Vladimir Nabokov’s Early Works and Chess

Kenshin Matsumoto
Pannne npoussenenus Bragumupa Habokosa n maxmMarsl
Koucun Manymoto

Peammo crarea

lupoko wsBectHo, d9to Baagumnp Habokos  yBaekaics
maxmaramu. Jlas HaGokoa maxmaTh — 2TO He mpocro XxoGou, a
cephesnoe sapsTHe, rayboko CBASAHHOE C ero JIMTEPATYPHEIM
TBOpuecTBOM. JIerko MePeuHCAUTL ero [pON3BejeHus, Tie Had-
nyTcA mepcomamu, urpaomue B maxmars. «Kopoas, pama, sarer»
(1928). «ap» (1937), «Hopmunnas smusae CebBacTbana Hairra»
(1941), «JIoaura» (1955)... u Tak nazee. Bemomuum pomaH pannero
nepuona «3amura Jlymuna» (1930), raaBmiiM TepoeM KOTOpOro
apasieTca rpoceMeicrep Aaexcanap Jlysum.  9rtoT  pomaH
IOJIHOCTBI TMOCBAIEH maxmaTHoi Temaruke. B 1964 romy poman
BHIIEJ B @HTJIMICKOM NepeBoje, CHabeHHOM NpejnciIoBHEeM, B
koropom HaBoKOB ynoMAHYN O HEKOTOPHX JHTEPATYPHHX NpUEMAX,
ceasannpx ¢ maxmaTtamu: «CoduHATH KHATY OBIIO Hexerko, HO MHE
pocrapaano 6Gonabmoe YAOBOIBCTBHE I0JIb30OBATHCA TEMH MK
Apyrumn ofpasaMi M TONOeHUsAMH, [abs BECTH POKOBO® Npef-
HavepTaHue B ASHb JIyKMHA W NPUAATH ONUCAHMIO Cajia, MOe3AKH,
gepesl 06UXOAHEX cOGHTHI, MO06Me TOHKO-3aMHCIOBATOR UIPH».
3pech ynorpebaanTed MAXMaTHHE TEPMUHH I TaKHe JIHTEpaTypHHe
npueMs, Kak alieropua, Meradopa, aHanzorus, 6uorpaduueckue
ONeMeHTH, KanamOyp..., KOTOpHE ACCONMMPYITCsA ¢ IIaXMATHEIMU
TeXHUKaMH.

HafokoB mmcan He TOJAbKO UIAXMaTHHE POMaHH, HO M Takue
CTUXOTBOPEHHA MO IIAXMATHEM MOTHBaM, Kak «Tpm maxmMaTHEX
cometar (1924), «lllaxmarumi koub» (1927) n mpyrue. JloGomeTHO,
4TO BO BTOPOM CTHXOTBOPGHHH OH CPaBHMBAET NIaXMaTHCTA ©
IMPUIKEPOM, YIPABIANIUM «OTPOMHEM OPKECTPOM HOBPUMEIX duryp
HA HESPMMHX HOcKax». MomHO 4acTO BCTpedaTh MOAOGHEIA TMpHeM,

TO ecTh CpaBHEHHMe MMAaXMaTHOM HTCPH C MYS3HKOH M B Apyrux
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NPOM3BE/IeHUAX, B NePBYI0 ouepeas B «3amure Jlyxunar.

B 18 nmer HaGokos, BHEMMO, nHa4al SaHNMATLCH MAXMATHOM
romnosurmen. B rerTpagm, rpe sanucanm ero pammme CTHXH,
NPUMEPHO K OMHOMY CTHXOTBOPEHNI0 NPHIOKEH OJHH PHCYHOK C
COYMHEHHOW MM IIaxMaTHO# 3sajadei. K comanenno, TPYAHO
ckasaTh, 4ro HabokoB ©OHJ ouene cmocoBen K CO3IaHUI0
IaxXMAaTHEX KOMIO3ULMA, B ero 3ajayax He BHAHO ocoboro Biecka
W GOJbLWHMHCTBO M3 HMX HaXOAATcA Ha ypopue 19-ro seka. Ho ¢
APYyroil CTOPOHEH MOMKHO YTBepHJaTh, 4TO HHTepec HabokoBa &
maxMaTHON KOMOO3MNMM uMeeT O6oablIoe 3HAYeHHe [MIA  ero
JuTEepaTypHOro TBopuectsa. Bes Hero emy me ymanocs 6u cospath
YHUKaNbLHE cBoeoGpasnnit nabokoBekuit cruan. Ero onucanns
maxMaT MIM WaXMATHOH KOMIOSHLMM OYeHb BHEYaTIANIINE,
Boauyomue # nesabusaemsie. Hanpumep, manenbknii dparment ns
«3amurs Jlymuna»: «Teneps Bce Ha JoCKe AHINATO KHBHBI, BCEO
COCPE/I0TOYUIOCE HA OJIHOM, TYe U TYKEe CMATHBAIOCH: HA MIHO-
BeHUE [O0JIer4al0 OT HCYe3HOBEHHA [BYX (uryp, u onaTh —
¢ypuoso». B npoussenennsx HaGokosa Takux NpPUMEpPOB 049eHb MHO-
ro.

