Saving Jewish-Russian Emigrés
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I have previously argued for the centrality of Jewish characters, themes, and predicaments
to Nabokov's biography and artistic vision.' The Gift (1937-38; complete ed. 1952) with its
Jewish-Russian muse Zina Mertz and crypto-Jews the Chernyshevskys, and its anatomy of
smug antisemitism, offers a rich body of Jewish and Judaic evidence; this evidence should be
set against the backdrop of Jewish life in Russia Abroad and correlated with the rise of
Nazism. The works of the 1920s and 1930s paved the way to Nabokov’s post-Shoah English-
language prose, in which the ethics and metaphysics of seeking redemption through—and in
—art are measured by the immeasurable Jewish losses and weighed on the broken scales of
history.?

In this paper I wish to present further evidence for Nabokov’s Jewish concerns and Judaic
explorations by turning to his Russian stories.’ At the heart of my inquiry lies one of the finest
stories of the middle period, “Perfection” (“Sovershenstvo,” June 1932), in which a Russian
émigré tutor saves a Jewish-Russian boy. * The story was, reportedly, a “personal favorite” of
Véra Nabokov.’ In “Perfection,” composed in Berlin less than two years before the birth of
Nabokov’s son Dmitri (10 May 1934), Nabokov already anticipates a horrific scenario of
Jewish loss while charging his privileged representative Ivanov with the task of rescuing
David not only from physical death but also from loss of a dual, Jewish-Russian identity.

In a brief note on “Perfection” in Tyrants Destroyed and Other Stories (1975), Nabokov
wrote: “Although I did tutor boys in my years of expatriation, I disclaim any other
resemblance between myself and Ivanov.”®Scholars have identified Nabokov’s Jewish tutees
in Berlin and investigated possible parallels between Ivanov and his creator. Among
Nabokov’s Jewish tutees and charges were Aleksandr Zak, Sergei Kaplan, and Mikhail Gorlin;
each and all might have informed David’s character. In August 1926 the Nabokovs accompa-
nied three Bromberg children (ages 10-16) to the Baltic resort of Binz on the island of Riigen;
the Brombergs were relatives of Véra Nabokov.® This is significant, but it is not what I am
after.

What do we know about David’s background and identity? He is a boy from an upper-
middle class family living in Weimar Berlin. His mother, we assume, is Jewish-Russian. We
are not sure about his father’s background — whether he is an émigré like David’s mother or a
native of Germany; whether or not he is Jewish. In the Englished text, Nabokov added a
clause about David’s mother: “the Russian wife of a Berlin businessman” (Sobranie 3: 593; cf.
Stories 340)’. David is described as being “fair-haired” (in the Russian it is even more deliber-
ate, “belokuryi’), as having “pale-gray” eyes (“bledno-serye”), his appearance not correspond-
ing to the phenotypical racial stereotype of a Levantine-looking Jew (Sobranie 3: 591, 594;
Stories 338, 340). Furthermore, David is not portrayed as a stereotypical Jewish boy with a
penchant for learning: he is not a good student, but a passionate athlete, a jock. We are told
that at home David speaks predominantly German and refuses to speak Russian, even with his
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mother: “He had been raised abroad and spoke Russian with difficulty and boredom™ (Stories
340). Incidentally, the detail about David’s having been “raised abroad” was also added in
translation and actualized the possibility that David had been born in Russia and brought to
Germany as a small child. Cultivating one’s native language in children presents a real
challenge to émigré parents. Note that while Ivanov is hired to tutor David in general school
subjects, David’s mother specifically charges him with working on the boy’s Russian: “Above
all, I want him to speak Russian more often” (Stories 341). David, who is already thoroughly
Germanized, regards the Russian language (and the Russian cultural background, broadly
speaking) as a useless commodity.

What place do the Judaic traditions and Jewish origins occupy in David’s identity? David
is Halakically Jewish, but is he receiving a Jewish upbringing? The task, with which David’s
mother charges Ivanov, concords with the general sense, that for the overloaded identities of
many of the educated Jewish émigrés living in Europe in the interwar years (e.g., Russian,
Jewish, and German or Russian, Jewish, and French), nurturing their children’s Russian self-
consciousness seemed a higher priority that cultivating a Jewish cultural self-awareness
beyond a basic Jewish religious education. Ivanov takes his task very seriously as he speaks
Russian to David and tries to interest him in viewing the world through Russian cultural
lenses. In this regard, as a Russian émigré and Nabokov’s idealized intelligent, Ivanov sees
his mission as one of saving David’s identity from losing its hyphenation. One could say that
Ivanov seeks to prevent David from losing a kind of exalted, unblemished, all-encompassing
Russianness that Ivanov himself valorizes in the story. But I would also argue that in trying to
prevent David’s loss of Russianness, Ivanov seeks to preserve David’s unique Jewish-Russian
identity, an identity in which Judaic religious, historical, and ethnic parameters coexist with
Russian cultural and linguistic aspects of the self.

