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Summary 

This thesis consists of an analysis of Nabokov’s novel Pnin. I was interested in researching 

Pnin as I have always been interested in trying to understand the perspectives of others, and 

Pnin is a literary exponent of this faculty. The goal of this analysis is to try to understand the 

transformation the protagonist, named Pnin, undergoes throughout the novel. Through this 

lens, I think the process of human transformation can be gleaned.  

Pnin is worth analysing for two reasons. Firstly, it depicts personal transformation: a Russian 

professor is seen trying to adjust to his new life in the United States. Secondly, the 

relationship between narrator and protagonist is intriguingly complex. As the novel ends, this 

relationship is explained in more detail. This is when the novel as a whole is turned upside 

down.  

As I take words to symbolize precipitations of the machinations of mind, the current study is 

of a semiotic nature. This thesis sets out by outlining Nabokov’s thinking on literature and 

art, aiming to valorise the ensuing interpretation of Pnin. Then follows an analysis of Pnin 

which is conducted and inspired by Bakhtin’s thinking on language, dialogicity, and the 

carnivalesque. The main question of this thesis is: How can Pnin be understood as a work of 

art that inspires personal development considering its dialogical nature and carnivalesque 

themes?  

 The main findings of my analysis are as follows. Within Pnin, Nabokov seems to 

instrumentalize language to impart additional meanings to the narrative. Beyond symbolizing 

certain concepts, the type of language that is employed conveys either isolation or 

connectivity regarding the environment where in which the protagonist is interacting. 

Offsetting earlier interpretations of Pnin, I am suggesting that the much spoken ‘duality’ 

which Pnin is said to consist of, is, when viewed through the lens of the carnivalesque, rather 

a reflection of the ambiguous nature of the narrator’s appraisal of his protagonist Pnin. Rather 

than an antagonist, as some critics have judged, I therefore contend the narrator to be a 

neutral or positive figure. At heart, I suggest that Pnin is an exposition on the limits of human 

understanding.  
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 The inability to understand others and to make oneself understood is depicted within 

Pnin. Of interest are the methods characters employ to ameliorate their flawed understanding. 

Firstly, there is the narrator. His ambiguous appraisal of Pnin continuously entices the reader 

to alter their view of Pnin. Mixing insults with compliments, engendering new images of Pnin 

throughout the novel, readers are forced to contemplate the veracity of what they have read. 

As the novel progresses, this becomes true for the narrative as a whole. The reader is 

continually enticed to reflect on what is happening within the novel. Secondly, the novel 

depicts the transformation of a professor who, as the novel progresses, is increasingly 

successful in customizing his language to his surroundings, improving both his intelligibility 

and feeling of connectivity.  

 In my discussion, I suggest that Nabokov is humanistic in the sense that his work tries 

to engender empathy for people having difficulties to connect with their surroundings. With 

that. I suggest that the narrator’s appraisal of Pnin may be a model for combatting 

contemporary polarizations. Finally, I try to show that, according to Nabokov, transformation 

involves an endless cycle of meanings created and shed.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Literature has always fascinated me. I would read for days on end whilst growing up. 

Finishing a book came with a sense of loss which could only be filled with another book. 

Through books I felt like I could discover what it is like to live another life. Transported into 

an author’s world, and characters’ consciousnesses, I could examine life from new points of 

view. As characters would inevitably transform as novels progressed, my understanding of 

those characters would also transform. The insights I felt I was gleaning satisfied me.  

However, as the number of books I had devoured increased, a new web of thoughts was 

gradually forming. Besides the contents of the transformations of characters, that is to say, in 

what way the thoughts, feelings and actions of characters changed, I began to become 

interested in the structure or pattern of those transformations. Put simply, I wanted to 

understand how characters transformed, besides reading about what transformation characters 

underwent. The first book that allowed me to become aware of this want was Pnin (1957). I 

think it could do so because of its complexity and confusing narrative. I could not understand 

what transformation was taking place, and so I intuitively directed my attention to how the 

main character was changing.  

 Pnin narrates the story of a Russian professor who has fled from war-stricken Europe. 

Professor Pnin tries to adjust to his new life, but the United States prove to be decidedly 

different from the old world. Throughout the book he slowly begins to thrive within his new 

environment. The narrator of the story, however, seems to have it out for Pnin. He is 

continuously bringing the professor down. The narrator seems to want us to laugh at the 

professor’s expense, although it is unsure why. When, upon the novel’s closing, we learn of 

Pnin’s attitude towards the narrator, the novel is turned upside down. The reader is left to 

wonder what transpired between the two.  

 Not dissimilar to my internship in a penitentiary facility, where I used to listen to 

stories I struggled to understand, reading Pnin forced me to step back and contemplate. My 

inability to understand the causes and effects that beset Pnin’s transformation irked me. With 

this thesis, I hope to increase my understanding of the mechanics of Pnin’s transformation, 

and with that, human transformation as a whole.   
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1.1 Pnin   

I will start by introducing Pnin1. Pnin narrates the story of the eponymous and eccentric 

scholar Timofey Pnin. The reader follows Pnin over the span of seven vignettes. Nabokov 

wrote Pnin while he was working on Lolita, Nabokov’s most (in)famous book. Gayla Diment 

writes: “Composing funny scenes from the life of a very Russian émigré teaching in a very 

small American small college must have served as a refreshing reprieve, or a ’brief sunny 

escape’, as he himself called it” (1997, p. 44).  

There are two interesting aspects to Pnin. Firstly, the novel can be read as an exposition on 

the life of a Russian emigrée scholar settling into American life. Whereas protagonist Pnin 

starts out as a clownish figure, his comical and Anglicized Russian continually improves 

throughout the novel, becoming fluent towards the end. Similarly, Pnin’s social circle 

develops throughout the novel. As people get to know Pnin, they begin “to appreciate Pnin at 

his unique Pninian worth” (P, p. 30)2. Pnin can thus be said to undergo a transformation 

during the novel. In short, Pnin, as the reader initially meets him, does not thrive in American 

society. Upon the closing of the novel, he seems to be well off. The precise nature of this 

transformation warrants analysis.  

The second aspect of Pnin worth mentioning is its last chapter, which reshapes the novel at 

large. Throughout the novel, the narrator’s descriptions of Pnin are sometimes courteous, 

often cruel. The narrator goes at great lengths to paint a demeaning picture of Pnin. The first 

chapter provides a description on Pnin’s physique by use of adjectives such as “infantile” and 

“apish” (P, p. 1). The second chapter features a detailed description of Pnin’s flawed English 

and Russian accent, and so on. Throughout the novel, the narrator ridicules the protagonist, 

refers to him sarcastically, or puts him down otherwise. Interestingly, during the final chapter 

the reader discovers that the narrator is in fact a character within the story, while also 

repeatedly claiming to be Pnin’s friend. Additionally, the veracity of the narrator is disputed 

by Pnin – and vice versa. Additionally, the novel ends with Pnin leaving the university where 

he was teaching, to be replaced by the narrator. The final chapter thus uproots the narrative at 

large. The question the novel leaves the reader with is: what part of what I have read is true, 

and what is the nature of the relationship between the narrator and Pnin?  

 
1 Appendix A contains a synopsis of Pnin. 
2 The referenced P is an abbreviation of Pnin. I will similarly reference to Pnin in this thesis, using Penguin’s 

reprinted version of Pnin, published in 2016 (Nabokov, 2016). 
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1.2 Theoretical framework 

Existing literature on Nabokov has mainly been produced in the last century. Rorty and De la 

Durantaye have both written on Nabokov’s relationship to morality. Their works connect 

Nabokov’s proclivity for the cruel to his philosophical and personal background. Works 

addressing Pnin are sparse compared to research on his other novels. Of note is Diment’s 

book Pniniad (1997). This comparatively recent work (within its field) bundles all extant 

interpretations of Pnin while considering the context within which the novel was created. 

Doing so reveals that Pnin’s transformation may in part have been inspired upon Nabokov’s 

own life, but also by one of his colleagues named Marc Szeftel. Furthermore, Diment 

addresses another focal point in research on Pnin, which consists of the relationship between 

Pnin and the narrator of the story. The altering perspectives the narrator provides for Pnin, as 

well as both characters refuting the veracity of some statements of each other lead Diment to 

suggest that Nabokov’s goal in creating Pnin was showing how his colleague Szeftel was 

maltreated and misunderstood after emigrating.  

The above leads to three fields of interest which are to be analysed.  

Pnin is a work of art which depicts the transformation of Pnin. In order to understand Pnin’s 

transformation, it is needed to understand how art, in this case the novel, operates. 

Pnin changes throughout the novel, allowing him to adjust to the English language and his 

American life. To understand how he changes, an analysis of his transformation is required. 

The ambiguous relationship between the narrator and Pnin urges us to inquire into the nature 

of their relationship, but also to consider what is ‘real’ and what is ‘fiction’ within the novel. 

An analysis of this intriguing aspect of the novel may contribute to the meaning of the 

complete novel.  

Nabokov’s novel can be said to have interesting relations to the work of the Russian 

philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin (1895 – 1975) was a Russian philosopher and literary 

critic. His work on philosophy of language is interesting for two reasons. Firstly, because it 

upholds a view on language which outlines the way in which language is created to attribute 

meaning to the concepts it refers to. Secondly, because it contains a view on novels which 

take novels to reflect social issues lived through by the inner worlds of characters. This 

allows readers to empathize. Following Bakhtin, an analysis of Pnin may shed light on Pnin’s 

transformation, and the way Nabokov’s language elicits that transformation. 
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The carnivalesque elements that Bakhtin analyses in his dissertation ascribe certain 

connotations to themes which are also present within Pnin. These themes include the 

humiliations and insults launched at Pnin’s address, but also the reversals present within the 

novel. By analysing Pnin through Bakhtin’s lens, my interpretation of Pnin may more closely 

reveal the meanings that Nabokov’s language refers to. Additionally, by applying Bakhtin’s 

thinking of the carnivalesque on Pnin, an improved understanding of the relationship between 

the narrator and Pnin may be gleaned. 

I hope to show that a dialogue between Bakhtin’s work and Nabokov’s novel is justified on 

basis of Bakhtin´s thinking on novels, and the similar themes that Bakthin and Nabokov 

address in their works. Bakthin’s work is a promising framework which can help to interpret 

Pnin.   
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1.3 Research question  

The developments mentioned above in the scholarly research of Nabokov’s work and his 

philosophy, lead to the following research question: 

How can Pnin be understood as a work of art that inspires development, considering its 

dialogical nature and carnivalesque themes?  

I have divided my main question into three sub-questions: 

What is Nabokov’s view on art be understood?  

In what sense can Pnin be understood as a dialogical novel? 

How can Pnin be understood considering Bakhtin’s writing on the carnivalesque? 
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1.4 Methodology 

This thesis is a semiotic study. The following section introduces the methodology I will 

follow in my analysis of Pnin.  

 In spirit of Bakhtin I will take language to function as a ‘precipitation of mind’. To 

understand the transformation Pnin may inspire, I take language to impart additional 

meanings of an indirect and symbolic kind which describe the narration of a transformation. I 

thus perceive the way language is used to symbolize the transformation which I aim to 

analyse. My thesis is therefore a study into the way language conveys a symbolic meaning of 

occurrences.  

By means of approximating a valid interpretation of the layers of meaning conveyed 

by Nabokov’s symbolic language, I will start by analysing Nabokov and his thinking on 

writing. His lectures on comparative literature, given whilst tenured at Cornell, may help to 

understand his thinking on art. By taking Rorty’s and De la Durantaye’s positions on 

Nabokov’s aesthetics thinking in consideration, I hope to gain validity for my interpretation 

of Nabokov’s thinking and his novel. This will form the contents of the second chapter.  

 Once an attempt has been made to justify coupling Nabokov’s symbols with layers of 

meaning, the contents of the novel are to be analysed by use of Bakhtin’s thinking. Bakhtin’s 

theory on dialogicity and the ensuing analysis of Pnin with that theory forms the third 

chapter. 

In the fourth chapter, Nabokov’s Pnin is compared to Bakhtin dissertation. This work 

of Bakhtin’s introduces his thinking on the carnivalesque. The fourth chapter thus opens up 

possible interpretations of Pnin, as the themes of the carnivalesque can then be applied upon 

Nabokov’s novel.   

 The fifth chapter will reassemble the presented analyses in former chapters. Then 

follows a conclusion.   



 

12 
 

1.5 Humanistic, academic and societal relevance 

My analysis of Pnin is a relevant subject for research for several reasons. 

 From a humanistic viewpoint, research into the author Vladimir Nabokov is 

interesting. I want to show that his work, deemed of a cruel nature both by Rorty (1989) and 

Nabokov himself (Diment, 1997), is decidedly humanistic. Precisely due to its cruelty, 

Nabokov’s aesthetics urge towards ethical behaviour, but perhaps more importantly, an 

appreciation for the aberrant.  

  Academically, this thesis is interesting considering its methodology. My analysis on 

Pnin, with a focus on Pnin’s transformation and his relationship with the narrator, may shed 

new light on the novel, as well on existing interpretations of the novel which I will consider. 

 The altering modes of communication Pnin employs to connect to his surroundings, 

together with the seemingly antagonistic relationship between Pnin and the narrator, may 

provide us with new conceptions on how to relate to being misunderstood, conflict and 

antagonism.  
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Chapter 2: Nabokov on art 

"Were I a writer, I should allow only my heart to have imagination, and for the rest rely upon 

memory, that long-drawn sunset shadow of one's personal truth." (Nabokov, 1984, p. 24)  

In this chapter I will present Nabokov’s thinking on art, literature and writing. His lectures at 

Cornell University have been and published. Coupled with his autobiographical novel and 

interviews, this provides the grounds for understanding Nabokov´s thinking on art and 

poetics. By looking into existing analyses of these works, I hope to answer the central 

question of this chapter: “How can Nabokov’s view on art be understood?” This in turn will 

help put Pnin into context.  

 This chapter opens with an introduction on Nabokov’s life. Then follows an overview 

of his writings and lectures on art.  
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2.1 Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov 

Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov (1899 -1977) was born in Russia, in nobility and wealth. 

His father was a prominent liberal democrat and anglophile. As such, Nabokov was taught 

English, aside from Russian and French, whilst growing up. The political leanings and 

heritage of Nabokov’s family forced the family to flee as the Russian civil war would change 

the country forever from 1917 onwards. As many other emigrates, Nabokov’s family moved 

west. Briefly, they lived in the Crimea, to then make for England, where Nabokov would stay 

for his degree while his family settled in Berlin. After having finished his studies at 

Cambridge, Nabokov joined his family in 1920. Berlin was anathema for Nabokov. He never 

felt at home in Berlin, nor at ease with the German language. Nabokov’s father was shot 

during a congress in 1922, while protecting his party leader. He died, while the assailants got 

away with a short sentence. His mother and sister left for Prague. Nabokov, by then an 

emerging poet and novelist, remained for work. In 1925, Nabokov married his wife and life-

long companion, the Russian-Jewish Véra Evseyevna Nabokova. The Nabokovs had one son, 

Dimitri, in 1934. Not long after, as Germany was increasingly seized by fascism, the family 

fled: passed by Prague, resided in Paris, to end up in the United States. Here, Nabokov started 

writing in English. He worked as a visiting lecturer and taught at Wellesley college in 

comparative literature until 1948, whilst keeping in touch with his lifelong passion catching 

butterflies during holidays. Working his way up to become the curator of Harvard’s 

University Museun of Comparative Zoology, Nabokov left Wellesley for Cornell, where he 

taught Russian and European Literature until 1959. His literary success, launched by Lolita, 

granted Nabokov the financial freedom to stop lecturing. In 1961, the Nabokovs moved to 

Montreaux, Switzerland. This is where Nabokov, whilst writing and searching for butterflies, 

resided up until his death in 1977.  
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2.2 Nabokov on art 

2.2.1 Art 

In his lectures, Nabokov approximates a definition on art.  

Beauty plus pity-that is the closest we can get to a definition of art. Where there is 

beauty there is pity for the simple reason that beauty must die: beauty always dies, the 

manner dies with the matter, the world dies with the individual. (Nabokov, 1980, p. 

251) 

Fundamental in Nabokov’s conception of art is its transient nature. Beauty is a quality 

that is bestowed upon object, by subject. Following this, the mortality of the subject binds 

beauty to transience. Nabokov supposes that being cognizant of this transience brings forth 

pity: knowing that what is today, will perish tomorrow, is a sad business.  

This supposition in mind, it is no wonder that Nabokov considers proper art to be 

capable of resisting transience. We can rest easy, knowing that what we perceive to be 

beautiful will still be found beautiful in the future. Nabokov selects artists of the past, Homer 

and Shakespeare, to explain this (1980). Nabokov asserts it is the aesthetic quality with which 

these works were written, as to why we still read these works today. Rorty asserts that this 

notion drove Nabokov to make his art: by creating art of great aesthetic quality, somehow 

mortality could be averted, as at least Nabokov the writer may live on after Nabokov the 

person had perished (1989). With that Rorty concludes, that for Nabokov, the creation of 

what is beautiful, in Nabokov’s terms, engenders “aesthetic bliss”, is the ultimate goal of art 

(1989).  

Before exploring the nature of aesthetic bliss, it is worth expounding on what 

Nabokov equates to, in his parlance, ‘topical trash’. In short, these are works that moralize. 

Works of art that showcase ideas, teach values and dictate norms are really no art at all. This 

is why Nabokov uses examples such as Homer and Shakespeare. Today, we do not remember 

these works for their moral merit. In fact, reading for example Homer’s Illiad, we distance 

ourselves from practices such as slavery and warmongering to be able to appreciate the 

beauty of the work. And so rather than to moralize, art should simply be beautiful. 

Instrumentalizing art is something to be done for those who cannot appreciate art as it is:  
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The study of the sociological or political impact of literature has to be devised mainly 

for those who are by temperament or education immune to the aesthetic vibrancy of 

authentic literature, for those who do not experience the tell-tale tingle between the 

shoulder blades. (Nabokov, 1980, p. 64)    

The above shows Nabokov’s assertion that art as a moral instrument is secondary to 

what Nabokov has called “aesthetic bliss”. Note the appeal to bodily sensations. De la 

Durantaye builds on this stating Nabokov adheres to the idea of art for art’s sake as shown in 

the following citation: 

Although I do not care for the slogan “art for art’s sake” – because unfortunately such 

promotors of it as, for instance, Oscar Wilde, and various dainty poets were in reality 

rank moralists and didacticists – there can be no question that what makes a work of 

fiction safe from larvae and rust is not its social importance but its art, only its art. 

(Nabokov, 1990, p. 33)   

Nabokov asserts, similar to what we have seen before, that for art to last, we should 

weigh its worth not on basis of social importance (or moral impact) but rather its aesthetic 

quality. De la Durantaye posits that while Nabokov rejects the historical connotations 

attached to the term art for art’s sake, he adheres to its original intention, namely for art to be 

without ends or goals (2002). Furthermore, Nabokov would reject the term “because of the 

implication this his singular art could be described by a general term (De la Durantaye, 2002, 

p. 37-38), a Nabokovian sentiment which will be explored in the next section. With that, De 

la Durantaye concludes that for Nabokov the autonomy of a work of art is of prime 

importance.  

