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78 Self-Parasitism, Shared Roots, and Disembodied Meters
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cxtreme” (Meyer’s phrase}, and [ expect that further work will reveal

a still deeper organic relationship between the two works.

Works Cited

Brian. Viadimir Nabokov: The American Years. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1991.
Langen, Timothy. “The Ins and Outs of Invitation to a Beheading.”
Nabokov Studies & (2004}: 59-70.
McGavin, George C. Essential Entomology: An Order-by-Order
Inrroduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001.
Priscilia. “Nabokov’s Lolita and Pueshkin’s Onegin: McAd-
am., McEve, and McFate.” The Achievements of Viadimir
Nabokov, Ed. George Gibian and Stephen Jan Parker. Ithaca,
NY: Committee on Soviet Studies, Cornell University, 1984,
179-211.
Nabokov, Viadimir. The Annotated Lolita. Ed. Alfred Appel, Jr. New
York: Vintage Books, 1991,
. Pale Fire. New York: Putnam, 1962.
OFED online, Oxford:; Oxford University Press,
Pushkin, A. 8. Eugene Onegin, Trans, Vladimir Nabokov. 4 vols.
New York: Pantheon Books, 1964,

Boyd,

Mever,

7%

Nabokov and Benjamin:
A Late Modernist Response to History

Will Norman
Oxford U niversity

Nabokov and Benjamin? Such has been the novelist’s enduring
influence over scholarship on his work that a pairing like this seems
unusual, if not perverse. Scholars have tended to follow Nabokov’s
lead in limiting comparative critical enquiry to those writers who
receive his endorsement or who are subject to intertextual allusion,
Few have been willing to transgress on Nabokov’s taboos by linking
him to historically specific cultural formations, or even to writers and
theoretical schools who attracted his disapproval. Walter Benjamin,
a literary critic with interests in both Marxist and Freudian theory,
unites two of Nabokov's greatest bugbears and so. unsurprisingly,
has received little attention from Nabokov
scholars.! Despite their considerable ideological
differences, these two writers share more than a
historical Jocation, They also share a response
to the idea of history which emerges from the
Huropean modernist acsthetics which fascinated
them both.

Both Nabokov and Benjamin return compulsively to the frozen
image rather than the continuous narrative in their dealings with
the past. [ndeed, Benjamin claims that “history breaks down into
images, not into stories” (7he Arcades Project 476), while Nabokov
claims to “think in images” (Speat, Memory 14). Benjamin's
metaphorical “breaking down” is aiso Nabokov's strategy in his
temporally disrupted autobiography, patterned by images both
literary and photographic. Both writers deploy the idea of the
fragment, or isolated image, in formin £ a constellation of the past,
The constellation, a meaningful pattern, is organized and interpreted
according to subjective experience rather than the impersonal forces of
the historical. Its effectis a short-cireuiting of historical time which
stalls what, in Benjamin's terminology, would be called the dialectic
process of history. My aim in reading these two writers logether is not

