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NABOKOV AND.ADA

Brian Poyd .
University of Toronto, 19?9

Supervisor: Professor Patricia,Bruckmann

~ Nabokov's artistic and moral: self-indulgence. By elucldating Ada
- thesls seeks not only to surmount the pbstacIe of th vel's diffi
but also.to.demonstrate the book's artistic ‘control, philosophic'range

and moral\force; and at. iﬁe same tinme to'chart Nabokov's recurrent literary

tactics and to analyze the nature of his philosophy and his moral concerns. .,

Since to appreciate Ada it is necessary to understand the full

' depth of Nabokov s originality of artistic strategy and the challenge of

\
his philosophical inquiry—-and simply because neither of these has,beenz

understood before--tbe thesis commences bv.consigering the nature of

”~

Nabokov's style (Chapt‘er "1, which concentrates on Ada) and his thought

(Chapter 2, which draws on all his works) before examining each of the

.

-Parts of Ada in turn (Chapters 3—9) Ada 1s seen partly in terms of the
differences between a first. reading. rereadings, and a "final" Treading of

the novel but chiefly in terms of the minute correlations of phrase or

toe 4

incident--of a delicacy and complexity ‘unequaled in fiction-ewhich intensify
the comedy and adventure of rereadings and establish the. seriousness and '

the surprise of a. final reading. . X E ’

The first two chapters of the thesis examine how Nabokov s curiosity

'about the p051tipn of'cxsciou’ness in the universe shapes his otrategies

and style and dlrects his investigations of the nature of space. time and
Y

humanconsciousness and of the possibilities of forms of consciousness
beyond the human The analysis of ‘Ada, will reveal-~quiet1y at first but
with increasing resonance--the consistepcy of Nabokov s*ideas of -

" . . ‘l -
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- consclousness and yet the variety of ‘concerns these ideas touch upon:

'{he infinity'of sensatlon and emnotion and thought within the finibude of

)

-human existence; the mysterious possibility of a transmutation of mortal

B

consclousness into some state of timelessneus- the even more mysterious.

possibility of consciops/dosign in the universe; the dehands of m

L]

responsibility that are inevitably bound up with the privilege of

consciousness. o - R : ,1 > N
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. . . the main/favor I ask of the serious critic
is sufficient perceptiveness to understand that
whatever term/or trope I use, my purpose is not
to be facetiously flashy or grotésquely obscure
but to expresg what I feel and think with the
_utmost- truthfulness and perception.

| —-Nabokov, in responmse to a question
on the critical reaction to Ada
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- corrections of misprints. ’ . e ;o

A NOTE ON TEXTS

oL - ) g/d 1. Ada ' * - ‘ . 5V

Charles Klnbote, the deranged annotator’ of John Shade's "Pale

\..

e

Fire" in Nabokov's novel of the same name, recommends purcha51ng two

.

coples of‘the same work Whlch can: then be placed in adJacent p051tlons
on a comfortable table" (BF 28) Onlyone copy of this thesis is
|

ne essary, but it will be of no use w1thout a reread copy of Ada lylng

be51de 1t. For reasons of textual authorlty and -ease of reference,

‘.that copy should be either the first American or first'English"edition“

‘o

' (both were printed from the same setting of type).

Vladlmlr Nabokov.h\Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle. : .

Amerlcan: New York: MbGraw—HilI 1969. ° [x], -589 pp.: ¢
) g
English London. Weldenfeld and N1colson, 1969.
st oo

[x], 589 pp. -

These are the textual dlfferences between the American (A) and

English (E) first editions (the first reading is the correct one):

. P. 120, 1.4: Nile is settled stop Speke (E); Nile is settled stop

Stanley (A), p. 325, 1. 9 he wzfa;regnant (A); she was pregnant (E);
p. 589, 1.7: descried (E), desg}ibed (A)

' The Penguln editipn (Harmondsworth Mlddlesex. Penguln, 1970)
contains flfteen pages of "Notes to Ada by Vivian D?rkbloom" (Miss Dark-"

bloom is anlanthoress,,a character in Dolita,@an anagrammatic~pen name
" >

of Nabokov)L This edition also contains useful, preaﬁmably authorial



( | | 3 |
i] ' oot o | ) o . ' - r .
% ' '

The MtGraw—Hill' 1969 edition with 626 pages (unfortumately,

not even listed in Andreé/gzelETE’Bﬁhllography) is not a first ed1t1on
N4
r’but a Book Club version riddled with textual corruptlon (for example:

"in the Welllngs of the lonely and the poor, ''p. 23, for "in the

dwellings of the lomely and the poor," p. 21).

2. Other Nabokov Worké

erwise specified, quotations from Nabokov's works -

‘"*are taken from t e flrst Amerlcan edltlons, from the flrst rev1sed

edltlons of ak Memory and Eugene Onegin,2 from the first edltions

of the definitive collectionS‘of the stories,3 poems and prose. They

will be c1ted by abbreviation and page number in pareqtheses following °*

the quotatlon.f

‘In the case of quotatlons from works originally written in
Ru551an, only the translatlon into English will be glven (unless there
;s a variant reading or a different nuance) for prose works whose

translation Nabokov has made or supervised, but for poetry the original

1 Nabokov: A Bibliography (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973). Cf.
Brian D. Boyd and .Vera Nabokov, comps., "Bibliography," V1ad1m1r Nabokov
Research Newsletter, No. 1 (Fall 1978), 24-25. )

4

Though the revised edition of EQ appeared in 1975, Nabokov
was working on the revisions  while wrlting Ada and finished them in 1968
(see so 124). The revised translation, moreover, is the.better version.

_ 3 ND, which superseded Nipe Stories (Norfolk Conn.: New Direc—
tions, 1947): RB and TD, which superseded Nabokov's Quartet (New York:

Phaedra, 1966), and DS.

4 "EO 3.24" will be used to mean EO, vol. 3, p. 24, "EO.III.xxiv"
to mean Eugene Onegin, Chapter IIT, Stanza xxiv. - - * :

\
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will also. be cited, as it ‘will when the translations are my own.

-

”J

3. Transliteration from Russian
¢

The sysiem of transllteratlon adopted is Nabokov s own,

described In his translatlon of EO (EO 1. x:Lx—xx:Lv)

Sod

e

For Engllsh

reader§ this system suggests the pronunciation better thar{ do any

others of the many in use.

-

It is based on the new orthography, though

in Ada itself, because of special Antiterran historical consideratioms,

A

"transliteration is based on the old Russian orthography" ‘(Darkbloom

6 as yo.in "yopder."

“H. . v .. b .
~\/‘ L i
Russian Transliterated * " Russian 'I‘ransliterat\ed' Co
Character ‘ \haracter N— 2
+ -Aa a _l'In P .
BG b Pp r
. BB .V Ce s
rr g Tr - t
iV, S ©od Yy u _

e’ e &b £ ~ =
Bs® ‘yo Xx h TR
= zh T ‘ts
33 z Yy ch
712 i Mm sh
M -y - Mo shch- ~
Kx ° 'k . hu’ i’

Ja 1 32 e .
Mm m. 0o yu
Hy n Asa - ya .
0o o R - Bé '/f\/ )
> As ye in "yellaqw."
C

'

7 Halfway between a very guttural '"oi!" and "ugh!"

- .