Both De la Durantaye and Rorty assess Nabokov’s conception of art to be one that 

precludes goals beyond art itself. However, both also point to an incongruity that is apparent 

in Nabokov’s writing. To elucidate this incongruity, I now turn to what Nabokov called 

“aesthetic bliss”.  

So far, we have seen aesthetics are art’s sole aim in Nabokovian thinking. That which 

is beautiful engenders an experience that Nabokov has called “aesthetic bliss”, defined as 

follows: 
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For me a work of fiction exists only in so far as it affords me what I shall bluntly call 

aesthetic bliss, that is a sense of being somehow, somewhere, connected with other 

states of being where art (curiosity, tenderness, kindness, ecstasy) is the norm. 

(Nabokov, 1980b, p. 313) 

Nabokov defines the experience of “aesthetic bliss” as a sense of being that is 

connected with other states of being where art is the norm. Although these other states of 

being are not defined more precisely on various occasions Nabokov alludes to emotive and 

haptic sensations such as “tingles” (as seen above), or for example “the sudden erection of 

your small dorsal hairs” (Appel & Nabokov, 1967, p. 131). Nabokov adds and one should 

“enjoy with shiver and tears” while ingesting works of art (Nabokov, 1980a, p. 4).  

 Interestingly, the above quote shows another definition of art. Rather than ´beauty 

plus pity´, Rorty points to Nabokov´s compression of art as curiosity, tenderness, kindness 

and ecstasy. The qualities tenderness and kindness having a moral component, Rorty 

contends that Nabokov’s conception of art goes beyond aesthetics after all (1989).  

 De la Durantaye also perceives a moral element in Nabokov´s work but follows 

Nabokov´s thinking stating that although art’s goal should not be to moralize, an intrinsic 

quality of a work of art may be that it moralizes nonetheless (2002). The following citation of 

an unpublished lecture of Nabokov explains: 

I am not telling you that art does not improve and enlighten the reader. But it does this 

in its own special way and it does it only then when its own single purpose remains to 

be good, excellent art, art as perfect as the creator can make it. The moment this only 

real and valuable purpose of art is forgotten, the moment it is replaced by a utilitarian 

aim . . . art . . . loses not only its sense and its beauty but also the very object to which 

it has been sacrificed: bad art neither teaches nor improves nor enlightens . . . (Boyd 

1991, 111, In: De la Durantaye, 2002, p. 192). 

Art should not be created with a goal in mind, as at that moment it loses its sense and 

beauty. Nevertheless, proper art may still influence the reader to the degree that it may 

improve and enlighten the reader.  
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To conclude, Nabokov upholds a conception on art that emphasizes the importance of the 

aesthetic quality of art. Further, the transient quality of art is what inspires pity in the 

observer, and simultaneously that which makes art beautiful. Art that is created without a 

goal in mind other than its intrinsic beauty, brings forth an experience that Nabokov has 

dubbed “aesthetic bliss”. This experience is based on a haptic and emotive experience. We 

have also seen that De La Durantaye and Rorty point out that Nabokov’s conception of art is 

moralizing in the sense that it appeals to tenderness and kindness, and that art may improve 

and enlighten the reader.  

 We can thus conclude that Nabokov’s Pnin is designed to appeal to emotive qualities 

such as tenderness and kindness. Additionally, Nabokov may have considered Pnin to be able 

to improve and enlighten the reader, albeit having created Pnin without that goal in mind. I 

will now turn to the following section, in which Nabokov’s thinking on art is presented 

through the looking glass of literature.  
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2.2.2 Literature 

“Literature is invention” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 4). 

In his lectures, Nabokov articulates a specific view on poetics. This is presented in the current 

section. It will show how Nabokov perceives observers may experience “aesthetic bliss” 

through the medium of literature. 

 The above quote, taken from Nabokov’s lectures, summarizes his poetic position: to 

write is to invent. In the following quote his thinking is explained further. 

We should always remember that the work of art is invariably the creation of a new 

world, so that the first thing we should do is to study that new world as closely as 

possible, approaching it as something brand new, having no obvious connection with 

the worlds we already know. When this new world has been closely studied, then and 

only then let us examine its links with other worlds, other branches of knowledge. 

(Nabokov, 1980, p. 1) 

  While Nabokov states there are multiple points of view from which a writer can be 

viewed, namely “as a storyteller, as a teacher and as an enchanter” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 5), it 

is enchantment which makes a writer a good writer. This is also shown in the quote above 

where the creation of a new world is likened to the creation of art. The writer should invent 

reality anew, without that reality becoming incredulous. Literature, then, for Nabokov is: 

Literature was born not the day when a boy crying wolf, wolf came running out of the 

Neanderthal valley with a big grey wolf at his heels: literature was born on the day when a 

boy came crying wolf, wolf and there was no wolf behind him. That the poor little fellow 

because he lied too often was finally eaten up by a real beast is quite incidental. But here is 

what is important. Between the wolf in the tall grass and the wolf in the tall story there is a 

shimmering go-between. That go-between, that prism, is the art of literature.” (p. 4-5) 

Here Nabokov states that literature constitutes a shimmering go-between. The writer 

creates a new world, that is built around the existing world, and has links towards it, but 

somehow escapes it simultaneously. The wolf in the tall grass and the wolf in the tall story 

are similar to a degree, which warrants both analysis and wonder for the reader.  
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For Nabokov, the creation of art is grounded in reality. His autobiography contains a 

section explaining manifold memories have been transmogrified after having been planted in 

poems, stories and plays. His memories are lost to him, used up in his literature. “Alas, these 

pencils too, have been distributed among the characters in my books to keep fictitious 

children busy; they are not quite my own now. (…) Few things are left, many have been 

squandered” (Nabokov, 1951, p. 63).  

Although Nabokov would oppose curious fingers tracing a line between his life and 

his work, he would readily admit his work was a recombination of recollections. The novelist 

re-composes reality, much as a composer of chess problems rearranges pieces on a board of 

chess. Following this, the quality of a work of art is much dependent on the quality with 

which the memories are expressed within a work. The writer, in a work of art, should express 

reality with the utmost precision and care, so as to make the work credible for the reader.  

Nabokov stated: “Chess problems, demand from the composer the same virtues that 

characterize all worthwhile art” (PP, 15: in Durantaye, p. 11). Here Nabokov asserts that the 

composition of a book should be similar to that of a chess problem. This is in line with the 

method Nabokov employed to write his books. Nabokov would write sentences and small 

parts of his works on index cards before setting out to write the complete book. Each index 

card would be re-written several times, changing the order of the index-cards many times 

throughout the writing process (Golla, 2018). Such a method, granting a certain overview of 

the project at large, lends itself to a type of writing that goes beyond linearity. An example is 

of use. The devout reader of Pnin may find manifold hints and clues that help piece together 

the relation between the narrator of Pnin and Pnin himself. The reader may discover that 

Pnin’s love interest, a Dr. Liza Wind, marries Pnin after reading a love-letter “while 

recovering from a pharmacopoeial attempt at suicide because of a rather silly affair with a 

litterateur who is now – But no matter” (P, p. 35). It is only later the reader finds out that this 

“litterateur who is now” is in fact the narrator of the story. The narrator obtains the love-letter 

in chapter seven, after Liza shows him the letter, giving him an ultimatum: “This is an offer 

of marriage that I have received. I shall wait till midnight. If I don’t hear from you, I shall 

accept it.” (P, p. 160). Thus, the reader learns that the narrator was in fact that very same 

litterateur who underheld an affair with Liza. It is easily overlooked intricacies like these 

which are typical of Nabokov’s work. Nabokov’s works are complex, much like reality. 

Nabokov asserts that this complexity helps to persuade the reader to believe in the author’s 

invented world. 
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This assertion requires an understanding of Nabokov’s thinking on reality in general. 

De la Durantaye explains Nabokov adheres to a subjective reality, bordering on solipsism 

(2002). For Nabokov, all reality is modulated through the subject’s perception, and so, 

idiosyncratic. For Nabokov reality is simultaneously quantitative. “Reality can thus be 

characterized as “an infinite succession of steps, levels of perception, false bottoms, and 

hence unquenchable, unattainable”” (De la Durantaye, 2002, p. 46). Nabokov submits that 

artists and scientist can pave the way to a better understanding of reality, both studying its 

nature. However, it remains fundamentally elusive.   

Nabokov’s thinking on proper writing can thus so far be understood as composed of a 

recomposing of one’s memories, in great detail and complexity, in order to invent a new 

world.  

This sentiment is repeated in the following quote, which can also serve as an 

introduction for another facet of Nabokov’s thinking on writing. 

But then, in a sense, all poetry is positional: to try to express one’s position in regard 

to the universe embraced by consciousness, is an immemorial urge. The arms of 

consciousness reach out and grope, and the longer they are the better. Tentacles, not 

wings, are Apollo’s natural members. (Nabokov, 1951, p. 155)  

 Poetry is positional in the sense that it conveys the reality of the poet. With 

Nabokov’s subjective take on reality, the poets take on the world is singular. Therefore, 

poetry is the articulation of a singular take on the world, and literature should also reflect this. 

With this in mind we can understand why Nabokov asserted art has no importance for 

society, why it is “only important for the individual” (Golla, 2018, p. 286). As there is no 

room for a shared reality in Nabokov’s thinking, it becomes sensible to appeal to the 

personal. This is a major theme for Nabokov and from this thinking stems his proclivity for 

writing about the aberrant.   

One could say Nabokov´s life’s work is a collection of freaks and sadists. Pnin is a 

benign exception to an oeuvre consisting of, among others, the hebephile Humbert Humbert, 

starring in Lolita, the narcissistic author Vadim Vadimovich in Look at the Harlequins!, and 

Pale Fire’s Charles Kinbote - both a murderer and narcissist. Before concluding this section, 

I will outline why Nabokov thinks it important to focus on such characters. 
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In his lectures, Nabokov explains why the general is of no use for the writer or reader. 

We can intuit this conviction on basis of the above. For Nabokov, however, there is another 

reason to oppose what he has called “common sense”:  

Common sense is fundamentally immoral, for the natural morals of mankind are as 

irrational as the magic rites that they evolved since the immemorial dimness of time. 

Common sense at its worst is sense made common, and so everything is comfortably 

cheapened by its touch. Common sense is square whereas all the most essential 

visions and values of life are beautifully round, as round as the universe or the eyes of 

a child at its first circus show. (Nabokov, 1980a, p. 372)   

 Nabokov explains that there is not a single person in this world who would not be put 

to death by a “common sensical majority in righteous rage”, in some space-time, due to that 

person’s colour, creed, eyes, thoughts, manner, speech and so on. What is held to be true by 

common sense should not be valued as true solely because the majority believes it to be true. 

Because, Nabokov asserts, it is the aberrant and the strange which brings on change. “In the 

natural evolution of things, the ape would perhaps never have become man had not a freak 

appeared in the family” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 372). Rather than eschewing the strange, it 

should be celebrated, as Nabokov believes that without the strange, change could not be 

brought about. The ape would not have become man without the freak. Genius coincides with 

strange, as “true art deals not with the genus, and not even with the species, but with an 

aberrant individual of the species” (Nabokov, 1990, p. 155).  

 This in mind explains Nabokov’s inclination to invent protagonists who are in his 

terms “aberrant”. Nabokov thinks those who are different and strange are the engines for 

societal change. He does not explain whether he thinks his characters enact change by 

showing how not to live, or that they are somehow vanguards for a new set of morals by 

which society will be improved. In the case of the present analysis, we can assume that Pnin 

is a positive example. Pnin, as described by Nabokov, is: “a man of great moral courage, a 

pure man, a scholar and a staunch friend, serenely wise, faithful to a single love [who] never 

descends from a high plane of life characterized by authenticity and integrity” (Diment, 1997, 

p. 48).  

In conclusion, we have seen that Nabokov equates writing to inventing. Writing 

should consist of recomposing, as closely as possible, the subjective reality the artist 

experiences. This composition, built around sensual beauty, is best equipped to engendering 
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“aesthetic bliss”, which we have seen in the former section, is the ultimate goal of art. 

Additionally, the singular nature of consciousness that Nabokov supposes is something to be 

celebrated. This is what paves the way to change. Rorty contends that this way of thinking, 

leaning on aesthetics and the aberrant, allowed Nabokov to come to terms with reality (1989). 

Nabokov’s personal world was rife with human suffering and cruelty, having lived through 

the Bolshevist Revolution as well as having felt the ramifications of the Holocaust. In his 

work Nabokov showcases cruelty but offsets this cruelty with beauty. Perhaps, for Nabokov, 

beauty was the only cure for the cruelties he had endured.  

Following Nabokov’s thinking on writing, my ensuing analysis of Pnin is to be 

conscientious. Nabokov’s convoluted prose is composed as a chess-problem and seeming 

contradictions or dualities should be perceived as meaningful.  

  



 

24 
 

2.2.3 Reading 

“Curiously enough, one cannot read a book: one can only reread it. A good reader, a major 

reader, an active and creative reader is a re-reader.” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 3) 

Nabokov would claim that similar to the writer having to write in a certain way, the reader 

should read in a certain way. This section presents Nabokov’s thinking on reading. 

 We have seen the task of the writer is to “invent new worlds”. Readers then, ought to 

allow new worlds to be impressed upon them. Primarily, the reader ought to “study that new 

world as closely as possible, approaching it as something brand new, having no obvious 

connection with the worlds we already know” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 1). The good reader does 

not relate the known to the new. For Nabokov, it is poor reading when the contents of a book 

are felt due to personal attachment to those contents. Reading a book on the place where I 

was born, for example, or even worse: to identify myself with a character present in the book 

I’m reading (Nabokov, 1980). Nabokov claims this to be poor reading as there is no 

imagination required, for writer nor reader. Any emotional experience I may derive from 

reading such a book is due to my mind’s eye revisiting a portion of my past. While this may 

be an enjoyable experience, for Nabokov this is not considered art, as the artist’s aesthetics 

take no part in shaping the experience. The reader’s projection of his or her past upon what is 

read does not equate “studying a new world”. Nabokov asserts there are better ways to read a 

book. This requires, firstly, the reader to have imagination, memory, a dictionary and some 

artistic sense (Nabokov, 1980, p. 3), and secondly, the reader to re-read books. The latter is 

due to the fact that books are mediated through the eye but deal with the brain. It takes time 

to grow accustomed to a book, and to be able to view it as one views a painting (Nabokov, 

1980). Two of the former four aspects of the good reader are explained in more detail by 

Nabokov.  
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Nabokov underlines the importance of imagination for the reader. He states that it is 

only fair for the reader to have to imagine whilst reading, just as the writer had to imagine 

whilst writing (1980). Nabokov outlines a type of imagination which he called “impersonal 

imagination”. This is what De la Durantaye has compared to Kant’s “Taste is the ability to 

judge an object, or a way of presenting it, by means of a liking or disliking devoid of all 

interest.” (Kant, 53; 302, In: De la Durantaye, 2002). A personal attachment to that which is 

being observed hampers the observer’s ability to judge its quality. An example may prove 

useful. Heuristically, new-born babies are perceived to be beautiful by their parents - a distant 

uncle’s opinion may significantly differ, however. Following from this, Nabokov stresses the 

importance of a degree of detachment whilst enjoying a work of art. The reader should try 

and imagine the world as it is sketched out by the artist but refrain from passing a certain 

boundary – what could be called, perhaps, personal imagination – which is to mix the 

personal with the objective, that is for example, to empathize with a certain character to a 

degree that goes beyond impartiality. Doing so, the reader may not perceive that which is laid 

out by the writer to be seen. To conclude the above, ideally, an “harmonious balance between 

the reader’s mind and the author’s mind” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 4) should be established.  

Nabokov likens his “impersonal imagination” to both the scientist’s eye, and the 

artist’s heart. The former is what allows the reader to observe a work of art much as a 

scientist would conduct his science. Nabokov asserts the reader should take in the created 

world with the utmost care, to ensure that the displayed world is observed in the way the 

author has laid it out to be: “we must see and hear things, we must visualize the rooms, the 

clothes, the manners of an author’s people” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 4.).  

Beyond the scientist’s eye, the reader should have the artist’s heart. This is what 

Nabokov equates to artistic sense. To properly enjoy literature both the “scientist’s patience” 

and an “artist’s passion” are needed. While only briefly outlining this second quality, 

Nabokov alludes to it as that which allows one to “keenly enjoy - passionately enjoy, enjoy 

with shivers and tears – the inner weave of a given masterpiece” (1980, p. 4). Here the appeal 

to a physical response we have seen before is repeated. The reader operates as the scientist so 

to observe what is presented, but the reader emulates the artist to enjoy and derive a sense of 

wonder of what is presented.  
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De la Durantaye also pays attention to the emotive and haptic attitude Nabokov 

coaxes readers to adopt in reading (2002). While Nabokov’s metaphor – the reader as a 

scientist – promotes a distant and observant type of reading, De la Durantaye offers many 

examples where Nabokov states the spine is the primary organ that ought to be involved 

when reading (2002): “a wise reader reads the book of genius not with his heart, not so much 

with his brain, but with his spine” (Nabokov, 1980, p. 6). The spine is the location where the 

reader ought to feel “tingles” and “twinges” which validate the quality of a work. Nabokov’s 

advice for upcoming literary criticists, additionally, was to: “rely on the sudden erection of 

your small dorsal hairs” (Golla, 2018, p. 251). This is why Nabokov claims the only type of 

reading is re-reading. To be able to enjoy a book as one would enjoy a painting, one first has 

to become acquainted with the book by reading it several times, then to be able to experience 

the book for the work of art it is. 

 This section has outlined how Nabokov asserts the reader should read. This involves 

“impersonal imagination”. This can be defined as reading without suffusing what is read with 

what is personal. Furthermore, Nabokov considers “artistic delight” to be indispensable, 

which means as much as enjoying the composition of a work of art on an emotional level. 

Finally, and for Nabokov most importantly, the spine is the organ with which one should 

read, as the spine can evoke the proper tell-tale signs which allow the reader to experience 

quality in a work of art. 
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2.3 Concluding this chapter 

In this section I want to conclude my analysis of Nabokov’s thinking on art, writing and 

reading.  

Nabokov’s view on art can be understood as follows. Nabokov states that proper art 

defies transience. This is what evokes what Nabokov has called “aesthetic bliss”. Nabokov 

claims aesthetics alone are fundamental in gauging art’s quality. Rorty however also points to 

moral qualities, namely tenderness and kindness, that Nabokov describes art should be 

experienced with. De La Durantaye adds that Nabokov states that art may improve and 

enlighten the reader, although this should never be the goal of art.   

Writing, for Nabokov, should entail a recompositing of one’s memory. By evoking 

the subjective experience of the artist, a new world can be invented for the reader to enjoy. 