David's identity clamors for a historicist reading.'® Written—and set—before the Nazi
takeover of Germany, “Perfection” recorded a measure of Nabokov’s brooding about the
destiny of his yet unborn children in Germany, in a marriage to a Jewish-Russian woman. It is
a little trickier, on the story’s own terms, to situate David’s identity—and Ivanov’s rescue of
his young Jewish charge David—on the axis of Jewish-Christian relations.!' Yet “Perfection”
contains highly emblematic references to “maps of medieval Christendom . . . with the
paradisian Orient at the top and Jerusalem—the world’s golden navel —in the center” (Stories
338) as well as to pilgrimages and journeys of Orthodox monks to the Holy Land. The fact of
Ivanov’s training as a geographer lends further validity to these references. Not only does
mapping of the physical space in the story serve to detail Ivanov’s pain, both physical and
metaphysical.'? The information he stores in his memory —a weighty baggage of an Orthodox
Christian, a Russian, and an émigré — includes historical atlases of Christian Judeophobia.

The reader would benefit from considering the prospects of David’s drowning and death
both literally and allegorically. Nabokov describes Ivanov’s state of mind as he lies in bed
next to the sleeping David in the rented room they share at the Baltic resort:

. . . Ivanov thought vaguely of several matters at once, imagining among other things that
the boy who slept in the bed next to his was his own son. Ten years before, in Serbia, the




only woman he had ever loved—another man’s wife—had become pregnant by him. She
suffered a miscarriage and died the next night, deliring and praying. He would have had a
son, a little fellow about David’s age. When in the morning David prepared to pull on his
swimming trunks, Ivanov was touched by the way his café-au-lait tan . . . abruptly gave
way to a childish whiteness below the waist.” (Stories 343)

Nabokov projects his own not yet experienced, only imagined, fatherly feelings.
Moreover, the pathos of Ivanov’s displacedly genuine fatherly love is enmeshed with notes of
homoerotic desire. I suspect Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice (1912) is a viable subtext here
(despite Nabokov’s stated dislike of the novella), and Ivanov’s sacrifice has a literary anteced-
ent in Von Aschenbach’s efforts to save the Polish youth Tadzio. That different kinds of love
and desire, and not just ideological, ethical, or religious convictions, move Ivanov to commit
the act of sacrifice, should underscore the Nabokovian complexity of motivations behind
Ivanov’s mission. Nabokov even anticipates a survivor’s guilt, something he would
subsequently deem central to Timofey Pnin’s mission in view of his own survival and of Mira
Belochkin’s martyrdom and death in Buchenwald. As Ivanov is drowning in the course of the
rescue mission, pangs of guilt are intertwined with other thoughts, sentiments, images and
associations rushing through his head: “. . . he felt so sorry for David’s mother, and wondered
what would he tell her. It is not my fault, I did all I could to save him, but I am a poor
swimmer, and I have a bad heart, and he drowned” (Stories 346-47).

To reiterate, Nabokov charges his idealized, philosemitic Russian representative Ivanov
with the mission of rescuing the Jewish boy David. The story’s final scene of saving David
models a rescue from the threat of total assimilation, from drowning and going under as a Jew.
In this connection, the story’s haunting, final sentence deserves a fresh look not only in
metaphysical but also in historical, anticipatory terms. The story ends with the words: “a
fisherman, squinting in the sun, was solemnly predicting that not until the ninth day would the
waves surrender the corpse” (Stories 347; cf. Sobranie 3: 600-601). The corpse is presumably
Ivanov’s corpse, and “. . . tol’ko na deviatyi den’” (“not until the ninth day”) suggests an
Orthodox Christian reading: on the 3rd, 9th, and 40th day after death special commemorative
prayers are offered for the departed.® But there is a Judaic interpretation that also comes to
mind: “the ninth day” as hinting at the Ninth day of the month of Av, Tisha B’Av, the Jewish
Holy Day which falls in July or August and commemorates the destruction of both the first
and the second Temples (and also the razing of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. and the end of the Bar
Kokhba revolt against the Romans). The Ninth of Av is a Jewish day of mourning, on which
the Book of Lamentations is read. Nabokov'’s story “Perfection” could therefore be deemed a
lamentation in anticipation of loss, and “the corpse” interpreted as the corpse of European
Jewry. How many non-Jews would later act like the righteous Ivanov? How many Christians
would be capable of Ivanov’s self-sacrifice in trying to save the Jews from annihilation?