Coxii . . 9
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. If in ;fansliteration;/a "y" isg £ollowed by a)\vowel, the'\y .

o " and vowel éiways form a .single letter in the original.. If 2 ."-y,';"&' is, . /
| ‘ s L
= : ,

) N ! v v ‘d::' :
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INTRODUCTION -

Vladimir Nabokov (1899-1977) began wrizihg a part of what was o
to become Ada in 1959, in Ithaca, New York, but composed the bulk of

the novel in Montreux, Switzerland, between the end of 1965 and the

end of 1968, partly from material he had garnered\in the preceding

years.l On May 5, 1969; Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle was-publiehed
in New York by’ycGraw—Hill.2 It was Naﬁokov's fifteenth nevel, his*
sixth in English,;and as he himself has said, "the best of my'English
romaunts" (LATH 96).. ' . : : o

Adé{vindeed, is a nasterpiece, tpefonly ndvel'since‘lesses »

that ceuld rank with it. Unlike Joyce's great work, thdugh;'Ada is -
immediately accessible and easily attractiye, straightforward enough -
to be read and enjoyed by anybody who knoys English even though the ‘ |

good readen;w1ll recognize that much remafns elusive, the book can be

1

read with the speed of unhesitating fascination. Ulysses on the other' n;_-‘

!

1 For the 1959 beginning of Part 4 of Ada, see SO 122; for
Nabokov's description of his hoarding’ wisps of information at a "very
-early stage" of a novel'!s development, see SO 31; for 1962 as the -4
beginning of Ada, see KQK ix-x and interview with Drago Arsenijevic,
"Vladimir Nabokov-n'aime pas qu'on 1'appelle 'le pére de Lolita,'"
La Tribune de Genéve, October 25, 1967; for a first major flash of
inspiration in late 1965, see SO 310; for the idea which made "the k
entire novel leap into . . . existence" in Februaty 1966, see S0 122; 3
“and for the 1968 completion date see PP 194 and SO 134. i

1Y

vt Saho

2 in the April 1969 issue of Playboy an advance extract
appeared, consisting of almost half of the "Ardis the First" section
* of the novel (Pt 1 Chs. 5-6, 9 15 16 18-20, 25).

>
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hand makes large demaﬁds'of‘its readers even on their first readiﬁg‘

of the novel. Indeed, it is a tragedy %nd -a sad paradox that thls

mo%F humane of books, this 1av1sh celebration of the v1ta11ty of .
ordina:y man,'finds so few real readers, even amongst the highly)
literate. But if a first reading of Ulysses is demanding, the nqvel

already offers to those with sufficient energy all the richapleasures
) .

‘of Joyce's psychology, his evocation of the world's particulars, and

above all the Eunsa,pOetry of choice in his supple prose:
. ~ .
" What ‘in water did Rloom, waterlover, drawer of water, water-
. carrier returning to the™range, admire? .
' Its universality: its democratic equality and constancy to
* its nature in seekinf its own level: . . . the variability of
- states of sea: . . . ‘thé multisecular stability of its pr1meva1
basin; its luteofulvous bed: its capacity to dissolve and hold
_in splution all soluble substances including millions of tons
-of the most precious metals: its slow erosions of peninsulas and
' downwardtending promontories. its alluvial deposits: its welght
and volume and density: its “imperturbability in lagoons an
highland tarns. . . .. (U 655-56)

This is both exactipg and at the same time beautiful, a‘neh, hitherto

unknovwn poetry. ' Yet, as often in Ulysses, there is little additional

~

complexity that can be discovered on subsequent readings.

Joyce can however devise a simpler prose under whose attractive

»”

surface lurk unsuspected complexities of relationship:

Stately, plump Buck Mulligan came from the stairhead, bearing a
bowl of lather on which a mirtor and a razor lay crossed. A
yellow dressinggown, ungirdled, was sustained gently behind him
"~ by the mild morning air. He held the bowl aloft and intoned:
—-Introibo ad altare Dei. (U 4-5)

The second sentence of Ulysses contains the novel's first allusiom, to

the end of George Moore's The Lake (London: Heinemann, 1905): "And

>




-every man must ungird‘his loins for the crossing" (p. 334)i3r chce
here signals his debt tc'Moore for the ideafor making a priest out of
their blasphemous common acqnaintance Oliver Gogarty (Father Oliver
Gogarty in Moore's novel, Buck Mulllgap in Ulzsses) This second
sentence in Ulzsses also contains the novel's first 1nternal allu51on,
to the camp mass in Nighttown ("Raises h1gh behlnd the celebrant s
.JEttlcoats, revealing hlS ‘grey bare hairy buttocks" [584]) These
1open1ng lines have rich additional significance: the essential fact of

the novel's first chapter (supported by the Claudiuerapiet, Antinous-

- . B ‘ N
Telemachus parallels) is that mock-priest Mulligan has usurped Stephen Foon

‘

Dedalus's role as "priest of eternal imagination,"s‘a fact nicely

Joro-

empha51zed by the reprlse of the opening ‘lines as the chapter closes
with a Juxtaposition of Mulligan, swimming priest and Dedalus.

The way Joyce s opening lines’ operate is the way Ada works through-
out. On a first reading; Ada's texture seems less dense than even the
uncharacteristically light beginning of Ulysses, but during tne process
’ ofhrepeated rereading it becomes unforeséeabiy more and more complex. ‘
What had appeared boths lucid and'attractively amusing or imaginative on

v .

a first reading, a eimple,ximmediately funny’exchange, for example--

e il A e e

B 3 See Brian D. Boyd, "A Plain'Clothes ?rieat," James Joyce
Quarterly, 15:%¢ (Winter 1978), 176-79. :

4 See goyd, p. 179.

3 James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, ed.
Chester G. Anderson (New York: Viking, 1964), p. 221.
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"I guess it's your father u&ﬂer that oak, isn't 1t°“6

\'No, it's an elm," said’Ada. (92)

S

' —=—can prove to have relatioeships éith‘other pagfs of the work more:
comﬁlex than anything in Ulysses and, often, more profound, artistic-
ally, morally, phllosophlcally, than almost anythlng in fiction.

Ada is a masterpiece, and the aim of this the51s is merely to

- present what is necessary to the apprec1at10n of this intricate master-

. piece. This includes: a general consideration of Nabokov's style and

strategies, as manifested particularly in Ada (Chapter 1); a geqeral- -
v - R

consideration of Nabokov:s philosophy (Chapter 2); and an analysis of

the structure of Ada itself. This last, the main task of the thesis,
‘takes place throughout the remaining chapters. %gtructure" here is

conceived in two ways: first, as the author's setting up of reader

I

expectation and response; and second, ‘as the final systems of relation- -

. -

ship by which the novel's art and thought are'to be‘understooa and
‘estimated.

| The bulk of the<thesis deals with these final systems of
1relat10nship, but earlier stages of reading must, also be con31d red,
for Nabokov s.abllity to direct the reader's expegtations and responses
at various stages of reading is unprecedented-and an essential part;of
his most complex works. In ééé Nabokov deliberatély controls matters

so .that one cannot arrive at the book's underlying structures and its

6 The misprint "isn't?" for "isn't it?" in the égrst Ameérican
and first Engllsh editions is corrected in the 1969 Book Club editionm,
the Penguin edition and the American paperback edition (Greenwich, ’
Conn.: Fawcett Crest, 1970). '

\
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K ' deepes§ worth until“after many readings; But\alsb'so that one is drawn
. ~ . A - ; K )
on to reread and_reread even before one has discovered the novel's
. T L £
) richest merits. Indeed Nabokov is able to COnt;ol successive respenses
Ml e PR 3 . . : \ - ' :
\\'T. - tg'Ada withusuch‘prgciéion thqt a second stage of responsélgan be

- -

almost the oﬁposiﬁe of a first, and very different again from a third

stage during~which one appfehends at last the novel's most sigﬁificant

and elusive relationships.