Similarly, the reader should engage with a novel so as to observe and enjoy that invented 

world.  

As both De La Durantaye and Rorty point out inconsistencies in regards to Nabokov’s 

thinking on art, writing and reading, suffice it to say that Nabokov’s philosophy is not 

watertight. This warrants a proper methodology for analysing Pnin, which I will be introduce 

in the next chapter. However, the analysis outlined above comes with a number of 

considerations which may nonetheless aid my analysis of Pnin. Firstly, one of the main 

themes that is associated with Nabokov is cruelty. This is interesting despite Nabokov’s own 

thoughts considering art, namely that they should be experienced with tenderness and 

kindness. This leads me to assume that Nabokov’s cruelty may have a function. I aim to 

analyse Pnin keeping in mind that despite the cruelty, I should adopt an attitude of tenderness 

and kindness towards the novel. Secondly, a theme present in Nabokov’s thinking on art is 

that it should resist transience. Rorty asserts that this may be an externalized desire of 

Nabokov himself; by creating art that will live on after Nabokov himself has died, Nabokov 

the writer may live on. This theme may present itself in Pnin and would be worth exploring. 

Thirdly and finally, Nabokov stresses the importance of a certain mode of reading. That is to 

read with great care, similar as to how the scientist would conduct his or her science. I 

therefore aim to dissect Pnin conscientiously.   

 

  



 

28 
 

Chapter 3: Pnin as a dialogical novel  

Now that an overview has been presented of Nabokov’s thinking on art, we can begin to 

analyse Pnin. This forms the goal of the current chapter. The central question of this chapter 

is:  

“How can Pnin be understood as a dialogical novel?”  

To answer this question, it is needed to define the term dialogical novel. As such, I 

will now outline Bakhtin’s thinking on language and literature. Then follows my analysis of 

Pnin.  
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3.1 Bakhtin’s language 

This section presents Bakhtin’s thinking on language and dialogicity. In the following text, 

which was published under the name of Volosinov, but were either authored or heavily 

influenced by Bakhtin who criticized philosophy of language of his time. The text is called 

Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (Volosinov, 1929), reflecting the need to ground 

all thinking in Marxism in order to appease the communist state. The content of the text 

criticizes thinking on language as follows. 

At that time, philosophy of language underheld two trends. “The first trend can be 

termed individualistic subjectivism in the study of language, and the second, abstract 

objectivism.” (Bakhtin & Arnold, 1994, p. 26). The former entails a concept of language 

which asserts that all language is an “individual creative act” (Bakhtin & Arnold, 1994, p. 26) 

and so stems from the individuality of one’s mind. The diametrically opposed later trend 

states that, instead, all language is “a linguistic system of the phonetic, grammatical, and 

lexical forms of language” (1994, p. 26). In this thinking language is a static and normative 

set of rules that exist externally to speakers. Both trends are rejected by Volosinov/Bakhtin 

as, they assert, these trends do not take into account the fundamentally social nature of 

language.  

Instead, Volosinov/Bakhtin assert that language is dynamic. Understanding takes 

place when a set of sounds is coupled with an orientation to those sounds, or as 

Volosinov/Bakhtin assert: “any true understanding is dialogic in nature” (Bakhtin & Arnold, 

1994, p. 35). The meanings we attribute to sounds are a product of the context in which they 

exist, and the effect that sounds and contexts impose upon us. The word ‘fire’, for example, 

will evoke different meanings in the following two scenarios; (1) the word is shouted at night, 

after my bedroom door is hurriedly opened; and (2), my declarative friend utters the word 

while pointing to several juxtaposed burning logs he is sitting next to.  

Volosinov/Bakhtin continue by asserting that all speech has three properties. Firstly, 

all speech is referential in that it refers to a specific content. The word ‘fire’ refers to 

Prometheus’ gift. Secondly, speech comes with “an evaluative accent” (Bakhtin & Morris, 

1994, p. 36). This refers to a property of speech which the above examples attempt to intuit. 

In both examples there is a reference to the theme of fire. However, the inflection with which 

the sound is produced also conveys meaning. Is the word “fire” shouted alarmingly, or 
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uttered lazily and contentedly? If the former is true, my house may be on fire, if the latter is 

true, I may be sitting next to a campfire.  

The final and third property is essential in Bakhtin’s thinking and sets his theory of 

language apart from his contemporaries. It deals with the dialogical nature of language. 

Volosinov/Bakhtin state that all language is generated within a certain context. Sounds which 

are applied to situations are always a creative re-application of sounds heard in a past, and for 

the speaker similar, situation. As all speech is laden with evaluative accents, produced sounds 

are, beyond being copied creatively out of a past, also applied creatively to convey an 

appropriate meaning. With that, language is simultaneously an echo of the past, and an 

estimation of what sounds should go with the current context to evoke a particular meaning. 

This includes an anticipatory element, as the sound I may produce within a certain context 

attempts to convey a particular message to the environment that is to receive my message. In 

short, language echoes the past while being modulated to anticipate a future wherein 

produced sounds are understood. All language becomes generative and creative if we hold 

this property to be valid, as the (re-)application of speech, being sounds with socially layered 

meanings, create new meanings each time they are used.  

Working with this conception of language allows for an interesting analysis of Pnin 

by itself. However, Bakhtin also articulated sociological repercussions that stem from his 

conception of language. Introducing these may strengthen my analysis. 

As stated in the previous paragraph, Bakhtin proposed speech to be layered socially. 

With this I mean to say that the language that people obtain and use is influenced by their 

surroundings. The place where I was born, the position I have within society, my age, my 

gender, etc. - all these factors influence and shape my language. This is what Bakhtin dubbed 

“speechgenres” (Schreurs, 2006, p. 56). Various groups of peoples in society may use 

different speechgenres, as various groups are constituted differently. For example, the doctor 

may refer to an inflammation of the appendix as appendicitis, whereas the lawyer may call it 

a belly ache. Beyond lexicon, speech is suffused with appraisals of speaker with regards to 

interpreter. That is to say, the context with which speech is produced also considers the social 

and political environment of the interpreter. Put simply, the doctor may opt to refer to the 

appendicitis as a belly ache whilst explaining to the lawyer that a visit to the hospital is 

required. Bakhtin asserts that all language is similarly construed within these social and 

political environments and that language is therefore ideologically laden (Schreurs, 2006).   



 

31 
 

In Bakhtin’s philosophy spoken language and written language are similar. While 

spoken language is, as described above, a “creation of a speaker” (Schreurs, 2006, p. 60), 

literature is similarly a creation of an author, albeit more complex. Within novels, a plurality 

of voices present within society, or, various speechgenres, can come out on stage and interact 

with each other. The novel, for Bakhtin, is ideally equipped to orchestrate such a collision of 

juxtaposed speechgenres. An example can be found in Orwell’s novel Animal Farm. This 

novel, which narrates the story of various animals living on a farm, can be read as a clash of 

various speechgenres, personified by groups of animals representing social classes within a 

communist society. The pigs form the elite whereas the horses symbolize the working class. 

Animal Farm narrates the interactions between pigs and horses. And so the novel can be seen 

as a space where a dialogue is explored between various speechgenres in society.  

Bakhtin explains that the novel is especially intriguing as these social issues are 

depicted through the inner lives of characters (Schreurs, 2006). And so, readers may read a 

first-hand description of social issues, thus engendering empathy for these issues. The novel 

becomes a place where universal themes are tied up with personal lives, as social issues are 

exposed through the inner lives of characters.  

In Bakhtin’s eyes, the novel serves as a tool for society to grow. By depicting social 

issues and how people live through them, people arrive at an understanding of the lives of 

others. As a novel progresses, typically the issues that are lived through are transformed. 

Eventually, in Animal Farm, the pigs transform into humans, and society is reshaped. The 

initial exposition on the social issues present within novels typically transforms into a new 

situation. The transformations are mediated through the experiences the characters live 

through by encountering different speechgenres. Bakhtin has named this transformation a 

“weaving together” of different speechgenres (Bakhtin & Morris, 1994). Much like feeble 

fibres intertwining to form a sturdy rope, weaving together various speechgenres within 

society allows society at large to improve.  
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This concludes my description on Bakhtin’s thinking on language and the novel. I 

have stated Bakhtin asserted language to be dialogical in nature. Language echoes the past 

and anticipates the future. It is inherently generative and creative. The contexts within which 

people find themselves engender a form of speech which Bakhtin has called a “speechgenre”. 

Speechgenres are socially, politically and ideologically shaped forms of language. The 

juxtaposition of these speechgenres is the main object of the novel. This allows the reader to 

live through the experiences of characters who are personifications of speechgenres. The 

novel progresses to transform characters, symbols for speechgenres, so as to increase 

understanding of society as a whole.  

 My analysis of Pnin will attempt to lay bare speechgenres present within the novel, as 

well as the presumed transformation that characters will undergo throughout the novel. In 

Bakhtin’s theory, individual utterances can always be connected to traits such as age, gender, 

place of birth, and so on. As we have seen in chapter two, Nabokov upholds a highly 

individualistic take on humans. Where Bakhtin’s speechgenres focus on social class, 

Nabokov’s writing focusses on unique and aberrant characters and social class is rarely 

overtly mentioned. To apply Bakthin’s theory on Pnin, I have therefore chosen to uphold a 

broad definition of speechgenres. Beyond one’s station in society or the ideology one 

entertains, I take speechgenres to also exist between characters who share, for example, 

interests, similar past experiences, or who belong to similar social circles. I take these 

similarities, or collisions when juxtaposed characters are depicted, to portray dialogicity 

between and amidst all kinds of groups within society. Although this undermines my 

interpretation when it comes to distinguishing types of juxtaposed societal groups, it allows 

for an interpretation which focusses on connections between characters and Pnin’s 

transformation – something which Nabokov tried to depict in Pnin.      
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3.2 Dialogicity in Pnin 

In this chapter the dialogical nature of Pnin is analysed. With Bakhtin in mind, I present a 

number of findings which show how language has a dialogical relationship within the novel. I 

start by analysing the languages that are used by Pnin. What does it mean when Pnin speaks 

English, French, German or Russian? Can we interpret the type of language to impart 

additional meanings? I then move to an analysis of Pnin and the theme of pain, present within 

the novel. In the third section, I investigate the relationship between Pnin and the narrator to 

try and understand to what degree their relationship can be understood as dialogical. 

Following Nabokov’s thinking on writing and reading, I have analysed the novel as if 

it were a “chess-problem”. With this I mean to say that I have taken all details and 

discrepancies, all (in)consistencies and allusions to be meaningful pieces that can help to 

understand the novel.  

3.2.1 Pnin and language 

“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.” – Ludwig Wittgenstein 

Pnin’s English is described as follows: “If his Russian was music, his English was murder” 

(P, p. 54). Here we find a point of departure, through language, for an important theme within 

Pnin. The life of a Russian emigree, having washed up in an environment that is increasingly 

becoming less charmed of Russia, is no small trifle. Pnin painstakingly tries to adapt to 

American culture but has a hard time of doing so. Pnin is enamoured with American culture, 

with its sunbathing and its liberal morals, even going so far as to “brazenly display a 

tremendous stretch of bare shin” (P, p. 2), something Pnin would not have dreamt of doing in 

the old world. At the onset of chapter two a similar comparison is made. We find Pnin on his 

way to the dentist. 

Next morning heroic Pnin marched to town, walking a cane in the European manner 

(up-down, up-down) and letting his gaze dwell upon various objects in a 

philosophical effort to imagine what it would be to see them again after the ordeal and 

then recall what it had been to perceive them through the prism of its expectation. 

Two hours later he was trudging back, leaning on his cane and not looking at 

anything. (…) After that, during a few days he was in mourning for an intimate part of 

himself. (…) Ten days passed—and suddenly he began to enjoy the new gadget. It 

was a revelation, it was a sunrise, it was a firm mouthful of efficient, alabastrine, 

humane America. (p. 47) 
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 This quote captures Pnin’s transformation throughout the novel. Pnin sets out, in 

European fashion, endures obstacles, to finally be transformed and connect to the world 

surrounding him. The following examples similarly link Pnin’s usage of languages to his 

success in the new world. The examples will show that the speechgenres Pnin employs 

signify attempts to connect with his surroundings. It is my supposition that the speechgenres 

Pnin employs, taken with the context in which he does so, signify either successful or flawed 

attempts to connect with his surroundings. Put differently, Pnin’s usage of language divulges 

additional meanings present within the novel. 

Starting with a simple example may serve to introduce my assertion. After having 

moved in with Joan and Laurence Clements, who “rather soon began to appreciate Pnin at his 

unique Pninian worth” (P, p. 30), Pnin’s English is “growing richer at a surprising pace” (P, 

p. 31). Here Pnin’s improving English coincides with a budding friendship. 

 Pnin’s relationship with Laurence Clements, a Waindell scholar teaching a course 

called the Philosophy of Gesture, strengthens after a “chance reference to a rare author” (P, p. 

31) opens a new world between the two. Pnin is soon discovered to be a “veritable 

encyclopaedia on Russian shrugs and shakes” (P, p. 32). The performance of these gestures 

together with Laurence’s tabulation of them are building blocks for a friendship. In this 

example a non-verbal exchange of speechgenres paves the way to Pnin connecting to 

Laurence Clements.  
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To show Pnin’s growing command of the English language to be coupled with his ability to 

connect to his surroundings, let us compare Pnin’s English at the start of the novel with his 

English in the sixth chapter. Toker has pointed out how Pnin’s English, in the first chapter, is 

a “faithful word-for-word translation from corresponding Russian phrases” (1986, p .31). The 

following example is taken from the start of the novel. We find Pnin trying to obtain a receipt 

for the luggage he has stored next to a train station: “’Quittance?’ queried Pnin, Englishing 

the Russian for ‘receipt’ (kvitantsiya). ‘What’s that?’ ‘Number?’ tried Pnin. ‘You don’t need 

a number,’ said the fellow, and resumed his writing” (P, p. 10-11). Pnin’s English hampers 

him to acquire a receipt, which later causes him to be unable to procure his luggage. Let us 

now consider an example during the sixth chapter, where Pnin hosts a soiree. Pnin is 

celebrating living by himself after “thirty-five years of homelessness (P, p. 125). His English 

is transformed. As he is surrounded by his Waindell friends, he plays the host: “Pnin served 

the cocktails ‘or better say flamingo tails – specially for ornithologists’, as he slyly quipped” 

(P, p. 136). Pnin creatively trades “cocktails” for “flamingo tails” in order to charm a late 

addition to the party who Pnin mistakenly believes to be an ornithologist. A short while later 

Pnin serves punch in an aquamarine bowl. The guests marvel at the bowl. One guest, Mrs. 

Fire, states that as a child that she imagined Cinderella’s glass shoes to have the same 

aquamarine tint. Pnin’s lengthy reaction now follows, remarking:  

“Primo, he would like everybody to say if contents were as good as container, and, 

secundo, that Cendrillon’s [Cinderella’s] shoes were not made of glass but of Russian 

squirrel fur – vair, in French. It was, he said, an obvious case of the survival of the 

fittest among words, verre being more evocative than vair which, he submitted, came 

not from varius, variegated, but from veveritsa, Slavic for a certain beautiful, pale, 

winter-squirrel fur, having a bluish, or better say sizïy, columbine, shade – ‘from 

columba, Latin for “pigeon”, as somebody here well knows – so you see, Mrs Fire, 

you were, in general, correct.” (P, p. 138) 
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Here we see another play of words, as Pnin combines “contents” with “container”. 

Furthermore, our linguist ventures into an etymological labyrinth to acquiesce Mrs Fire’s 

statement while simultaneously attempting to charm the previously mentioned guest who is 

not an ornithologist, unbeknownst to Pnin. Noteworthy is the fact that both remarks are 

scaffolded with Italian ordinals. As opposed to the start of the novel, Pnin’s English is fluent 

and creative, allowing him to connect to the people around him. To boot, when the telephone 

rings and the previous tenant is sought after, the otherwise rather scatter-brained Pnin 

provides the caller with information on the previous tenant as well as that of her eldest son (P, 

p. 139). Again, Pnin’s communication skills are coupled with success or lack of it in the new 

world.  

Admittedly, Pnin’s English remains flawed, also upon the novel’s closing. As another 

character remarks upon Pnin’s English: “Our friend (…) employs a nomenclature all his own. 

His verbal vagaries add a new thrill to life” (P, p. 145). However, we see that whereas at the 

start of the novel Pnin’s English causes Pnin to be isolated from his surroundings, at the end 

of the novel his improved, idiosyncratic English has been transformed to allow him to 

connect to his surroundings.        

 The following example adds another dimension as to the importance of language for 

Pnin. Having been visited by his ex-wife Liza, Pnin is distraught. Despite her “miserable 

poetry”3 (P, p. 47), Pnin’s heart still belongs to her. The narrator remarks Pnin to be “a 

linguist by necessity” (P, p. 25). That is to say, Pnin, who is a linguist in order to survive in 

his surroundings, naturally appraises the language of others and puts value in that appraisal. 

By appraising Liza’s poetry to be poor, and then exposing Pnin to love Liza regardless, we 

are once more inveigled to link language with connecting to others. Whereas in the previous 

examples the acquisition of language (verbal or otherwise) is coupled with Pnin connecting to 

others, here we find that Pnin wants to connect, despite disliking Liza’s language. By stating 

Pnin is in love with Liza even though he dislikes her poetry, the value of language for Pnin is 

underlined.  

  

 
3 Nicol calls attention to the narrator, who describes Liza’s poetry as “the kind of stuff that émigré rhymsterettes 

wrote after Akhmatova.” (P, p. 159). Nicol explains that Akhmatova was a poet denounced by one of Stalin’s 

ministers as “a mixture of nun and harlot” (1971). We can safely say the narrator does not like Liza’s poetry. 
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Liza’s visit leaves Pnin shattered, and suddenly his command of the English, and 

understanding of the American, is poor. After Liza has left, Pnin mistakes whisky and soda 

for “viscous and sawdust” (P, p. 49). To cheer Pnin up, Joan Clement attempts to explain a 

comic in a magazine to Pnin. However, Pnin asserts that he cannot discern between “what is 

advertisement and what is not advertisement” (P, p. 49). Joan insists. Shortly after mistaking 

a speech balloon for an “atomic bomb explosion” (P, p. 50), Pnin breaks down crying, 

wailing: “I haf nofing left, nofing, nofing!” (P, p. 50). Here Pnin’s language and 

understanding of the world seems linked to the hole that Liza has left in his heart. The 

language he employs reflects his failure in connecting to the world.  

Language and Pnin’s success in the world are also intertwined in the following 

example. Pnin narrates the circumstances with which Liza left Pnin for another man. This 

man, by the name of Dr. Eric Wind, is of German breed. Pnin first meets Eric on board a ship 

to the United States. Liza and Eric have concocted a ploy to ensure entry to the United States: 

Liza temporarily feigns returning to Pnin, while pregnant with Eric’s child. This ploy is 

necessary as Pnin and Liza are still officially wed, and no visa will be granted if she were to 

embark to the United States on her own. Unbeknownst to Pnin, who is beyond happiness – 

Liza having returned to him – Eric has also boarded the ship that will take them to their new 

lives.  

