
www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

Na bokov ’s The aTr ic a l im agiNaTioN

Drawing on a wealth of unpublished archival material, this study 
offers a comprehensive assessment of the importance of theatrical 
performance in vladimir Nabokov’s thinking and writing. siggy 
Frank provides fresh insights into Nabokov’s wider aesthetics and 
arrives at new readings of his narrative fiction. as well as emphasis-
ing the importance of theatrical performance to our understanding 
of Nabokov’s texts, she demonstrates that the theme of theatrical-
ity runs through the central concerns of Nabokov’s art and life: the 
nature of fiction, the relationship between the author and his fic-
tional world, textual origin and derivation, authorial control and 
textual property, literary appropriations and adaptations, and finally 
the transformation of the writer himself from the russian émigré 
writer sirin to the american novelist Nabokov.

s iggy fr a nk is lecturer in russian studies at the University of 
Nottingham.

  

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

Na bokov ’s The aTr ic a l 
im agiNaTioN

siggy Fr a Nk

  

 

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

c a m br i dge u n i v e r s i t y pr e s s
cambridge, New york, melbourne, madrid, cape Town,

singapore, são Paulo, Delhi, Tokyo, mexico city

cambridge University Press
The edinburgh building, cambridge cb2 8ru, uk

Published in the United states of america by cambridge University Press, New york

www.cambridge.org
information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107015456

© cambridge University Press 2012

This publication is in copyright. subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of cambridge University Press.

First published 2012

Printed in the United kingdom at the University Press, cambridge

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

i sbn 978-1-107-01545-6 hardback

cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  
accuracy of Urls for external or third-party internet websites referred to in  

this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,  
or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

v

Contents

Acknowledgements page vi
Note on transliteration and translation viii
List of abbreviations ix

 introduction 1

 1 Trying theatre: Nabokov’s playwriting 18

 2 Theatre on trial: Nabokov’s dramaturgy 47

 3 Thresholds and transgressions: The Man from the USSR,  
The Event and Invitation to a Beheading 67

 4 Theatre dreams: The Tragedy of Mr Morn, The Waltz  
Invention and Invitation to a Beheading 101

 5 Puppets and masks: King, Queen, Knave and Despair 130

 6 shakespeare’s ghost: The Real Life of Sebastian Knight,  
‘“That in aleppo once …”’ and Bend Sinister 156

 conclusion: performing identities 187

Bibliography 195
Index 213

  

 

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

vi

Acknowledgements

i would like to thank the University of oxford for awarding me a 
scatcherd european scholarship which funded the doctoral research on 
which this book is based. i would also like to thank the leverhulme Trust 
for granting me an early career Development Fellowship which allowed 
me to rethink large parts of my doctoral project and to undertake arch-
ival research in russia and the United states. a research grant from the 
school of modern languages and cultures, University of Nottingham, 
facilitated further archival research at the library of congress.

earlier versions of parts of chapter 3 and chapter 4 have appeared 
as ‘exile in Theatre/Theatre in exile: Nabokov’s early Plays Tragediia 
Gospodina Morna and Chelovek iz SSSR’, Slavonic and East European 
Review, 85/4 (october 2007), 629–57. i am grateful for the permission 
to use this material here. excerpts from various materials held at the 
New york Public library, henry W. and albert a. berg collection of 
english and american literature, astor, lenox and Tilden Foundations, 
vladimir Nabokov Papers, are reprinted here by arrangement with the 
New york Public library and the estate of vladimir Nabokov. all rights 
reserved. i am also grateful for the permission granted by the estate of 
vladimir Nabokov to reproduce the photo on page 31. 

much of this book is about notions of authorial property, and in some 
ways this study is a vivid illustration of individual and shared authorship, 
as i have benefited from discussions with colleagues and friends, all of 
whom have made some direct or indirect contribution to this study. First, 
i owe a large debt to Jane grayson who has been an exceptionally generous 
friend and colleague over many years. her inspiration, ideas and insights 
have been invaluable for this study. i would also like to thank the follow-
ing people: andrei babikov, David bethea, andy byford, Neil cornwell 
and Julie curtis. i wish to thank the staff at the Taylor institution slavonic 
and modern greek library, University of oxford; The berg collection at 

 

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

Acknowledgements vii

the New york Public library; The Nabokov collection at the manuscript 
Division at the library of congress, Washington, and the bakhmeteff 
archive, columbia University.

a very special thank you goes to my husband matthew for being my 
best reader and re-reader throughout this project. i am also indebted to 
my parents, Peter and eva golpon, and my parents-in-law, stephen and 
sue Frank, for their continuous support. This book is dedicated to a most 
remarkable, courageous and inspiring woman, my grandmother charlotte 
golpon (1912–2004), and her love for everything russian.

 

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

viii

Note on transliteration and translation

For transliteration of russian texts, i adhere to the library of congress 
system without diacritical marks. For the sake of readability, however, 
i use common anglicised spellings of russian names of both historical 
and fictional persons: for instance, cincinnatus (instead of Tsintsinnat), 
Dreyer (instead of Dreier), Franz (instead of Frants), hermann (instead 
of german), gogol (instead of gogol’), liubov (instead of liubov’), 
meyerhold (instead of meierkhol’d), stanislavsky (instead of stanislavskii), 
Waltz (instead of val’s) and so on.

For english translations of Nabokov’s work, i rely mostly on the stand-
ard english translations prepared or authorised by Nabokov himself. all 
other translations are mine, unless otherwise indicated.
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culture, columbia University, New york.

BS vladimir Nabokov, Bend Sinister (london: Penguin, 
1974).
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Penguin, 1963).
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1940–1971, ed. simon karlinsky, revised edn (berkeley: 
University of california Press, 2001).

Plays vladimir Nabokov, The Man from the USSR and 
Other Plays, trans. Dmitri Nabokov (san Diego, New 
york and london: bruccoli clark, harcourt brace 
Jovanovich Publishers, 1984).

‘Playwriting’ vladimir Nabokov, ‘Playwriting’, in The Man from 
the USSR and Other Plays (san Diego, New york and 
london: bruccoli clark, harcourt brace Jovanovich 
Publishers, 1984), 315–22.

P’esy vladimir Nabokov, Tragediia Gospodina Morna: P 'esy, 
lektsii o drame, ed. andrei babikov (st Petersburg: 
azbuka, 2008).

RLSK vladimir Nabokov, The Real Life of Sebastian Knight 
(london: Penguin, 1995).

Sobr. soch. vladimir Nabokov, Sobranie sochinenii russkogo peri-
oda v piati tomakh, 5 vols. (st Petersburg: simpozium, 
1999–2000).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org/9781107015456


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01545-6 - Nabokov’s Theatrical Imagination
Siggy Frank
Frontmatter
More information

List of abbreviationsx

SM vladimir Nabokov, Speak, Memory: An Autobiography 
Revisited (london: Penguin, 1969).

Stories vladimir Nabokov, The Collected Stories (london: Penguin, 
1997).

SO vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions (New york: vintage, 
1990).

vN berg vladimir Nabokov Papers, New york Public library, henry 
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