I

Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov was born in 1899 in St. Peters-
burg, which was then the capital city of Russia. His father, Vladimir
Dmitrievich Nabokov (1870-1922), was a renowned legal scholar
and later one of the founders of the Constitutionalist Democratic
Party, which was based on liberal ideas. He even served as a cabinet
minister in the Kerenski Cabinet. The senior Vladimir named his
son after himself.

The junior Vladimir Nabokov developed a passion for writing
poetry when he was a child, and he had already self-published two
volumes of his own collection of poems while still a teenager. In
1919, after the Russian Revolution, the Nabokov family was exiled
to Europe. Vladimir Nabokov attended Cambridge University, after
which he lived in Berlin, and then Paris. It was around this time
that he began to write novels in earnest.

The works of Nabokov can be broadly categorized according to
those that he wrote in Russian while living in Berlin and Paris,
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which were published under the pen name “V. Sirin”, and those
that he wrote in English after moving to the United States of Ame-
rica in 1940, which were published under his real name Vladimir
Nabokov. Nabokov chose to use a pen name for his earlier works
primarily because he was concerned that his readers would mistake
his writings for those of his father, who was then a famous politician
whose name he shared. Although readers of works published under
the pen name “V. Sirin” were narrowly and exclusively limited to
the local community of Russian émigrés, Vladimir Nabokov became
widely known around the world as the leading author of twentieth
century modernism when Lolita became a bestseller in 1958 after he
had settled in the United States. Even after immigrating to Switzer-
land in 1959, he continued to write actively and passed away in 1977
at the age of seventy-eight.

After residing in Russia for two decades, Nabokov became an
émigré and spent twenty-one years in the United Kingdom, Ger-
many and France, nineteen years in the United States and eighteen
years in Switzerland. In contrast to painters and musicians, it was
rare to see an émigré writer achieve success in a language other than
his or her mother tongue, given the barrier imposed by the need to
communicate in a different language. Fortunately, Nabokov had
gained fluency in English and French as a child, and in particular,
his advanced proficiency in English would in later years be highly in-
strumental in helping him to achieve worldwide success as an au-
thor. Because Nabokov, as a child, had first learned to read and
write in English, rather than Russian, which was his mother tongue,
there was even a point in time when he dismayed his intensely pat-
riotic father. Later in life, Nabokov wrote the following in his auto-
biographical work entitled Speak, Memory:

«This was in the beginning of 1905. State matters required
the presence of my father in the capital; the Constitutionalist
Democratic Party, of which he was one of the founders, was to
win a majority of seats in the First Parliament the following
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year. During one of his short stays with us in the country that
summer, he ascertained, with patriotic dismay, that my brother
and I could read and write English but not Russian (except
KAKAO and MAMA). It was decided that the village school-
master should come every afternoon to give us lessons and take
us for walks.»

Nabokov also succeeded in becoming an internationally acclaimed
author as a result of having directly taken on themes that formed
the undercurrents of modern literature as represented by Marcel
Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, where such themes focus on either
the re-creation of memories or the tensions and fusions occurring
between the imagination and reality. While memory functions as an
important element in the vast majority of Nabokov’s writings, Nabo-
kov himself acknowledges his own obsession with this notion of
memory in Speak, Memory.

«The act of vividly recalling a patch of the past is something
that I seem to have been performing with the utmost zest all my
life, and I have reason to believe that this almost pathological
keenness of the retrospective faculty is a hereditary trait.»