Let us now close in upon Pnin meeting Wind. While Pnin is enjoying a game of chess, 

first, his brand of German is introduced “Wenn Sie so, dann ich so, und Pferd fliegt” (P, p. 

38). We thus know his German to be poor. Not long after, a bearded figure is introduced, and 

the reader soon learns this is Dr. Eric Wind. As Wind approaches Pnin is quick to realize the 

situation he is in: all his happiness was misplaced, Liza will not return after all, he has been 

used. Pnin wants to leave but is persuaded by Wind to hear him out. Pnin says: ““Let us 

finish this nightmare conversation (diese koschmarische Sprache)”” (P, p. 39) The English 

part of this quote is a translation of a portion of the German between brackets. If we compare 

the two phrases, we find that the narrator has translated Pnin’s German to render its intended 

meaning, rather than its literal one. Pnin erroneously utilizes the noun Sprache (language) to 

convey ‘conversation’. Pnin’s language falters, which reflects his lack of success in the world 

at that moment.  
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A positive example may strengthen my supposition. After Liza, Pnin’s ex-wife, has coerced 

Pnin into giving her son Victor some “pocket money” (P, p. 47), Pnin and Victor start to 

write each other letters. The following quote narrates Pnin and Victor meeting face to face for 

the first time.  

Pnin talked. His talk did not amaze Victor, who had heard many Russians speak 

English, and he was not bothered by the fact that Pnin pronounced the word “family” 

as if the first syllable were the French for “woman.” “I speak in French with much 

more facility than in English,” said Pnin, “but you—vous comprenez le français? 

Bien? Assez bien? Un peu?” “Très un peu,” said Victor. “Regrettable, but nothing to 

be done. I will now speak to you about sport. (P, p. 90) 

 Pnin takes Victor out to a restaurant and will later grant him two gifts. Pnin’s attempt 

to connect with - what may well be the closest thing to a son he will have - is palpable. The 

depicted father-son dynamic is strengthened by two dreams both characters have. One in 

which Victor dreams of a king, the other in which Pnin is a king. Both dreams are sea 

themed. We also read that Victor’s mother, Liza, has dubbed Pnin Victor’s “water father” (P, 

p. 46). This enforces the reader to view the relationship between Pnin and Victor as special – 

or as Cowart nicely puts it: “it suggests the spiritual kinship of Victor and his “water father”” 

(1982, p. 205). Returning to my analysis, Pnin invites Victor to converse in French. 

Unfortunately, Victor is a child of the new-world, and Pnin his old-world French is not of 

use. The narrator states, however, that Victor is not surprised with Pnin’s command of the 

English language. Pnin’s English does not hamper the budding relationship between the two. 

If we uphold the type of speechgenre Pnin employs to convey additional meanings, we may 

say that Pnin’s attempt at French is a desire to connect to Victor intimately, as Pnin’s French 

is fluent, and something he can only speak with friends of the past. Furthermore, Victor being 

unphased with Pnin’s English we may read to mean: Pnin’s usual inability to connect to the 

new world is not an issue in his relationship with Victor. Thus, Victor and Pnin can connect 

with each other despite their differences in speechgenres.  
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Pnin’s French is entangled with his old-world identity. His understanding of the “parley-voo” 

(P, p. 122), or French, is an argument for Professor Blorenge, head of the French department, 

to not take Pnin on in his department, later in the novel. As Blorenge himself can hardly 

speak French, Pnin’s fluency is seen as a threat. And so Pnin’s French is cause to exclude 

him from teaching. Old-world Pnin seems to have no place in new-world Waindell College. 

Pnin’s (lack of) success in the world is once more coupled with his language. 

 Pnin’s flawed English may sometimes prove beneficial, as the following example will 

show. Dr. Hagen, head of the German department, is described as Pnin’s ‘staunch protector’ 

(P, p. 4). Throughout the novel, Dr. Hagen is Pnin’s most trusted ally, looking over Pnin, and 

trying to ensure Pnin’s job when Dr. Hagen himself finds a new job at another university. 

Again, Nabokov uses Pnin’s language to express additional meanings. Dr. Hagen and Pnin’s 

alliance is conveyed through language in the following quote: ““I go now,” said Hagen, who, 

though a lesser addict of the present tense than Pnin, also held it in favor.” (P, p. 149). Dr. 

Hagen is shown to be linked to Pnin in the language he uses, while simultaneously showing 

that Dr. Hagen is better-equipped to survive in the new-world, shown both by his 

professoriate, his upcoming tenure at a more renowned university, and superior English. 

Pnin’s inability to connect to the new world becomes obvious when contrasted to 

chapter four. In this chapter Pnin meets a group of emigree Russians – friends and like-mined 

people. In this chapter the reader is confronted with a different Pnin altogether. Pnin 

transforms into a charming conversationalist and knowledgeable scholar. From the top of his 

head, Pnin explains, in great clarity, on what date the novel Anna Karenina starts. His body, 

described in the first chapter with adjectives such as “infantile”, “apish”, and describing Pnin 

to have a “strong-man torso” but “a pair of spindly legs” (P, p. 1), are transformed in the 

fourth chapter. While swimming, Pnin transforms into a “giant frog” (P, p. 112) swimming in 

a “dignified breast-stroke” (P, p. 112). Earlier in the novel, Pnin is described to be “inept with 

his hands to a rare degree” (P, p. 6), continually at “war with insensate objects” (P, p. 6), and 

on a general note, is slipping and tripping throughout the novel. In the environment of the 

fourth chapter, however, Pnin displays nothing of the sort. He is a competent swimmer and 

remembers to take off his watch, showing unusual Pninian perceptiveness. What’s more, in 

the evening Pnin excels at a game of croquet: “From his habitual, slow, ponderous, rather 

rigid self, he changed into a terrifically mobile, scampe ring, mute, sly-visaged hunchback” 

(P, p. 113). Pnin is transformed and cheered on “evoking cries of admiration from the 
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onlookers” (P, p. 113). Nabokov makes clear that Pnin and his conversationalists are all 

speaking Russian several times. The contrast within this chapter opposed to other chapters is 

striking. In this old-world emigrée society, Pnin is competent and admired. Only now the 

reader begins to understand to what extent the new-world environment hampers Pnin’s 

intelligibility of the world and vice-versa.  

 The above may lead the reader to assume that Pnin is comfortable around other 

emigrée figures, and while this is generally true, an exception should be mentioned. At 

Waindell Campus, Pnin’s university, there is another emigree Russian named Oleg Komarov. 

The following quote is of interest, which is read after the reader learns Komarov and Pnin are 

“usually in a subdued state of war” (P, p. 60): 

It would be hard to say, without applying some very special tests, which of them, Pnin 

or Komarov, spoke the worse English; probably Pnin; but for reasons of age, general 

education, and a slightly longer stage of American citizenship, he found it possible to 

correct Komarov’s frequent English interpolations, and Komarov resented this even 

more than he did Pnin’s antikvarnïy liberalizm. (P, p. 60) 

The antagonistic relation of Pnin and Komarov is first thematized by showing how the 

two compete with their English. Komarov resents Pnin’s corrections of his English, but also 

for his ideology, namely his antiquated liberalism. We may assume that Pnin resents 

Komarov for his socialist convictions as we know Pnin has served in the White Army for a 

short period of time, showing Pnin’s liberal convictions (P, p. 24). For Pnin, Komarov 

represents a new and socialist Russia. It is a Russia that has come in the place of a liberal 

Russia, which was the Russia of Pnin’s childhood. Throughout the novel the reader is 

continuously shown that Pnin is an outcast in the new world. Through the interaction with 

Komarov and other emigrées, the reader learns that Pnin is homesick to a world that is 

forever lost to him.  

I now turn to summarizing the above section. The above examples show how Pnin’s 

usage of language is coupled with his success in connecting to the world. Nabokov uses 

Pnin’s English to signify Pnin’s progress in adapting to the new world. Pnin’s Russian shows 

him to be quite different from the Pnin that the reader initially meets in the first chapter – 

Pnin is simply not adjusted to American life, and decidedly more capable than the reader is 

initially led to believe. The language Pnin uses and the context within which he finds himself 
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taken together, seem to decide whether Pnin will succeed. French, associated with his old-

world identity, is an impediment in the new world in so far as it bars Pnin from teaching at 

the French Department. When meeting his son-of-sorts Victor however, Pnin’s French is 

received neutrally. Additionally, whenever Pnin is met with adversity, his language falters. 

Contra to this, Pnin successfully shows of his linguistical prowess when he is at his best, as 

we see when Pnin is among his friends during a soiree he himself has hosted. Finally, 

Nabokov uses language to signify intimacy between characters. Dr. Hagen and Pnin’s 

English is similar, underlining their alliance. Komarov and Pnin are at odds, and this is 

reflected by comparing the level of English of the two. Pnin’s language thus reflects either 

isolation or connectivity.  
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3.2.2 Pnin and pain 

It has been remarked that Pnin’s name is similar to the word pain (Diment, 1997). This 

section investigates Pnin’s relation to suffering. Following Bakhtin, I am taking into account 

the context within which certain occurrences take place within the novel and connect them to 

other points in the novel where similarities can be found. I take these intratextual references 

to refer to a dialogue that is taking place within the novel.  

 The third chapter opens with an exposition of Pnin teaching his class on Pushkin. Pnin 

explains that Pushkin was obsessed with the day he would die. Later, within the same 

chapter, Pnin slips on an ice-covered path. This is followed by: “V boyu li, v stranstvii, v 

volnah? In fight, in travel, or in waves? Or on the Waindell campus” (P, p. 62). This is a 

phrase from a poem by Pushkin. We can infer that Pnin wonders about his own death. Before 

Pnin slips, interestingly, we read: “A skimpy squirrel dashed over a patch of sunlit snow, 

where a tree trunk’s shadow, olive-green on the turf, became grayish blue for a stretch” (P, p. 

61). And so Pnin’s inquiry into his own death occurs after the arrival of a squirrel.  

 Toker has pointed at other points in the novel where Pnin is visited by a squirrel 

(1986). She adds that Belochkin is derived from the Russian word for squirrel. This becomes 

relevant when considering the next quote: 

  



 

43 
 

In order to exist rationally, Pnin had taught himself, during the last ten years, never to 

remember Mira Belochkin—not because, in itself, the evocation of a youthful love 

affair, banal and brief, threatened his peace of mind (alas, recollections of his 

marriage to Liza were imperious enough to crowd out any former romance), but 

because, if one were quite sincere with oneself, no conscience, and hence no 

consciousness, could be expected to subsist in a world where such things as Mira’s 

death were possible. One had to forget—because one could not live with the thought 

that this graceful, fragile, tender young woman with those eyes, that smile, those 

gardens and snows in the background, had been brought in a cattle car to an 

extermination camp and killed by an injection of phenol into the heart, into the gentle 

heart one had heard beating under one’s lips in the dusk of the past. And since the 

exact form of her death had not been recorded, Mira kept dying a great number of 

deaths in one’s mind, and undergoing a great number of resurrections, only to die 

again and again, led away by a trained nurse, inoculated with filth, tetanus bacilli, 

broken glass, gassed in a sham shower bath with prussic acid, burned alive in a pit on 

a gasoline-soaked pile of beechwood. (P, p. 117-118) 

Belochkin’s untimely death is a great source of sorrow for Pnin. Pnin seems convinced that 

pain plays a large role in mankind’s life, stating: “The history of man is the history of pain” 

(P, p. 148), and “Is sorrow not, one asks, the only thing in the world people really possess?” 

(P, p. 41). In the third chapter, Pnin watches a documentary depicting the Russia of old. Pnin 

breaks down crying (P, p. 69). Let us also reconsider the lengthy quote, shown in the previous 

section, where Pnin talks at his soiree. Here Pnin explains that Cinderella’s shoes were made 

of Russian squirrel fur. The term squirrel is thus coupled to a fable where in which a young 

woman is mistreated, similar to Belochkin.  The squirrel, or Belochkin, seem to be linked 

with the pain in Pnin’s past. 

 The squirrel visits Pnin at various points within the novel, implicitly reminding the 

reader of Pnin’s past. The ramifications of the Second World War have made a deep impact 

on Pnin. The fact that the people surrounding him are not aware of Pnin’s past only furthers 

his isolation. This calls to mind Rorty’s analysis of Nabokov’s work where in which Rorty 

states that Nabokov’s work is an externalization of Nabokov’s own suffering and attempt to 

come to terms with the world as it is (1989). I want to revisit this subtle theme later on in this 

thesis and connect it to other findings. 
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3.3 Dialogicity between Pnin and Narrator 

There are several points within the novel where Pnin and the narrator directly or indirectly 

communicate with each other. If we view both characters to adopt their own speechgenre, 

their relationship can be seen as an attempt to weave together these speechgenres. In short, 

their dialogue may assist my interpretation of the novel. Before doing so, however, it will 

prove useful to try and understand the identity of the narrator. Following Bakhtin, the 

language one finds and creates originates in specific social and political contexts. These 

contexts constitute, perhaps influence, identity. Understanding the identity of the narrator 

may thus aid our understanding of his language, as well as his relationship to Pnin. Therefore, 

this section starts by means of an analysis on the identity of the narrator. Then follows a 

compilation of interactions that take place between Pnin and the narrator.  

3.3.1 The narrator’s identity 

This section considers the identity of the narrator.  

We can find some circumstantial evidence to claim that the narrator of Pnin is a 

representation of Nabokov himself. First, the narrator refers to himself as a “litterateur” (P, p. 

35), a “prominent Anglo-Saxon writer” (P, p. 121), and a “fascinating lecturer” (P, p. 149). 

Second, the narrator, in chapter seven, narrates himself procuring “an exceptionally rare 

aberration of the Paphia Fritillary”, sometime in his youth (P, p. 156). The Paphia Fritillary is 

a butterfly. This triviality becomes interesting when we consider a short dialogue in the 

fourth chapter, between Pnin’s friend Chateau and Pnin himself. ““Pity Vladimir 

Vladimirovich is not here,” remarked Chateau. “He would have told us all about these 

enchanting insects.” “I have always had the impression that his entomology was merely a 

pose.” “Oh no,” said Chateau.”” (P, p. 111). Here Pnin’s antipathy towards a certain Vladimir 

Vladimirovich becomes clear, and we discover that this Vladimir is an entomologist.  

The above information taken together, coupled with our knowledge of Nabokov’s life 

(he was, after all, a prominent writer and lepidopterologist named Vladimir Vladimirovich), 

we can assume the narrator to be a representation of Nabokov.  
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This supposition is also found in existing literature. Toker suggests, building on 

existing interpretations, there are several options (1986). Either the narrator is indeed a 

representation of Nabokov, or the narrator may be a manifestation of another character of 

Nabokov’s, namely the protagonist in Look at the Harlequins! The evidence for this theory 

points attention to the fact that the name of this protagonist is Vadim Vadimich, closely 

resembling the Vladimir Vladimirovich that is alluded to in the fourth chapter4. Similar to the 

narrator in Pnin, the protagonist of this novel is a self-aggrandizing author. Another 

possibility Toker submits is built around Pnin’s lack of perceptiveness. Pnin may mistake the 

identity of the narrator for a figure of his past, as Pnin similarly mistakes one colleague for 

another in chapter six (Toker, 1986). Another critic, Cowart, suggests that Pnin’s narrator is 

indeed a representation of Nabokov but adds that Pnin must be as well. Cowart sees the 

narrator as a caricature of Nabokov’s (academic) success, whereas Pnin is a caricature of 

Nabokov as an inept teacher (Cowart, 1982). In Cowart’s interpretation, Nabokov’s Pnin thus 

narrates two facets of the authors’ personality.  

  

 
4 Pronouncing Vladimirovich in Russian quickly or slurred will sound like Vadimich. Vadimich can thus be said 

to be a bastardized version of Vladimirovich. 
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To my mind, it seems likely that the narrator is a representation of Nabokov. Other theories, 

such as Vadim Vadimich being the narrator seem farfetched. The reader of Look at the 

Harlequins! knows of Vadim Vadimich’s position on butterflies: “I know nothing about 

butterflies, (…) and would hate any of them to touch me” (Nabokov, 1974). Knowing Pnin’s 

narrator to be an entomologist, we can discard this theory. Toker’s suggestion stating that the 

narrator may be mistaken for a figure of Pnin’s past also seems unlikely. After Pnin hears of a 

lecturer’s upcoming arrival and tenure at Waindell University, Pnin inquires into the identity 

of said lecturer. We find the following quote in Pnin: ““Who is old friend?” Queried Pnin. 

(…) Hagen named the fascinating lecturer. (…) Pnin said: “Yes, I know him thirty years or 

more. We are friends, but there is one thing perfectly certain. I will never work under him”“ 

(P, p. 149). If Pnin were to confuse the narrator with a figure of his past, the narrator, this 

new figure in Pnin’s life, would - by chance - have the same name as this figure of the past. 

While possible, Occam’s razor dictates a simpler alternative is likely. Diment directs our 

attention to the following correspondence between Nabokov and an editor of his: “it is an 

absolute necessity for me (…) to introduce ‘myself’ in Ch. 7” (1997, p. 49). Whilst writing 

the novel, Nabokov thus planned to insert himself within the novel. It seems highly likely that 

this is the narrator, if we consider the evidence outlined at the opening of this section. I thus 

want to continue my analysis of the relationship between the narrator and Pnin with the 

assertion that the narrator is a representation, or a caricature, of Nabokov himself.  
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3.3.2 Dialogicity between Pnin and Narrator 

Having taken a position on the identity of the narrator, I now want to move towards 

tabulating the interactions between Pnin and the narrator.  

 As has been stated, the first-time reader of Pnin is unaware of the fact that the narrator 

is, in actuality, a character present within the novel. This is revealed later on within the novel. 

The narrator does, in the first chapter, point to the relationship between Pnin and narrator: 

“My friend wondered, and I wonder, too” (P, p. 12). It is however, at that point in the novel, 

unclear how to interpret this colloquialism. This type of addressment then disappears, only to 

return in the seventh chapter. Nabokov thus obfuscates the narrator’s relationship to Pnin 

throughout the novel. As the novel draws to an end, more information is shared on the 

relationship of the two. I now turn to chapter seven where the narrator asserts first meeting 

Pnin as a child, then meeting him some years after, in rural Russia. The narrator makes 

claims to the reader that his memory is sound at various locations. Upon meeting Pnin for a 

third time, now in Paris, the following occurs: “I tried not only to remind Pnin of former 

meetings, but also to amuse him and other people around us with the unusual lucidity and 

strength of my memory. However, he denied everything” (P, p. 158). 

 Pnin then goes on to prove why the narrator must be incorrect, as the narrator claims 

Pnin to have excelled at algebra, which Pnin denies. The narrator writes that upon “noticing 

how reluctant he was to recognize his own past, I switched to another, less personal topic.” 