-

After comparing the arts of wrf%ing and reading with the-arts

of composing and sqlving chess problems,’Nabokov in Speak, Memory

.describes at length one of the problems he has composed:
I remember one particular problem I had been trying to compose
for months. There came a night when I managed at last to express
that particular theme. It was meant for the delectation of the
very expert solver. The unsophisticated might miss the point of
the problem entirely, and discover its fairly simple, "thetic"
solution without having passed through the pleasurable torments
prepared for the sophisticated one. The latter would start by
falling for an illusory 'pattern of pPlay based on a fashionable:
avant-garde theme (exposing White's King to checks), which the
composer had taken the gréatest pains to "plant" (with only one
obscure little move by an inconspicuous pawn to upset it).
T~ Haying passed through this "antithetic" inferno the by now ultra-
' sophisticated solver would reach.the simple key move (bishop to
c2) as somebody on a wild goose chase might go from Albany to
New York by way of Vancouver, Eurasia and the Azores. The Y
Pleasant experience of the roundabout route (strange landscapes,”
gongs, tigers, exotic customs, the thrice-repeated circuit of a
newly married couple argund the sacred fire of an earthen
brazier) would amply reward him for the misery of the deceit, and
after that, his arrival at the simple key move would provide him
) with a synthesis of poignant artistic delight. (291-92) '
A A .

Now in Ada too there are thetic, antithetic and synthetic phases of
readingf Let us before déscribing them define their limits. The
{

thetic, simply enough, is a first veading, or any réading by a person

who has forgotten what lies .ahead.. The aﬁtifhetic phase consists of
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Aintermediate readings, from the second perusal until one has reached
» : » -

the synthetic phase (rather more than twenty additional readings dn~my

own case). In the later stages or this phase, in which one alnays has ?ﬁi
some knowledge of.the paées to come, it is possible.Eo_have'anhery good;n;{
command indeed of the ;ext.without'having reached the essential final ‘:£[

° T

relationships. During this lengthy span the rggder comes to see more

and more of the novel's internal links, for the‘antithetic arc of the

< s

reading splral is an extended series of exciting, local dlscoverles that.

=~

seem suffiCient in themselves--indeed, wonderfully thrilling. Yet

#E’w précisely because they‘have intensified one's‘appreciation of the’
parts,‘of the myriad local interconnections, these discoveriesigtlli\“ .
leave one‘short,of a sense of the whole hhich courses‘throughout the | '
obook in a surge of unexpectedness and rightness. It is this sense of

the whole which does rush through: the novel in waves of sudden right-:

-ness!which signals to the reader that he has reached the synthetic

'?T?E}i. { phase&and the final system of relationshlps. Of course although the .
';;F.'ii: ? T;Pprehension of these relationshlps is accompanied by a shock of verity, .
I S S 2
r?%;f. a‘shobans precise ‘in Nabokov's‘novels as that'experienced in solving  °
a chess ngoblem,sthe "finality"ﬂof suchfrelationShiPS still carries on
if% - being enriched in a novel as inekhaustib1% as Ada. . ‘

Fo b " The disseftation will concern itself'chiefly with the antlthetlc
«»t;~ .
and especially the synthetic stages of reading\Ada, but a quick summary

of the thetic reading of. the novel may be usefuI not only for the sake v I
of definltlon but also ad a refresher and as”a reference.
zx_h' ’ ' The world of the novel is not our world but Antiterra, an exact

- o repllca of the phy51ca1 configurations of the earth. Our poor globe is

4
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familiar.to Antiterrans only as Terra, a probably nythical plahet,

v .
o e e «

believed in only by madmen, men of genius, “and religious faddists. -
The "action of - the novel takes place between 1868 and 1967, but though
time is the same on Antiterra and Earth, history is a little buckled,

"not only because the history of each part of the amalgam did not

quite match the history of each counterpart in its discrete condition,

but because ,a gap of up to a hundred years one way or-another existed

-

between the-two earths" (18). If on our world 'La France possédait

. : L : :
autrefois, dans 1'Amérique septentrionale, un-vaste-em.pire"7 and the
: ‘ ' . . o i o
- Russians sold Alaska to the United States in 1867, Antiterrans any-

Ll

where in North America may live, in'the late nineteenth century, in

pockets of French .and especia}ly Russian civilization unabsorbed by , ‘
the predominant‘Anglo—American culture. Antiterran technology,rtoo, . .

" has differed from ours ever since the "L dlsaster" (171 After thlS

TSP SOV

mysterious cataclysm which snmehow "had the 31ngular effect of both

L

cau51ng and cursing the*notion of Terra'" (17), electricity hab been

v

banned and even decreed indecept Becauseihydraulic systems have been ‘ K.

-~

'1nventedrto replace“the electricity needeﬁ for "very important tutili- 7

ties'" (147), telephones belch and gurgle absurdly throughout the.book.
The whole novel 'is the story of the-long ‘and happy 1ncestuous ’ ;

Iove affair of Van Veen and his 31ster Ada. Though ostensibly cousins, , _ :
« . ‘r‘,z
- both are the children of Demon Veen and Demon s cousin‘s wife Marina._ :

=z

'\-\' l.‘.
Tove ¥

t@ﬂﬁ';.

: : i 7 The opening lines of the Prologue of Atala (1801) by //f”/
Frangois—Rene de Chateaubriand: Atala, René, Les Aventures du Dernier '
Abencarage ed. “Fernand Letessier (Paris: Garmier, 1262), p. 29.
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" Demon- and Ada t?/ZZ‘the daughter of Marina and Dan. That they are

‘their love from their parents.

‘jealousy, and his fierce and brooding pride keeps them apart, until

- 1892. In November of that year they ‘'set up house together in Manhattan.

Aqua, Demon's wife and Marfna's twin sister,~givee'birth t%;:SStill—

born bo§'just afser unmarried Marina produces Van, -who is substituted

Coesis

. for the dead infant without Kaif-had Aqua's .comprehension. Two.years

lager Marina is again made pregnant by Demon and suddenly accepts a
: e = - .
proposal from Demon's cousin Dan Vegn that she had turned down months

' 3 .
earlier. Shortly afterwards she gives birth to Ada. Four years later

" she has a child by her husband. - This daughter, Lucette is thug half-

~

gister to Van and Ada, though Van appears to be the son of Aqua and

siblings, a fact which they dlscover.soon after first making love,
does not trouble Van and Ada in ;he‘least; the only consequence of the
discovery is that the children recognize how carefully they must hide
‘Because Van and Ada's mutual passion is so’intenSe‘and con-
t1nuous, the nqyel s plot is organlzed around their meetings, their -

- TR e T

perlods together, the1r separatlons. In 1884~Van, aged fourteen, and,

4 - k]

~ Ada, aged eleven, meet-at Dan Veen s summer;home, Ardis Hall. . .They

soon fall in love and become 196éfs. But being still children,“theyJ

must part at the end of thelr blissful.summer and return to their dif-
ferent schools. In 1888 their affair is actively resumed, again in

summertime and again at Ardis, but Van flies from Aoa“in a rage of,

\ /
{

Early in-February of the following year,'Deuon:disqovers his children

;:living together as lovers, compels them to separate and marries Ada off

to one‘Andrey Vinelander. In 1901 the novel's subplot reaches its

AR 2o S A
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.tragic climax vhen Lucette,.Ada.and Van's half—sister? ever more
desperately in love with Van;‘commits suicide after she sees her love-
will never be requited. Four years later, shortly after Demon s death
..removes, the last family: obstacle to their -rejoining, Ada and Van

-3
reunite adulterously in Mbnt Roux, Sw1tzerland and are about to elope
together when Ada's husband is discovered to have advanced tuberculo~-
sis.. Ada leaves Van to tend her husband who lingers on.until 1922

‘ Upon hlS death the lovers reJoin, to spend their last forty-five yearsv‘

"traveling together.and dwelling in the variou51v1llas, One lovelier

than another, tha.t Van-»‘has erected all oMe Western Hemisphere" .
, ) o

(588-&9_); i T
, It is during the last ten of these forty-five years together

that Van sets about writing Ada.  Because he intends to have this -

-

memoir published posthumously, Van can make it a frank .celebration of

‘his lové for his siséer._nﬁs he reworks and_reworks‘its-lambent'pages;
Ada listens in, adding marginalia,'demurrers and applause.'-The
revisions do not stop until death folds the couple.into the page: they

|
"die ‘as it were, 1nto the finished book" (587) : Van and Ada concen—~

~. - . .
-~ «

Atrate very much on the radiant youthfulness and the pure romance of
the early days of theirllove. Time Seems suspended, the past maéically
revisitable, in the amplitude of the<Ardis”sections (Partfl),:which :
.L . occupy just overvhalf the'length of their family chronicle. But
amplitude collapses, time gathers speed. The five parts of the book L

rapidly .diminish in size while . they cover greater spans of tlme The

forty—three chapters and more than three hundred pages.of Part l, most ‘; .