1T

That Nabokov was interested in chess is well known. His interest
was not limited to the enjoyment of chess as a mere source of plea-
sure; indeed, he spent a considerable amount of time and effort en-
gaged in the game. In fact, chess is mentioned often in Nabokov’s
works. «3amura Jlymuna» (The Luzhin Defense) is a novel that is
precisely based on a chess theme with chess grandmaster Aleksandr
Luzhin as the main character. The Real Life of Sebastian Knight,
Lolita and numerous other works feature plenty of characters that
make references to chess. There are also several examples of his
earlier poems in which chess is presented as a theme. «Tpu
waxmaTHHX comera», Which was written in 1924, is an example of
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one such poem for which a publishing opportunity was never
granted during Nabokov’s lifetime. Another example is «Ilaxmarmsri
koms», which was published in 1927 in the journal «Pyas». The fol-
lowing is taken from the latter work:

« K pyraorpussi, TAMKENBIH, CYKOHIEM TOBUTHI,
maxMaTHHA KOHb B KOpobke ycHYyJI, —

a JaBHO JM, JABHO JU B IHMBHO# 3HAMEHHUTON
CTOAN KUBOM 4eJ0BeYEeCKHl Iya?

I'ya muBomucues, pebar GopogaTx,

I KPUKM MODTOB, M CTOH CKPHIAYEN...

Jlamna cusamia, a moJ 1oj Hei

6511 BECh B O4€Hb POBHEIX KBajpaTax.

On cujgea ¢ ZpysbAMH B J06UMOM yriy,

[0 NpUBHYKE Cjerka IPUrHYBIIMCH K CTOMY,

i IPy3bsi BCIOMUHAIN TypPHUPH Obliable,

FOBOPUIM O TOHKOM €ro MacTepcTBe...
BapxaTHsit cTyK B I'OJIOBE:

3TO XOJAT QUIypPH pesHbE.

Crapsii MascTpo NUBIO MONABAI,
cayllal Apysen, curapy :esad,

KMBaJ I'0JOBOM CefoBaTO-KyApacToun,

1 BOPOT OCHINAH OB IEPXOTHI0 YACTOH —

CKOPJIYNKaMH IIaxMaTHBIX MEICJI€eI.

U npysba BCIOMUHAIM, K&K, MATOM I'pO3,
Kusepuuxomy B Bene on organ depas.
Kpyrom Hag croiamMyu HaBUCIH

tTabauHble TYYH; a IINTOYHHIA 110/

GBI B TEMHBIX ¥ CBETJHX KBajparax.

[ pysba BCIOMHHAIN, KAKO#l n3obpen

OH JI€P30CTHEI raMbuT Korjpa-To.
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Crapslit MascTpPO NMBLO MONUBAJ,

cAylan Apyaeil, CUrapy jKeBam

i JyMal ¢ yas6Kow XMypoil:

“KTo-T0, 8 KTO — A IOHATEL HE MOTY,
IEepPeCTABIAET B MOSIY,

Kak Tsukeayo mebens, Guryps,

M NeLIKa OHA CO BUEPANIHEero JHA

9epHOI0 KYK/IOA HIEeT HAa MeHda .

Craphit MasCcTpo cufed COTHYBIIUCE,

llenen ponan Ha NMKERHHI KUIET —

U Hamajal, Ny3sPAMU pasiyBIIUCD,
HeyMepRUMBI IaxMaTHE Gpej.

[unu ppyses sa 810poBBE MascTpo,
BCIOMHUHAJH, KaK C 8TO# curapoi B 3ybax
YyUpaslfag OH BCJIENY0 OUPOMHEM OPKECTPOM

He3pUMEHX (UIyp HA HEBPUMHX JOCKAX.

Bnpyr 4epHslil KOpoas, MOAKPENUB IPOXOLHYIO

ONeumKy CBOW, IOA0LIE] BIJIOTHYIO.

Torpma on BeTau, OTCTPaHUI Apyaeil,
U CMeoIUXcA,  0pobelsx.
Jlamna cusaa, a mox nop Hef

OLT B KBaJpaTax YEPHHX U GedHX.

Ha mmme ero crapom, pacrepannom, no6pom
OepeBsHHHA 0TOAECK Jesall.

On cropbuica, mew Hamgy’, NpumKal
HanpseHHHEe JOKTH K pebpam

U OpPHraTh IOIIE] IO KBagpaTtaMm GoabluuM,

Uepes OIuH, TO BJI€BO, TO BIpaBo, —
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u oro Obaa He nycrasa 3adasa,

I HeJoJI'0 CMEeAJUCh Hal HUM.