(P, p. 158).  
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At the start of the novel, we discovered that Liza, while living in Paris, made an attempt at 

suicide after having her heart broken. After this occurs, Pnin proposes to marry her. “Pnin 

wrote her a tremendous love letter – now safe in a private collection” (P, p .35). In the 

seventh chapter, the contents of this love letter are shown. This occurs after the narrator 

writes: “In the result of emotions and in the course of events, the narration of which would be 

of no public interest whatsoever, Liza swallowed a handful of sleeping pills.” (P, p. 160). Let 

us compare this to the start of the novel: “She read it [the love letter] with tears of self-pity 

while recovering from a pharmacopoeial attempt at suicide because of a rather silly affair 

with a littérateur who is now – But no matter” (P, p. 35). The silly affair with a littérateur we 

thus discover to have been the narrator. We realize the love letter is in the possession of the 

narrator after he describes how Liza hands it to him, saying: “I have received an offer for 

marriage. I shall wait till midnight. If I don’t hear from you, I shall accept it.” (P, p. 160). We 

know Liza married Pnin, and although the bottom of the page has been cut off, the contents 

of the letter refer to a “my friend Professor Chateau” (P, p. 160) – one of Pnin’s closest 

friends. The reader thus discovers that, firstly, the narrator underheld a relationship with Liza 

before Pnin did. Secondly, the narrator broke things off with Liza which drove her to swallow 

a handful of sleeping pills. Thirdly, that the narrator is intimately aware of Pnin’s proposal to 

Liza.  

 When the narrator meets Pnin and Liza again, a dozen years later, Liza informs the 

narrator that she “had told Timofey everything” (P, p. 162), likely referring to the 

circumstances outlined in the previous paragraph. Sometime later, Pnin, the narrator and 

Barakan (with whom Liza underheld a relationship before meeting the narrator) are having 

dinner. The narrator is conveying a story when suddenly Pnin says: “Now don’t believe a 

word he says, Georgiy Aramovich [Barakan]. He makes up everything. He once invented we 

were schoolmates in Russia and cribbed at examinations. He is a dreadful inventor (uzhasnïy 

vïdumshchik)” (P, p. 162-163). Pnin thus discredits the narrator’s veracity for the second 

time. The narrator reports being “astounded” (P, p. 162) by Pnin’s outburst. Pnin thus claims 

the narrator to have invented the two were schoolmates. The narrator himself however states: 

“I attended a more liberal school where we wore what we liked” (P, p. 155). The narrator thus 

states to have visited a different school than Pnin.  
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 The narrator then describes another meeting takes place between Liza and narrator, 

where the narrator is told what transpired on the Atlantic Ocean, referring to Liza and Eric’s 

ploy to ensure Liza’s visa for the United States.  

Moving on, the narrator explains meeting Pnin at an artistic programme in New York, 

on occasion of Gogol’s death a hundred years before. Here the narrator refers to Pnin as “my 

good friend” (P, p. 163). This is the last recollection of the narrator meeting Pnin or hearing 

off Pnin in the past. 

 Returning to the present, the narrator explains his actions after accepting his 

professorship at Waindell:  

I wrote to Timofey Pnin offering him, in the most cordial terms I could muster, to assist me in 

any way and to any extent he desired. His answer surprised me and hurt me. Curtly he wrote 

that he was through with teaching and would not even bother to wait till the end of the spring 

term. (…) Pnin concluded his letter by saying that to his great regret he would be leaving 

Waindell two or three days before the public lecture that I was to give there… (P, p. 164)  

 Here the narrator expresses his desire to work with Pnin and being hurt by him, as 

Pnin rejects his offer, planning to leave Waindell before the narrator will arrive.  

 The final interaction between Pnin and narrator occurs after the narrator has been 

treated to “an evening that somehow left me [the narrator] with the mental counterpart of a 

bad taste in the mouth” (P, p. 167). The bad taste we can safely assume having been acquired 

due to the vast number of Pnin impressions the head of the English department, Professor 

Cockerell, has treated the narrator with. The following morning, the narrator sees Pnin 

driving away in his blue sedan car. He tries to stop Pnin but is unsuccessful in doing so. The 

novel ends with Cockerell starting another impression: “And now, he [Cockerell] said, ‘I am 

going to tell you the story of Pnin rising to address the Cremona Women’s Club and 

discovering he had brought the wrong lecture” (P, p. 169).  

 In previous sections I have outlined various quotes which depict Pnin’s opinion of the 

narrator. These include Pnin remarking to a friend that he thought the narrator’s 

entomological knowledge was merely a pose, and Pnin stating to Dr. Hagen that he and the 

narrator are friends, but that Pnin will not work under the narrator.  
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So far we can state the following. Both the narrator and Pnin have known each other 

for a considerable amount of time. They have a similar background, both being Russian 

emigrées. Both have ended up in the United States. The two refer to each other as friends and 

share a number of friends. Both have underheld relations with Liza, both are cognizant of 

each other’s relationship with Liza. Pnin, at two points in the novel, states the narrator to be 

untrustworthy. However, we have also seen the narrator implicitly casting doubt upon Pnin’s 

claims.  

 Returning to Bakhtin’s thinking on dialogicity and the novel as an art form which 

explores social issues lived through the inner lives of characters, the relationship between 

Pnin and the narrator does not seem to reflect the dialogical nature Bakhtin has in mind. Pnin 

and the narrator interact with each other, and they collide when exposing the other to be 

making false claims regarding the truth. Their collision, however, does not result in a 

weaving together of the speechgenres they adopt. According to Bakhtin, this ought to be the 

goal of the novel. The collision of speechgenres ought to result in a transformation where in 

which characters find answers to the problems that their lives are posed with. A confrontation 

which results in such a transformation does not take place within Pnin.  
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3.3.3 Other interpretations on the relationship between Pnin and narrator 

In order to understand this puzzling aspect of the novel, I will now turn to interpretations of 

various critics who have also written on the relationship between Pnin and the narrator.  

 One such a critic is Leona Toker. Toker starts her analysis by stating that Pnin takes 

after two types of writing (1986). Pnin can be read as a biographie romancée, a combination 

of historical facts coupled with imagined scenes and dialogues. Put differently, Pnin as a 

dramatization of the past. The narrator then takes what he knows to be true and coats these 

facts with his imagination in order to arrive at the presented narrative. Additionally, the 

narrative of Pnin can be said to consist of “first hand evidence that reveals the narrator’s 

“sources”” (Toker, 1986, p. 23). An example could be the aforementioned letter Pnin writes 

to Liza, which is acquired by the narrator, and then taken up within the narrative.  

 Toker continues stating that the above becomes interesting in light of protagonist Pnin 

stating that the narrator is a fraud. As we have seen, Pnin does so twice within the novel, of 

which the second time is of special interest: “Now don’t believe a word he says, Georgiy 

Aramovich [Barakan]. He makes up everything. He once invented we were schoolmates in 

Russia and cribbed at examinations. He is a dreadful inventor (uzhasnïy vïdumshchik)” (P, p. 

162-163). Here Pnin states that the narrator has invented that the two were schoolmates. We 

have also seen that the narrator implicitly states Pnin to be unreliable. With that incongruity 

the reader begins to wonder: who is speaking the truth? As the novel draws to an end, this 

question becomes more poignant. As the narrator relates meeting Cockerell, who performs a 

series of imitations of Pnin, the novel is turned upside down. Whereas Pnin seemed to be a 

novel relating the story of a Russian emigrée scholar, it becomes clear that the presented 

narrative is an imagined, pieced-together story, imagined by the narrator, taken inspiration 

from a few meetings with Pnin, Pnin’s ex-wife and others, combined with a love letter and a 

series of impressions by Cockerell. To boot, the reader is confronted with yet another 

incongruity: Cockerell’s final impression is introduced as “the story of Pnin rising to address 

the Cremona Women’s Club and discovering he had brought the wrong lecture” (P, p. 169). 

A re-reading of the novel reveals this to be untrue. We know that Pnin travels towards the 

Cremona Women’s Club at the start of the novel, but in fact, he brings the right lecture. This 

means that either the narrator or Cockerell is unreliable.  

  

  



 

52 
 

To compile the above, we can state that either Pnin, the narrator, or Cockerell, or a 

combination of the three, are unreliable. Toker takes this evidence to conclude that the novel 

inspires the reader to reflect upon the “truth” within the novel, only for the reader to have to 

admit that within fiction, there can never be truth. She points to the cruel tendencies the 

narrator has in describing Pnin and his life and takes this to be characteristic of Nabokov’s 

work. “His aestheticism, which many critics tent to oppose to the humanistic content of his 

works, is in fact the humanistic form singularly appropriate to this content.” (Toker, 1986, p. 

35). Toker suggests that the inconsistencies within the story, as well as the cruel streak of 

Nabokov’s art are in fact methods to cope with life’s hardships.  

 Galya Diment has also proposed an interpretation of the relationship between Pnin 

and the narrator. She bases her study upon existing interpretations of Pnin and has combined 

this with a critical examination of correspondence between Nabokov and editors, as well as a 

series of interviews she has conducted with Cornell staff and people close to Nabokov.  

Central in Diment’s interpretation is what she, and other critics, have called a duality 

that is supposedly present within Pnin. Diment takes up Richter’s analysis to explain this 

duality. This duality entails the dual nature of Pnin as a character. Richer distinguishes a 

Pnin-as-a-clown in the earlier chapters, and a Pnin-as-a-hero upon the novel’s ending. 

Whereas at the start of the novel the reader views Pnin from an outsider’s perspective, as the 

novel unfolds, more and more of Pnin’s inner world is shared. Pnin is introduced as a 

professor out of his depth in the new world. Various scenes depict Pnin as a clumsy character 

and unable to communicate with his surroundings. As the novel progresses however, Pnin 

becomes more competent and assertive. He is seen to have friends, and to have improved his 

English. Diment concludes: “This interesting duality – the serial Pnin versus the novelistic 

Pnin, the clownishly “fun” but unpleasant character versus the “man of great moral courage,” 

the Alien versus the Exile – may also explain both the book’s final strengths and weaknesses” 

(Diment, 1997, p. 48). Diment asserts that the duality in Pnin’s character is caused by the fact 

that Nabokov initially published Pnin, in six instalments, in The New Yorker. Upon 

publishing Pnin the novel, several adjustments were made in the first sixth chapters, while a 

seventh chapter had also been added.   
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Diment contends that the changes were made with a distinct philosophy in mind. 

Diment explains that while Nabokov started writing Pnin, he had planned for Pnin to die at 

the end of the novel, then to be replaced by the narrator. Pnin would then have symbolized 

Nabokov’s own transformation – from an awkward Russian professor to a renowned 

American novelist. Diment points at various similarities of the two representations of 

Nabokov within the novel which lend credibility to this theory. Diment thus claims that 

Nabokov initially set out to write Pnin as a metaphor for Nabokov´s metamorphosis. She 

adds that as time went on, Nabokov began to have second thoughts for his narrative. This 

becomes clear when we consider that the novelistic Pnin is decidedly different from the serial 

Pnin. Diment explains that a colleague of Nabokov may have set the model for the renewed 

Pnin. This man, Marc Szeftel, was a Russian emigrée historian. There is ample evidence to 

substantiate Diment´s claim. The chronology of Pnin´s life (as narrated in the novel) is 

similar to that of Szeftel´s. Both Pnin and Szeftel are historians, doing research into obscure 

Russian history that peers hardly seem to appreciate. Szeftel was among the oldest assistant 

professors at Cornell, whereas Pnin quips: “I am now Assistant Professor nine years. Years 

run. Soon I will be Assistant Emeritus” (P, p. 147). Diment’s analysis thus moves us to 

consider that Pnin, rather than being a representation of Nabokov, is really a suffusion of 

Szeftel and Nabokov. The duality present within Pnin can then be explained by the two 

sources out of which Pnin was born.  

The aforementioned history of Pnin with regards to the Holocaust is also noteworthy 

here. Szeftel, himself Jewish, spend a considerable amount of time in various labour camps 

during the Second World War. At Cornell, where Szeftel’s held tenure, this was unknown. 

Important is Diment’s addition stating that Ivy League schools upheld discriminatory policies 

as late as the 1940s, generally refraining from accepting or employing Jews (1997). Szeftel 

himself has written in his diaries that he doubted his colleagues were aware of his ethnicity 

(Diment, 1997). Pnin and Szeftel both worked in an environment where their pasts were 

unknown. Diment couples this hidden tragedy to work towards an interpretation of Pnin.  

Diment suggests that Nabokov’s budding awareness of Szeftel’s history has 

influenced Pnin. In her conclusion, Diment writes: 
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Thus Szeftel -like Pnin- had the odds cruelly stacked against him. He was a serious 

scholar and, in all probability, a caring teacher, but the Cockerells of this world -and 

most likely, many of Szeftel’s own colleagues- often needed to be dazzled in order to 

be impressed. Some also probably enjoyed having Szeftel around because, like Pnin, 

he was an easy person to feel superior to – a foreigner, teaching an obscure subject in 

heavily accented English and possessing no talent for witty small talk at faculty 

cocktail parties. Of his past, little was known and little was sought to be known. Few 

appear to have been cognizant of, or willing to consider, that Szeftel had good reasons 

to be one of the oldest assistant professors on campus: His academic career had been 

rudely interrupted by the war, the gloomy reality of possible extinction as Jew, the 

internment camp, and emigration. Few of Szeftel’s American-born colleagues could 

claim obstacles to their careers as harsh, but little of that went into creating the myth 

of Marc Szeftel. One of the people who could recognize and appreciate these 

hardships was Vladimir Nabokov, and, in his own inimitable way, he did just that. 

(1997, 57). 

Diment suggests that Pnin was Nabokov’s way of exposing the tragedy that had 

unfolded in Szeftel’s life. By writing Pnin, Nabokov pointed at the maltreatment of Szeftel, 

who was poorly understood in the world he was unfairly forced into.  

Connecting this to the relationship between the narrator and Pnin, Diment refers to 

Charles Nicol’s interpretation of Pnin, who writes that the novel really revolves around two 

antagonists, one being the narrator (who Nicol calls Nabokov), the other described as the 

innocent protagonist, or Pnin. Pnin “is the plight of a person, fictional or otherwise, who 

wants to cease being an invented buffoon and a cliché and insists on his right to be a dignified 

and respected individual” (Diment, 1997, p. 56). The relationship between the narrator and 

Pnin is thus viewed antagonistically, and Pnin is viewed to have confronted the narrator and 

have won.  
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3.4 Concluding this chapter 

This chapter opened with a presentation of Bakhtin’s thinking on language and the novel as 

an art form. Important in Bakhtin’s thinking on language is his supposition that language is 

inherently dialogical. Bakhtin supposes language to be linked to the environments within 

which it is used. Language is seen as a creative re-application of sounds; words that are used 

in the past to describe the world can be re-applied in the present to describe similar 

circumstances. Similar to how language echoes the past, it anticipates the future, as language 

is created to be intelligible for the environment where in which it is produced. The supposed 

influence of the environment on language moves Bakhtin to assert that language is 

ideologically laden.   

 In Bakhtin’s work, novels are seen as spaces where in which ideologically laden 

language, or speechgenres, are juxtaposed and brought to collision. Characters within novels 

personify these speechgenres, and interactions between characters act as mirrors, depicting 

societal issues through the lens of the inner lives of those characters. These interactions, or 

dialogues, culminate in a weaving together of speechgenres. This equates the transformation 

that characters typically undergo in novels. These transformations, caused by a weaving 

together of speechgenres, symbolize society’s progress at large. By personifying societal 

issues, readers are brought to empathize with groups of society which may be unknown to 

them. The ensuing understanding is thought to establish a sense of connection between the 

previously juxtaposed groups of society which the novel pits against each other.  

 This chapter has attempted to apply Bakhtin’s thinking on language and Pnin. I have 

started my analysis by comparing Pnin’s language and his (lack of) success in connecting to 

the world surrounding him. Throughout the novel, Pnin is increasingly able to adjust his 

language to the world around him, which allows him to connect to that world.  

 Additionally, Pnin’s pain has been analyzed. The squirrel motif present in Pnin serves 

to remind the reader of Pnin’s tragic past. Its subtle presence marginalizes its gravitas. I have 

stated this signifies Pnin’s isolation, as the people surrounding Pnin during his Waindell life 

are not aware of his history.  

 I have also commented on the identity of the narrator, which is much discussed within 

the literature on Pnin. On basis of Diment’s research, I have asserted that the narrator is most 

likely a representation of Nabokov himself. 
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 The final section tabulated the interactions between Pnin and the narrator within the 

novel in order to try and interpret their relationship. Bakhtin asserts that the novel ideally 

features a weaving together of speechgenres, but my analysis points to a collision within Pnin 

which is not resolved. We have seen that Toker interprets the relationship between the 

narrator and Pnin to cause the reader to ponder what the limits of fiction are. With that Pnin 

aims to call the fallibility of truth in fiction into question. Diment’s intriguing analysis arrives 

at an interpretation of Pnin where in which the novel reflects the poorly understood life an 

emigrée scholar. Her reading of Pnin suggests that Nabokov tried to redeem Marc Szeftel 

with his novel. Both interpretations shed light on the cruel nature the narrator seems to adopt 

towards Pnin. Whereas Toker points at inconsistencies within the novel, Diment adds that a 

certain duality is present within Pnin. Both interpretations thus point at the ambiguous nature 

of the relationship between Pnin and the narrator. It is this ambiguity which I would like to 

analyse in the next chapter, in order to strengthen my interpretation of Pnin. To do so, I turn 

to another work of Bakthin, namely Bakhtin’s dissertation. His dissertation analysed the work 

of Rabelais’, which also features the ambiguous themes that are underlined by the above 

interpretations concerning Pnin. In order to enhance my interpretation of the relationship 

between Pnin and the narrator, it seems fair to take these ambiguous themes into account. 
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Chapter 4: Bakhtin and the carnivalesque 

In this chapter the nature of the relationship between Pnin and the narrator is revisited. The 

leading question within this chapter is: How can Pnin be understood considering Bakhtin’s 

writing on the carnivalesque? 

First, Bakhtin’s thinking on the carnivalesque is introduced. The nature of the 

carnivalesque, and the meanings surrounding it, may force us to reconsider the way we 

interpret Pnin, which will turn out to have striking similarities with the carnivalesque. After 

outlining Bakhtin’s thinking, I will return to Pnin and analyse the novel with Bakhtin’s 

thinking in mind.  

4.1 Bakhtin and the carnivalesque 

Bakhtin’s dissertation consisted of a study into the work of Rabelais (Simons, 1996). 

Rabelais was a French 15th century author who is remembered for his satiric book series 

Gargantua and Pantagruel. Within Rabelais’ work, Bakhtin observed various themes which 

he associated with what he has called the carnivalesque (Simons, 1996). Bakhtin asserted that 

interpretations on the series had up until that point been incomplete, as critics neglected to 

consider the carnivalesque culture that was a part of society in that point in time. This culture, 

still alive in modernity albeit marred in meaning and function, used to be an important part of 

Western culture. The carnivalesque acted as a counterforce, reminding the feudal powers-

that-were of their transience. For example, during carnival, kings and clerics became the 

laughingstock of society – rather than being leading figures. Bakhtin asserted that Rabelais’ 

work could not be understood without understanding the carnival. Bakhtin’s dissertation 

outlines the nature of the carnivalesque so that Rabelais’ work can be put into context. My 

interpretation of his analysis is as follows.  

