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Introduction to the English- Language Edition
Volodya

It all started with this book. I mean the way I have written my other books 
has been shaped by the process of writing this one. Like a life story, a book 
has its own murky history, shaped by complex circumstances, unexpected 
events, and strange coincidences. In this case, the story of those diverse fac-
tors, coming together at a specific time and place can provide a reasonable 
answer to the question, why Nabokov? Why write a book about Nabokov 
in a country now called the Islamic Republic of Iran, that was once called 
Iran and before that Persia? What makes Nabokov relevant to life in the 
Islamic Republic?

I could, of course, count all my connections—real or imagined—to 
Nabokov, beginning with the long and tumultuous history of the relations 
between Iran and its northern neighbor Russia, and Russia’s influence on 
shaping Iran’s modern history and culture. There is an undiminished sense 
of humiliation and grievance among Iranians about their country’s devas-
tating defeats in the nineteenth century at the hands of Russians, which led 
to Iran ceding the Caucasus and half of the Caspian Sea to Russia, and then 
there is Russia’s and later the Soviet Union’s immense influence in shaping 
Iran’s modern political ideologies as well as its literary taste and tenden-
cies—influences in the best and the worst sense of the word: great literature 
and Communist ideology. Iran seems to have followed Russia—thankfully, 
on a smaller scale—in its rebellion against political dictatorship, creation 
of a short- lived liberal interim government, and finally a violent ideological 
totalitarian revolution.

I can also cite the influence of Russian literature on Iranian intel-
lectuals, and on my own education. By the time I was fifteen I had read 
many of the books Nabokov had read: not just Hugo, Stendhal, Austen, 
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and Dickens, but also Tolstoy, Gogol, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, and Chekhov. 
To stretch the similarities, I might reference my own liberal education in 
a family that was part of the upper class, yet disdainful of it. My father be-
came the youngest mayor of Tehran, very popular, and my mother was one 
of the six women first elected to the Iranian parliament in 1963; both were 
rebels against the very institutions they served. My mother did not last more 
than a term, and my father was rewarded for “insubordination” toward the 
prime minister and the minister of interior with four years without a trial 
in a “temporary jail,” until his actual trial and full exoneration. Not just my 
parents but most of the Nafisi clan were unimpressed by or uninterested 
in wealth and class, though they were informed by education and culture, 
about which they could become tediously snobbish. And then of course, 
like Nabokov, I became an exile in America. All these facts could have had 
some effect on how I connect to Nabokov. But I don’t think any of them 
was a real factor in shaping my views of Nabokov or my fascination with his 
work. Nor do I believe in using a work of fiction as an extension or allegory 
for my own or any other life story.

In writing this book I wanted to get away from the kind of learned 
literary essays that were popular in Iran and that I had been writing. I was 
bored with that kind of essay, I felt I was still writing college term papers—
but even in college I had strayed from the conventional way of writing those 
often uninspiring texts. My book was to be about Nabokov, but not just a 
literary analysis of his fiction. My focus would be the interdependence of 
fiction and reality and the intersections where the two meet, each turning 
into a metaphor for the other. I wanted to narrate rather than explicate how 
different times and circumstances have shaped my views and interpreta-
tions of Nabokov’s fiction, and how reading his books has reflected those 
realities while changing and subverting my perceptions of them. The book 
was to be a narrative of my experiences and Nabokov’s fictional works.

I spent many exciting and anxious hours trying to find the right bal-
ance between my real and fictional experiences. For one thing, I discovered 
that reality is not as concrete and indisputable as it appears, or as we want 
it to be, and fiction is not as unreal as we believe it to be. But that was not 
a problem; the main drawback was related to the very reality I was trying 
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to articulate: that reality itself would become the key obstacle standing in 
the way of writing my book. And perhaps one of the biggest incentives for 
writing it.

I remember vividly the moment I discovered how I wanted to write 
the first sentence of my book. I had just visited the Iranian poet Bijan 
Elahi, one of the two people I knew in Iran of that time who really knew 
Nabokov—not simply familiar with his work, he was genuinely passion-
ate about it. (The other expert was a brilliant and reclusive literary critic 
whom I called “the magician.”) The day had been one of those sunlit fall 
days. Elahi’s house was situated in the older part of northern Tehran, close 
to the mountains, still preserving its dusty quality, the aroma of earth, and 
the leaves rising with the dust as I walked the narrow alley to his house. 
The living room was cool and dark, large French windows opening into a 
shaded, tree- filled garden, the evergreens keeping the sun out. It seemed 
as if that particular garden had deliberately resisted the colors of fall. I had 
enthusiastically explained to Elahi why I wanted to write about Nabokov, 
why I felt this was so relevant to the times we lived in—and yes, yes, I knew 
that did not really matter, that great literature is timeless, but then, there we 
were: even if we were not living in exceptional times, our times in one way 
or another affect how we read and write.

I left his leafy green world with its own choice of seasons and stepped 
out into the early afternoon light, dazzled by the impossible colors of leaves, 
not just yellow, red, and brown, but the color I identified as fall copper. 
From the dusty alley, I turned toward the more naked light and bare asphalt 
of the main street. I felt elated and fidgety with excitement, chasing multi-
tudes of scattered ideas that, like mischievous children, were running wild 
and evading my attempts to catch them. The street was on a steep slope, and 
as I walked down, I came to a sudden stop, having gotten hold of one of 
those evasive ideas and not wanting to let my captive go. I took out my note-
book from my bag and wrote these words: “The first book I read by Nabo-
kov was Ada. My boyfriend Ted gave it to me, writing on the flyleaf, ‘for 
Azar, my Ada, Ted.’ ” My first encounter with Nabokov was thus joyous and 
deeply personal, its mood coloring all my later readings of his work. It felt 
like “the tingle in the spine” that he had demanded of reading and readers. 
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I read Ada as a fairy tale, never once opening a dictionary to look up words 
or search the allusions, fervently discussing it with Ted. We were very young 
and we were in love and passionate about literature. This seemed like a good 
opening for my first book.

