliminary preparations looking
toward publication can be encountered, the proposed organization is in some legitimate doubt. The problem is intensified
in the lecture on "The Death of Ivan llyich," which exists only in the form of a few fragmented notes. Between these two
extremes comes a series like that on Chekhov, which is only partly organized. The section devoted to "The Lady with the
Little Dog" is fully worked out, but "In the Gully" is represented only by rough notes with directions to read certain pages
from the story. The Seagull handwritten manuscript was discovered apart from the rest but appears to belong to the series.
Itis rather elementary in its form, but it seems to have received Nabokov's approval since its beginning has been typed and
then a note in Russian refers to the continuation in the rest of the manuscript.

In some lectures a small rearrangement has been necessary in cases of doubt about the progression. In a few of the folders
isolated pages of Nabokov's remarks are interspersed—sometimes little independent essays but sometimes only notes or
trials—which have been editorially integrated in the discourse in an effort to preserve the maximum discussion that
Nabokov made of the authors, their works, and the art of literature in general.



Quotation bulked large in Nabokov's teaching methods as an aid in transmitting to students his ideas of literary artistry. In
the construction of the present reading edition from the lectures, Nabokov's method has been followed with very little
cutting except of the most extended quoted illustrations, for the quotations are most helpful in recalling a book to the
reader's memory or else in introducing it to a fresh reader under Nabokov's expert guidance. Quotations, therefore,
ordinarily follow Nabokov's specific instructions to read certain passages (usually marked also in his own classroom copy)
with the effect that the reader may participate in the talk as if he were present as a listener. To further this flow-in of
quotation with discussion, the convention of quotation marks at every indentation has been set aside, and except for
opening and closing marks and the usual marks about dialogue, the distinction between quotation and text has been
deliberately blurred. When a useful purpose might be served, the editor has occasionally added quotations to illustrate
Nabokov's discussion or description, especially when his teaching copies of the books are not available and one does not
have the guidance of passages marked for quotation in addition to those specified in the body of the lecture as to be read.

Only the teaching copies for Anna Karenin and for certain of the Chekhov works have been preserved. These are marked for
quotation and contain notes about the context, most of these comments also being present in the written-out lectures but
other notes clue Nabokov in on some oral remark to make about the style or the content of passages to be emphasized by
quotation or verbal reference. Whenever possible, comments in the annotated copies have been worked into the texture of
the lectures as appropriate occasion arose. Nabokov highly disapproved of Constance Garnett's translations from the
Russian. Thus the passages marked for quotation in his teaching copy of Anna Karenin are interlined heavily with his own
corrections of errors of translation or his own versions of the authorial expression. Quotation in the present volume
follows, of course, Nabokov's own alterations in the basic translation as he would have read them, but usually omits his
bitter sidenotes about the translator's incompetency, directed at Constance Garnett's blunders. The Tolstoy lectures,
perhaps because of their partial reworking for a proposed book, are unique in presenting many of the quotations typed out
in full within the text instead of relying on Nabokov's usual practice of noting passages to read from his teaching copy.
(This teaching copy differs from that of Madame Bovary where the entire text was freely annotated in that after part one
only selected passages in Anna Karenin have been revised.) The typing-out of quotations poses something of a problem
because changes made in the Garnett text in these typescripts do not always agree with the alterations made in the text of
the teaching copy and these passages are frequently abridged. There is also a separate section, presumably intended for
publication but not here reproduced, labeled as corrections to the Garnett edition for the first part of Anna Karenin which,
when referring to the quoted passages, does not always agree either with the manuscript or the marked book. A choice of
one of these three as the exclusive copy for the text of the quotations in the present volume would be partly unsatisfactory
since each series of revisions seems to have been made without reference to the others. Under these conditions, where
chronological priority has little or no significance, it has seemed most useful to provide the reader with the maximum
number of changes that Nabokov made in the Garnett version by using the abridged manuscript copy as the norm but
freely inserting in its text whatever further alterations he made either in the teaching copy or the typed-out list.

Nabokov was acutely conscious of the need to shape the separate lectures to the allotted classroom hour, and it is not
unusual to find noted in the margin the time at which that particular point should have been reached. Within the lecture
text a number of passages and even separate sentences or phrases are enclosed in square brackets. Some of these brackets
seem to indicate matter that could be omitted if time were pressing. Others may represent matter that he queried for
omission more for reasons of content or expression than for time restrictions; and indeed some of these bracketed queries
were subsequently deleted, just as some, alternatively, have been removed from the status of queries by the substitution
for them of parentheses. All such undeleted bracketed material has been faithfully reproduced but without sign of the
bracketing, which would have been intrusive for the reader. Deletions are observed, of course, except for a handful of cases
when it has seemed to the editor possible that the matter was excised for considerations of time or, sometimes, of
position, in which latter case the deleted matter has been transferred to a more appropriate context. On the other hand,
some of Nabokov's comments directed exclusively to his students and often on pedagogical subjects have been omitted as
inconsistent with the aims of a reading edition, although one that otherwise retains much of the flavor of Nabokov's
lecture delivery. Among such omissions one may mention remarks like "you all remember who she was" when he compares
Anna Karenin to Athena, or his adjuration to the undergraduates that they should enjoy the pathetic scene of Anna's visit
to her son on his tenth birthday, or his spelling out Tyutchev's name with a long "u" (which sounds, he remarks, like "a kind
of caged twitter," a comment worth preserving), or observations for an unsophisticated audience in his analysis of Tolstoy's