Fundamental in the carnivalesque is laughter (Simons, 1996). As Bakhtin put it, 

laughter is festive, belongs to all and can be applied universally (Simons, 1996). Festivity 

pertains to the joyous nature of the carnival, with its feasts and abundance. Laughter as 

belonging to all means that no matter the role one has in society, during carnival, one is 

allowed to laugh and jest. Similarly, everything is allowed to be laughed at: both the sacred 

and the profane as well as both beggars and kings. Laughter is the means of the people to 

celebrate life, to come to terms with the past, and to look to the future. 
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Many celebrations in the Middle Ages were performances by state, nobility or clergy 

to consolidate power (Bakhtin & Morris, 1994). Carnival was the people’s answer. The 

counterculture of the carnival, rife with parody and jest, served to remind the elite that the 

rules and regulations they had put in place were temporary constructs. Societal structures in 

their everyday forms were suspended during carnival - traded for a time of festivity which 

incorporated taboos to mock the status quo. Clergymen would write parodies of the 

Scriptures and other Latin manuscripts. During carnival, the clergymen would renounce their 

ecclesiastical status and join the festivities as they “indulged in gay recreation and relaxation 

from pious seriousness” (Bakhtin & Morris, 1994, p. 201). A great corpus of parodical 

liturgies exist, and Bakhtin writes these may well have been performed during carnival 

(Bakhtin & Morris, 1994). These jocose practices countered the solemnity of the church, 

which traditionally frowned upon laughter. The goal of the carnival, in part, was to step away 

from the regularities of conventional life and to reflect upon them in joyous relativity.  

Carnival was a time of renewal. Temporarily stepping away from everyday life was a 

means to revitalize oneself so that once carnival ended, life could go on once more. And so, 

during this time of festivity - locked between a past and future of normalcy - all conventions 

were to be uprooted and parodied, so that they could be lived by again tomorrow. This idea 

pervades carnival. All that is fixed during normal times, must come loose through methods 

designed to evoke laughter. These included, but also extended beyond, the parodical liturgies. 

This process of transformation and renewal is reflected through the symbols used during 

carnival. For example, the womb, sometimes simultaneously depicted as a grave, functioned 

both as a symbol of birth and decay (Bakhtin, 1984). 

In fact, many of the practices during carnival symbolize renewal. Abstract notions 

such as the monarchy, but also, as we have seen, religion, were transformed and dethroned 

during carnival. The rules that governed everyday life were debased through laughter. Fixed 

conventions, by means of humiliation, renewal and insult, were symbolically brought down. 

By likening the basest aspects of human life to these structures, their relativity became 

apparent. Bakhtin asserts that this is why Rabelais frequently thematizes urinating, 

defecating, violence and overindulging in both food and liquor. These matters all pertain to 

the body. In Western societies, no one was exempt from these aspects of human life. The 

powers-that-were may have feigned superiority over these matters (take for example the 

nobility’s etiquette or the clergy’s asceticism), but carnival confronted all with the fact that 

besides extant cultural constructs, on an organic level, all were equal.     
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  Before moving towards a description of some of the practices during carnival, it is 

important to highlight Bakhtin’s supposition that the parodical nature of carnival should be 

understood in a fundamentally ambivalent sense (Bakhtin & Morris, 1994; Simons, 1996). 

Parody should not be seen as a means to solely bring down the status quo. It is rather a 

method to relativize the practices of normal day-to-day life. The carnival is much like a 

simulacrum5 of normalcy: through its lens the habituated eye is made aware of society’s 

nature. This process both denies and enforces, it breaks down meanings but also engenders 

new ones. This ambivalence, inherent in carnival, is reflected in the previously mentioned 

womb-as-grave-symbol. Through carnival, cultural constructs could thus be brought down in 

order to be practiced anew once carnival ended.  

The following quote helps to derive an understanding as to the nature and function of 

the carnival.  

We have said that medieval laughter defeated something which was more terrifying 

than the earth itself. All unearthly objects were transformed into earth, the mother 

which swallows up in order to give birth to something larger that has been improved. 

There can be nothing terrifying on earth, just as there can be nothing frightening in a 

mother’s body, with the nipples that are made to suckle, with the genital organ and the 

warm blood. The earthly element of terror is the womb, the bodily grave but it flowers 

with delight and a new life. (Bakhtin & Morris, 1994, p. 210) 

Within the carnivalesque, there are a variety of methods which are used to evoke 

laughter. Simons describes reversals, humiliations and insults to be recurring means to evoke 

laughter in Rabelais’ work (1996). I will introduce these in hopes of comparing them with the 

contents of Pnin. 

  

 
5 A simulacrum in the sense that it mimics normalcy, while simultaneously distorting elements of it 
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Firstly, Simons describes reversals. These consist of stories where in which “the 

world is turned upside down and inside out” (Simons, 1996, p. 27). Take for example 

carnival – it is a time where rules and regulations are suspended. Simons points to a character 

within Rabelais’ series named Jan van Hakkum, a monk who habitually proves his lack of 

celibacy (1996). Secondly, insults are prominent during carnival. These should not be 

understood as a means to belittle others, but rather, much like reversals, reflect the ambiguous 

nature of carnival. To insult is both to offend and compliment. The prologue of Pantagruel 

reflects this ambiguity. Firstly, the reader is referred to as a friend of the writer, only to be 

insulted afterwards. The goal of insults here is to express merriment as well as to include 

others. Seemingly contradictory, the insult expresses both intimacy and friendship. 

Outwardly negative, the – what could be called - banter in fact solidifies the congenial 

relationship that allow the banter to take place. Finally, humiliations are a means to relativize 

the existing social structures within society. The previously mentioned aspect of “bringing 

down” during carnival is also seen here. By humiliation, existing roles within society are 

relativized.   
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4.3 The carnivalesque within Pnin 

Let us now move to an analysis of Pnin with Bakhtin’s thinking on the carnivalesque 

in mind. So far, we have seen that the relationship between Pnin and narrator is antagonistic 

in nature, both disputing the other’s claims of the truth. We know the narrative of Pnin is 

uprooted in a way, hinted at in the first chapter but completed in the final chapter, when the 

reader discovers that the story is narrated by a character within the novel, rather than a first-

person omniscient narrator. Parallel to these developments, I want to show how another 

dimension of the novel can be connected to the carnivalesque. In the next section I will 

retrace my steps and consider whether any carnivalesque methods are present within Pnin. 

4.2.1 Insults and humiliations  

Present within the carnivalesque are insults and humiliations. These are used in an ambiguous 

way. Insults in the carnival are affectionate and can be used interchangeably with more 

benign modes of addressing others. Furthermore, insults aim at inspiring laughter so as to 

relativize perceived reality. Humiliations are, similarly, able to evoke laughter – by putting 

others down, their role in society is relativized. The upheaval of reality as it is perceived can 

engender new meanings for that reality. The carnival breaks down the old to bring forth the 

new. This section investigates both insults and humiliations in Pnin. I have chosen to present 

both insults and humiliations within the same section as the terms are not independent of each 

other. 

 The brunt of the insults that can be found within Pnin are directed at Pnin. The first 

chapter of Pnin can serve as an example. The narrator describes Pnin to have “an infantile 

absence of eyebrows (...) apish upper lip (…) a pair of spindly legs (…) frail-looking, almost 

feminine feet” (P, p. 1). Pnin has “sloppy socks” (P, p. 1) which are paid attention to in order 

to sarcastically remark upon Pnin’s supposedly prim nature. As the narrator describes Pnin 

having boarded the wrong train, the over-arching narrative of the chapter begins to take 

shape: Pnin, with his Russian ways of being “inordinately fond of everything in the line of 

timetables, maps, catalogues” (P, p. 2), has planned his journey by use of an outdated 

timetable. The first chapter leaves from this premise to narrate how Pnin eventually arrives at 

his destination and is able to give a lecture – but also depicts the difficulties Pnin encounters 

before doing so. Professor Pnin is cast as a man for whom public transport takes considerable 

effort. With that the narrator decides to introduce Pnin by means of a story where Pnin is 

shown to be out of his depth doing something many others would do with ease. Pnin’s 

journey is mixed with more information on the Russian professor. His professional life is 
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discussed. “No doubt Pnin’s approach to his work was amateurish and light-hearted” (P, p. 

4). His command of the English language is described. “By the time Truman entered his 

second term, Pnin could handle practically any topic: but otherwise progress seemed to have 

stopped despite all his efforts, and by 1950 his English was still full of flaws” (P, p. 7). Note 

that both the examples above cast Pnin in a negative light, yet also entice the reader to 

consider Pnin to be an endearing figure.  

 The above serves to give an impression of a general trend present within Pnin. It 

seems superfluous to tabulate all the insults the narrator launches at Pnin as practically any 

page within the novel contains examples. The duality that Diment, Gordon, Richter assert to 

exist within Pnin (Diment, 1997), all state the portrayal of Pnin to alter throughout the novel, 

as insults are increasingly exchanged for, and beset by, positive appraisals of Pnin. This trend 

surmounts in the seventh chapter where in which the narrator refers to Pnin as his “friend” (P, 

p. 165), “my good friend” (P, p. 163) and “my old friend” (P, p. 167).  

 We have seen how the narrator at times translates Pnin’s speech in order to render it 

intelligible for the reader. In the second chapter of this thesis I have presented a translation of 

Pnin’s German rendering its intended meaning, while also showing Pnin’s original phrase. 

“’Let us finish this nightmare conversation (diese kosmarische Sprache)’” (P, p. 39). Sprache 

meaning language, the narrator portrays Pnin’s German to be poor, which can be said to be an 

attempt at humiliation.  

 A similar trick can be observed in the same chapter. Joan Clements is shown to have 

struck upon a distraught Pnin.  

“’What are you looking for, Timofey?’ He came out of there, darkly flushed, wild-

eyed, and she was shocked to see that his face was a mess of unwiped tears. ‘I search, 

John, for the viscous and sawdust,’ he said tragically”. (P, p. 49) 

In this example the narrator shows Pnin’s English to be flawed. Pnin pronounces ‘Joan’ as 

‘John’. This is a way to humiliate Pnin and this occurs, similar to insults, throughout the 

novel. However, considering Toker’s analysis, another interesting aspect is revealed. Toker 

explains that whisky, pronounced by a Russian, may indeed be interpreted as ‘viscous’ by the 

English ear. She adds however, that no Russian could mistake “soda” for “sawdust”, as the 

Russian word for soda is very similar to its English counterpart (Toker, 1986). The narrator’s 

tendency to present Pnin’s accented speech may be said to reflect reality. Toker’s perceptive 
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analysis however proves that the narrator actively alters Pnin’s speech in order to humiliate 

him purposively.  

 We have thus seen that both insults and humiliations abound within Pnin. The fact 

that these are beset by friendly appraisals is of note. We have seen that within the 

carnivalesque these forms of adressment do not carry the one-sided connotation we ascribe to 

them today. Instead, they are ambiguous statements aimed at evoking laughter. This in turn 

relativizes the meanings that surround the target of the insults and humiliations. The 

narrator’s insults may similarly be interpreted as designed to continuously alter our view of 

Pnin. The next section concerns the carnival’s festive nature, which typically features 

abundance. 

4.2.2 Abundance and festivity 

Carnival is a time of laughter and festivity. These joyous times serve to aid stepping aside 

from conventional reality. As Bakhtin writes, during carnival, “all unearthy objects were 

transformed into earth” (Bakhtin & Morris, 1994, p. 210). Airy abstract notions are filtered 

through the body, swallowed up, to then be spewed out, becoming larger and greater.  

 It seems fair to include festivity in my analysis of Pnin. We can safely state the novel 

concerns a rather ascetic professor for a protagonist. One character, after hearing of Pnin’s 

salary, exclaims: “Well, (…) it is not grand. But I suppose you can even lay something aside 

– it is more than enough for your needs, for your microscopic needs, Timofey” (P, p. 45). 

Pnin lives a life of temperance. The carnivalesque themes that Bakhtin observed in Rabelais’ 

work, namely violence, body and bodily fluids, overindulging in food and alcohol, do not 

play a large role in Pnin. The following section outlines the few allusions Pnin contains to the 

aforementioned themes. As violence, the body and bodily fluids are not mentioned within the 

novel, I will focus on festive scenes and alcohol.  

Having moved into the Clements’ home, during chapter two, Pnin is invited to join 

the little party the two are hosting in their home. Pnin however “declined the invitation, 

saying, rather simply, he had resolved not to use alcohol any more” (P, p. 27). During the 

party, Pnin comes downstairs in order to request a clean glass, stays a few moments, then 

goes back upstairs. Notably, this is the first time we encounter Jack Cockerell, a character 

that will play a role further along in my analysis. Cockerell is here seen imitating Pnin, 

“being one of the greatest, if not the greatest, mimics of Pnin on the campus (P, p. 27). 

Cockerell is quickly stopped by Laurence Clements, who spots Pnin in time.  
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 Despite Pnin claiming to have resolved using alcohol, we find Pnin drinking two 

beers a chapter later, during dinner. “An unhurried, second bottle” (P, p. 67) of beer over 

solitary dinner seems hardly festive, but the contradiction as regards to Pnin’s supposed 

abstinence merits attention6.  

 In chapter six, Pnin organizes a soiree, celebrating having moved into a new house 

(we have struck upon this part of the novel before, in chapter three of this thesis). This time 

Pnin is at the heart of the festivities. Pnin serves “brandy-and-grenadine cocktails” (P, p. 

133). There is “whisky, (…) a rowanberry liqueur, (…) and (…) Pnin’s punch, a heady 

mixture of chilled Chateau Yquem, grapefruit juice and maraschino (P, p. 133). It is not made 

explicit whether Pnin himself partakes,  until the soiree draws to an end. As Dr. Hagen re-

enters the living room to share some news with Pnin, Pnin says: “Let us finish my cruchon” 

(P, p. 146). Dr. Hagen inquires into the contents of the punch, and thus we can infer that the 

French cruchon [pitcher], refers to Pnin’s punch. Dr. Hagen shares his news. Pnin discovers 

that his tenure at Waindell University is in jeopardy, as Dr. Hagen will fill a vacancy at a 

larger, more esteemed university, leaving Pnin “in the lurch” (P, p. 121). Pnin is distraught as 

he had planned to purchase the house he has just moved into, expecting to receive a 

promotion at Waindell. Now he discovers he may be fired. Rather than a feast of abundance 

and joyfulness, Pnin’s soiree turns into a sweet-sour ordeal.  

 The few scenes which depict feast and the indulging of alcohol in Pnin therefore seem 

to contrast Bakhtin’s analysis of the feast and the indulging of alcohol in Rabelais’ work. 

Whereas in the latter these contribute to joyous times filled with laughter, in Pnin feasts and 

alcohol play a minor role. Pnin contains two scenes of a festive nature. The first scene depicts 

Pnin opting to stay away from a party, which can be interpreted to symbolize his isolation 

from his surroundings. Then follows a solitary dinner where in which Pnin adjusts to his 

American life. The second festive scene has Pnin at the heart of the celebrations, which can 

be interpreted to signify Pnin’s successful acclimatisation in the Waindell community. Pnin, 

here, is at his peak. The ensuing news conveyed by Dr. Hagen puts Pnin down in an 

unambiguous way. Just before resolving the plot, Nabokov conjures up a new crisis for Pnin 

to meet. The twist at the end of the second party, joy being replaced by worry, could be said 

 
6 Western culture sometimes claims Russians to consider alcohol to be a soft drink, rather than an alcoholic 

beverage. This is a misconception. Indeed, by law, anything containing less than 10% alcohol was not 

considered to be an alcoholic beverage until 2013 (BBC, 21 July 2011, Russia classifies beer as alcoholic, 

retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-14232970 on 19/08/2022). However, from a cultural 

perspective, beer has always been considered to be an alcoholic beverage (Nemtsov, 2011). 

about:blank
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to reflect the spirit of the carnivalesque, where in which conventions are uprooted to be 

reflected upon. Remembering the second chapter of this thesis, we find a connection between 

the carnival´s feast and Nabokov´s supposition on how to read novels. The object of the 

carnival is to bring down abstract notions and to transform the “unearthy into the earth”. 

Similar to this, Nabokov conceived proper reading to be performed by the spine, rather than 

with the eye. Nabokov´s philosophy on reading thus reflects a carnivalesque element. I take 

this similarity to suggest my analysis of Pnin by use of Bakhtin is not altogether unwarranted. 

The next section investigates reversals and how they play a role within Pnin. 
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4.2.3 Reversals  

In this section, I want to single out a final carnivalesque element present within Pnin. These 

are reversals. We have seen that, during carnival, reality is turned upside down. For example, 

kings become beggars, the womb is depicted as a grave, and hell is, perhaps 

counterintuitively, celebrated (Bakhtin & Morris, 1994). Similar to previously mentioned 

aspects of carnival, reversals break down the old in order to bring forth the new. They 

ambiguously relativize reality. As all things carnival, reversals playfully interact with the 

status quo. This game can spark new meanings for normalcy. I will start this section by 

providing some examples of reversals in Pnin, to then move to a possible meaning of these 

reversals. 

 Within Pnin, academia is portrayed as a political playground where in which 

intellectual merit holds ambiguous value. Pnin is tenured at Waindell University, which is 

described as a “somewhat provincial institution” (P, p. 2-3). The staff of Waindell holds 

several professors who seem miscast, or otherwise to be incompetent, as scholars. There is 

the English professor named Jack Cockerell, described as being “being one of the greatest, if 

not the greatest, mimics of Pnin on the campus” (P, p. 27). Professor Blorenge, of the French 

department, we find to conceive Chateaubriand to be referring to a chef rather than a dish (P, 

p. 28), and to be unable to speak French himself (P, p. 121). Komarov, of the fine arts 

department, is referred to as a “mediocre muralist” (P, p. 165). Roy Thayer, of the literary 

sciences, is described as having “squandered a decade of grey life on an erudite work dealing 

with a forgotten group of unnecessary poetasters” (P, p. 137). Finally, The University is led 

by President Poore, “a tall, slow, elderly man” (P, p. 59) who is “almost totally blind” (P, p. 

59). This can be interpreted to reflect a lack of vision and inefficacy for the institute as a 

whole.  

This is offset by Pnin himself. His research on a “Petite Histoire of Russian Culture”, 

comes to a closing in the sixth chapter. We can gauge its success by use of the following 

quote. 