tof which depict a totai of four months 1n two separate summers,

c e

e : . o S



'alluring, and as Robert Alter one of Nabokov's fineq\\:ritics, wrote in

10

grotesquely outweigh the final section, ‘Part 5, which covers forty-~
five years in twenty pages, less space.than was required to describe
a single dinner party in Part 1. Yet the constantly accelerating
slide down the slopes of age and into the abyss of death,,the;sense of
time as ever more rapid loss and the book's.odd imbalance are.all
easily incorporated into its overall harmony and joy.h

Eor while it slips downwards through the years, the.novel seems
always able to return to 1ts resplendent orrgin at Ardls. Van and Ada.
can recreate in full the freshness of their first coming together in
thelr fabulous ancestral park "Hammock and honey eighty years later
he could still recall with the young pang or the original joy his
falling in love w1th Ada" (70) If at. moments we glimpse that’ Van ‘and
Ada are nonagenarians as they recreate their’ radiant past, their age.
seems only a partial 1oss and much more a triumph: forvthere they are
still together, goldenly, youthfully together, in their shared- memories
of the_sunflecked past.

On a first reading Ada is a Joyous and passionate unityy-a

T e ey L E e e ey e o

limpld harmony. The enchantment ofldream-bright.childhood, of early

&

loye, and: of ‘that youthful tie which endures so:that'a fully-shared

sunség.love;tan bathe bright young memories'in'its deeper golds is L -j;4'~‘

rapturous and rare. The novel is a glowing lyric of emotion recollected

together and again and again in impassioned tranquillity. An eighty— s .

v

year ardour stretches between vivid young love and warmly shared age,

and time is easily spanned when Van and Ada wander together in" memory

1

through their extraordinary past. The harmony of it all is 1rre31st1bly

L
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. 3
opening a review of Ada, one feels that "Vladimir Nabokov \possesses-

 what is probably the most finely cultivated sense of form-of any

8 : .
livinngriter." ' : LA

But on a rereading——and here we.can, see why it is appropriate

i to speak of an antithetic response, and why some critics, such as Alter

(

himself six years later,9 have regarded Ada as;flawed——the novel

appears disappointingly broken, crumpled, crippled lacking in coher- °

ence.‘ When there are no more unknown developments of plot to draw one
on, when one knows in advance how much of what could have been their

liveliest years Van and Ada must spend apart when ‘one senses to what

. extent each phrase or paragraph or chapter remains unconnected to its

context, harmony turns to discord. Joltingly awkward summaries,

scenes set adrift, drastic changes in subject and mode, the lack of

-

continuous development, yawning gaps in time casually flitted across,

quite spoil all sense of structure. There is a powerful asymmetry,

even on a first reading, in the combination of structural diminution

"and chronologicalvacceleration. Yet when one rereads Ada the novel

seems far more fractured than even this: asymmetry could require. For

despite the imbalance 1t causes, the tumbling of time is well—defined

'1n one direction, and obviously part of the author s design. But the

ruptures in Ada seem cluttered and aimless, more like unintentional

flaws than signs of'authorial purpose. There is not a hint that dis-—

L 8 "Nab\kov's Ardor," Commentary,‘48.(August 1969), p. 47.

9Part1a1Magic* The- Novel as a Self-Conscious Genre (Berkeley

- Univ. of California Press, 1975), pp. 183 84,

T
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ruption has been set up, as in Swift or Sterne, as the author's

'special plan: rather than a rhythm of\q;sruption,_there seems to be
only .a failure to cohere. Things seem choppy, confused, directionless.
. Douglas Fowler calls tpe novel "unfocused and erratic"lo'and adds that
never "hape.thelindiv?dual parts of one of [Nabokov's] Qorks'. - . had
less organic relationship with one another" (p. 192). Like others,
Elizabeth Dalcgn simply concludes chat Nabokov's gift is for '"small-

scale effects, rather than for larger structures."ll ‘ 15
| \

v .
On a closer 1nspection, then, the enchantlng unity of Ada

starts to twist and’ collapse. But while he was in the middle of writiﬁg'

S

Ada, ﬁabokov‘noted thap "in art, as in nature, a glaring disadpahtage
may turn out to be a scbtle protective device" Qggg_viii).lz One
cannot help responding to the dissacisfactioqs of structure ia Ada, but
one is responding to the illusion of a flaw. One's understandlng of
the reasons for the apparent lapses of structural control form part of
a"szﬁe—synthetlc phase.of response, during which one also discovers.
. unequalled anqunforeseeable pe;fections of structure, as we shall see
in Chapters 3 to' 9. ) % e |
| But if the antithetic readings are characterized by a certain
dissatisfaction; wﬁy should anyone HEEE to continug to refead, why

should the reader trust the author sufficiéntly to begin agdin:a work

. whose "synthetic" solution he cannot expect in advance? The answer is

10

Read g Nabokov (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1974), p. 176.
M npda or Nada," Partisan Review, 37:1 (1970), 158. ALY
12

This foreword is dated March 28, 1967.-—

vt 4y T T e
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\
of course that during rereaiigg,one's sense of a certain discord in
the whole/is more than co sated for as one encounters a multitude

of minor but fascinating\concords. The excitement of discovering
~local interrelatioqships, a singelarly intense.thrill available to any
reader with the curiosity to seek elsewhere in the text for the source
of an echo, is far greater than any unease, any rather undefinable
uncertaiﬁfies. It is precisely because dqring rereading one is dis-
covering more and more-often the_uniggeness and vitality of each
minutest part and the ‘bracing compiex;ties of the relationships

between part'anq part that one's initial sense of the ove;arching‘unity
“of the whole has been dispelled, and for the-same reason one is enticed {
to continue to refead, in the never-disappointed expectation of even

/
more sgrprising and more invigorating discoveries.
In terms of the thetic, antithetic and synthetic phases of

reading Ada, the br1ef summary ‘abbve of a first readlng of thenovel1s

thetic, most of Chapter 1 deals with the antithetic phase, and the rest

of the thesis is concerned with the synthetic.

el

But let us summarize more fully what can be gxpected ahead.

The first chapter is a gené;al coﬁsideration abokov's style and
strategies, but because its examples are all drawn from Ada it is-at

the same time a sampler of‘the delights of the ant hetic‘phase of
reading, the per{ed of local d%scovery——though-it aiso includes t&o inter-
telated findings from the syntheéic phase. The secoqd chapter concen-
trates.on Nabokov's philosophy, ranging throughout his works from

1916 to 1976. As we shall see later. a very clear understanding of

Nabokov's philosophy and of the.unusual'aftistic methods by which it is
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a

expressed is a necessary preparation for-the synthetic stage of
reading Ada. The third to.minth chapters, which follow Ada more'or'
less in the order of reading, deal with the novel's final patteins of
relationship. Chapter 3 concerns itself with the first three chapters
of Ada, a sort of prologue whose considerabie.difficulty has deterred
some readers but whose lucid and elegant‘structural functions have not
at all béen recognized. Chapter 4 appears the simplest in the thesis,

-

because it describes the réader s expectations on a first and on later
- readings, as these- expectations are controlled by the Ardis sections
(the rest of Ada's Part 1). Though at some points the chapter deplcts
our uncompllcated reactions on a first reading of the most stralght—~
forward parts of Ada, its real goal is to show how our initial and

‘ subsequent, rather different, reactions have been shaped and thls
cannot be seen until we approach a comprehensive understanding of the

novel. Chapters 5 to 9, the.most important in the thesis, deal in

_ consecutine order with Parts 2,_3,{? and 5 ot Ada (with the exception
that Chapter 7 assessts Parts i'to 3 from a different perspective).
Though these chapters describe some of the disquiets of the antithetic
stage of reading Ada and analyze the structural role of these dis- -
quiets, thep focus chiefly on the nost.significant of the relationships
that can eventually be discovered within Ada. Attention is concen-
trated upon the structural, artistlc, moral and metaphysical. values of

these relationships, which are both too complex and too numerous to

epitomize in advance.