structure : "l realize that synchronization is a big word, a five syllable word—but we can console ourselves by the thought
that it would have had six syllables several centuries ago. By the way it does not come from sin—s, i, n—but s, y, n—and it
means arranging events in such a way as to indicate coexistence." However, some of these classroom asides have been
retained when not inappropriate for a more sophisticated reading audience, as well as most of Nabokov's imperatives.

Stylistically the most part of these texts by no means represents what would have been Nabokov's language and syntax if
he had himself worked them up in book form, for a marked difference exists between the general style of these classroom
lectures and the polished workmanship of several of his public lectures. Since publication without reworking had not been
contemplated when Nabokov wrote out these lectures and their notes for delivery, it would be pedantic in the extreme to
try to transcribe the texts literatum in every detail from the sometimes rough form found in the manuscripts. The editor of
a reading edition may be permitted to deal more freely with inconsistencies, inadvertent mistakes, and incomplete
inscription, including the need sometimes to add bridge passages in connection with quotation. On the other hand, no
reader would want a manipulated text that endeavored to "improve" Nabokov's writing in any intrusive way even in some
of its unpolished sections. Thus a synthetic approach has been firmly rejected, and Nabokov's language has been
reproduced with fidelity save for words missing by accident and inadvertent repetitions often the result of incomplete

revision.

Corrections and modifications have been performed silently. Thus the only footnotes are Nabokov's own or else occasional
editorial comments on points of interest such as the application of some isolated jotting, whether among the manuscripts
or in the annotated copy of the teaching book, to the text of the lecture at hand. The mechanics of the lectures, such as
Nabokov's notes to himself, often in Russian, have been omitted, as have been his markings for correct delivery of the
vowel quantities in pronunciation and the accenting of syllables in certain names and unusual words. Nor do footnotes
interrupt what one hopes is the flow of the discourse to indicate to the reader that an unassigned section has been
editorially inserted at a particular point.

The transliteration of Russian names to their English equivalents has posed a slight problem since Nabokov was not always
consistent in his own usage; and even when he made up a list of the forms of names in Anna Karenin, part one, presumably
for the planned publication of the Tolstoy lectures, the transliterated spellings do not always agree with the forms in his
own manuscripts, or even internally in their system. Quotations from the texts of the translators of other authors
introduce a variety of different systems, also. Under these conditions it has seemed best to make a thorough revised
transliteration of the Russian names in all these lectures according to a consistent system that has been agreed upon and
performed by the joint efforts of Professor Simon Karlinsky and Mrs. Vladimir Nabokov, to whom special thanks are due.

"L'Envoi" is drawn from Nabokov's final remarks to his class before he went on to discuss in detail the nature and
requirements of the final examination. In these remarks he states that he has described at the beginning of the course the
period of Russian literature between 1917 and 1957. This opening lecture has not been preserved among the manuscripts
except perhaps for one leaf, which appears as the epigraph to this volume.

The editions of the books that Nabokov used as teaching copies for his lectures were selected for their cheapness and
general availability. Nabokov admired the translations from the Russian of Bernard Guilbert Guerney, but of few others.
The texts from which Nabokov taught are as follows: Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (New York: Modern Library, 1930); The
Portable Chekhov, ed. Avrahm Yarmolinsky (New York: Viking Press, 1947); A Treasury of Russian Literature, edited and
translated by Bernard Guilbert Guerney (New York: Vanguard Press, 1943).
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Russian Writers, Censors, and Readers*

Russian Literature" as a notion, an immediate idea, this notion in the minds of non-Russians is generally limited to the
awareness of Russia's having produced half a dozen great masters of prose between the middle of the nineteenth century
and the first decade of the twentieth. This notion is ampler in the minds of Russian readers since it comprises, in addition
to the novelists, a number of untranslatable poets ; but even so, the native mind remains focused on the resplendent orb of
the nineteenth century. In other words, "Russian literature" is a recent event. It is also a limited event, and the foreigner's
mind tends to regard it as something complete, something finished once and for all. This is mainly due to the bleakness of

the typically regional literature produced during the last four decades under the Soviet rule.