But right after writing those words, I knew that I would not be able 
to publish them. Not just political dissent or criticism but the public ar-
ticulation of unruly passions of youthful love, or love in general, were also 
banned. It was a sign of the kind of regime the Islamic Republic had be-
come that alongside of political offenses and crimes, public expression 
of love in any form or shape, including poetry, was not just banned and 
censored but also punished. In the poem “In This Blind Alley,” the poet 
Ahmad Shamlu had written about the murder of love, joy, and poetry in the 
Islamic Republic, starting with these words:

They smell your breath
lest you have said: I love you,
They smell your heart:
   These are strange times, my dear.

They flog love
at the roadblock.
Let’s hide love in the larder.

In this crooked blind alley, as the chill descends,
they feed fires
with logs of song and poetry.
Hazard not a thought:
   These are strange times, my dear. . . .

I knew that the very first sentence I had thought of for my book had already 
become the first victim of the reality I wanted to narrate. If to write of falling 
in love with a man (and a foreign man at that) was forbidden by law, then its 
mutilation and censure was sure to follow in print. Its appearance in print 
would, after all, be proof that such things did exist and could be celebrated 
despite censorship—that fact in itself was considered too dangerous. The 
center of every narrative is the individual, her concrete experiences, feel-
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ings, and emotions, as well as her relation to the wider world. All this is 
the microcosm of the world at large. The Islamic regime, like all totalitarian 
systems, instinctively reacted against anything that created space for the 
unique and the individual, anything it could not control and redefine. Its 
targets were not merely political but those that ensured the diversity and 
individuality of voices, lifestyles, beliefs, and viewpoints, namely women, 
culture, and minorities.

For a while I spent a rather pleasant if melancholy time brooding over 
my fate in the Islamic Republic. My notes of that time show a marked fond-
ness for the word “confiscation.” I had written several pages on how—to 
deprive Iranians of our reality—the regime had to justify its actions by con-
fiscating our history, for if the past was not what we knew it to be but what 
the Islamic Republic had rewritten, then the present, as confiscated and re-
shaped by the Islamic Republic, was justified. According to the regime, we 
were not Iranians with three thousand years of history, composed of differ-
ent ethnicities and religions, but were instead all Muslims—and not Mus-
lims with different interpretations and belonging to different denominations 
of religion; we were limited to only one interpretation and denomination, 
the most extreme and backward. Religion itself had become a victim of 
the regime used as an ideology to maintain power over the Iranian society. 
Within this context we were all to uniformly obey the laws of the Islamic 
Republic that had come to us, not just in the name of religion but as repre-
sentative of the word of God. How we dressed, acted, expressed ourselves, 
how we felt and imagined and thought, all was subject to confiscation. This 
was how it should be in their view. In confiscating history, culture, and tra-
dition, the regime also confiscated our identities as individual citizens, with 
the right to freedom of expression and choice. “They” know what “they” 
are doing, “they” know the threats to “their” rule, or so I wrote in my note-
book, on and on . . .

■

These thoughts brought me closer to Nabokov, his celebration of 
individuality and individual dignity, his commitment to a life of imagina-
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tion, his uncompromising stance against any form of totalitarianism not 
only at state level but also in terms of personal relationships. I seemed, too, 
to be getting signs and guidance from the master himself: suddenly every-
where I went a book of his was beckoning—in one of the few English book-
stores left in Iran I discovered Speak, Memory; on one of the top shelves in 
my father’s library I noticed Lolita side by side with King, Queen, Knave 
and Laughter in the Dark (on whose flyleaf Father had written, “Washing-
ton, 1953”); and my magician friend offered me the use of his collection of 
Nabokov editions. I started rereading Ada, this time finding more demons 
behind those fairy- tale trees and in the corners of opulent mansions . . . one 
by one, I went through the books I had already read and those that I hadn’t. 
There was something so deeply resonant in the texture of Nabokov’s work, 
something that I had not caught before, too struck at first by the deceptive 
and seductive beauty of his words.

One theme that caught my eye, recurring in book after book, was the 
idea of exile. Exiled was how I was feeling, living in the Islamic Republic 
of Iran. I had returned home in 1979 to discover that home was not home 
anymore, that the people who ruled my country were more alien to me than 
others who lived thousands of miles away. The confiscation of Iran’s his-
tory, the loss of my identity as a person of certain principles and beliefs (as 
a woman, a teacher, a writer, and a reader) made me feel orphaned, home-
less, in the beloved country of my birth. This went beyond politics; it be-
came an existential matter.