W norom, B MOJYAHUM YUCTOM IIAIATH,
Ky/Ja YepHH KOpoJib ero yBel,

Ha IMIECTHLAECAT YeThpe KBaapaTa
HEOBBACHUMO JeJIHICH HOJ.

U spak, n Tak — [o mocaefHero gaca —

B OpefoBHX KOMOMHaNUAX, HOULK U JTHEM,

NPEITAJ] MasCTpo, CTAPHK CENOBJIACEH,

3)
GeJHM KOHEM.»

First, in examining the structural aspects of this poem, it is diffi-
cult to claim that it conveys a well-ordered sense of beauty in its
form. While the poem consists of ten verses, there is no pattern to
the number of lines in each verse, with eight lines in verse one, six
lines in verse two, and five, seven, eight, eight, two, four, eight and
eight lines in verses three through ten, respectively.

Moreover, while there may be quite a good sense of rhythm con-
veyed when the poem is recited, this is not to say that a rigid meter
is maintained. For example, the cadence in verse one can be illus-
trated as follows, with ~— used to indicate weak syllables and —
used to indicate strong syllables.

Line 1: ———
Line 2: ——w——w— —w w—

Line 3: s o — s
Line4: ————— w——w—
Line5: ——w——ww—w w——
Line 6: ~ — s e
Line 7: ——w—————

Line 8 —————w————

On the other hand, it can be said that the poem does deliver a
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fairly precise rhyming arrangement. A look at verse one reveals that
sets of rhyming words are presented, with line one ending in
aopburniv and line three ending in «sunamennroir. Indeed, the
emphasis here is placed on the penultimate syllable according to a
female rhyme (menckas pudma) pattern. In addition, lines two and
four rhyme with each other based on the use of «enym and «rym.
In this case, the emphasis is placed on the last syllable according to
a male rhyme (my:xcxas pudwma) pattern. Lines five and eight end in
Gopoparex> and «ksagparax>, respectively, for a female rhyme pat-
tern and lines six and seven end in «xpunaseinr and mei, respec-
tively, for a male rhyme pattern. To summarize the rhyme patterns
found in verse one, we see that the first half consists of matching
rhymes in lines one and three and in lines two and four, for an
alternating rhyme scheme of a b a b (nepexpecrnas pudma), whereas
the second half consists of matching rhymes in lines five and eight
and in lines six and seven, for an enclosed rhyme scheme of ab b a
(oxBarnasa pugma).

If we go on to examine the rhyme patterns in the second verse,
line one «ray> rhymes with line two «roay» according to a male
rhyme pattern, line three <6mamer rhymes with line six «pesune
according to a female rhyme pattern, and line four acrepcrse
rhymes with line five «ronose» according to a male rhyme pattern.
As with verse one, the second half of the verse follows an enclosed
rhyme scheme.

In shifting our attention to the content of this poem, the first
point of concern centers on the identity of the individual to whom
o> (he) refers in line two of verse four. Mentioned immediately be-
fore this word is Kusepunruin (Lionel Kieseritsky, 1806-1853), the
name of a leading chess player of the nineteenth century who was
also the top rival of Adolf Anderssen (1818-1879), widely regarded
as the strongest player of his day. While game records for a large
number of match-ups between these two players have been kept to
this day, a game that was held in London in 1851 is especially
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famous, and mention of it was made by Nabokov in several of his
works and interviews. In the actual game, as was described in the
poem, Anderssen, who played White, ultimately sacrificed his
Queen to mate Kieseritsky’s Black. Accordingly, Nabokov had this
match-up in London in mind, and it is believed that «om refers to
Anderssen, but there is a discrepancy with the facts in that the par-
ticular game in this poem is written as having taken place in Vienna.
The largest chess database currently available to researchers indi-
cates that all games between Anderssen and Kieseritsky took place
in either Paris or London, and no records exist to support the no-
tion that a game was ever held in Vienna between these two play-
ers.

Another point of interest in terms of content pertains to the ex-
pPression «ynpaBJisid OH BCJENYI0 OTPOMHEIM OPKeCTPOM / HE3PUMEIX
duryp Ha meapmmmx gockax» in lines seven and eight of verse six.
The chess player referred to as «om in this expression is likened to a
conductor manipulating an orchestra consisting of chess pieces. To
begin with, Nabokov often portrayed chess with analogies to music.
For instance, the game between Luzhin and Turati, arguably the cli-
max of «3amura Jlyxuna» (1930), utilizes a musical metaphor.