I now turn to Nabokov’s story “Breaking the News” (“Opoveshchenie,” March 1934),
written in Berlin over a year after the Nazi takeover of Germany (January 1933) and a year
and a half prior to the passage of the Nuremberg laws (September 1935). “Breaking the News”
offers a stark contrast to both “Perfection” and to what Nabokov would attempt on a larger



scale in The Gift."*

In a circumspect note to “Breaking the News” in A Russian Beauty and Other Stories

! (1973), Nabokov wrote: “The milieu and the theme both correspond to those of ‘Signs ang

i Symbols,’” written ten years later in English. . .”"> This note throws a foot bridge from
| Nabokov’s post-Shoah years back to his Berlin years, while shedding light on some of the
adjustments and changes that were made in the English translation: the context was historj.
cized, details were elucidated at the expense of the original’s subtlety, but always to attain
greater clarity of meaning and historical precision.'® The emendations in the Englished text of
“Breaking the News” included the following: Evgenia Isakovna’s last name, “Mints,” was
added, and she was now called “an elderly émigré widow” (Stories 390). Also added was the
last name “Vilner” which belongs to Vladimir Markovich, first husband of Ida, one of
Evgenia Isakovna’s intimates. In the Russian émigré context and especially in English transla-
tion, both names, Mints and Vilner, augment the fact of their bearers’ Jewishness. Not only
Evgenia Isakovna, the Jewish-Russian widow who loses her twenty-three-year old son (in
English he is “not yet thirty”; Stories 391), but her entire social circle in the story are marked
as Russian Jews.!” :

More importantly, the time of the story’s events was specified in the Englished text:
March 1935. The Russian original had been finished and published in 1934, but in translation
Nabokov post-factually corrected the time in the story (or should we say, historically
recalibrated the time of the events). Why? I believe Nabokov specified the month and year to
make it unequivocally clear that the story was set in Nazi Germany. The choice of the date
was particularly significant because in March 1935 Nazi Germany began to pull out of the
Treaty of Versailles; on March 10, 1935 Goering announced that Germany was creating a
military air force, and on March 16, 1935 Hitler renounced the Treaty. Moreover, although the
antisemitic Nuremberg Laws were not announced until September 15, 1935, in the spring of
1935 they were already in the works.

The story is about informing an “ideally deaf” (Stories 392) lady that her son had died."®
We know that he was Evgenia Isakovna’s only son, his name was Misha, and he was working
for some émigré firm or business based in Paris.”® We do not know the exact circumstances of
his death: “the poor young man had fallen into an elevator shaft from the top floor, and had
remained in agony for forty minutes; although unconscious, he kept moaning horribly and
uninterruptedly, till the very end” (Stories 390). We cannot exclude suicide as a cause of the
Jewish young man’s death.

When Evgenia Ivanovna wishes to ignore someone or something, she disconnects her
hearing aid. If Nabokov is indeed warning his Jewish-Russian émigré readers of an impending
catastrophe (in translation, the word “uzhas” [“horror”] in Chemobylski’s direct speech is
rendered as “calamity”; Stories 391; cf. Sobranie 3: 611), then the deafness of Evgenia
Isakovna, and especially her selective use of her hearing (aid), can be regarded as a parable.
Jews—including Russian Jews—in Germany are not listening to or not hearing signs of the
times. They need to get out while they can. They need to save themselves and their children.
Instead, some of them chose to live in denial. Vladimir and Véra Nabokov were still living in
Berlin at the time when Nabokov’s fictional story took place there, and they stayed in Nazi




Germany with their Jewish son until the spring of 1937. Were they, too, ignoring the agonistic
warmnings on the walls of history?

Various snippets of information add up to evoke a historically haunting atmosphere. The
name of the messenger, Chernobylski, signals something ominous and terrifying. The story
was composed long before the Chernobyl nuclear disaster of 1986, but only a few years
before the Shoah. Nabokov’s émigré readers would have been likely to take immediate stock
of two things in Chernobylski’s name: the location of this town of Chernobyl in the former
Pale of Settlement and, more importantly, the idea of chernaia byl’, a darkly embellished
(fictionalized) tale 2

In closing, I would like to return for a moment to the story’s comparison with The Gift. In
the novel, set in the 1920s in Weimar Berlin, a Jewish-Russian young man by the name of
Yasha Chernyshevsky does take his life, but the novel’s salvatorium of memory and the
radiant literary future of its protagonist Fycdor Goedunov-Cherdyntsev give hope of Yasha’s
(fictional) immortality. In “Breaking the News,” both set and written in the historical context
of Nazi Germany, Nabokov can no longer shield his artistic world or even protect Jewish-
Russian parents from losing their children. He must find a way of being both a merciful
fictionist and a messenger of merciless history.
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Heaven (its fulfillment in the Second Coming of Christ) or a foretaste of Hell.” See Hieromonk Dionysios,
“State of the Soul after Death according to the Teachings of Saint John Damascene,”
http://stmichaelacademy.org/theo/stjd.htm, accessed 20 September 2009.