This research had long entered the charmed stage when the quest overrides the goal, 

and a new organism is formed, the parasite so to speak of the ripening fruit. (…) 

Index cards were gradually loading a shoe box with their compact weight. (…) a 

reference checked and found to be falsified, by incompetence, carelessness, or fraud; 

the spine thrill of a felicitous guess; and all the innumerable triumphs of bezkorïstnïy 

(disinterested, devoted) scholarship – this had corrupted Pnin, this had made of him a 
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happy, footnote-drugged maniac who disturbs the book mites in a dull volume, a foot 

thick, to find in it a reference to an even duller one (P, p. 124-125)  
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A few things stand out from this quote. Firstly, Pnin’s enthusiasm for scholarship is 

shown. His research has become something beyond a goal on itself, Pnin is positively lost in 

labour. In the quote shown above, Nabokov speaks of a “spine thrill”. We have seen that this 

is what, in his lectures, Nabokov equated to proper reading. Remembering the second chapter 

of this thesis, Nabokov has outlined that “aesthetic bliss” is primarily experienced through the 

spine. Pnin is thus shown to be working blissfully. Secondly, the “innumerable triumphs of 

bezkorïstnïy (disinterested, devoted) scholarship” is mentioned. Again, in the second chapter 

of this thesis we have seen that Nabokov equates reading to a combination of the artist’s 

heart, and the scientist’s eye. The Russian bezkorïstnïy seems to convey the objective 

perceptiveness of the scientist coupled with the artist’s passion. Nabokov thus portrays Pnin 

to be reading as one should, according to Nabokov. Thirdly, the quote shows Pnin to have 

compiled a number of index cards, “gradually loading a shoe box”. This reminds us of 

Nabokov’s own writing methods. The number of index cards that is hinted at I take to convey 

that Pnin’s research is well on its way, and conscientious. Beyond this, we know that Pnin is 

a competent scholar due to another novel of Nabokov, released after Pnin. In Pale Fire, Pnin 

is shown to have become “the Head of the bloated Russian Department” (Nabokov, 1962). 

Pnin thus becomes a full professor after leaving Waindell University.  

To conclude, a first type of reversal within Pnin is the academic environment within 

which Pnin is working. Pnin is underappreciated at Waindell University, yet he seems to be 

one of the few successful scholars within Waindell (Laurence Clements and Dr. Hagen are 

also appraised positively by the narrator, showing Pnin’s friends to be competent as well).  

Another type of reversal is seen considering Pnin’s relation to Victor. Victor’s 

biological father Eric does not seem fit for parenting. “Eric is one hard emotional block in his 

attitude towards Victor. I don’t know how many times the boy must have killed him in his 

dreams” (P, p. 45) remarks Liza. She adds: “Eric dislikes his child. He says he is the land 

father and you, Timofey, are the water father” (P, p. 44). This news greatly pleases Pnin and I 

have reported previously on the budding relationship between Victor and Pnin that is 

depicted within the novel. While Eric is Victor’s biological father, Pnin sets aside a portion of 

his salary for Victor, and Pnin is seen to take on the role of a quasi-father regarding Victor. 

Pnin, strictly speaking, is not Victor’s father, yet if not for Pnin, Victor may have had no 

father at all. 
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A third type of reversal. As has been mentioned before, Pnin is seen to host a soiree 

during the sixth chapter. The start of the chapter narrates Pnin’s attempts to distinguish 

between two peers of his. For years, Pnin has been having trouble discerning between a 

professor of ornithology and anthropology; what with their appearance being similar. Pnin 

cleverly invites one of the two to his soiree, after the professor in question inquires into a type 

of bird-shaped cake that is traditionally created in one of Russia’s regions. Pnin erroneously 

concludes that this professor must be the ornithologist – as the professor is interested in a 

bird-shaped cake. However, the professor turns out to be the anthropologist, interested rather 

in the habits of a people unknown to him. Pnin remains unaware of this fact and, throughout 

the party, wittily refers to the professor’s avian interests - Pnin no doubt pleased with his ploy 

– now being able to finally discern the two professors. This example is similar to reversals in 

the carnivalesque for two reasons. Firstly, roles of two people in society are confused and 

thus relativized by Pnin. Secondly, after Pnin finds a solution for his problem, his plan 

fumbles. The identity of the professor is thus inadvertently relativized continuously during 

the soiree.  

I now turn to a major reversal which turns the entire novel upside down. I have 

previously remarked upon the intriguing resolution of Pnin. The narrator, throughout the 

book, takes on an increasingly prominent role. While at first his presence is sparsely hinted 

at, towards the end of the novel the narrator turns out to be a character within the novel. The 

novel ends with the narrator materializing in order to join the Waindell staff. He is going to 

be teaching Russian from next year onwards. Pnin, on the other hand, is last seen leaving 

Waindell. Pnin is said to be “free at last” (P, p. 168) while the narrator is led to a “British 

breakfast of depressing kidney and fish” (P, p. 169). The positions of the narrator and Pnin 

within the novel are traded – Pnin disappears, likening him to the narrator at the start of the 

novel. The narrator is stuck at Waindell, and to boot, is served a dish of the old world. This 

calls to mind a version of Pnin we have seen at the start of the novel. In short, the narrator 

and Pnin’s positions are reverted to the start of the novel, their positions being traded in the 

process.  

A final form of reversal ties the narrator and Pnin together with Cockerell, Head of 

the English Department. We see Cockerell throughout the novel, first introduced as “being 

one of the greatest, if not the greatest, mimics of Pnin on the campus” (P, p. 27). Cockerell 

considers “Pnin a joke” (P, p. 121). Cockerell is responsible for hiring the narrator towards 

the end of the novel. The narrator is invited to stay with Cockerell when he arrives at 
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Waindell. The narrator is then treated to an endless stream of Pnin imitations. The narrator 

remarks upon these imitations as follows. 

Finally, the whole thing grew to be such a bore that I felt wondering if by some 

poetical vengeance this Pnin business had not become with Cockerell the kind of fatal 

obsession which substitutes its own victim for that of the initial ridicule (P, p. 166).  

 A reversal is hinted at here as the narrator wonders who has become the joke, 

Cockerell having imitated Pnin for so long that Cockerell may in fact have become his own 

victim. After the narrator lists a number of Pnin interpretations, and the narrator is treated to 

his aforementioned breakfast, the novel ends thus: “And now, he [Cockerell] said, ‘I am 

going to tell you the story of Pnin rising to address the Cremona Women’s Club and 

discovering he had brought the wrong lecture” (P, p. 169).  We have seen that the novel 

opens with Pnin traveling to the Cremona Women’s Club and bringing the right lecture. With 

that, Cockerell’s story does not match with the start of novel. In a sense, the whole novel is 

reverted. The reversal however relativizes what has been read before, casting doubt over the 

narrative as a whole.  

In order to understand the narrator’s stake in Pnin, allow me to expound on the 

anomalous role Pnin’s narrator plays within Nabokov’s oeuvre. To my mind, Pnin stands out 

from other novels by Nabokov where in which the narrative is presented by a character 

within the novel. In Lolita, for example, the narrator provides an argument for writing his 

narrative. Humbert Humbert hopes his story may alter the perspective of the jury who is to 

decide over his fate. In Pale Fire, the reader is told by the narrator, Kinbote, that his narrative 

serves to elucidate the work of the poet Shade. Pnin is unique in the sense that the narrator 

does not articulate such a motivation for his narrative. If we empathize with the narrator’s 

predicament, however, we may divine a motivation after all. After the narrator writes Pnin, 

offering him a job, Pnin returns a letter. The narrator states: “His answer surprised me and 

hurt me” (P, p. 164). The narrator is thus confused by Pnin’s answer. We also know that the 

narrator himself has written a novel on Pnin, cognizant that the information upon which he 

bases his narrative is unreliable. To my mind, the narrator’s motivation for writing his 

narrative may be a way of trying to reconcile his friend’s behaviour. The ambiguous portrayal 

of Pnin may be the result of the narrator’s wounded and confused feelings. From this 

supposition would follow that similar to how the reader tries to make sense of Pnin, the 

narrator is trying to understand Pnin.   
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 The reversal between Pnin and the narrator can then be interpreted as follows. In a 

sense, the narrator is finally able to understand what circumstances preceded Pnin’s 

departure, ending up in Pnin’s situation upon the novel’s closing. Following this, we may say 

that Pnin depicts a form of dialogue between the narrator and Pnin after all. The narrator is 

transformed in his attempts to understand Pnin, and in a sense becomes Pnin. Similarly, 

Pnin’s transformation is completed by the narrator’s narrative, his ambiguous portrayal 

ending as Pnin leaves Waindell and is “free at last” (P, p. 168). Pnin’s destination is 

unknown, just as the narrator’s origins are not presented to the reader.  

To offset my interpretation to those of other critics, I now turn to some critics who 

have interpreted the narrator to take on a different role altogether. There are critics who 

interpret the narrator to be a negative figure, such as Nicol, who describes the narrator to be 

“devilish” (Diment, 1997, p. 56). To my mind, the carnivalesque themes present within Pnin, 

showing the narrator’s insults to be ambiguous rather than negative, point to another 

interpretation of the narrator. Regardless, these interpretations take Pnin’s claim as regards to 

the narrator’s reliability as a starting point to reflect on the veracity of the presented narrative. 

Some, such as Garett-Goodyear, contend that the narrative preceding chapter seven is 

completely artificial (1986). Seen as such, Pnin’s thoughts are really the narrator’s. For 

example, Pnin’s pain in relation to the Second World War is, in this interpretation, seen as the 

narrator’s projected pain. A careful reading of Pnin may nuance this possibility, however. 

Considering the seventh chapter, we find the narrator describing Liza’s personality. His 

description depicts a scene where in which “linden leaves” are seen drooping (P, p. 160). 

Thus, we can conclude the narrator to be able to identify linden leaves. Earlier in the novel, 

when Pnin’s house is described in chapter six, the narrator’s description includes the garden: 

“And a tall deciduous tree, which Pnin, a birch-lime-willow-aspen-poplar-oak man, was 

unable to identify, cast its large, heart-shaped, rust-coloured leaves and Indian summers 

shadows…” (P, p. 126). As we know the narrator knows, heart-shaped leaves are linden 

leaves. We thus have to conclude that the narrator empathizes with Pnin to a degree where he 

considers the way Pnin views the world. Pnin’s inner world as shown throughout the novel 

must therefore be comprised of more than a filling in of the narrator’s thoughts. Although the 

narrator can still be said to try to control the reader’s interpretation of Pnin, it also shows the 

narrator tries to interpret Pnin himself. The ambiguity the carnivalesque exposes, combined 

with the narrator’s attempts to come closer to Pnin, thus lead me to conclude the narrator is 

more than a “devilish” figure.  
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4.3 Interpretation of carnivalesque themes 

Having presented the carnivalesque themes and compared them to Pnin, I now want to try 

and interpret these themes. 

We have seen that Pnin is rife with insults and humiliation launched at Pnin’s address. 

Opposing previous interpretations of Pnin, I want to view the narrator’s position regarding 

Pnin to be unified, rather than two-faced. If we take the narrator’s insults to be relativizing 

statements, or put differently, friendly jabs, rather than a set of insults designed to cast Pnin 

in a negative light, paralleled with a set of statements where Pnin is described as a positive 

figure, the two-fold nature of the narrator becomes a more congruent whole. We have seen 

that in the carnival the insult is a method that inspires laughter allowing the status quo to be 

uprooted. This also seems to play a role in Pnin. The narrator continuously insults Pnin – but 

the narrator also compliments Pnin. The following quote exemplifies my supposition: 

“Whereas the degree in sociology and political economy that Pnin had obtained with some 

pomp at the University of Prague around 1925 has become a doctorate in desuetude, he was 

not altogether miscast as a teacher of Russian” (P, p. 4). Rather than alternating between Pnin 

as a clown and Pnin as a hero, here the two sides of the narrator’s appraisal of Pnin is 

combined into one ambiguous whole. Rather than the narrator’s appraisal of Pnin to consist 

of two separate sets of descriptions that result in an ambiguous portrayal, I contend that the 

narrator’s description is congruent and consistent – but due to its carnivalesque nature, 

fundamentally ambiguous.  

 Although critics are cognizant of Pnin’s transformation, the insults featured within 

Pnin are not picked up as the transformatory tools we can make them out to be. That insults 

take such a role within Pnin becomes palpable when we consider the following quote, where 

in which Pnin partakes in a game of croquet. 

It became immediately clear that Pnin, who teamed with Madam Bolotov against 

Shpolyanski and Countess Poroshin, was by far the best player of the lot. As soon as 

the pegs were driven in and the game started, the man was transfigured. From his 

habitual, slow, ponderous, rather rigid self, he changed into a terrifically mobile, 

scampering, mute, sly-visaged hunchback. It seemed to be always his turn to play. 

Holding his mallet very low and daintily swinging it between his parted spindly legs 

(he had created a minor sensation by changing into Bermuda shorts expressly for the 

game), Pnin foreshadowed every stroke… (P, p. 113).  
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Here we find Pnin to be excelling at croquet. The description of Pnin is ambiguous – he both 

excels, being the best player, while also made out to be scampering, mute, a hunchback. Most 

importantly, Pnin is said to be “transfigured”. New meanings are evoked by the description of 

the narrator, something we have seen is at heart of the carnival. It seems as though the insults 

the narrator launches at Pnin’s address go beyond bringing Pnin down, they also allow Pnin 

to be renewed and to be viewed in a new way.  

 I want to propose that the insults the narrator launches at Pnin’s address can be 

interpreted as ambiguous statements. Rather than viewing Pnin as a novel which features a 

narrator depicting “two Pnins”, the carnivalesque themes present within the novel offer 

another explanation. I want to suggest that the alternatingly friendly and insultory appraisal of 

the narrator can be interpreted to signify Pnin’s transformation throughout the novel.  

  Additionally, I have analysed reversals present within Pnin. Reversals seem to have a 

variety of forms and functions within Pnin. They are used to induce laughter, such as the 

reversal where a peer professor of Pnin is mistakenly believed to be another professor. In the 

same vein, there are numerous reversals within Pnin which inveigle the reader to assume a 

certain outcome, then to surprise the reader and present a different outcome altogether. The 

reversals thus invite readers to consider attaching new meanings to the narrative. This is also 

true for the novel at large. The novel ends with Cockerell introducing the start of the novel 

but does so in a way which is incongruous with the actual start of the novel. Again, the reader 

wonders as to what the “truth” could be. Finally, the narrator and Pnin trade positions. Pnin is 

free, whereas the narrator is trapped at Waindell.  

I would like to compare my analysis of Pnin’s reversals with the work of one 

interpreter of Pnin, as his analysis is similar to the notion of reversals. Doing so will lay bare 

why my interpretation differs from existing interpretations.  

Richter has also analysed Nabokov’s Pnin. He contends that Pnin is built around what 

he has called “narrative entrapment” (Leving, 2012). Richter distinguishes three forms.  

The simplest involves eliciting mistaken judgments or inferences—merely jumping to 

the wrong conclusions. Next in complexity comes the evocation of an inappropriate 

emotional response, like laughing at a dirty joke that turns out to be no joke at all. The most 

elaborate involves enticing the reader into a special mode of decoding the text, which the 

author then subverts. (Leving, 2012, p. 224). 
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 In my analysis of reversals, I have mentioned the academical climate at Waindell 

University. The fact that, for example, Professor Blorenge is introduced as the Head of the 

French Department, may lead the reader to infer that Professor Blorenge speaks French. The 

reader later learns this is not the case. This is an example of a form of narrative entrapment. 

Richter continues to apply his notion of “narrative entrapment” on Pnin.   
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Professor Timofey Pnin is placed in a situation which appears to be leading to some 

comical disaster, which the reader is forced to anticipate with Schadenfreude; at the last 

moment, however, the disaster is averted, or postponed, and we are made to feel not only a 

slight embarrassment but a conviction of the more complex patterns life weaves over the 

simpler codes of comic art. (Leving, 2012, p. 226) 

Richter asserts that Pnin is structured around similar reversals. Although continually 

anticipated, Pnin’s misfortune never seems to occur. Richter takes this to invite the reader to 

empathize with Pnin. Similarly, as the novel progresses and the reader starts to increasingly 

understand Pnin, the narrator’s description of Pnin may spark a sense of alienation towards 

the narrator. As the reader empathizes with Pnin, Richter argues, so will readers start to 

distance themselves from the narrator, on basis of his cruel approbation of Pnin. This is 

strengthened when the reader discovers that the narrator is not to be trusted according to Pnin.  

Richter contends that “the more attentive the reader is, the more that narrative 

threatens to dissolve into a ‘dreadful invention’ on the part of the dramatized narrator” 

(Leving, 2012, p. 232). As the careful reader may discern incongruities within the narrative of 

the narrator, the reader may thus conclude that the narrative is false. This may lead to new 

conceptions of the story, or as Richter writes, “grant Pnin a ‘real’ existence” (Leving, 2012, 

p. 232). The reader may begin to see through the narrator’s false narrative and understand 

what “really” happened. However, as all the information the reader has is obtained through 

the narrator, there can never be a true understanding of what happened to Pnin. Paradoxically, 

disputing the veracity of the narrative only serves to diminish the reader’s understanding of 

the narrative. The reader is left stuck. Richter asserts that this is Nabokov’s artistry. He 

concludes that Nabokov’s style invites the reader to become a collaborator in creating the 

story (Leving, 2012).  

We have seen that the carnivalesque attempts to relativize the status quo. It breaks 

down the old to bring forth the new. This seems in line with Richer’s analysis of Pnin. By 

leading readers down the garden path, the veracity of the narrative is continuously 

questioned. This invites the reader to reconsider the presented narrative. Pnin thus invites the 

reader to continuously invent Pnin anew. 

The pretext of this chapter considered the ambiguous relationship between Pnin and 

the narrator. I remind the reader of Diment’s analysis which perceived a duality to be present 

within Pnin. In Richter’s analysis however, the narrator is cast solely as a negative figure. 
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Richter views Pnin to be increasingly able to break loose from the narrator’s grip, pointing at 

the resolution of the novel which states Pnin to be “free at last” (P, p. 168). The narrator’s 

fate is thus not discussed. To my mind, the reversal of the position of Pnin and the narrator, 

which Richter does not mention, adds an element to the narrative which allows for an 

interpretation that includes the duality that Diment refers to.  

In a sense, the narrator is entrapped by a narrative as much as both Pnin and readers 

are entrapped by the narrator’s narrative. We have seen that the end of the novel conveys 

Cockerell imitating Pnin, allowing the reader to assume much of the presented narrative 

consists of stories about Pnin related to the narrator by Cockerell. These are suffused with 

other stories regarding Pnin; obtained by a letter, people close to Pnin, and Pnin himself. The 

narrator has, from these bits and pieces, created a narrative. I have previously pointed at the 

unreliability of the narrator, but this can be said to be true of other characters too. This is true 

for Pnin at least, whom we can assume to confuse the identity of others, and to have (if we 

are to believe the narrator) falsely stated that the narrator and Pnin visited the same school. 