«d Typarun HakoHel Ha 9Ty KOMOGMHANMI pemImicH, — U Cpasy
KaKas-TO My3HKajabHasa Oypsa oxsarmaa jocky, u Jlysum ymopro B
HEH HCKala HY?KI{BIfI eMmy OTYETJUBHI MaJeHbKUI B3BYK, 4yT00B B
CBOW OvYepejb pasiyTk ero B I'pOMOBYK rapmonuw. Teneps Bce
Ha JOCKe JHIIalo 3KHU3HbIO, BCE COCPEeNOTO4YHJIOCH Ha OOHOM, TyHe
U Tye CMaThBaJOCh, HA MI'HOBEHUE IoJervajo OT HCYEe3HOBEHHA
IByX puryp, u onaTe — cbypnoa’c;.»

Incidentally, this section is translated in The Defense, the English-
language version of this work that came out in 1964, as follows:

«And Turati finally decided on this combination — and im-
mediately a kind of musical tempest overwhelmed the board
and Luzhin searched stubbornly in it for the tiny, clear note
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that he needed in order in his turn to swell it out into a
thunderous harmony. Now everything on the board breathed
with life, everything was concentrated on a single idea, was rol-
led up tighter and tighter; for a moment the disappg?'arance of
two pieces eased the situation and then again — agitato.»

By its nature, the game of chess combines a competitive aspect by
which players confront each other in a battle of skills and technique
with a mathematical, intellectually informed aspect by which each
side pursues the best moves to use at difficult phases of the game.
For Nabokov, however, chess went beyond this summation and con-
stituted an art akin to music. He perceived more beauty in certain
arrangements of pieces and in brilliant combinations than in any-
thing else. The following passage from The Defense, which compares
chess to music, is especially memorable:

«“No, no, I've already finished,” replied the violinist, getting
up. “Excellent chessmen. Do you play?” “Indifferently,” said
Luzhin senior. (“What are you doing here? You too come and
listen to the music...”) “What a game, what a game,” said the
violinist, tenderly closing the box. “Combinations like melodies.
You know, I can simply fiear the moves.” “In my opinion one

Il

needs great mathematical skill for chess,” said Luzhin senior.
“And in that respect I... They are awaiting you, Maestro.” “I
would rather have a game,” laughed the violinist, as he left the
room. “The game of the gods. Infinite possibilitieﬁs).”»

111

It is not precisely known when and from whom Nabokov learned
to play chess. That said, however, in 1917 when he was eighteen
years old, Nabokov is said to have begun composing chess prob-
lems. Diagrams for nearly one chess problem per poem were
attached to a notebook in which he had jotted down poems drafted
around this time. In other words, it can be said that for Nabokov,
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the composition of problems complemented the drafting of poems.
Chess problems are essentially artistic puzzles that can be prepared
independently without requiring the presence of another individual.
In this respect, they differ from chess, which consists of games in
which opponents compete against one another. In addition, it is
claimed that chess problems are such that, no matter the extent to
which they are undertaken, they are largely of no use in helping to
improve one’s ability to play real games of chess. There are very
few chess players who are also engaged in composing problems.
However, in Nabokov’s case, he was, if anything, more passionately
committed to the composition of chess problems than to chess itself,
as a board game. Nabokov discusses chess problems in Speak, Me-
mory:

«In the course of my twenty years of exile I devoted a prodi-
gious amount of time to the composing of chess problems. A
certain position is elaborated on the board, and the problem to
be solved is how to mate Black in a given number of moves,
generally two or three. It is a beautiful, complex and sterile art
related to the ordinary form of the game only insofar as, say,
the properties of a sphere are made use of both by a juggler in
weaving a new act and by a tennis player in winning a tourna-
ment. Most chess players, in fact, amateurs and masters alike,
are only mildly interested in these highly specialized, fanciful,
stylish riddles, and though appreciative of a catchy problem
would be utterly baffled if asked to compose one. «...>

I have before me the sheet of paper upon which, that night in
Paris, I drew the diagram of the problem’s position. White:
King on a7 (meaning first file, seventh rank), Queen on b6,
Rooks on 4 and h5, Bishops on e4 and h8, Knights on d8 and
e6, Pawns on b7 and g3; Black: King on e5, Rook on g7,
Bishop on h6, Knights on e2 and gj._i). Pawns on ¢3, c6 and d7.
White begins and mates in two moves.»
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If this problem, which was supposedly composed by Nabokov in
Paris in 1940, were to be marked down on a diagram, it would
appear as follows:

This diagram depicts the arrangement of pieces for a typical prob-
lem and constitutes an improbable phase in a real game of chess. If
this were in fact a real game, then White, having obtained so many
pieces, would be in an overwhelmingly superior position such that
Black would be expected to concede. Yet, if you were to regard this
as a problem in which the challenge was to determine how to mate
in two moves, how should you assess this phase?