1




_thing, on the sharply specific moment of observation. 'In the joyful

~ fundamental in making NabokoQ's prose the won@erfully individual and

- NABOKOV AND THE READER

Two surface features of Nabokov's style are commonly considered’

the essence of the distinc\ly Nabokovian: the acuity of ?téﬁal detail
and the insistent phonic play. The first reflects Nabol{ov's passion ek, .

for independence, the second his delight in pattemn, d as I shall

.

show in the next chapter.” independence and pattern'ar:Lthe two poles of

the axis around which Nabokov's metaphysics and epist blogy revolve.

In his limpidly precise details Nabokov: concentrates/on the distinguish-

ing particularity, the unique combination, on 'the”independence- of the "

2

bump of his sound play--""the dangling end of tangled bangles" (187)1 . %

or "senescent nonsense, says science!"™ (354)--he creates an extraor-

dinarily patterned prose.2 ~But I.would like to suggest that independ-

ence and pattern work in far-deeper ways; that they are much more

a

1 Al]l .references are to Ada unless otherwise indicated:

. The patterning of sound and word in Nabokov's prose has been
treated in Carl R. Proffer, Keys to Lolita’ (Bloomington: Indiana Univ.
Press, 1968) , in.William Woodin Rowe, Nabokov's Deceptive World (New
York: New York Univ. Press, 1971), in Jessie Thomas Lokrantz, The Under-
side of the Weave: Some Stylistic Devices Used by Vladimir Nabokov

- Nabokov Translated: A Comparison of Nabokov's Ru551an and English Prose _ :

(Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 1973), in Jane Grayson,

bR i i S 45 1o oS T

(Oxford Oxford Univ. Press, 1977)

., - .
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It has been appreciated too that Nabokov's style is unidue not

.
~

charming instrument it is.

only on the surface of the pfose but at a more profound level of the’
reading experience--unique, that is,‘in the challenge that exists
between author and ;e;der and in the rewards awaiting the reader who

can meet the challepges.the author so variously prepares.3 This;proceee

of challenge and reward or of resistanece and solution'draws each reader

-
.

into the problem of determining the position of consciousness in the

»

universe, a problem which as i shall dem trate in the- next chapter
forms the core and mantle of Nabokov's philo phical world.

The nature and the- rlch purposefulness of Nabokov s style.:ﬁd
strategies cannot be understood unless one recognizes--as no qne yet
has-~the full extent of challenge and reward within_his works and

unless these two inverse forces are seen as Nabokov's means of .inves-

A

R b A2t i e

tigating the nature of consciousness. Even his deplction of ‘the

*

external world operates, as we shall see, by means of the challenge

and reward offered to the reader, the "challenge" in tHe rendering of 3

' R - . ) . 2

the external world expressing Nabokov's belief that the world resists :
. . . B}

the mind so thoroughly because it is so real, because it exists so

resolutely outside the mind, the "reward" recreating Nabokov's own

i
experience of the inexhaustible joy of the mind's contact with the é ‘

-

world.

Nabokov always considers both the limitations and the possibili-

3 The dynamics of the- relationship between author and reader in
Nabokov's work has been discussed in Proffer, Keys to Lolita, and in
Alfred Appel Jr., ed., The Annotated Lolita (New York: McGraw-Hill,:
1970). '

e




'""1eve1 of the reading experience.

" and purpose of the author's choice behind each movement of the text.

\

ties of consciousness. He finds particularly frustrating the fact °

» '

that man's consciouske€ss is imprisoned within time and particularly

-

exciting the fact that memory should have the power to escape the

shackles of the present and reach out into the past. He deplores the

-

deceptions and bias and limitation that result from the confinement

. o a ) .
of the individual personality but valwes the liberating power of.the
~ o,
imagination, the tenderness and the sympathetic engagement with others

that it can achieve. Perhaps most intriguing of all for Nabokov are

-

. the possibility of human consciousness's breaking through its limita~

tions to higher states of truth, and the possibility of there being
conscious design'in the universe'somehow,’somewhere, accesgible to
nanr Challenge.and reward function in Nabokov's work in ways that'
reflect all of theseiiascinating facets of the problem of conscious-

ness, and for this reason, as we shall see, ' they are present at every’

:}_-Bnt let us for the moment concentrate upon style, keeping in

mind the fnndamental importance to Nabokovfs thought of independence

e T L T I S P PR

and pattern and the nature of consciousness as we consider how the
experience of reading his work differs from that of reading other . %
fiction. . .

At each moment in reading we try to apprehend the presence ) v ;

We try also to be aware of the relationship between the pagt of the

text immediately before our attentioq aﬁd oﬂgﬁ

being read. 1In Nabokov's.novels the relatign

reader‘to author are peculiar in four different ways. Each of these
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peculiar kinds of relationship may be seen on its own or in conjunc-
tion with others; each may manifest itself in the minutest leveliof the
prose or in the largest features of the whole work; it is their combina-
tion that makes the prétess of reading Nabokov so unuéagij so unpredict-
able,rcﬁallenging‘and delightful.

The peculiar relationship,of part-to part has two opposite
faces. The obverse is the sheer independence of part.from part. This
is evideﬁt in the very choice of material, iﬁ the.cheekily deliberate
"itrelevanceV of the elements of a storyﬁ‘ Eten more important, more
devious and radical is Nabokov's sutversiqn of the usual power. of
sequeﬁtiality to regulate the relationship of 5Brt to successive part
and to centrol the options of the writer and the operations of the
reader. It is difficult to describe the absence of i;ert cdntinﬁity
in Nabokov's novels, the rare independence of the force or‘the over-

- ready suggestiveness of conseeutive'order that Nabokov grants to eaeh
_minute perticle of the fiction, but perhaps it could be put thus:/éne .
creative choice does not lead on to or even limit the next, even .within
a sentence there may be complete changes of subject or setting, sudden
sw1tch1ngs of every kind, from vast signiflcance to microgcopic detall
from third person to first, from compassion to indifference; the N
direction, speed, tone, voice; time, setting, charaeters, status or
thought of any chapter, sentence or part of a sentence may have any or
no relation to what has gone befége—;ed what will foliqw. Eéeh moment
in the teading preceee‘seenéicurioesly‘independent of every pther
moment. _ . ;~

.

The reverse of this independence of marrative elements is the

L)
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patterned and pointed recurrence of parts. Nabokovian recurrence
occurs in complen, delicate and elusive ways. It may be of a small
- verbal element-—iniéga there are several hundred different verbal
‘leitmotivs——or_of a major structnral feature, a tiny.detail.of chatacter
or a resonant thematic echo. K

The relationship'hetween reader and text or author also has
two'opposite aspects; The obverse mlght be most broadly termed "resist~

ance," the author's arranging that the reader will be unable to detect

the nature or putrpose of the atithor's choice. On the local level _ i

resistance may appear as an\ external allusion or an internal cross-
. o ,
reference that one cannot t

ce._ It may occur-anywhere as thehillueion
of excess or defect, of for 1nstance, a formless over—profusion of |
subJects or of a too ruthlessly concentrated form (Ada has been criti-
cized for both). It may appear, too, 'on the level of moral evaluation: ‘ i
Nabokov s 1ndifference to his human subjects or his too close identi- . a
flcation with some of them, his ruthlessness ‘in judging his characters
-or his deplorable indulgence.