At first I felt detached and marginalized, alone and disoriented, in 
a perpetual state of exile from the country I knew; then I started to con-
nect with those who shared the same sentiments. Escaping social and po-
litical reality, we, like many others, created our own self- sufficient island. 
Gradually I realized that I was not alone, that it was not just people like 
me, but that many among the Iranians were now in exile, having lost their 
past and feeling bewildered in the present, with little or no connection to 
their current state of being. No wonder Nabokov’s sense of tragic absurdity 
seemed so familiar to me. For him exile was not just a physical migration. 
His protagonists were often aliens, either in physical exile or exiled in their 
own homes, experiencing a feeling of unreality, orphanhood, isolation. His 



Volodya xv

characters like Cincinnatus or Krug were aliens and exiles in their native 
countries, living under similar circumstances to many of us in the Islamic 
Republic. As my book began to take shape, each chapter revolved around 
a particular dimension of exile, each one independent of but overflowing 
into the other.

■

My preoccupation with Nabokov made me eager to share his work 
with my students. He was unknown to most of them and it was a bit risky 
teaching a writer so “difficult,” at least linguistically, yet that element of risk 
was itself intriguing and challenging. I began with one of his most abstract 
but relevant books, Invitation to a Beheading, and after the students’ un-
expected and joyous response I added Pnin. Later, in my private class, we 
read Lolita. Before teaching each book, I would ask myself the same ques-
tions: Would they “get it”? Would they connect? Will they run after the 
White Rabbit and risk jumping down the hole? Well, I must say they most 
certainly did “get it,” and connected, and most of them eagerly followed 
the White Rabbit and showed little hesitation in jumping down the famous 
hole. How to get them out again was another matter. I remember Mr. Sami 
reproaching me for not introducing them to Nabokov earlier, and another 
student, a petite girl with delicate features and a shy demeanor, choking and 
breathless with excitement, telling me that, the night before, she had been 
pacing up and down her dorm room, waving her copy of Invitation to a Be-
heading at her startled if bemused roommate and her two friends, hurling 
at them the words that Cincinnatus addressed to his jailers: “I obey you, 
specters, werewolves, parodies.”

What was it that so attracted us to Nabokov? The same students who 
had complained about having difficulties with Henry James’s The Ambas-
sadors were treating the difficult and highly formalized Invitation to a Be-
heading as if it had been written specifically for them. It was not just a pas-
sionate readerly appreciation of a book (my students had felt that about 
the majority of texts we studied): many among them felt a kinship with 
Nabokov’s protagonists, instinctively connected to his books as, in more 



xvi Introduction to the English-Language Edition

ways than one, they resonated with their reality. This was true both of his 
“political” novels like Invitation to a Beheading or Bend Sinister and his 
“nonpolitical” fiction, Pnin and Lolita. They connected, then, not because 
of the books’ content, but because of how that content was shaped, by how 
the reading experience led to the Joycean kind of epiphany and the Nabo-
kovian tingle in the spine!

I am not trying to use Nabokov’s books as allegories for our reality, 
however; there was not a one- to- one relationship between that reality and 
his fiction. Nor do I advocate treating books as remedies or therapeutic ses-
sions for the soul. But there needs to be a form of connection, an empathy 
between reader and text that goes beyond a simple equation to reflect the 
universal nature of books, their celebration of difference, and their simulta-
neous appreciation of our common experiences, values, and needs. Just as 
difference is vital to a great work of fiction, so too is empathy, the shock of 
recognition about our common humanity, when we realize not how differ-
ent we are but, despite our differences, how alike we are, sharing the best 
and the worst. Nabokov, an immigrant who connected to so many different 
cultures, instinctively grasped the interdependence and interactions of par-
ticularity and universality.

We empathized with the tone and texture of Nabokov’s novels, which 
gave rise in us to a sense of anguish and trauma, a feeling of irretrievable 
loss. The intensity of our response—the weight of its reality, the everlasting 
presence of our oppressive state in the shape of the specters and werewolves 
that Cincinnatus raged against—intruded on every aspect of our lives, in 
public and in our most private moments. When the sensations were not 
there, fear of their intrusion was ever present. I did not want the Islamic 
Republic to dominate my fictional experiences as well as my everyday life. 
It was imperative that I not simply teach or write about that reality without 
focusing on fiction, on the world of imagination that Nabokov saw as the 
alternative to the phantasmagorical world created by his and our rulers. My 
students’ reactions to Nabokov’s fiction strengthened my faith in the power 
of ideas and the imagination to resist and challenge the totalitarian powers 
that appeared otherwise to be beyond our control.

One way of survival was to acknowledge our shared sense of absurdity 
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in what had come to pass, to share it, to turn it into art. But in that, too, 
reality was ahead of us. No work of fiction could compete with the ab-
surdity imposed on our everyday reality by the solipsism of the Islamic 
regime: who could invent the blind censor reigning over Iran’s theater and 
later a television channel? Who could create an anecdote about airbrush-
ing out the figures of ballerinas from Degas’s Ballerinas at the Barre in an 
art book, or concealing women’s bodies in copies of Newsweek and Time? 
Who could think of deleting Olive Oyl from most of the Popeye episodes on 
television because Olive is a loose woman, not married to Popeye? And who 
would put headscarves on the drawings of female chickens in a children’s 
book? How could an absurd play or a story compete with that? Nabokov 
had succeeded in reflecting perfectly the atmosphere and the texture of that 
absurd life we lived, and, just as important, he demonstrated how the anti-
dote to such absurdity was real imagination, cleansing and refreshing our 
vision, such that we could see and articulate the truths hidden and silenced 
by that absurd reality.