"'Two scholars who
have mentioned
Benjamin briefly in
relation to Nabokov
{mainly in order to
assert thet erences)
are Dolinin 1202-3)
and Foster (§8-9m).
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simply to suggest convergences, however illuminating these may @o
The point at which ideological differences assert themselves 2_%5
their respective aesthetics tells us much about the same desire
for autonomous textual contrel which leads Nabokov to disavow
influence on his work. [n reading the antobiography Speak, Memory
(1967) and the short story “Poseshchenie muzeya” (“The Visit to the
Museum” 1939), I wish to use Benjamin as a correlative which puts
Nabokov’s historical anxiety into relief, and exposes those moments
at which fissures appear in his apparently unassailable mastery over
temporality.
Firstly, to outline some of the historical, geographical, social and
aesthetic elements which Nabokov and Benjamin had in common.
“On Some Motifs in Baudelzire” and “On the Concept of History,” the
two of Benjamin’s essays which [ draw on most heavily, were written
during the first five months of 1940 in Paris, at a time when Nazi ._,_.oﬁwm
were preparing for an invasion that would take the French capital in
June, and vltimately lead to Benjamin's death later in the year, These
same historical events were also the ones which forced Nabokov to
flce & country for the third time in his life, this time for America. “The
Visit to the Museum” was writlen in 1939, also in Paris, while Speaf,
Mermory, although mostly composed in the USA between 1946 and
1950, is a work continuously overshadowed by its author’s knowledge
of several dictators —not only Stalin, but also Hitler. Nabokov’s and
Benjamin’s histories eccupy surprisingly similar locations. While
Benjamin lived and worked in Weimar Germany between the wars,
scraping together a living from writing short journalistic pieces
and from the generosity of his parents, Nabokov resided in Berlin,
leading a similarly precarious existence based on journal publication,
as well as occasional teaching and his wife’s income. Benjamin’s and
Vera Nabokov’s Jewish background meant that, for both parties, the
growing anti-Semitism and rise of the Nazi party in the early thirties
exerted a political and ideological pressure on their material and
social existence. Benjamin letft for Paris in 1933, Nabokov in 1937.
The life that awaited them there was barely more secure, both again
relying on piecemeal publication, and the support of their respective
émigré communities for survival. In addition to this, Nabokov and
Benjamin alse shared interests in the medernist art of Baudelaire,
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Proust and Kafka. These literary interfaces show how, despite
radically different ideological perspectives, they participated in the
same cultural phenomenon, one of a late modernist obsession with
high modernist literature, Both regarded temporal aesthetics as a key
to the production of meaning within those texts. Given their common
geography, social circumstance and literary affinitics, it should not
strike us as surprising that they took paralle! steps in reformulating
a temporal perspective that aimed to redeem the present through the
active reorganization of the past; that regarded the received notion of
the linear progression of history as destructive and barbaric,
Benjamin’s formulation of a constellated historical model finds its
fullest expression in one of the last pieces he wrote, “On the Concept
of History” was written shortly after “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,”
in late April or early May 1940. He told a number of correspondents
that the piece was motivated by the experience of his generation in
the years leading up to the war, an experience that, as I argue above,
was shared in several respects by Nabokov, who Was just seven years
his junior. In a real sense, these theses are the culmination of much
of Benjamin’s life’s work; “I have kept them safe for almost twenty
years,” he wrote to Gretel Adorno. “Indeed, 1 have kept them safe
from myself” (Selected Writings Vol. 4, 440).2 | For biographical and
The principle, which he calls either “historical contextual  mater
materialism™ or “materialistic historiography” surounding the
. . o . compasition of “On
emerges from the historian who “stops telling . Concept of History”
the sequence of events {ike the beads on a rosary, sec  “Chronolagy.
[nstead, he grasps the constellation which his %wfﬁﬁw.._ o Sulecred
own era has formed with a definite earlier ong™ 0 o4 44041
(397). This expressed distinction between linear historicism and a
constetlated historical vision becomes the hallmark of Benjamin’s
idea, as in this passage from thesis X VI, which captures the essential
methodology:

Universal history has no theoretical armature. Its method is
additive; it musters a mass of data to fill the homogenous, empty
time. Materialistic historiography, on the other hand, is based on
a constructive principle. Thinking involves not anly the flow of
thoughts, but their arrest as well. Where thinking suddenly stops in
a configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives that configuration a
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sheck, by which it crystallizes into a monad. A historical materialist
approaches a historical subject only when he encounters it as a
monad. In this structure he recognizes the sign of a messianic
cessation of happening, or, put differently, a revolutionary chance
in the fight for the oppressed past. He takes cognizance of it in

arder to blast a specific era out of the homogenouns course of

history. (396)