.HThe reverse of resistancebwe shall call "aolution." As we
have already seen,-Nabokov talks of.feading as if'it nere like 'solving
a chess prdblem. Reading h}g_novels at ieast providea special eolu-
tions, and the solving of the myriad little problems Nabokov sets the

j B 1

reader has a powerful inductine effect. The pure thrill of ‘finding an

allusion,bcf locating the precise source of a teasing echo, of snddenly

catching an obscure pun or seeing what should have been an obnious
) . , .

joke makes the reader alert, curious, eager to find new puzzles to

solve. When the new and richest solutions are reached they ma§.offer . .3

J
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one an unexpected ingight into the esgenceé of a novel's‘structure;br;
the penetrating surprise of being forced to recognize one's own errors

of moral perception.

Let us turn to Ada.now to see the, reading process in motion.

-

But first it should be stressed that the examples given below are in a

sense deliberately minor. It will be seen that'even slight examples
. . "'w LS . N N

of the absence of inertia, of recurrence, resistance and solution are

so phenomenally conplex that explanation cannot;be brief. The,K following
T 3

instances have been chosen partly for the sake of economy of exposition
and clarity of definitlon, and their scope is not at all meant to

-
suggest that the effects are confined to the very local ones considered
here. The larger effects will be considered throughout the: last seven

.chapters,
The last- paragraph of Ada's Pt.1 Ch.25 ends Van's 1884- summer

vacation at Ardis, his uncle's country manor, where Van and Ada have

L e

become intensely impassionedk lyrically lucky lovers. It is September, :
. \~:’[‘,3" .Q.S

and fourteen—year—old Van must return to school He does not know

f”

when ‘he will see Ada again. They will meet next, in fact, for an hour —
o gy EECCI

—_ 5

N, -

in December that year, for- another tiour in July 1886 for a proper
reunion when Van returns to Ardis in 1888. But_the radiance of their
falling in love will not be repeated, 'though their passion remains
Just as intense: the meeting in December 1884 is dampened by Jealousy,
by company, by sullen suspicion, the July 1886 encounter is a mere

~ spasm of feverish fornication; t e full resmion”in 1888 is.rent by

PIRER STILIN)

N n -
‘Retrayal and-jealous-rage. - With is to come, with the ineffable joy

of their-early companionship about to end,?Van_and Ada at their first
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2 . .
* farewell are indeed at"ajmajor'turning point in their lives.

.Bouteillhn, thetbutler,_is to drive Van in the -family car from
the family manor to the local railway station But Van takes the

wheel, stops en Toute' at Forest Fork leaves Bouteillan to wait, and
plunges’ dnto the undergrowth——where he ani,A@a have a last tryst, a
last caress. Van asks’Ada if she will be faithfol to him. She

. replies: "my love, my Van,'I'm physical, horribly phySical I don't

know, I'm’frank, qu'y puis—je? Oh dear, don't ask me, there's a girl

in my school who is in love with me? . ." Van cuts in: "The girls . ' {

don't matter . . . it s the fellows I'11 kill" (158) After one last

embrace, he tears himself away: - o : o,
< , Y

‘

Stumbling on melons, fiercely beheading the tall arrogant _ )
fennels with his riding crop, Van returned to the Forest Fork. o
Morio, his favorite black horse, stood waiting for him, held by o
young Moore. He thanked the groom with a handful of stellas
and galloped off, his gloves wet with tears. (159) . ;

With this paragraph. Ardis the First ‘and the-rapturous summer.of 1884
are ended. But keep a‘finger on. Oor Paragraph.
For the ' unsophisticated" who "might miss the point of the

i

problem entirely" (to borrow from Speak Memory s great chess problem)

the -paragraph above is immediately delightful - Its "fairly-simple,,
Ve

'thetic solution" is its wonderful ‘romanticism, the culmination_of

the bright idyll of Ardis the First, the fierce passion of young Van,

and‘the sheer colour of thé lines, in "melons," "fiercely beheading;"

in_horse and groom,‘"e handful® of stellas;" "gloves wet with tears."

But the more watchfpl.reader notices details that cry out for

explanation, and for him the "pleasurable torments" of the antithetic




'reading*and the start of.the approach_to the‘synthetic are'not far
behind. | co

- One's most urgent question is_"What has.happened to Bouteillan
‘and the family car?"‘ lhere'is a very literal absencetofvinert continu-

ity here--indeed, of any continuity. Horse and.attendant groom have
appeared as if by spontaneous generation or—-thOUgh Van Seems too °

-

- unsurprised for this to be a real p0551b111ty——by some fantastic teta— -

morphosis of the famlly s car and butler. : 4 - g

- » * Three months earlier, on his first coming to. Ardls Park, Van

has to'travélzgro;/the }3351 railway station to the manor, and in "a

a

o

*

S . miniature of the’ imaglnatlon, he had seen a saddled horse prepared for- + . %
1'\\;\\: o him" (34) But thére is nothing prepared, and he takes "a hackney

_ ‘ﬂcoach" which chance makes available. "As he is driven to Ardis, the
coach becomes in turn "the o0ld caléche . . . the sensitive runabout
-> . . . . the old clockwork taxi.". When he reaches Ardis Hall a "servant -~ o v ;

infwaiting took his horse" (34-35). We are warnéd not to expect

- - \passive continuity ~

Y
z

This episode indeed is a very paradigm of the absence of inert o
- S continuity in Nabokov's prose. Just as his hero traverses the distance

’ o /from A to B not by continuing to. move through the intervening space in =~ .-

——

The only reviewer to take note of this first Journey was
John Thompson, "Books," Harper's (September, 1969), p. 124; no reviewer
- . noted the second.’ Among critics, only Herbert Grabes has .discovered
the double metamorphic journey, but he considers it mérely "a game that. .
the author is playing.with his reader's attentiveness' :(Fidtitious
Biographies: .Vladimir Nabokov's English Novels, trans. Herbert Grabes
and Pamela Gliniars [The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1977], p. 84).

R - . . . ‘ ) . . . ) : .
,/ v y X ) o . ' - ‘ T . . s . 3
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“the coach”in which he‘began but by'suddenly reappearing‘at'B on horse—
back, so Nabokov s sentences -often prov1de the 1llusion of continuous

motion in a single directlon where there have really been rad1ca1

&
»

breaks, sudden shifts, silent transformations..

The real cheek of the change “from -coach. to saddlehorse is not.

. so much in the fact\ff the transf‘%mation as in the pretence of bland

_-‘continuity. In the same way Nabokov s\sezfences v1olate natural con-

-

. Moore." But this suggestion of ordinary fictional centinuity is a

" tinuity but with a straight face pretend to havé been guided by

ordinary momentum. The 1mposture is even_more‘bew1tch1ng_than the- .
more overt breaks of a Sterne or a Barthelme. SN . fj -
Looking back from afgzndred and twenty pages later, from_ the

end of Van's stay at Ardis,'from.September'1884 and'another'metamOrphic

'trip between\manor and station, we recognize an enchanting recurrence,

a daringly original but neat and subtle framing of VYan' s idyll with
Ada. The two metamorphic trlps between station and manor and manor
and station, indeed, elegantly enclose the excerpt Nabokov had printed
in Plazboz in advamee of the novel's publicatlon.