While I myself may be a mere chess player, one who is designated
a national master in Japan, I am a complete amateur when it comes
to problems. As I was unable to solve this problem after thinking
about it for about five minutes, I chose to consult the answer.

According to the answer, White’s first move is key and entails
moving his Bishop from e4 to c2. It is explained that no matter what
move Black undertakes afterwards, Black will be subject to check-
mate with White’s next move. For example, if Black takes his
Knight on e2 and captures the Rook on f4, mate is achieved with
Qd4, and if Black’s King tries to flee from e5 to d5 or d6, it will
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succumb to a checkmate with Qc5.

Certainly, there are no mistakes in this problem as composed by
Nabokov. However, I feel that this is mediocre fare as a chess prob-
lem. This is because Black can still be checkmated by other means
so long as the insistence on doing so within two moves is removed.
For example, White could make its first move by bringing its pawn
on b7 to b8 and thereby promoting it to Knight. Black would follow
with a smart move by taking its pawn on ¢3 to c2, which would en-
able Black to evade a checkmate, as noted by Nabokov himself. Yet
it is here that an oversight on the part of Nabokov can be found. If
White were to subsequently check with Qc7 on its second move,
Black can only head this off by moving its pawn on d7 to d6. By
next moving its freshly promoted Knight on b8 to c6, White
achieves a checkmate. If a separate solution for checkmating in
three moves exists in spite of the rule to checkmate in two, then the
value of this problem as a creation is somewhat diminished.

Incidentally, even chess problems reflect national characteristics,
as can be seen with the existence of a number of different schools,
such as the Anglo-American school and the Teutonic school. This is
also mentioned in Speak, Memory:

«Experts distinguish several schools of the chess-problem art:
the Anglo-American one that combines accurate construction
with dazzling thematic patterns, and refuses to be bound by any
conventional rules; the rugged splendor of the Teutonic school;
the highly finished but unpleasantly slick and insipid products of
the Czech style with its strict adherence to certain artificial con-
ditions; the old Russian end-game studies, which attain the
sparkling summits of the art, and the mechanical Soviet prob-
lem of the so-called “task™ type, which replaces artistic strategy
by the ponderous working of themes to their utmost capacity.
Themes in chess, it may be explained, are such devices as fore-
laying, withdrawing, pinning, unpinning and so forth: but it is
only when they are combined in a certain way that a problem is
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8)
satisfying.»

Among these varying schools, Nabokov apparently maintained an
antipathy towards “task” type problems of the Soviet school. Never-
theless, a comprehensive examination of problems composed by
Nabokov reveals that most of these problems were rather mediocre
and did not substantively rise above the nineteenth century level of
the preceding age. Nabokov did not possess the requisite genius
needed to become a problem composer of the first order. On the
other hand, despite an inability to devise superb problems, it is
possible to recognize that Nabokov’s pursuit of chess problems en-
abled him to successfully forge his own unique style of writing in
terms of writing novels. His writings on chess and chess problems as
they appear in such works as «3amura Jlymuna» (The Defense),
«[ap» (The Gift) and Speak, Memory are, without doubt, inimitably
unsurpassed, even within the world of European literature. Such
writings could not have been possible had Nabokov not taken such a
keen interest in chess and in this sense, chess can be said to have
exerted a huge influence on the literature of Nabokov.

v

In Japan, there are few examples of serious literary works based
on the theme of chess or chess players given the lack of popularity
of chess relative to Go or Shogi. To my knowledge, Yukio Mi-
shima’s Forbidden Colors is the only work of Japanese literature in
which characters are depicted playing chess in some memorable pas-
sages. As I am not an expert on Japanese literature, I unfortunately
do not know of the precise extent to which Mishima was involved
with chess. In contrast, Go, another board game, is featured often
in memorable passages appearing in important works of literature.
For example, characters appearing in I am a Cat and The Wayfarer,
both written by Soseki Natsume, play Go. Above all, Yasunari
Kawabata’s The Master of Go, a compilation of interviews with
grand champion Honnimbo Shusai conducted after his retirement,
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can be regarded as a masterpiece of this type of literature.