We felt threatened not just by a political dictatorship (it wasn’t only 
about politics, not something that a social revolutionary novel could de-
cipher) but by the fact that the totalitarian mindset had extended into the 
most private corners of our lives to such an extent that our most personal 
gestures, like holding hands in public, wearing ties, or showing a bit of hair, 
had become political statements. There were few or no boundaries between 
public and private, political and personal. More frightening was the danger 
that we who were victims of this mindset could ourselves unintentionally 
adopt its approach, using the same tactics and rhetoric, becoming just as 
blind toward others, just as inflexible. To challenge the state meant fighting 
for a way of living, of being, that was now in danger of extinction. Nabokov 
had experienced that kind of danger. The tone in his fiction gave voice to a 
deep traumatic and anguished existence, a sense of irretrievable loss. That 
pained silence articulated through fiction prompts great empathy. More 
than the works of any other modern novelist, his are variations on the evils 
of solipsism. Yet in both the “nonpolitical” and the “political” novels, and 
in the most tragic, like Lolita, you will find an undertone of the absurd, a 
defiant mockery, almost a parody of some form of cruelty. Pathos in his 
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work is accompanied by bathos. The “innocent”—Lolita, Pnin, Krug, Cin-
cinnatus, or Lucette—suffer tragic fates, but those who impose tragedy 
upon them, the solipsists, the “monsters,” were parodied, providing the 
absurd component of the stories. It was with that sense of absurdity that I 
empathized too. I am reminded now of all our jokes about the Islamic Re-
public. They were extremely funny at times, but the tragedy was that this 
absurdity, the joke and the parody, was our reality, an integral part of our 
everyday life; it was our condition and there was not much fun in that. We 
had to turn it into an existential joke to resist it, to make reality tolerable.

The relation to Nabokov’s fiction was not one way. I felt then as I feel 
now that, like any passionate reader, my students and I not only took from 
the books but also gave something back, brought our own fresh experiences 
to the novels, and with that a fresh perception of the whole work. Novels are 
written to be read, and each reading adds a new dimension to the book, res-
urrects the work in a sense; without active reading, works of fiction simply 
wither and die. We too illuminated certain hidden aspects of Nabokov’s 
work, we too brought forth what might have been unseen until then. Some-
thing in Lolita, for example, in the very texture of the book, reminded me 
profoundly of our own reality in the Islamic Republic. The intensity of that 
reality, like an open wound, created a sensitivity in us, illuminating the hid-
den depths and dimensions of Nabokov’s multidimensional stories.

■

Like most great books, Nabokov’s novels were far more subversive 
and effective in questioning not just their worlds but their readers too, jolt-
ing them out of a complacency fueled by the predictable plots of lesser 
works with their stock characters, with preachy language trying to force a 
“message,” a political or moral agenda, down the poor reader’s throat—an 
insult to readers’ intelligence and their desire for truth. We did not need to 
be told that the regime was bad and we were good, we did not need to be 
made to feel self- righteous and beyond reproach; we needed to go beyond 
that, to spurn the reality imposed upon us, and to do so we needed a new 
way of looking at that reality in search of revelation, not condemnation, 
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of understanding, not judgment. We needed the kind of illumination that 
comes through imagination and ideas, and a connection to the world that 
had been taken from us. This was why my students ignored most socially 
committed novels but loved Nabokov—not because they were not politi-
cally committed, but because Nabokov’s fiction did not merely question 
politics of the day but went far beyond that to put on trial all forms of tyran-
nical mindset.

In the process of writing my book I kept recalling Nabokov’s say-
ing, “Fancy is fertile only when it is futile.” This writer, like the majority 
of writers I taught, was not overtly political in his public life; he in fact 
shunned politics, and when he did pay attention to it, he supported many 
conservative causes. Compared to a revolutionary author like Sholokhov 
or Gorky, Nabokov was both the greater writer and the more enduring, the 
more essential. Remember Sholokhov, a Soviet functionary who won the 
Nobel Prize for literature? How many people in the world and in his own 
country remember him? Nabokov won the bigger prize: continuing to live 
in the hearts and minds of millions of readers the world over. He does not 
criticize a specific government at a specific time; what his books target is the 
totalitarian mentality, be it in the dystopian works like Invitation to a Be-
heading and Bend Sinister or on a more personal level in Humbert’s blind-
ness toward Lolita as a separate and distinct being with her own aspirations 
and feelings. Humbert’s greatest crime turns out to be not Quilty’s murder 
but his confiscation of a child’s life and her transformation into a figment of 
his disturbed imagination, into an object of his desire. Such wicked trans-
formations spoke volumes to me and to my students. We also empathized 
with the victims, and with the defenses by Cincinnatus, Krug, and Lolita 
of their rights as individuals, their refusal to give up their individual iden-
tities and their sense of dignity. These matters did not merely concern the 
totalitarian societies but were/are quite relevant to life in a democratic so-
ciety. Remember that Lolita happens in the United States of America and 
the victim in the novel is a little American girl. Nabokov in that book has 
drawn a portrait of both the victim and the perpetrator in such a poignant 
and heartbreaking manner that it becomes almost unbearable. Rape is not 
just a physical act, it is a violation of our identity as individuals, pointing to 
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the victim’s helplessness, fear, self- loathing, and loss of identity and con-
fidence. Whether in Iran or America, it is the same: the act is ultimately a 
violation and a confiscation of the victim’s self- esteem and identity.

