U65 E Lit 312: The Novels of Nabokov

Spring 1995, B. Walter

Final Examination (Part One)

Choose a question from each of the two groups below and write brief essay responses to them.  You may consult and/or quote pertinent texts, but be judicious; with only 45-60 minutes to compose each essay, you do not have time for long quotations.  Your response to the Group Two question should make specific reference to at least two of the novels.

Group One: Pale Fire
1.  In his foreword to the poem "Pale Fire," Kinbote self-servingly claims, "[W]ithout my notes Shade's text simply has no human reality at all" (28).  Do you agree or disagree with Kinbote's statement?  Why or why not?

2.  Pick a passage from the poem "Pale Fire" and explain in detail its importance to the central design of Pale Fire the novel.

Group Two: General


1.  One of the most famous passages from Nabokov's autobiography, Speak, Memory, links his interest in lepidoptera to his aesthetic:


When a butterfly has to look like a leaf, not only are all the details of a leaf beautifully rendered but markings mimicking grub-bored holes are generously thrown in.  'Natural se​lection,' in the Darwinian sense, could not explain the miraculous coincidence of imitative aspect and imitative behavior, nor could one appeal to the theory of 'the struggle for life' when a protective device was carried to a point of mimetic subtlety, exuberance, and luxury far in excess of a predator's power of appreciation.  I discovered in nature the nonutilitarian delights that I sought in art.  Both were a form of magic, both were a game of intricate en​chantment and deception.  (125)
How do the novels we've read this semester enact this provocative belief in the magic inutility of art?

2.  In another of his most famous pronouncements, Nabokov defined the 'major writer':


There are three points of view from which a writer can be considered: he may be con​sidered as a storyteller, as a teacher, and as an enchanter.  A major writer combines these three -- storyteller, teacher, enchanter -- but it is the enchanter in him that predominates and makes him a major writer.  (Lectures on Literature 5)

Does Nabokov pass his own test of a major writer?  Do his novels show him combining the roles of storyteller, teacher, and enchanter, with the last role dominant?