Turning to Europe, we see that chess makes frequent appearances
in literary works. Chess defines major themes in Lewis Carroll’s
Through the Looking Glass and Stefan Zweig's The Royal Game.
Vladimir Nabokov’s «3amura Jlymusa» (The Luzhin Defense),
which has been introduced herein as a subject of this study, is the
foremost masterpiece among European literary works in which chess
is featured. In passing, it should be noted that Nora Buhks, a pro-
fessor at the Université de Paris-Sorbonne, has published «[Isoe
urpokos sa opnHoit gockoit: Ba. Habokos n H. HaBaGaTﬂa) », an excep-
tionally unique paper that looks at comparisons between Nabokov’s
The Luzhin Defense and Yasunari Kawabata’s The Master of Go.

Let us return to «3amura Jymxuna». This work first appeared be-
tween 1929 and 1930 as a serial piece in the émigré Russian quarter-
ly «Cospemennsie sanmckn» (Paris) under the author’s pen name “V.
Sirin”. Immediately afterwards, it was published in book form by
the émigré publishing house “Slovo™ in Berlin. Acclaimed ever since
it was first released, the work has been extolled by the likes of Vla-
dislav Khodasevich, a poet and critic respected by Russian émigrés,
and Evgeny Zamyatin, a major figure among twentieth century Rus-
sian writers as the author of «Mwu» (We), and was responsible for
suddenly raising the profile of “V. Sirin”, at least among a limited
readership.

In 1964, thirty-four years after the Russian-language version of
this work entitled «3amura Jlymuna» (The Luzhin Defense) was first
introduced to the world, an English-language version was published
as The Defense, with the name Luzhin dropped from the title. The
translator was Michael Scammell, but Nabokov himself was involved
in the translation process as a collaborating translator. By this time,
Nabokov had already released such masterpieces as Lolita (1955)
and Pale Fire (1962), and had established himself as an English lan-
guage writer. Besides these efforts, he was also enthusiastically en-
gaged in translating his earlier Russian-language works that had
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been published in Europe into English on his own. Nabokov himself
supplied the foreword to The Defense, the English translation of
«3amura Jlymxuna», in which he honestly describes his creative intent
as it pertained to this work:

«Rereading this novel today, replaying the moves of its plot,
I feel rather like Anderssen fondly recalling his sacrifice of both
Rooks to the unfortunate and noble Kieseritsky — who is
doomed to accept it over and over again through an infinity of
textbooks, with a question mark for monument. My story was
difficult to compose, but I greatly enjoyed taking advantage of
this or that image and scene to introduce a fatal pattern into
Luzhin’s life and to endow the description of a garden, a jour-
ney, a sequence of humdrum events, with the semblance of a
game of skill, and, especially in the final chapters, with that of
a regular chess attack demolishing the innermost elements of
the poor fellow’s sanit“;r.»

As the famous match-up between Anderssen and Kieseritsky men-
tioned above was also depicted in «Illlaxmarneit xoms», an earlier
poem examined in Section II hereof, it is generally regarded as a
famous game in which Anderssen, playing White, surrendered his
two Rooks and ultimately relinquished his Queen to checkmate
Black. Nabokov himself is held spellbound by this one apparently
bold and brilliant game, a fact that emerges from time to time in in-
terviews and other such situations. However, a more detailed ex-
amination reveals that this game, which is often cited in chess text-
books, amounts to nothing more than a victory that Anderssen hap-
pened to secure due to an error in play committed by Kieseritsky
and is not in fact a famous, historical game in the manner imagined
by Nabokov. In other words, the sacrifice of two Rooks in this game
has never been established as having occurred. I will hereby repro-
duce the relevant moves as extracted from surviving records:
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White: Anderssen, Adolf — Black: Kieseritsky, Lionel
(London “Immortal game,” 1851)

1.edeb 2.14 ef4

The game opened with the King’s gambit accepted. Presently, the
generally accepted opinion is that it favors Black and is for the most
part not played.

3.Bc4 Qh4+ 4.Kf1 b5 5.Bb5 Nf6 6. Nf3 Qh6 7.d3

While White’s d3 is not a bad move, Nc3 would be the standard
move to expect in this case.

7...Nh5 8.Nh4 Qg5 9.Nf5c6 10.g4 Nfé 11. Rg1?