I calculated once that the acknowledged best in the way of Russian fiction and poetry which had been produced since the
beginning of the last century runs to about 23,000 pages of ordinary print. It is evident that neither French nor English
literature can be so compactly handled. They sprawl over many more centuries; the number of masterpieces is formidable.
This brings me to my first point. If we exclude one medieval masterpiece, the beautifully commodious thing about Russian
prose is that it is all contained in the amphora of one round century—with an additional little cream jug provided for
whatever surplus may have accumulated since. One century, the nineteenth, had been sufficient for a country with
practically no literary tradition of its own to create a literature which in artistic worth, in wide-spread influence, in
everything except bulk, equals the glorious output of England or France, although their production of permanent
masterpieces had begun so much earlier. This miraculous flow of esthetic values in so young a civilization could not have
taken place unless in all other ramifications of spiritual growth nineteenth-century Russia had not attained with the same
abnormal speed a degree of culture which again matched that of the oldest Western countries. | am aware that the
recognition of this past culture of Russia is not an integral part of a foreigner's notion of Russian history. The question of
the evolution of liberal thought in Russia before the Revolution has been completely obscured and distorted abroad by
astute Communist propaganda in the twenties and thirties of this century. They usurped the honor of having civilized
Russia. But it is also true that in the days of Pushkin or Gogol a large majority of the Russian nation was left out in the cold
in a veil of slow snow beyond the amber-bright windows, and this was a tragic result of the fact that a most refined
European culture had arrived too fast in a country famous for its misfortunes, famous for the misery of its numberless
humble lives—but that is another story.

Or perhaps it is not. In the process of sketching a picture of the history of recent Russian literature, or more precisely in the
process of defining the forces which struggled for the possession of the artist's soul, I may, if | am lucky, tap the deep
pathos that pertains to all authentic art because of the breach between its eternal values and the sufferings of a muddled
world—this world, indeed, can hardly be blamed for regarding literature as a luxury or a toy unless it can be used as an up-
to-date guidebook.

For an artist one consolation is that in a free country he is not actually forced to produce guidebooks. Now, from this
limited point of view, nineteenth-century Russia was oddly enough a free country: books and writers might be banned and
banished, censors might be rogues and fools, be-whiskered Tsars might stamp and storm; but that wonderful discovery of
Soviet times, the method of making the entire literary corporation write what the state deems fit — this method was
unknown in old Russia, although no doubt many a reactionary statesman hoped to find such a tool. A staunch determinist
might argue that between a magazine in a democratic country applying financial pressure to its contributors to make them
exude what is required by the so-called reading public—between this and the more direct pressure which a police state
brings to bear in order to make the author round out his novel with a suitable political message, it may be argued that
between the two pressures there is only a difference of degree; but this is not so for the simple reason that there are many
different periodicals and philosophies in a free country but only one government in a dictatorship. It is a difference in
quality. If I, an American writer, decide to write an unconventional novel about, say, a happy atheist, an independent
Bostonian, who marries a beautiful Negro girl, also an atheist, has lots of children, cute little agnostics, and lives a happy,

* Read at the Festival of the Arts, Cornell University, April 10, 1958.
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good, and gentle life to the age of 106, when he blissfully dies in his sleep — it is quite possible that despite your brilliant
talent, Mr. Nabokov, we feel [in such cases we don't think, we feel] that no American publisher could risk bringing out such
a book simply because no bookseller would want to handle it. This is a publisher's opinion, and everybody has the right to
have an opinion. Nobody would exile me to the wilds of Alaska for having my happy atheist published after all by some
shady experimental firm; and on the other hand, authors in America are never ordered by the government to produce
magnificent novels about the joys of free enterprise and of morning prayers. In Russia before the Soviet rule there did exist
restrictions, but no orders were given to artists. They were—those nineteenth-century writers, composers, and painters—
quite certain that they lived in a country of oppression and slavery, but they had something that one can appreciate only
now, namely, the immense advantage over their grandsons in modern Russia of not being compelled to say that there was
no oppression and no slavery.

Of the two forces that simultaneously struggled for the possession of the artist's soul, of the two critics who judged his
work, the first was the government. Throughout the last century the government remained aware that anything
outstanding and original in the way of creative thought was a jarring note and a stride toward Revolution. The
government's vigilance in its purest form was perfectly expressed by Tsar Nicholas I in the thirties and forties. His chilly
personality pervaded the scene much more thoroughly than did the philistinism of the next sovereigns, and his attachment
to literature would have been touching had it really come from the heart. With striking perseverance he tried to be
everything in relation to Russian writers of his time—a father, a godfather, a nurse, a wetnurse, a prison warden, and a
literary critic all rolled up in one. Whatever qualities he may have shown in his own kingly profession, it must be admitted
that in his dealing with the Russian Muse he was at the worst a vicious bully, at the best a clown. The system of censorship
that he evolved lasted till the 1860s, was eased by the great reforms of the sixties, stiffened again in the last decades of the
century, broke down for a short spell in the first decade of this century, and then had a most sensational and formidable
comeback after the Revolution under the Soviets.

In the first half of the last century, meddlesome officials, heads of police who thought that Byron was an Italian
revolutionary, smug old censors, cert