
lectures on literature vladimir
nabokov

lectures on literature vladimir nabokov represent a profound exploration of
literary art delivered by one of the twentieth century’s most influential
writers and critics. Nabokov’s lectures delve into the intricacies of
narrative technique, the aesthetics of prose, and the subtle interplay
between language and meaning in literature. This collection offers invaluable
insights into the works of celebrated authors, as well as Nabokov’s own
distinctive literary philosophy. His approach combines rigorous analysis with
an appreciation for the creative imagination, making these lectures a vital
resource for students, scholars, and literary enthusiasts alike. The lectures
on literature Vladimir Nabokov delivered exemplify his masterful command of
both theory and practice, enriching the understanding of literature’s
multifaceted nature. This article will examine the context, content, and
enduring significance of these lectures, shedding light on Nabokov’s unique
contributions to literary criticism.
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Background and Context of Nabokov’s Lectures on
Literature

The lectures on literature Vladimir Nabokov delivered were primarily given
during his tenure as a professor at institutions such as Cornell University
in the mid-20th century. Nabokov’s academic career ran parallel to his
prolific work as a novelist and translator, allowing him to integrate his
creative insights with scholarly rigor. These lectures arose from his desire
to educate students about the art of literature beyond conventional critical
frameworks, emphasizing the aesthetic experience of reading. They reflect the
historical and cultural milieu of their time, including the shifting literary
paradigms post-World War II and the rise of formalist and structuralist
thought, which Nabokov often engaged with critically.

The Academic Environment

Nabokov’s lectures were shaped by the academic environment of American
universities during the 1940s and 1950s, which increasingly valued diverse
literary theories. Despite this, Nabokov remained distinct in his resistance
to certain dominant critical schools, advocating instead for a close reading



approach that privileged the text itself.

Nabokov’s Career as a Lecturer

During his academic career, Nabokov taught courses covering a wide range of
literature, including Russian classics, English poetry, and modern novels.
His lectures were often noted for their eloquence, wit, and deep analytical
precision, attracting wide attention from students and literary critics
alike.

Key Themes in Nabokov’s Literary Lectures

The lectures on literature Vladimir Nabokov presented are rich with recurring
themes that reveal his literary values and critical methodology. Central to
his lectures is the emphasis on the writer’s craft, the importance of
artistic freedom, and the role of imagination in literature. Nabokov
championed the idea that literature should be appreciated as an art form
rather than reduced to mere political or sociological interpretation.

Artistry and Technique

Nabokov consistently highlighted the technical mastery required to create
enduring literary works. Elements such as narrative structure, word choice,
and stylistic innovation were subjects he dissected in detail, illustrating
how they contribute to the aesthetic pleasure of a text.

Reading as an Active Process

Another key theme involves the active participation of the reader. Nabokov
argued that literature demands engagement, where readers decode layers of
meaning and appreciate nuances that go beyond surface-level interpretation.

Rejection of Didacticism

Unlike many contemporaries, Nabokov rejected overt didacticism or moralizing
tendencies in literature. In his lectures, he asserted that art should not be
subservient to ideology but valued for its imaginative and artistic
qualities.

Analysis of Notable Lectures and Their Subjects

Nabokov’s lectures on literature cover a broad range of authors and works,
each analyzed with his characteristic depth and insight. Among his most



famous lectures are the analyses of works by Gogol, Pushkin, and James Joyce,
showcasing his diverse literary interests and expertise.

Lecture on Nikolai Gogol

In his lecture on Gogol, Nabokov explored the author’s use of irony and
grotesque elements, emphasizing the playful yet profound nature of Gogol’s
storytelling. Nabokov admired Gogol’s linguistic precision and his ability to
blend humor with social commentary.

Lecture on Alexander Pushkin

Nabokov’s lecture on Pushkin focused on the poet’s mastery of rhythm, tone,
and narrative economy. He praised Pushkin’s influence on Russian literature
and highlighted the timelessness of his poetic vision.