To return to Van s departure, to the final aragraph.of Ardis
the First: Just who are the horse and groom? » The language suggests
PR

that the reader.should know "his favorite black horse"‘and young

-

-
Voo : . € .

mere feint of resistance: it prompts one to believe one has merély for-

'gotten theirgearlier appearanCef- One might strain to recafi“them,.but

"in vain: this is their only occurrence in the novel. The solution

-lies in a different directipn:<they are nothing but local' figments of

Van's narrative, a silent disclosure of the fact that he sees himself

\ ’ o

2.



in romantic.terms. ‘The'young groom, the black horse*and Van galloping' ”

off prov1de a-much more fittlng atmosphere«for the fierceness of

passionate separatlon than a family car and an old bald butler The

:_ . ,

romantic scene is a delight——and 'a warning not to trust Van 8, pos%ur—

- ¥

1ng, his self—progection, his'autobiogrAphie romaﬁcee. o e

‘
The word "stellas" is a demonstration in miniature of the.four

different mOthDS of the reading prodess. It is the-simplest kind of - e

resistance -an unknown word. But it is also an 1nstance of the absence

_of inertia: not bound by common standards of approprlateness, NaboKov
?

delights in placing an obscure word np a line of rushing narrative, in:

1nterrupt1ng the reader s forward motion w1th Van by making him scurry

aside to a dictionary——though nelther OED nor Webster s Third has the

-~ o

word. For the*"unsophisticated" "stella" haszapleasant romantic r1ng

L o - i
(star, girl's, name)—-there is a Stella in,_ Nabokov s play Smert' (1923), }

-

'a Stella Fantasia in Lolita.. It has-the same.apt,romanticism for a -
reader who wants to know more, but what‘does it mean? . o -

»'"Stellas" occurs in the second to last line of Pt.l Ch.25. In

’ ’ L ‘f . v ' . . [

the second linetof'the chapter is the word "asterg."sw An amusing
recurrence%—-but not the clue it might seem to be. The illusion of

. . : 7 n
: 3 .The sentence begins: "On a sunny September morning, with the © ;
trees still green, but the asters and fleabanes taking over in ditch 4
and dalk" (156). Asters are fatl-blooming herbs: both "asters" and
"'stellas" are chosen for their precision, not for empty artifice. "
There seems to be. ‘no specific allusion to Sidney s Astrophel and- Stella
‘(pub. 1591)

«

QN h:

6 Not half as amus1ng as this®utterly bizarre-—and. surely

’ unparalleled—-connection. in between the "asters" and "stellas" of - - ¥

?Pt 1 Ch.26 are "star spurs"; in Lolita, on.p. 291, we find "aster-like," 7
"star.performer" and "stellar care,” in the same order..

-

* o
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simple recurrence. 1s as much do instance of re51stance as the obscurlty

of "stella" itself. VIn fact, the solution--like that of Speak,‘MEmo;y s
chess problem--has a very "siﬂplé key move" (after the "pleasant
N
experience of the roundabout.route"):,Wébster's Segon& defines a stella
sl"An experimental foor—dollar gold oiece struck by the Unitod States
in 1879-80:" Nabokov's hisforical“preciéion‘fé'téasingly ludicrous.

“After workfng.out the reason for the sudden appearance of
horse and gfoom, after finding the meaning of "stella," perhaps onAe.
oext seeks to explaio the oames Van has giveu his invented horse and
groom. There is a simple, 1mmed1ately—offered solution. for the Morio-
Moore sound play. But this solutlon itself acts as a klnd of”res1st—
ance by appearing (a common Nabokovian-;loy) to obviate the need for ‘
further examinatioo——which will re;eal thaf‘yohng Moore is in fact
Romeo,i and black Morio is Pthéllo.

This pair- of simplo but oblique allusions encapsulates the
whole of Paot’l of Ada. Van, the allusions hint, leaves the young
Romeo behind and charges off oolthe Moor:,"Ardis'the‘Firs;".is com~
parable in the freshness and lyrig-wediance of its young ioye on1§;£$

Romeo and Juliet, while the chapters between "Ardis the First" and

"Ardis the Second" and that reunion itself are marked by the ever-

deepening shadow of potentially violent jealousy, hinted at for the

- very flrst time in Van s words to Ada just before their last embrace

.
of 1884 and Van' 's tear—bllnded departure.

.}
7 Cf. the character Julia Moore in Transparent Things and - ’

Hugh Person's dream of Giulia Romeo-Julie-Juliet-Julia-Mr. Romeo

(80-81).
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" Each new meeting of Van and Ada is a vital part of the pattern

of their impassioned love story. After this last embrace in 1884 they

. next see each other near Ada's schoql, Brownhill Callege. Ada is

~accompanied by Cordula de Prey, whom Van suspects of being the lesbian

.lover Ada had hinted at. Despite his having said "The girls don't

.

matter" he is rabidly jealous of Cordula. At the time of their meeting

it has been teeéigg-with rain; Ada has on an oilcloth hat but dares

not take it off, for she has had her hair cropped mannishly short to

.ease the throb of her recent migraines and "she did not want him to

'see her in the role of a moribund Romeo" (169; my italics).' Ec@oes as

~
subtle and thematically precise as this reqqlleftion of "Morio . . .
Moore" yill be found throughout Ada.

" Though in fact Nabokov uses hidden recurrence and elusive
structuring more often and for more complex purﬁoses, allusion is. the
form of resistance people might most‘expect from him. Allusion may be
explic1t1y signaled, as in the case of proper nouns like "Morio" and
"Moore,' or it may be smuggled qulte unsignaled into the context so
that one can only spot ‘the allusion if one dlstinctly remembers its
source. -In the paragraph we are considering;'this is the case in the
opening phrase, which Nabokov has quietly lifted from Andrew Marvell'
\The Garden" (pub 1681).

- Ripe Apples drop about my head; . , /
The Luscious Clusters of the Vine : '
Upon‘my Mouth do crush their Wine;

-~ The Nectaren, and curious Peach, . -
Into my hands themselves do reach; J
Stumbling on Melons, as I pass, : -

'Insnan'd with Flow'rs, I fall on Grass. i

{ g . (11. 34-40) //_

- S DRSPS W
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The source and context have a special significéncé. Throughout Ardis
the First Van and Nabokov toy with the'Garden of Eden and thé (very
fértunate) Fall, as Marvell does, and hence Marvell'é poem occurs
several times in Ada. But the proéusion of.- proffered fruits in this
stanza evokes‘in particular the unfortunate conséquenées of Van and
Ada's fall, the insatiable sexuality‘it arouses in them both; and thus
Van‘s,bbsessive jealoﬁsy and his peculiar hypogrisy. For he does take
eyery‘“curfous peach" that reaches .into his hand. FBy the 1888 reunion,

he tells Ada, he has béen unfaithful to her

)

8ix hundred and thirteen times. . . . With at least two hundred
whores, who only caressed me. I've remained absolutely true to
you because those were only "obmanipulations" (sham, insignifi-
cant strokings by unremembered cold hands). (195) .

x
Just after the allusion to Marvell's melons. comes one to Rim-

-

baud's ombelle. The phrase "arrogant fennels" echoes. 1. 19 of Rimbaud's
"Mémoire" (written 1872, pub. 1895): "foulant 1'ombelle; trop fiére
pour elle" {fennel is a member of the family§ Umbelliferae). Though

manyfof the allusions to "Mémoire" that occur in Ada require a know--

ledge of the context, this seems not to.8

The point of the‘Rimbaud allusion is a little resistant. The

solution may be.réached through another example of recurrence. The
‘ T e .
' . I

_ 8 Section III of "Mémoire" is the most'difficult part of an
extraordinarily tricky poem. Bright light, the little river, "des
enfants lisant dans la verdure fleurie" do suggest Ardis, particularly .
id view of the specifically "Mémoire"-Tike qualities of Pt.l Ch.35;
and one could see black-haired, black-dressed, cold-handed Ada in
"Elle, toute / froide, et noire, court! aprés le départ de 1'homme!"
But there is so little context within the Rimbapd:linei that an allu-
sion to one of the lines can hardly be considered—to imply its neigh-
bours. ' : S

0
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passionate farewell of our lovers in 1884 takes place at Forest Fork.
It is this spot (mentioned only these two times) thatfis the locale
for Van and Ada's next meeting after the Brownhill fiasco, and their
only love-making between 1884 and 1888, just before 8 A.M. on July 25,

1886. This later tryst is a recurrence staged by the characters, no

- mere verbal reéall but a delibéfatg reliving of their last previous

| N
| embraces. : . ' ~)>
, .
(e .

