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I do not know if it has ever been noted before that one of the main
characteristics of life is discreteness. Unless a film of flesh envelops us, we
die. Man exists only insofar as he is separated from his surroundings. The
cranium is a space-traveler’s helmet. Stay inside or you perish. Death is
divestment, death is communion. It may be wonderful to mix with the

landscape, but to do so is the end of the tender ego. (20)

The New Yorker
My Poor Pnin
VN [Vladimir Nabokov] Waindell
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He could still make out through the autonomous garlands certain parts of the
nursery more tenacious of life than the rest, . . . but these interfered even less
with the oak leaves and rich blossoms than would the reflection of an inside
object in a windowpane with the outside scenery perceived through the same
glass. And although the witness and victim of these phantasms was tucked up
in bed, he was, in accordance with the twofold nature of his surroundings,
simultaneously seated on a bench in a green and purple park. During one
melting moment, he had the sensation of holding at last the key he had sought;
but, coming from very far, a rustling wind, its soft volume increasing as it
ruffled the rhododendrons—now blossomless, blind—confused whatever
pattern Timothy Pnin’s surrounding had once had. He was alive and that was
sufficient. (24)

(Nicol 95-96, Rowe 183-185)

evil-designer
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[B]ut while it [a faint ripple] lasted, how limpid the vision was! In the middle
of the front row of seats he saw one of his Baltic aunts, wearing the pearls and
the lace and the blond wig . . .. Next to her, shyly smiling, sleek dark head
inclined, gentle brown gaze shining up at Pnin from under velvet eyebrows, sat
a dead sweetheart of his, fanning herself with a program. Murdered, forgotten,
unrevenged, incorrupt, immortal, many old friends were scattered throughout
the dim hall among more recent people ... And in an inconspicuous situation
Dr. Pavel Pnin and his anxious wife, both a little blurred but on the whole
wonderfully recovered from their obscure dissolution, looked at their son with

the same life-consuming passion and pride . ... (27-8)



Liza

. 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 his 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 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 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. (135)

Mira Buchenvald

the fatal woman
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Lolita

The bowl that emerged was one of those gifts whose first impact produces in
the recipient’s mind a colored image, a blazoned blur, reflecting with such
emblematic force the sweet nature of the donor that the tangible attributes of
the thing are dissolved, as it were, in this pure inner blaze, but suddenly and
forever leap into brilliant being when praised by an outsider to whom the true
glory of the object is unknown. (153)

(Maddox 147)
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Anna Akhmatova
The New York Times

There are some beloved women whose eyes, by a chance blend of brilliancy
and shape, affect us not directly, not at the moment of shy perception, but in a
delayed an cumulative burst of light when the heartless person is absent, and
the magic agony abides, and its lenses and lamps are installed in the dark.
Whatever eyes Liza Pnin, now Wind, had, they seemed to reveal their essence,
their precious-stone water, only when you evoked them in thought, and then a
blank, blind, moist aquamarine blaze shivered and stared as if a spatter of sun
and sea had got between your own eyelids. (43-44)

(58)
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(191)

1994 10 33

— Pnin

Notes

Bader 86-93, Boyd 282-285, Connolly 197-207, Nicol 95-99, Rowe 182-190, Stuart 155-

157 Field 131-137, Grabes
46-51, Grams 193-202, Maddox 88-102
Pascal Covici 1954 2 3 (Nabokov,

Selected Letters 143)
“Rose and

Aquamarine: Liza in Pnin”

(Boyd 276n)
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