Lecture on James Joyce’s Ulysses

Addressing modernist literature, Nabokov’s lecture on Joyce’s Ulysses
revealed his appreciation for linguistic innovation and complex narrative
techniques. He underscored Joyce’s ability to transform everyday experiences
into a rich tapestry of literary art.

Nabokov’s Approach to Literary Criticism

Nabokov’s lectures on literature demonstrate a distinctive approach to
criticism that blends formal analysis with an appreciation for imaginative
creativity. He advocated for a method that privileges the text’s artistic
qualities while avoiding reductionist interpretations.

Close Reading and Formalism

Nabokov emphasized close reading as a primary tool for understanding
literature, focusing on the form, style, and language of the text. His method
aligns with formalist traditions but is enriched by his sensitivity to
artistic nuance.

Emphasis on the Author’s Intent

While many modern critics downplay authorial intent, Nabokov believed in
considering the creator’s imaginative vision as essential to fully grasping a
work’s meaning. His lectures often included reflections on the author’s
creative process and intentions.



Literary Imagination and Playfulness

Central to Nabokov’s criticism is the celebration of literary imagination and
playfulness. He regarded literature as a form of art that delights in
linguistic creativity and intellectual challenge, encouraging readers to
savor the complexity of literary devices.

Impact and Legacy of the Lectures on Literature
Vladimir Nabokov

The lectures on literature Vladimir Nabokov delivered have left a lasting
influence on literary studies and criticism. They continue to be studied for
their insightful perspectives on narrative art and their challenge to
prevailing critical orthodoxies.

Influence on Literary Scholarship

Nabokov’s lectures have inspired generations of scholars to adopt a more
text-centered, aesthetically driven approach to literature. His insistence on
the importance of artistic form has helped revive interest in formalist and
close reading methodologies.

Contribution to Understanding of Major Literary Works

Through his detailed analyses, Nabokov provided fresh interpretations of
canonical authors, enriching the appreciation of their works. His lectures
remain valuable resources for anyone seeking deeper understanding of literary
masterpieces.

Continuing Relevance

The principles articulated in Nabokov’s lectures still resonate in
contemporary literary discourse. His advocacy for artistic integrity and
imaginative engagement challenges readers and critics to approach literature
with both rigor and passion.

Close reading as a method for literary appreciation

Focus on narrative technique and style

Rejection of ideologically driven criticism

Emphasis on the imaginative and playful aspects of literature

Integration of authorial intent in analysis



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes discussed in Vladimir
Nabokov's lectures on literature?

Vladimir Nabokov's lectures on literature often explore themes such as the
art of storytelling, the importance of style and language, the role of the
reader's imagination, and the distinction between genuine art and mere
entertainment.

Where can I find Vladimir Nabokov's lectures on
literature?

Vladimir Nabokov's lectures on literature are compiled in the book 'Lectures
on Literature,' which is available in bookstores and online platforms. Some
lectures are also accessible through university archives and educational
websites.

Which authors did Nabokov focus on in his literature
lectures?

In his lectures, Nabokov discussed numerous authors including Charles
Dickens, Fyodor Dostoevsky, James Joyce, Edgar Allan Poe, and Alexander
Pushkin, analyzing their narrative techniques and literary styles.

How did Nabokov view the role of the reader in
literature?

Nabokov believed the reader plays an active role in literature, engaging with
the text through imagination and interpretation, making each reading a
unique, creative experience.

What is Nabokov's approach to literary criticism in
his lectures?

Nabokov's approach to literary criticism is highly individualistic, focusing
on close reading, attention to detail, and appreciation of the artistic
craftsmanship rather than relying on theoretical frameworks.

Did Nabokov use examples from his own works in his
lectures on literature?

Yes, Nabokov occasionally referenced his own works, such as 'Lolita,' to
illustrate his points about narrative structure, language play, and the
complexities of authorial voice.