14 Interestingly, Nabokov indicates some genetic or thematic or historical connection between “Breaking
the News” and Invitation to a Beheading. In the story “Cloud, Castle, Lake,” the title of the novel,
“priglashenie na kazn’” (“invitation to a beheading”) is present directly in the text. In “Breaking the News,”
the word “kazn’” also appears as Evgenia Isakovna’s friends enter her room to break the news of her
son’s death: “Seichas nachnetsia kazn’” (*Now the execution would start”; Sobranie vol. 3, 614; Stories
394).

15 Quoted in Stories 650.

16 These emendations are consistent with the kids of changes Nabokov made in his Berlin stories as he
began to English them in the 1940s. On Nabokov’s collaboration with Peter A. Pertzoff and his revisions
in the course of Englishing his stories, see Shrayer, “After Rapture and Recapture: Transformations in the
Drafts of Nabokov's Stories,” The Russian Review, 58 (October 1999): 548-64; Shrayer, “Nabokov:
Letters to the American Translator,” Agni 50 (October 1999): 128-45. In his 2010 Kyoto conference
presentation, “Nabokov’'s ‘Natural Idiom’: From ‘First-rate’ Russian to ‘Second-rate’ English,”
Shun’ichiro Akikusa touched on the Englishing of “Breaking the News.”

17 “lda Samoilovna” and her sister; “the Shufs”; “Lipshteyn with his mother”; “the Orshanskis™;
“Madame Tomkin”; and the bearer of the news himself, “Boris Lvovich Chernobylski.” Yet members of
this Jewish-Russian émigré “milieu” (Nabokov’s own term from the postwar American years) are
nowhere identified directly as Jews in the story. In the original Russian text this would have been odd and
superfluous; in the translation Nabokov and his translator resorted to additional markings of Jewish last
names, but not to a transparent clarification of the characters’ origins.

18 In his commentary, Yuri Leving proposes that the breaking of the news corresponds with the notifica-
tion Nabokov received from his father’s friend losif Gessen following V. D. Nabokov’s murder in 1922.
Then “Breaking the News” might reverse—as previously in the case of the story “Rozhdestvo”
(“Christmas™)—the son’s drama of losing a parent.

19 Is it a real business or an engagement with the story’s creator, along the lines of the authorial firm
employing Vassily Ivanovich in “Cloud, Castle, Lake” (1937)?

20 This would not be Nabokov without a compulsion to engage in verbal games even under seemingly
inappropriate thematic circumstances. Why is it that Nabokov is verbally signaling “Ides of March”
(March 15th, a Roman festive day) in the story? We find partial anagrams and puns of martovskie idy:
“Ida Samoilovna” and her first husband, “Vladimir Markovich Vilner”; “Ida” Samoilovna and her sister
are coming over to see Evgenia Isakovna. Also, if one deliberately looks for these things, one finds the
racial antisemitic slur zhid (“Yid”; “Kike”) in “zhidkikh sedykh volosakh” (“‘sparse gray hair”; Sobranie
vol 3, 611; Stories, 391) of Chernobylski’s wife, or in parsh (related to parkh, as in parkhatyi, another
commonly used Russian antisemitic sobriquet—cf. zhid parkhatyi) in “parshivyi Parizh” (“lousy Paris”;
Sobranie vol 3, 611; Stories, 391), as Chernobylski refers to the city where the young man’s life ends. I
suspect that these verbal traces of anti-Jewish prejudice serve to underline, on a subterranean level, that
Nabokov's émigré Russian Jews could not help but live out the legacy of Russian antisemitism. Are
Nabokov’s pages strewn—or littered—with what in The Gift Fyodor Godunov-Cherdyntsev calls “rot”
(antisemitic expressions or innuendos of Zina’s stepfather) so as to suggest to the reader that Jewish
characters literally trod on signs of prejudice? This working hypothesis finds some common ground with
Eric Naiman’s exploration of Nabokov’s use of erotic and sexual wordplay in Pnin (see Naiman, “Perver-
sion in Pnin (Reading Nabokov Preposterously),” Nabokov Studies 7 (2002/2603): 89-117. The last name
Chemnobylsky might also point to M. Cherbobylsky, who was implicated as one of the possible
accomplices of the defendant, M.-M. Beilis, at the infamous Beilis Trial of 1913. I am grateful to Yuri
Leving for having drawn my attention to the fact that Nabokov’s father V. D. Nabokov, a prominent jurist
and politician and a major advocate for Jewish equality in czarist Russia, mentioned Chernobylsky in his
comparative article “Dva obvinitel’nykh akta” (“Two Bills of Indictment™) published in the Russian law
review Pravo 47 (1913).
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