The language of violence, struggle and revolution may seem to
distance this model from the fragmentation and patterning found in
Nabokov, and particularly Speak, Memory. This is symptomatic of
the respective authors’ variant ideological perspectives rather than
their methodology. In fact, is it not exactly this disruption of linear,

kL

public or, using Benjamin’s phrase, “universal
history that Nabokov tries to achieve in the
formal, organizing strategy of his autobiography?
Nabokov, like Benjamin, takes as his weapon the
incidental, the apparently inconsequential detail
or image and, by careful arrangement with others
of its kind, deploys it in a kind of guerrilia sortie
against the mechanized onslaught of history. The
martial imagery T use here is not incidental, as
this episode from chapter one of Speak, Memory
shows. The anecdote is as follows: A friend of
Nabokov’s father, General Kuropatkin, shows
the young Nabokov a trick using matches to
depict the sea in calm and then rough weather,
He is interrupted by the news that he is to lead
the Russian army against the Japanese in the 1905
war. Fifteen years later, during the flight from the
Bolsheviks, Nabokov's father is asked for a light
by a peasant, who turns out to be Kuropatkin. The
“match theme” is explicitly shown to anticipate,
survive, and even partake in the destruction of the
military forces:

I hope old Xuropatkin, in his rustic disguise,
managed to evade Soviet imprisonment, but

¥ The autabiography
provides an ideal Torm
for Benjamin’s model
of a constellated past,
I “On Some Metifs in
Baudelaire,” Benjamin
explains that “what
Baudelaire meant by
correspondences can
be described as an ex-
perience which seeks o

proof Y (333). This
iden ol experience trans-
formed so as to protect
itseif against history is
strikingly applicable
to Speak, Memory.
Benjamin is insistent
on the distinction
between personal past
and impersonal history:
“Correspondances are
the data of recollec-
tion—not historical
data, but the data of pre-
history” (334). This to0
recalls Nabokov’s own
efforts (o organize his
autobiography in clus-
ters of remembered im-
ages rather than a linear
historical chronology.
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that is not the point, What pleases me is the evelution of the match
theme: those magic ones he had shown me had been trifled with
and mislaid, and his armies had also vanished, and everything had
fallen through, like the toy trains that, in the winter of 1904-5. in
Weisbaden, I had tried to run over the frozen puddles in the grounds
of the iiotel Oranien, (23)

Hovering over this passage is an carlier detail, of pictures by
Japanese artists showing how Russian trains would drown if thejr
Army tried to lay rails across the ice of Lake Baikal. In other waords,
history is shown here to be implicated in martial violence and
mechanization, then is literally derailed —its progress halted, its
executors failed—while the pattern of images survives intact and
static.

There are many such instances in Speaf, Memory. This
autobiography has been broken into fragments by historical
interruptions, the biggest of which is the Russian revolution which
separates Nabokov’s idyllic (and, as he presents it to us, timeless)
childhood from the fragility and privations of his adult existence
in Evrope, dominated by historical forces beyond his control. The
consteliations in Speak, Memory are those patterns which attempt,
like the “match theme,” to bypass history, short-circuitin g its torturous
logic. A typical example comes in chapter nine, that in which Nabokov
addresses the difficult topic of his father, assassinated by Russian
meonarchists in 1922. Once more history is the violent force which
threatens the existence of the personal past, and once more it is
the constellation which resists its destructiveness. In this passage
Nabokov remembers his father’s library:

When the Soviet revolution made it imperative for ug to leave
St Petershurg, that library disintegrated, but gueer little remnants
of it kept cropping up atroad. Some twelve years later, I picked
up from a bookstall one such waif, bearing my father's ex-libris.
Very fittingly, it turned out to be The War of the Worlds by Wells,
And after another decade had elapsed, I discovered cne day in
the New York Public Library, indexed under my father’s name, a
copy of the neat catalogue he had had privately printed when the
phantom books listed therein still stood, ruddy and sleek, on his
shelves, (141-2)
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This is a particularly illustrative example of the constellated
method, because of its emphasis on literary, texrual resistance. There
is an unanswered question here, about the precarious balancing act
which this passage claims to perform: is the plotting of these textual
coordinates —the writing of this anecdote — which brings our attention
precisely to the absence of those “sleck, ruddy” books, encugh to
compensate for their loss to history? The catalogue, the purpose of
which is to reassure us that its contents exist beyond their textual
form, is forced to redirect itself away from its lost referents towards
a self-conscious metaliterary function. The only book which might
serve to cheat history of its prize lies solidly in our hands, and it is
Nabokov’s autobiography to which this catalogue really refers.