■

After spending a great deal of time brooding, doubting that I could 
ever write a book under such circumstances, I decided to shelve my origi-
nal idea but not abandon it entirely. I created two columns in my diary, 
under the heading “Things I have been silent about.” In one column, I 
wrote all the strange and absurd things we were confronted with in Iran, 
and particularly in the capital: going to parties in Tehran, going to concerts 
in Tehran, reading Lolita in Tehran, reading Huck Finn in Tehran, trans-
lating  Langston Hughes in Tehran, lecturing on Madame Bovary in Tehran, 
teaching Jacques le Fataliste in Tehran, watching the Marx Brothers in Teh-
ran, listening to the Doors in Tehran. . . . In the second column I wrote the 
name of books relevant to these realities. When I came to the United States, 
every book I wrote in English was a continuation and a response to the diffi-
cult and painful birth of this first book in Farsi—addressing not what I had 
put into this book but what I had been obliged to leave out.

Instead, in this volume, I tried to find a different way to write about 
the relationship between our reality and Nabokov’s fiction. I called its struc-
ture metaphoric. I wanted to see whether I could write a book without once 
mentioning the Islamic Republic, a straight book of literary analysis that 
also illuminated our reality then in Iran while going beyond Iran and re-
vealing the general totalitarian mindset and its targets. It took me five years 
to write, and never again will I have the kind of experience I had over those 
five years. Everyone close to me, from family and friends to students, be-
came involved in one way or another. My brother and friends who lived 
abroad sent me books on Nabokov. In our place near the mountains outside 
Tehran I organized groups of my own and our friends’ children to chase 
butterflies, the swarm of blue butterflies gracing that part of the country, 
and made up stories for them about where the butterflies might lead them. 
We even had a drawing contest where the children drew portraits of Nabo-
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kov and his butterflies. I wrote my book for my students and those who 
flocked to my classes from across the city because of their love of literature, 
especially those who did not have access to Nabokov’s works, and were de-
prived of a public space to freely discuss them, but who had the passion and 
the tenacity to create the space.

In 1990 I was permitted to leave the Islamic Republic for the first 
time and started traveling abroad for conferences and on fellowships, and I 
spent a great deal of time researching the latest books on Nabokov; not just 
Tehran but Oxford, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Washington, London, also 
became parts of my Nabokov memory. I remember how excited I was when, 
after a talk at the University of Pennsylvania, I received my first paycheck for 
a speech. It was a generous sum, if you came from postrevolutionary Iran. 
The first thing I did was buy my very own copy of Brian Boyd’s biography 
of Nabokov’s Russian years.

My book played a small role in the conflicts between what are called 
Iran’s hardliners and reformists. My publisher was a reformist and a former 
official at the Ministry of Islamic Culture and Guidance. He had taken some 
risk by publishing a book by a “formalist” writer—formalism in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, as in the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, was frowned 
upon and criticized and banned as decadent. My publisher was repri-
manded in print. After publication in 1994 the book was well received but 
went out of print rather quickly. A second printing was denied; for a while 
copies were sold on the black market at exorbitant prices and then the black 
market ran out of stock as well. When I first found my opening sentence to 
the book I never wrote, I would never have imagined that the book I finally 
wrote would not be found in its country of birth but become available in 
English in a country that would also become my home, the book itself being 
reborn in exile.

■

Why Nabokov in America? How relevant is he to this society in times 
of such deep crisis? The answer is quite simple: whenever we are obliged 
to justify the necessity of imagination and ideas, we have proved why we 
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need more than ever ideas and imagination—which is why we also need 
Nabokov.

Nabokov’s response would probably be to repeat that “fancy is fer-
tile only when it is futile.” Before literature becomes useful to us on po-
litical and social levels, it is essential to our existence as human beings—
like breathing, you don’t question its necessity, you simply breathe. What 
Nabokov called the “tingle in the spine” is the main purpose of literature, 
at least great literature, and like true love, the tingle keeps coming back each 
time one reencounters the beloved. It is only through the tingle that fancy 
becomes useful to us in other ways, illuminating the past, subverting and 
clarifying the present, predicting the future. As for literature’s relevance 
today, maybe if we had paid more attention to imagination and ideas, maybe 
if we had not dismissed genuine knowledge in favor of short- term gain and 
ideological agendas, we would have discovered that this crisis (which, by 
the way, is not going away) is not merely political or economic, it is one 
of vision, the result of moral timidity, cynicism, intellectual and imagina-
tive sclerosis, and ignorance. Perhaps the relevant question for lovers of lit-
erature in these times should be: is there something wrong with a society 
where the importance of ideas and imagination must be proved?

When I returned to the United States in 1997, I missed the tingle 
in the spine: I found little passion for meaning and purpose in life or the 
will to confront and resist obstacles, but rather a sort of complacency and 
a desire for intellectual comfort. Until then I had not realized the depth 
of both Nabokov’s joy and his frustrations in America, what he called the 
“gloom and glory of exile.” When I migrated to America I brought with me 
my “portable world,” a term I have stolen from Pnin and use to explain the 
world of memories and imagination. I never imagined the degree to which 
Nabokov’s fiction would be relevant to my life in this country. Ever since 
my return I have witnessed with increasing bitterness and sorrow the deni-
gration of most activities involving the imagination and the world of ideas. 
I came back at a time when not just Nabokov’s books but books classified 
as literature were increasingly being labeled irrelevant to our reality—as 
if books were responsible for the mess the country was getting itself into. 
Publishers were becoming more commercial in focus, paying more atten-
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tion to the celebrity status of authors than the quality of their work. Book-
stores were in deep financial trouble, libraries were being closed, the arts 
and humanities were belittled especially by the ideologues (on the right and 
on the left) who dominated the think tanks and academia. Perhaps most in-
sidious was and still is the relentless assault by a corporate mentality on all 
aspects of life in America, including that of the universities and the whole 
system of education.