Furthermore, Cockerell himself seems hardly reliable, as no doubt his imitations of Pnin are 

embellished for comedic effect. The narrator remarks upon Cockerell’s veracity himself in 

the following quote, which ends a listing of imitations of Pnin by Cockerell. “We arrived at 

last at Pnin’s declaration one day that he had been ‘shot’, by which, according to the 

impersonator, the poor fellow meant ‘fired’ – (a mistake I doubt my friend could have made)” 

(P, p. 165). This seems to suggest that the narrator is aware of the unreliability of the stories 

he has heard. The fate of the reader and the narrator are thus intertwined: both must make do 

by means of an unreliable narrative.   

The reversal occurring towards end of the novel puts the narrator in Pnin’s position 

and vice versa. The reader, finishing the novel, may wonder what “really” happened. The 

narrator, similarly, wonders why his friend refused to work with him and why Pnin has left 

Waindell. The novel ends with the narrator being served a British breakfast of kidney and 

fish. The reference to the old-world, to my mind, suggests that the narrator himself now finds 

himself in Pnin’s initial situation. As the narrator is left within Pnin’s old environment, 

perhaps in a way becomes Pnin, he can finally begin to understand what circumstances 

inspired his friend to leave Waindell. Rather than stating the reversal to signify Pnin’s 

freedom, I am suggesting that both the narrator and Pnin are renewed by the reversal. Pnin his 

transformation is complete, as the reader has seen Pnin acquaint himself with American life 

and English language. Indeed, Pnin is “free at last” (P, p. 168). But as Pnin vanishes, so the 
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narrator arrives. In the final chapter, the narrator has become the protagonist and is treated to 

a series of stories about Pnin, similar to how the narrator initially treats the reader to a story 

about Pnin.  

The reader, as well as the narrator, will never know what Pnin’s time in Waindell was 

like. They can never truly understand Pnin, or know his thoughts, or feel his feelings. The 

narrator obtains his kidney and fish, and the reader may re-read Pnin, and although we may 

get closer to understanding, we can never arrive at true understanding. In the second chapter 

of this thesis, I have remarked on Nabokov’s position on reality, which he considered to be 

subjective. For Nabokov, reality is “an infinite succession of steps, levels of perception, false 

bottoms, and hence unquenchable, unattainable”” (De la Durantaye, 2002, p. 46). Pnin is an 

example of this sentiment. We may get closer to the reality of others, but we can never obtain 

true understanding of that reality.   

By coupling Bakhtin’s thinking on the carnivalesque with Pnin, it seems as though 

my previous assertion, stating that Pnin and the narrator collide within the novel, but do not 

enter into a dialogue, should be corrected. I will now summarize the contents of this chapter 

to then move to my final analysis in the next chapter, which pays tribute to my renewed 

perspective.  
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4.4 Concluding this chapter   

This chapter has presented a portion of Bakhtin’s thinking on the carnivalesque. I have stated 

that the carnivalesque is a time of festivity with laughter at its centre. The carnival was a 

counter-culture force which reminded the powers-that-were of their transience. The carnival 

served to relativize rules and regulations that were in place by means of laughter. During 

carnival, the meanings that people attributed to their culture were jocosely examined. By 

means of insults, reversals and humiliations, airy and abstract notions were filtered and 

brought down to earth. The theme of the earth is symbolized by the carnival’s feasts. 

Abundance and overindulgence, the importance of the physical body, its fluids, and violence 

all relate to this theme. The ambiguous nature of carnival allowed all meanings to be 

examined, renewed and transformed.  

 Applying this information on Pnin resulted in the following. Rather than Pnin being 

comprised of a “duality” as various critics assert, I am suggesting that instead, Pnin contains 

an ambiguous appraisal of Pnin. The narrator’s descriptions of Pnin serve to continually alter 

our perception of Pnin. The insults featured within Pnin should, in my interpretation, not be 

viewed as a disjoint part of the novel, but rather as contributing to Pnin’s transformation.  

 Themes of abundance and festivity do not seem to play a large role within Pnin. The 

festivities portrayed within Pnin seem of a different nature than festivities of a carnivalesque 

nature.  

 Finally, I have remarked upon various reversals present within the novel. Similar to 

insults, I have stated that reversals serve to alter the reader’s perception of the novel. They 

thus continually allow meanings present within the story to be altered. Opposing 

interpretations which depict the narrator as a “negative figure”, I have tried to show that the 

reversal occurring at the end of the novel signifies two things. Indeed, Pnin is seen to be free, 

as the narrator can no longer control our perspective of Pnin. Additionally, the narrator is 

seen to be stuck in Pnin’s position. His attempts to coming closer to Pnin seem to finally 

succeed, the narrator ending up in Pnin’s position, albeit with an ironic twist. On the whole, 

however, the narrator’s attempts to understand Pnin, in the end, fail. Similarly, the reader 

does not learn what happened to Pnin.  
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The methods Nabokov employs to depict the narrator’s attempts to understand Pnin 

are, counter-intuitively, conducive to increasing our understanding of Pnin. The insults, 

humiliations and reversals do not grant us the omniscience the narrator feigns. What they do 

grant, however, is an overabundance of meanings which help us to empathize with Pnin and 

view him in a new light.     

The following and final chapter will combine insights gathered within previous 

chapters and present a conclusion of my analysis. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

The final chapter of this thesis aims to combine the insights gathered within the previous 

chapters. From this, I answer the main question posed in the first chapter. This is followed by 

a discussion. My main question was as follows: How can Pnin be understood as work of art 

that inspires development, considering its dialogical nature and carnivalesque themes? 

 The second chapter of this thesis outlined Nabokov’s thinking on art, writing and 

reading. By understanding his position on art, writing and reading, the interpretation of Pnin 

in the following chapters was enhanced. The cruelty that Nabokov depicts in his work, I have 

approached with a kindness and tenderness, as Nabokov suggests readers should do. 

Furthermore, I have tried to analyse Pnin as if Nabokov wrote the novel as if it were a chess-

problem. Nabokov is a meticulous author, which led me to assume every detail within Pnin is 

worthy of consideration. My analysis thus contains many intratextual references contributing 

to my interpretation.  

 The third chapter analysed Pnin by use of Bakhtin’s thinking on language and novels. 

I have stated that Pnin undergoes a transformation throughout the novel. Initially he is cast as 

a clownish figure, helpless in American culture. Then Pnin begins to change. His teeth are 

replaced for American dentures and his English improves. We discover Pnin to be a caring 

father figure, to be thriving in a Russian emigrée environment, and to be a competent scholar. 

At the end of the novel, Pnin is surrounded by his Waindell friends, shown to be happy. 

Throughout the novel, readers are continually invited to alter their view of Pnin. Similarly, 

the reader is exposed to a multitude of scenes which depict interactions where in which Pnin 

tries to connect to his surroundings. Pnin is oftentimes trying to make himself intelligible to 

the world but struggles with doing so. With that, the toils of a Russian emigrée professor 

seem reflect the hardships that come with trying to understand others.  

Underlying this transformation, Nabokov uses language to impart additional meanings 

to the narrative. These seem to be centred around Pnin’s sense of isolation or connection to 

his environment. The language that Pnin entertains, in combination with his environment, 

signify Pnin’s (lack of) success within that environment. This is seen in scenes where Pnin’s 

command of languages coincide with his happiness. I remind the reader, for example, of the 

scene where in which Pnin meets Dr. Eric Wind and discovers Liza will leave him, which 

coincides with the reader learning of Pnin’s poor German. Conversely, further along the 

novel, during the scene where in which Pnin hosts his soiree, he is seen to be happy. This 
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coincides with Pnin speaking his, by now, creative and witty English, while simultaneously 

showcasing his linguistical knowledge. Additionally, language in Nabokov’s world seems to 

adhere to Bakhtin’s supposition which states that all language is dialogical in nature. A 

character such as Dr. Hagen, Pnin’s “staunch protector” (P, p. 4), is seen to employ the same 

English as Pnin, which can be said to both reflect and explain their bond. Another Russian 

emigrée character who works at Waindell is shown to be at odds with Pnin due to their 

political inclinations (Pnin’s adversary is a socialist, Pnin a liberalist). Their relationship is 

explained by means of their knowledge of the English language and their attempts at 

correcting each other. As Pnin’s English improves, the people around him begin to appreciate 

Pnin. Similarly, readers begin to appreciate Pnin as the novel progresses. Pnin can be said to 

acquire new speechgenres and this helps him to connect to the world around him.  

The third chapter additionally analysed Pnin’s pain. The squirrel theme constitutes a 

dialogue between Pnin’s present and past. The fact that the people surrounding Pnin are not 

aware of Pnin’s tragic past underline his isolation and make the reader aware to what degree 

Pnin is misunderstood.  

I have reflected upon the relationship between Pnin and the narrator, firstly by 

asserting that the narrator is a representation of Nabokov himself. I have analysed the 

interactions between Pnin and the narrator and have taken inspiration from other authors in 

hopes of interpreting the relationship. The fourth chapter builds on existing interpretations 

but takes inspiration from Bakhtin’s thinking on the carnivalesque in order to arrive at 

another interpretation.  

My analysis in the fourth chapter leads me to propose that the narrator’s alternating 

description of Pnin does not constitute a duality within the novel, but rather reflects the 

ambiguous nature of the carnivalesque. The carnivalesque themes within Pnin pave the way 

to altering the reader’s perspective of Pnin. These include the ambiguous portrayal of Pnin, 

the scenes where in which the narrator humiliates Pnin, and the reversals that are present 

within the narrative. As Nabokov wrote, ideally, a “harmonious balance between the reader’s 

mind and the author’s mind” should be established (Nabokov, 1980, p. 4). Nabokov contends 

that readers should be put to work in order to understand the presented narrative. The 

carnivalesque themes within Pnin reflect this by continually enticing the reader to reflect on 

what has been read.    
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The narrator performs the same function within the novel. By turning the narrative 

upside down, the reader is shown that what has been read may in part be untrue. Thus, the 

reader’s perception of Pnin needs to change again. Similarly, the reader’s perspective on the 

narrator changes. Rather than seeing the narrator as a figure who Pnin slowly breaks free 

from, I have suggested that both Pnin and the narrator are transformed during the novel. 

Pnin’s transformation allows him to successfully thrive in American society. The narrator I 

have stated to, throughout the novel, attempt to understand his friend Pnin. Upon the novel’s 

closing, the narrator ends up in Pnin’s initial position, and is thus finally able to live through 

what Pnin has lived through.  

Answering my main question, I therefore claim that Pnin can be understood as a work 

of art which depicts the limits humans have in understanding each other. Pnin’s 

transformation revolves around understanding his surroundings, and making himself 

understood to his surroundings, which he is increasingly able to do so as the novel 

progresses. The narrator has written a narrative to try and understand his friend’s behaviour. 

Seemingly, he wants to understand Pnin, and his reasons for leaving Waindell. Nabokov 

grants the narrator his desire with an ironic twist. The narrator ends up in Pnin’s position, 

being told another story about Pnin. As the novel ends, the narrator is granted more 

understanding of his friend. However, Cockerell’s unreliable narrative ensures that the 

narrator will never completely understand his friend’s motivation. Similarly, the reader may 

come closer to understanding Pnin, but will never be able to understand the narrative 

completely. 

My interpretation is akin to Diment’s, who states that Nabokov attempted to show, 

with Pnin, how an emigrée professor could be unjustly misunderstood by his American 

colleagues. Contra to Diment however, I have stated that the carnivalesque elements within 

Pnin constitute an ambiguous portrayal of Pnin, which serve to alter the reader’s perception 

of Pnin, rather than constituting a disjoint “duality” (Diment, 1997, p. 43).  

To finalize my thesis, I want to reflect on the relevance of my findings.  

Vladimir Nabokov was an elusive figure, like Pnin, wounded by his past. Nabokov 

was as much as an isolated figure as most of his protagonists seem to be. Beyond his 

marriage, Nabokov seemed to show little interest in connecting to others. Reading his 

autobiography, and Diment’s analysis on Nabokov’s time at Cornell shows as much. Like the 

narrator, Nabokov must have watched his surroundings detachedly with what seems to be a 
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yearning to understand others, Nabokov’s books are filled with deeply insightful expositions 

on the lives of what he would call “freaks”. Nabokov is cruel, but his cruelty seems only to 

serve to engender empathy and kindness for his freaks. Although Nabokov can be said to be 

haughty, his admiration for the aberrant shows a humanistic streak which I think is worthy of 

consideration. Nabokov’s Pnin is a school of learning for those who seek to understand and 

empathize with other human beings. As many humanists will concur, each and every 

individual should be appreciated for his, her or their unique worth. Nabokov’s work certainly 

allows readers to glean insights into the minds of those unfortunate souls whose thoughts and 

feelings make many a person’s toes curl. By doing so, Nabokov allows his readership to 

empathize with aberrant characters who may otherwise live their lives underappreciated or 

misunderstood. On that note, Nabokov has positively influenced my capacity to empathize 

with others while working as a pastoral counsellor in a penitentiary facility. Many pastoral 

counsellors will find themselves working on the fringes of society where these misunderstood 

and endlessly interesting human beings can be found. To my mind, by narrating the lives of 

these humans, Nabokov can be seen a vanguard of humanism. He exemplifies a human 

quality that all humanists should covet by having surmounted the abject and seemingly 

finding empathy for all.  

Naturally, one may conversely argue that Nabokov’s cynical view on human beings, 

as well as his antipathy for the collective are anything but humanistic. Humanism defined as a 

project which considers human interdependence and connectivity between humans and the 

world, as outlined in Suransky and Alma’s recent work Verwevenheid – Essays over een 

Verbindend Humanisme (2020), stresses the importance of including all (both aberrant and 

common) human perspectives. Rather than eschewing ideologies, as for example Nabokov 

eschews communism, their humanism aims for all extant perspectives to interact, and in the 

process, be improved. In this light, Nabokov’s thinking is not humanistic.  

We have seen that Pnin contains insults and humiliations. In our polarized times 

however, it seems that the need to address others positively is emphasized. Cognizant of the 

ideological differences others may have, many of us articulate our views on the world so as to 

prevent offense. Those who fail to do so are deemed immoral or oblivious. In response to 

this, other groups of people have begun articulating their views in increasingly blunt and 

hurtful ways. In the process, language has changed. Instead of attempting to exchange the 

meanings our words represent, we have begun masking our ideologies in our attempts to 

validate them. By doing so, we are hampering our ability to understand one another; what is 
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perceived often outweighs what is meant. Mutual understanding is thus replaced by 

increasing isolation. To turn the tide, we may take inspiration from Pnin. We must learn, like 

Pnin, to adopt new ways of communicating in order to be able to connect to our surroundings. 

Secondly, we must learn, like the narrator, to articulate our views on the world both 

positively and negatively. Such ambiguity sparks complexity, confusion and collision. 

Meanings are laid bare to then be relativized, renewed, transformed. This will lead to an 

improved, although still incomplete, understanding of others. As we learn to understand our 

ideological differences, we can respect them for their merit, and move beyond respecting 

differing ideologies for the sole purpose of validating our attempts to cling to our own 

ideologies.    

Another learning may be formulated on the personal level. To my mind, Pnin inspires 

development in the way it exposes a value on how one could live life. This requires some 

explaining. As life unravels, so consciousness accrues. Similar to how readers are enticed to 

continuously alter their view of Pnin, life has a way of continuously altering consciousness. 

We struggle to interpret ourselves and the world, and as we do so, our perspective of 

ourselves and the world changes. The incongruity of Pnin’s narrative depicts this paradox. 

Whenever a fundamental insight into ourselves, others, or the world is obtained, shortly after 

we come to realize that our insight was but provisional. Pnin’s beauty consists of embracing 

that paradox. Nabokov advocates we stop hoping to arrive at definitive answers. Instead, he 

invites us to marvel at the perpetual cycle of meanings created, found flawed, and created 

anew. This is personified both by the narrator’s attempts of understanding Pnin, and Pnin’s 

attempts of understanding the Waindell community. To connect an image to a concept, it 

seems as though transformation seen as such does not equate a caterpillar metamorphosing 

into a butterfly. It is better to liken it to a snake tirelessly, again and again, shedding its skin.  

Finally, I want to reflect on the relation between Bakhtin and Nabokov. Whereas 

Bakhtin saw novels to be spaces wherein dialogicity between groups within society could be 

explored, Nabokov’s Pnin seems to elicit contemplation regarding human understanding on 

an individual level. Going beyond the exploration of social issues, Nabokov depicts a form of 

dialogicity which reflects back upon his characters and the readers of his work. In a sense, 

Nabokov explores the transformation Bakhtin hopes readers attain, namely empathizing with 

others (which is what Bakhtin thought to be possible by reading novels). As Pnin’s narrator 

seeks to do precisely that, Nabokov seemingly portrays the process of dialogicity as Bakhtin 
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envisioned it. By doing so, Nabokov’s aesthetics teach that which Bakhtin hoped novels 

could teach.  
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Appendix A 

The following synopsis may aid the reader in following my interpretation of Pnin. 

Pnin is comprised of seven vignettes. Professor Timofey Pnin is seen, during a span 

of five-years, as he tries to adjust to English language and American culture.  

In the first chapter, the reader meets Pnin while he is travelling by train to give a 

lecture. He is on the wrong train. The chapter narrates Pnin’s attempts to arrive at his lecture 

on time, as well as providing information on Pnin himself, his work as a professor at 

Waindell University, and bits of his past. 

The second chapter has Pnin moving to a new house in order to have some privacy 

while his teeth are replaced for dentures. This is where Pnin first is seen to make friends with 

the house-owners, the Clementses. Furthermore, the reader learns of Pnin’s contemplations 

regarding marriage, and Pnin is visited by his ex-wife Liza. She requests Pnin to set aside 

some pocket money for her son, Victor Wind. Liza is introduced by narrating the events that 

surrounded both their marriage and divorce. 

  Chapter three. Pnin’s working life is featured. He teaches a class, visits the library, 

eats dinner, and then watches a documentary on past Russia. The abrupt end of his stay at the 

Clementses is foreshadowed.  

 In chapter four Pnin’s son-of-sorts, Victor Wind, is introduced. After an overview of 

his life, a scene where Victor and Pnin meet follows. Pnin proudly gifts Victor a novel and 

ten dollars – the start of a warm relationship. 

 The fifth chapter shows Pnin in summertime. Pnin visits a group of emigrée Russians. 

This is where the reader finds Pnin to be wholly different as opposed to earlier chapters. In 

this Russian environment, Pnin excels.  

 The penultimate chapter is opened by Dr. Hagen, the head of the German department 

for which Pnin works, and Pnin’s trusted ally. Dr. Hagen is seen lobbying for Pnin, trying to 

secure a job for Pnin after Dr. Hagen himself has left the university. The remainder of the 

chapter is devoted to Pnin preparing for a soiree, and the soiree itself, Pnin celebrating having 

moved into a house for himself.  

 In the final chapter of Pnin, the narrator of the story memorizes the times in his life 

when he has met Pnin. It is discovered that the narrator is a character within the novel, soon 
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to be visiting Waindell. When memory is replaced by present, the narrator is shown to try and 

make contact with Pnin. Pnin, however, is seen to driving away into the sunset.  

 