For both Benjamin and Nabokov, the reclaiming of the past in
a constellated form, and its constant refocusing towards the present
instant, is part of a project aiming to redeem the past. Once more,
Benjamin’s mystical, religious rheforic should not necessarily prevent
us from viewing these two writers together as sharing a late modernist
response to the historical. Benjamin writes in “On the Coneept of
Fistory” that “the past carries with it a temporal index by which it is
referred to redemption™ (245), the very Nabokovian idea that every
eventcontains its own potential remembrance; that every remembered
episode in Speak, Memory anticipates Nabokov’s later writing of it,
as in the climax of chapter ten when the young Nabokov waiches
the sunset, “my own tomorrow ready to be delivered to me” (166},
Benjamin goes on to explain his idea more fully:

Nothing that has ever happened should be regarded as lost to history.
To be sure, only 4 redeemed mankind receives the fullness of hig
past—1which is to say, only a redeemed mankind has its past become
cifabie in all its moments. (246)

The insistence on the continued existence of the past in its fullness
is also found in Nabokov, most explicitly at the conclusion of the
short story “Krug,” (“The Circle” 1934), written at the very outset of
the autobiographical project: “Suddenly Innckently grasped a won-
derful fact: nothing is lost, nothing whatever; memory accumulates
treasures...” (384). Benjamin’s assertion here goes further; the act of
“citing” the past—a specifically textual term—is inextricably bound

53]
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up with the idea of redemption. For Benjamin, who seems to refer
here to the lexicon of Jewish mysticism. this redemption carries con-
notations of freedom from sin, as well as the more secular meaning of
salvage or rescue. One is reminded of his alternative explanation of the
“Messianic cessation of happening,” that is “a revolutionary chance in
the fight for the oppressed past.” The past, then, can be retrospectively
salvaged from effacement by history through its citation as part of
the constellated model. The interesting fact here is that Nabokov uses
the same term, “redemption,” in Speat, Memory, precisely at that
moment when history swallows his personal past, and at the moment
when his attermnpt at recollection comes up against the same historical
crisis which enveloped Benjamin as he wrote “On the Cancept of
History” in 1940. Having struggled awkward] v with the topic of his
brother Sergey, Nabokov recalls their last few years together, before
he departed for America, leaving his sibling behind:

He was arrested, accused of being a “British spy’” and sent to a
Hamburg concentration camp where he died of inanition, on 10
January 1943, It is one of those lives that hopelessly claim a belated
something —compassion, understanding, no matter what— which the
rmere recognition of such a want can nejther replace nor redesm, (169)

For Nabokov too, redemption is a textual act— an act of citation
responding to a past under threat of effacement. We only discover this
when it doesn’t work, as in this case, when the tone of Speak, Memory
unexpectedly deviates from its usual self-confidence and momenterily
touches on despair. Just as he does when finally confronting the facts
of his father’s paolitical assassination (1 38), Nabokov falls back on
conventional chronology here, culminating in the strange precision
of the date of death. Unlike his dealings with Viadimir Dmitrivich,
however, there is no attempt at creating a constellation across the
text which might compensate for the loss to history. Although Sergey
features at various points in Spea, Memory (the index lists seventeen
instances), his appearances are brief, dull and incidental, He is not
assimilated into the patterning of the work, or found to coincide
with its many thematic and symbolic structures. He is rather isolated,
unreadable, and therefore uncitable.

It is Nabokov’s particular approach to the problem of the death




