Worse still, the individuality that Nabokov and so many great Ameri-
can writers had cherished here has been vanishing alongside the pub-
lic spaces that created bridges between our private and public selves— 
connecting us to others, helping in the creation of communities that offer a 
sense of belonging and loyalty without compromising individual integrity. 
That individualism has been gradually replaced by the solipsism that Nabo-
kov so beautifully evoked in his best work, as the archvillain of his stories. 
Surely “absurd,” with all its tragic connotations, is an apt term to apply to 
an age identified with Donald Trump. An era when all who are different 
from the male white establishment represented by him, especially women, 
immigrants, minorities, and in general his critics, are shunned, treated as 
outsiders. In great works of fiction, the individual is always central, but that 
individual’s growth, the process of individuation, occurs through relation-
ships with others, both friends and enemies. I refer not to the dog- eat- dog 
world, not to that kind of individualism. Observe how Cincinnatus and 
Krug, just like Huck Finn, grow through the choices they make and the les-
sons they learn through their interactions. How could so many Americans 
miss the symptoms that led to this disease? Any creative mind, no matter 
what field, would feel in this country today something of the way Cincin-
natus felt in that staged and fabricated world he was forced to endure. Who 
would have thought that the dictator/clown Paduk of Bend Sinister, a man 
without imagination and therefore without empathy, ruled by his inferi-
ority complex, trying to prove his superiority by eliminating those superior 
to him in intelligence and integrity, would predict the reign of a reality TV 
star, ready to destroy the world if need be to prove his superior self to non-
believers? Nabokov, after all, saw in his time his fair share of mad dictators, 
far worse than anything we are experiencing today.
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■

There are some similarities between the years that Nabokov spent in 
America, the two decades beginning in 1940, and our times. He migrated 
to America at another time of crisis and confusion while a vicious world 
war unfolded on an unprecedented scale. Those experiences are reflected 
in his work. Pnin is a litany of mishaps based on Nabokov’s own experi-
ences. Pnin’s primary problem, like that of his creator, is lack of apprecia-
tion by most of his peers, their blindness to his immense scholarly talents 
and unique personality. Pnin does not complain, but Nabokov does. He 
had written Edmund Wilson, “Funny—to know Russian better than any 
living person—in America at least,—and more English than any Russian 
in America,—and to experience such difficulty in getting a university job.” 
Pnin must also deal with the ignorance of people who insist on imposing 
on him their own misguided views and images of him and his country. They 
are not necessarily bad people, evil people, they are just ordinary people, 
careless when it comes to others, without empathy. From Pnin’s wife Liza 
and her lover (and later husband) to the “nice” lady hosting him for a lec-
ture (introducing him as “Professor Pun- neen,” mistakenly claiming that 
Pnin’s father was “Dostoevski’s family doctor, and he has travelled quite 
a bit on both sides of the Iron Curtain”), to the student who enrolls in his 
class because she has been told that by the time one has mastered the Rus-
sian alphabet one could practically read “Anna Karamazov” in the original 
language, to the head of the French literature department who hates French 
and literature, to the president of his college (who pays compliments to 
what the narrator calls “another torture house” as follows: “Russia—the 
country of Tolstoy, Stanislavski, Raskolnikov, and other great and good 
men”), and finally to his nemesis, Jack Cockerell, trolling Pnin around the 
campus, telling derisory anecdotes behind his back, none of them true. 
There is also a special breed of immigrant, people like the painter Komarov 
and his wife: “Only another Russian could understand the reactionary and 
Sovietophile blend presented by the pseudo- colorful Komarovs, for whom 
an ideal Russia consisted of the Red Army, an anointed monarch, collec-
tive farms, anthroposophy, the Russian Church and Hydro- Electric Dam.”
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Perhaps Nabokov’s worst experience both in Europe and America 
was the generalization of immigrants and vocal opponents to the Soviets as 
White Russians, courtiers and their apologists, mourning the loss of money 
and power. No matter how hard Nabokov avoided the political and ideo-
logical battles over his home country, he could not be entirely immune from 
them. Time and again he had to explain that his quarrel with the Soviet 
regime had nothing to do with his lost wealth but with his lost culture, 
his lost childhood. He had an aversion to Western intellectuals who at the 
height of Stalinist terror sought to justify Stalin’s crimes and blame the 
victims and their supporters. The result was an extreme anticommunism 
leading at times to extreme political positions on the right. His writing tran-
scended political bias, however, targeting totalitarian mindsets left or right.

It hurt to feel as if he was losing Russia all over again in the attitudes 
and images created here of that beloved homeland. Nabokov paid the price 
for being intractable enough not to tone down his criticism of Soviet crimes 
in an era when the Soviet Union was becoming an ally in the war against 
Hitler. His chapter in The Gift on the socialist revolutionary Cherneshev-
sky, already banned in Europe, remained censored until 1952. The New 
Yorker, serializing Pnin, refused to publish chapter 2 because of its anti- 
Soviet stance, with its references to “medieval tortures in a Soviet jail,” and 
a “Bolshevik dictatorship.” The New Yorker, according to Robert Roper in 
his brilliant book, Nabokov in America, also cut “bright dog dirt” from a 
short story, and changed the last line of his poem “On Translating Eugene 
Onegin” from, “Dove- droppings on your monument” to “The shadow of 
your monument.” Mildred McAfee, president of Wellesley College, had 
wanted Nabokov to tone down his biting critique of the communist regime, 
to which he responded, “Governments come and go but the imprint of 
genius remains.” That did not prevent her from refusing to renew his con-
tract after Stalin changed sides to join the Allies. In the end, though, it was 
Nabokov who was in the right.