It.is after this mgeﬁiﬁg "that Van and Ada change the code for
' theif correspdndence——eﬁcoding is necessaf&, of c&urse, to keep their
incestuous lofe a secret from parents, prying maidds and schoolfriends.
Between 1884 and 1886 they had used a'simple‘aiphabetic code. "In fhe-
'second period of separation, beginning in 1886"--that is, after the
géunion at Fofest Fork--"the code was radicaliy'altered" (161),
becéming now a numerica} cipher gegred-to the'lines a?d 1e§£éfs of "The
Garden" and "Mémoire," which both children know by heart (the two poems
had been discussed together by Van and Ada in Pt.l Ch.10). It is
during this new phase of the qpfrespbndence'that Ada's ietters becoﬁe
less frequent. Van's pride is.hurt and his jealousy further inflamed--
and with reason, for it is precisely becausg Ad; is entangled iﬁ
affairs wigh‘Philip Rack'and Percy de Prey that she writes so seldom.
Through the pairing pf theAMarveii and Rimbaud allusions in our para-
graph, then, Nabokov sums up in advance the nove‘l's important and’
multiform letter theme and forelays the jealéusy,themerthat.becomes
‘dominant in Ardis the Secoﬁd.. -

The interval bekween Ardis the First and Ardis the Second

(1884-1888, Pt.l1 Ch.2§—Pt.l Ch.30) seems chaotic and confused and




acridiy unpleasant after the unity and harmony and ambrosial joy of
.the Ardis the First sectibnr This change of structure and tone is’
utterly essential, for Van and Ada have lost their paradise. Yet it
seems quite excessive. The»excess is a powerful example of resistancef-
Nabokov thwarts the expectations he has set up; the distastefulness
.and hrokenness of the interim chapters\seem greater than' he would have
wished to designj; ali feels a little sickeningly uncontrolled.. But

»-

.the subtle recurrences’of the last paragraph-of Ch.25 show how firmly
under c;ntrol this chaos is: already Van and Ada’s first;_unsuCcessful
reunion at Brownhill, their successful but brief tryst at Forest Fork
and the letters that span their separation and adumbrate the Jealousy
that will lour over their proper reunion are contained in the Morio-
‘Moore allusions and the.Marvell—Rinhaud echoes. |

On,a first reading the exhilarating lyricism‘of Ardis the
First, intensified and specially verified by the fact that the lovers
are seen to be still together eighty years later, tides one over the
lapses and separations' confldent of seeing the characters reunited
one is eager to see the reunion take place, and the separation seems
hardly noticed. But on a rereading the sense of disharmony, even of'
Nabokov's apparent inability .to control structure and tone, is very
disquieting. It takes a long time to discover, through details 1ike
those of our 'paragraph, that every part of the apparent 1apse is
meticulously designed, and to reach at last the solution that Nabokov
has not merely described the failure %o control happiness and promise,
but has made the reader experience this loss of control through sharing

3

in his own unostentatious, apparently tmdeliberate and unrecognigd

I. _ N
/
| |
/




_leaving forever, forever" (294). But he leaves h

r

30
failure--which is ultimately only an apparen% failure.
If the subtler'functions of our paragraph have a vital role

FS
in enabling. us to understand Nabokov s structural strategies, yet "’

© another qu1et significance is essential in helping us appreciate
'MfNabokov s moral evaluation of his characters. The explosive tumult //

“of Van's emotions is romantically thrilling in his Mfiercely beheadiné

the tall arrogant fennels with his riding crop,' but the. riding crop

'will make a transmuted appearance in less attractive form. Its role/

as weapon and emotional outlet at the end of Van's first Ardis stay/

is matched by the "silver-knobbed cane" (298) at the end of his second

~ idyll at Ardis. This time, Van is fleeing the manor and especielly

Ada, who has betrayed h1m with Percy de Prey and Philip Rack,/éhom he

plans to maim or destroy "you could . . o thrash him with/a strong

7

cane--must not forget to choose one in the vestibule clgtet before

cane behind at the

railway station and-has to buy "his second walking stick . . .. a-rude,

‘stout article with a convenient grip and an alpe}stockish point .

capable of gouging out translucent bulging eyes' (305). He is wounded
in an irrelevant duel and cannot find the walking stick, "'so the

hospital supplied him with the Third Cane" (312).-: The cane's sinister

-threateningness deems about to be unleashed in action, but Van's |

weapon suddenly yroves needless, for Rack poisoned by his wxfe: "has
only days to livf and Percy de Prey hes already been shot in the

Crimean War. , _‘ \,

"When Van and Ada are reunited in\Manhattan late in 1892, Ada

has with her an album of inc;iminating pho ographs: brother and sister‘
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in amorous poses,/as recorded in 1884 by Ardis kltchen boy, "photo—
fiend" (205) and blackmailer Kim Beauharnais. (Sdmple shot' ”Another
'interesting plént Marvel s Melon imitating ‘the backside of an.
occupied lad/ could be made out on the floral horlzon of a third photo"
{405].) ' Wheén Demon in February 1893 forces his too—loving children to
part, Van,/smarting from another separation, rushes off to unleash his
anger in A manner rather,leas attractive than that of the 1884 riding
crop or pven the Three Canes: of 1888.° Just as the 1888 canes are'a
more serious form of the 1884 riding crop, so the 1893 implement makes

explicit the romantic violence implicit in the "alpenstockish" second

// M

caneJ/ Epr this time Van uses an alpenstock "to release a brute s fury"

(445)--to blind blackmailer Kim

-

To readers like John Updike and Joyce Carol Oates,9 Nabokov
seems to be unaware of the repulsive side of Van's self-congratulatory
romanticism. In fact, though, Nabokov assesses uncannily‘well Van's

arrogant selfishness, the privilege he claims for his passion.' Nabokov

- :
does not forget for a moment the implications of Van's self-willed

ardour; he deftly incorporates criticism by such hardly noticeable
-
means as making the wild bitterness of the riding—crop scene contain

already an anticipation of Van's ugliest deed To the careless reader

Nabokov appears simply to sanction the real'charms of Van's romanticism.
fo
? Updike, "Van Loves Ada, Ada Loves Van," New Yorker, August 2,
1969, p. 70: "But is it intentional that . . ./the hero is such a
brute?"; Oates, "A -Personal View of Nabokov," Saturday Review of ‘the
Arts, 1:1, January 6,°1973, 37: "He then assigns worth--which may

seem to us quite exaggerated, even ludicrous, as in Ada, to a few
selected human beings. . . ."
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In fact he lets the reader succumb to these charms and then
recognize his mistake. |

Our paragraph, then, begins in fiery romanticism and in an.
'apparent absence of relationsh;p to anything else--the miraculoﬁs and -
. comic disappearance of butler and car, the spontaneously geheratea
groom and horse. But the emphetic_independence of narrative continuity
gradually discloses a wealth of intricate recurrence: the metamorphic
run from station to manor at the beginning of Ardis thg_First is
balanced by the Fransformation on the return trip; the'jeplousy theme?.
the ﬁext meetings at Bfownhill and at Forest Fork and in Ardis the |
Second are all foreehadowed, as are Van's Byrenie rage at the end of
his next sojourns.with Ada. Tﬁe resiste;ce of the Shekespeare 'MarvelL
and Rimbaud allus1ons and the probably more difficult internal allu-
sions similarly only graduallygiveS'way to solutions, to the apprecia-
tion of the masterly control:behind ‘the apperent lapse in the 1884—1888

separation, to the evidence of a tireless criticism of the romanticism

that at first seems so att