What distinguishes Nabokov's literary lectures from



other literary critics' talks?

Nabokov's lectures stand out due to his poetic language, deep passion for
literature, emphasis on aesthetic experience, and rejection of academic
jargon, making his insights accessible and engaging.

Are Nabokov's lectures on literature relevant to
contemporary literary studies?

Absolutely, Nabokov's insights on narrative technique, language, and reader
engagement remain influential and are widely studied in contemporary literary
criticism and creative writing courses.

How did Nabokov incorporate his knowledge of multiple
languages in his lectures?

Nabokov's multilingual background enriched his lectures, allowing him to draw
comparisons across Russian, English, and French literature, highlighting
linguistic nuances and translation challenges.

What is a recommended starting point for someone new
to Nabokov's lectures on literature?

A good starting point is the lecture on Charles Dickens, where Nabokov
analyzes 'David Copperfield,' showcasing his analytical style and approach to
literary appreciation.

Additional Resources
1. Lectures on Literature by Vladimir Nabokov
This collection of lectures delivered by Nabokov explores his unique insights
into classic and modern literature. Nabokov’s keen analysis and distinctive
style bring new life to works by authors such as Gogol, Flaubert, and
Pushkin. The book reveals Nabokov’s deep passion for language, narrative
structure, and the art of storytelling, making it essential for students and
lovers of literature.

2. Strong Opinions by Vladimir Nabokov
A compilation of essays, interviews, and lectures, this book showcases
Nabokov’s sharp wit and critical eye on literature and art. His reflections
on his own works and those of others provide a window into his literary
philosophy. Readers gain a deeper understanding of Nabokov’s approach to
reading and writing.

3. Nabokov’s Lectures on Russian Literature edited by Brian Boyd
This volume brings together a series of Nabokov’s lectures focusing
specifically on Russian literary giants. The commentary and analysis
elucidate the complexity and beauty of Russian literature through Nabokov’s
perspective. It is a valuable resource for scholars interested in Russian
letters and Nabokov’s intellectual legacy.

4. The Nabokov-Wilson Letters: Correspondence between Vladimir Nabokov and
Edmund Wilson
Through their correspondence, readers get insight into Nabokov’s literary
opinions and his engagement with contemporary critics. The letters often



discuss Nabokov’s literary lectures and his stances on various authors and
works. This book offers a personal look at the exchanges that shaped
mid-20th-century literary criticism.

5. Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited by Vladimir Nabokov
Though primarily an autobiography, this book contains reflections on
Nabokov’s literary influences and intellectual development. His detailed
recollections include his experiences as a lecturer and teacher of
literature. It provides context for understanding his approach to literature
and writing.

6. Vladimir Nabokov: The American Years by Brian Boyd
A comprehensive biography that includes an in-depth look at Nabokov’s career
as a lecturer in American universities. The book discusses how his teaching
shaped his literary output and vice versa. Readers gain insight into the
intersection of Nabokov’s academic and creative lives.

7. Nabokov’s Butterflies: Unpublished and Uncollected Writings edited by
Brian Boyd
This collection features various writings by Nabokov, including some lecture
notes and essays on literature. It provides a broader view of his
intellectual pursuits beyond his novels. The book is a treasure trove for
those interested in Nabokov’s multifaceted talents.

8. Lolita and Literature: Nabokov’s Art of Allusion by Brian Boyd
This study examines how Nabokov’s lectures and literary criticism inform the
rich allusions found in his novel Lolita. It explores the interplay between
Nabokov’s role as a lecturer and his creative writing. The book deepens
readers' appreciation of Nabokov’s literary artistry.

9. The Cambridge Companion to Vladimir Nabokov edited by Julian W. Connolly
This volume contains essays that discuss various aspects of Nabokov’s work,
including his lectures on literature. Contributors analyze his teaching style
and how it influenced his writing. It is an excellent resource for
understanding Nabokov’s impact on literary studies.
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