I find myself empathizing with him, wondering how, while things 
change, they also remain the same. I returned to the United States to dis-
cover that the dominant view and image of the beloved country I had left 
had been reduced to its regime. In the Trump era this viewpoint was ex-



xxvi Introduction to the English-Language Edition

tended to all citizens of Muslim majority countries, who were turned into 
caricatures of themselves, all defined as potentially dangerous fundamen-
talists and terrorists. Twice my country of birth was taken from me, once by 
the regime and again by the ignorance and intellectual biases of ideologues, 
politicians, and pundits. What I am left with are my memories, and the 
knowledge that the past is irretrievable in reality; I know my only weapon is 
writing, writing to resurrect another Iran, the Iran I lived in and the imagi-
nary Iran I carry with me. I would use any occasion to bring in that other 
Iran. I wonder how Americans would feel if people in Iran accepted and 
repeated Trump’s narrative of America? If they believed that America is a 
place where white supremacists are guardians of its history and culture, a 
place where women and minorities are denigrated, where people believe 
that General Pershing killed Muslims with bullets soaked in pigs’ blood? If 
that is fair, then the images created of Iran, the Soviets, and Eastern Europe 
behind the Iron Curtain are also fair.

Yet for Nabokov, as for Pnin, it was not all gloom—life in America 
was not, is not all about ignorance and complacency: in the end America, 
for Nabokov, was more about glory. Before the gloom came the glory, and 
glory came after it too. In America, he wrote to his sister Elena, “my most 
sacred dreams have been realized.” His biggest loss, which he mourned 
time and time again, was the loss of the Russian language. To follow Nabo-
kov’s life (as well as the fiction it produced) during the so- called American 
years is to discover a great deal about America’s gloom and glory. America 
provided Nabokov with a kind of freedom he had been deprived of in pro-
gressively repressive and poverty- ridden Europe. The price exacted from 
him for glory was to give up the last precious gift he had brought with him 
from Russia: the language. He had made a home away from home in that 
language, for if he could write in Russian, he was in Russia, the pristine 
land of his childhood. Through the long years of exile in Berlin and France, 
suffering near poverty and the growing threat of fascism and repression, he 
had what he called his “malleable” and beloved Russian in which to take 
refuge. Being an exile was nothing new to him; he had been one since the 
age of nineteen, when he left Russia forever. What had kept him going was 
writing, writing in Russian, a language he was adamant not to lose, one that 
had become his “portable home.”
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But there was something else—with the loss of language, the last 
“possession” he had from the country of his birth, Nabokov had nothing 
more to lose. Having lost everything brought with it great pain and anguish 
and an inconsolable sense of loss, but also a great sense of liberation and 
possibilities. He had to start from scratch, to invent another world, a job 
seemingly impossible while tauntingly exhilarating. America was perhaps 
the best place for him to achieve that goal.

On my return to the United States in the late nineties, while rereading 
Nabokov, I was struck by the fresh beauty and maturity of most of Nabo-
kov’s American novels. I am not suggesting that they are better or worse 
than his Russian novels, but they are different and they do pay homage to 
the place of their birth, to America. I feel he illuminates America—in its 
vulgarity and also the simple and majestic beauty at its core. While he never 
became rich until the publication of Lolita, almost two decades after his mi-
gration to the United States, there was a world of difference between living 
in Europe in a one- room apartment and having to write with frozen fingers 
on the bidet (his makeshift desk) in order to not disturb his young son, and 
writing in the homes of college professors away on sabbatical.

In America he found new ways of pursuing his passions. The coun-
try was so new, so clear and transparent, in contrast with Europe with its 
centuries of history and layers of tradition and culture. Nabokov had be-
longed to that old world, and he imported it to America, but he bloomed 
in the novelty, the fresh audacity, the allure of America. That feeling of 
discomfort in the new language remained a challenge to him, a feeling of 
restlessness, and perhaps the curiosity to see how far he could bend the 
English language to his will. The resonances of his Russian that he brought 
to his English all added a new dimension not just to his language but also 
to American fiction. Rereading him, at times I feel that he is playing with 
the English alphabet and words with the same buoyant joy as he did with 
his mother’s jewelry when he was a child.

Nabokov is not Humbert, although they both hail from “old Europe,” 
and Lolita is not an allegory for America, although she is a typical American 
girl. Nabokov reveals to us about America what Humbert discovered about 
Lolita: that beyond that callow and vulgar if seductive appearance there is 
in America, as in Lolita, “a garden and a twilight, and a palace gate—dim 
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and adorable regions . . .” That insight is what adds such luminosity, such 
poignancy to an ordinary unrefined American girl. On a different level, in 
Pnin, we discover the joyousness of America, its generosity, its humble 
beauty. Nabokov was not blind to American superficiality, consumerism, 
or vulgarity, all of which he describes in both his fiction and his lectures, 
but like another fellow European (of British descent), Rebecca West, he dis-
covers the beauty in constant bloom at the heart of all that appears brash, 
the beauty summarized in the seemingly infinite and ever- varying land-
scape, offering seemingly endless possibilities—a landscape he traveled 
constantly in search of butterflies. Rebecca West, writing about Sinclair 
Lewis’s novel Babbitt, claimed that its eponymous protagonist must have 
been struck by “the majestic creativeness of his own country, its miraculous 
power to bear and nourish without end countless multitudes of men and 
women.” She added: “There is in these people a vitality so intense that it 
must eventually bolt with them and land them willy- nilly into the sphere of 
intelligence; and this immense commercial machine will become the instru-
ment of their aspiration.” Nabokov said: “I love this country. . . . Alongside 
lapses into wild vulgarity there are heights here where one can have mar-
velous picnics with friends who ‘understand.’ ”

As both writer and scientist he thrived in America’s newness, its glo-
rification of the concrete and the actual, its vastness and variety, its inno-
cence and ignorance, its callowness and its poignancy, its vulgarity and its 
hidden depths. This limitless space somehow translated into the vast land-
scapes of his American novels, and a new openness to the world while he 
continued to examine, even more forensically now, the most monstrous as-
pects of being human.

In America his fictional characters become more complex. While 
in his Russian fiction he had mainly praised the poet, the artist, and the 
lover, in his American novels, things turn darker as he goes deeper into 
their stories—to be a poet or a lover does not necessarily mean you are a 
good person, one with a heart. You can be or become too self- involved, too 
self- indulgent to see or feel others. A monstrous and almost evil charac-
ter emerges in Humbert and later, in a different way, in Kinbote; even the 
lovers, Ada and Van, who have great imagination and a poetic language, are 
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also blind toward others, they have little heart. These characters all have an 
affinity with the great heroes of American novels, inasmuch as they are out-
siders, orphans, in a sense homeless, but—unlike the American fictional 
protagonists—they do not make their heart their home: Humbert and Kin-
bote take refuge in their obsession, and Van and Ada are too enmeshed in 
each other to develop empathy with others. It took courage to bring out 
the monster in characters who in one sense were very close to him: the cre-
ative individuals and the lovers. These villains are different from the more 
straightforward totalitarian villains of novels like Invitation to a Behead-
ing or Bend Sinister. They are deceptive, seductive, they are in one sense 
far more dangerous because they come in so many attractive guises, but 
not in the usual garb of a villain. In reality they appear as statesmen, men 
of God, poets, actors, philanthropists, they appear as billionaire business-
men out to rescue the poor and the needy. To detect them you need to have 
what Nabokov calls the “third eye of imagination.” He not only created new 
forms of protagonist in his American novels but added a new dimension to 
and insights into the nature of love, writing, and art as explored in English- 
language fiction. If only for that, Nabokov is relevant to reality today in both 
totalitarian and democratic societies.

In book after book, Pnin, Lolita, Invitation to a Beheading, Bend 
Sinister, Pale Fire, and Ada, the villains are the solipsists, those who for 
one reason or another are too self- involved to hear, see, or feel empathy for 
others, those who impose not just their will but their prefabricated images 
and ideas upon real living human beings. These new and compelling mon-
sters are among Nabokov’s great contributions to modern fiction.

■

Two decades and half have passed since the initial publication of this 
book in Iran. Many books on Nabokov, as well as new editions of books by 
Nabokov, have appeared since then, and much has happened, but I have 
chosen to only replace the initial introduction with a new one and make 
minor changes to the translation, with some updates, including mention 
of Nabokov’s unfinished and since published novel, The Original of Laura 
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(2009). I have not talked about issues that have come to light since I pub-
lished this book, such as Nabokov’s love affair, his dalliances with young 
women, or the main reason for his troubled and guilt- ridden relation-
ship with his gentle, cultured, and kind gay brother Sergey. In the second 
chapter I mention Nabokov’s guilt and strained relations with his younger 
brother, but I did not know then that his discovery of Sergey’s homosexu-
ality was perhaps the main factor to strain their relationship. I find no jus-
tification for his attitude toward Sergey. My intention in making no sub-
stantive changes has been to keep the book as it is: it belongs to a specific 
time and place, and I am curious to know how it will do in exile, and how 
much it will belong to these times and this place. Another reason, as I men-
tioned before, is that this book has shaped every other book I have written. 
Together with Reading Lolita in Tehran and The Republic of Imagination 
(setting aside my memoir, Things I Have Been Silent About), it creates a sort 
of trilogy. The last chapter in this book anticipates the first chapter of Read-
ing Lolita in Tehran, and the last chapter of that book leads into the first 
chapter of The Republic of Imagination.

I have not talked about the thrill and freedom of reading Dmitri Nabo-
kov’s note complimenting Reading Lolita in Tehran; of discussing Nabokov 
and his family with the gracious Ivan Nabokov (the author’s cousin, and a 
distinguished publisher in France); of participating in a panel with Stacy 
Schiff and Alfred Appel, or hearing from Nabokov scholars whom I once 
read in Iran; of hearing my students tell me of their amazement over hearing 
a reader at the Johns Hopkins SAIS library laughing out loud while read-
ing Pnin; or of my American students going to libraries and bookstores in 
search of new books by and on Nabokov.

First and last: I cannot imagine having written this particular book 
without my students in Iran, without their resilience in the face of cruel 
and oppressive times, their passion for literature, and their love for Nabo-
kov. As I write these lines I hear Mr. Sami demanding that I teach more 
of Nabokov’s works, I see the tall young woman who audited a few of my 
classes handing me a piece of paper on which she had formed with a few 
blue colored flowers the word “upSIlAmBA,” and I recall, too, the glow in 
Nima’s eyes and the joy in Manna’s voice as we discussed with affection our 
esteemed “Volodya.”
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