As this Rgl results in the capture of the Bishop on b5 with no
apparent repercussions, I feel that it is a questionable move.
Perhaps Be4 should have been played instead.

11...cb5 12.h4 Qg6 13.h5 Qg5 14. Qf3 Ng8 15. Bf4 Qf6

16. Nc3 Bcs?

Bc5 is clearly a poor move. If White were to respond with d4,
Black’s Bishop would have no choice but to flee, thereby clearly dis-
rupting the flow of the game. While admittedly a difficult phase to
encounter, I would have moved with Qc6 in this situation.

17. Nd5 Qb2 18. Bd6??
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This is the problematic phase in question. This latest move by
White with Bd6 is a terribly poor one, and this sacrifice has not
actually been established as having occurred. If Black were to re-
spond correctly, he would have won the game then and there, but
we may ask ourselves: How in fact should he move? Of course, the
capture of this White's Bishop by the Black’s Bishop on c¢5 (18.
...Bd6) is not an option. Checkmate would result with 19. Nd6 +
Kd8 20. Nf7+ Ke8 21. Nd6+ Kd8 22. Qf8#.

Another close look at this phase shows that White’s two Rooks
are susceptible to capture. The Rook on al could be taken by the
Black’s Queen on b2 and the Rook on gl could be taken by the
Black’s Bishop on ¢5. The move to capture the Rook on al (18.
...Qal+) is correct. As this move also results in a check at the same
time, White would be expected to move his King to safety with 19.
Ke2. If Black were then to return his Queen to its original position
with 19. ...Qb2, then Black would have no real prospect of winning
regardless of whatever changes might occur thereafter. Of course, if
White were to get greedy and undertake, among others, 19. ...Qgl,
combined with the capture of its Rook on g1, then this could lead to
a remarkable reversal of fortune as the checkmate is overcome with
20. Ng7+ Kd8 and 21. Bc7#.

However, as Kieseritsky moved with 18. ...Bgl and captured
another Rook, the game became complicated.

18...Bg1 19.e5 Qal+ 20.Ke2 Na6??

This move by Black (20. ...Na6) led to his defeat. If Black had
moved with 20. ...Ba6, then while the situation would have been cri-
tical, it would have at least allowed him to remain in the game for a
bit longer. This is because, with 23. ...Kc8, the King could have
escaped even if it were targeted for a mate by White with 21. Ng7 +
Kd8 22. Qf6 + Nf6 and 23. Be7 +, as based on the same scenario
that unfolded in the actual game. Naturally, White would likely not
have moved with Ng7 + with respect to Black’s Ba6. While the
other changes may pose difficulties, I would have attempted to
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check with Nc¢7+ by the other Knight.

21. Ng7+ Kd8 22. Qf6+ Nf6 23. Be7#

Anderssen’s finishing moves are dynamic. He ultimately abandons
his Queen and caps off the game with a fantastic checkmate.

v

I have examined Vladimir Nabokov’s relationship with chess while
citing examples from, among others, his poem «IlaxmaTHbiil KOHb»,
his novel «3amura Jlymxusa» and his autobiographical work Speak,
Memory. 1 believe that the fact that chess and chess problems are
not of minor significance in terms of Nabokov’s creative activities
has been clarified to some degree. However, a more precise, de-
tailed analysis of «Bamura JIymma» is probably necessary in order
to elucidate this esoteric writer’s creative technique. Just as it is
written in the foreword to The Defense, the English translation of
«3amura Jlymuna», the framework of this work is likened to a game
of chess. Along with the complexity of the framework of this work,
images and scenes that seem to be trivial at first glance are depicted
based on chess techniques. Thus, unless the reader is very attentive
when reading, he or she will fail to spot the Nabokovian details,
which will be overlooked in the process. It is not merely that chess-
related vocabulary appears often in the text of the novel, but that
the novel is brimming with, among others, parodies of previous wri-
ters’ works, wordplays, and metaphors and analogies relating to
chess. Upon carefully examining each such item, I would like to
take the opportunity to someday deal fully with The Luzhin De-
fense.

The home in St. Petersburg where Nabokov was born (No. 47,
Bol'shaya Morskaya Street) now houses the Nabokov Museum. I
managed to visit this museum on March 4 of this year and after
taking a gracious tour led by a Russian-speaking guide, I was pre-
sented with several precious documents relating to Nabokov, for
which T am tremendously grateful. I became friends with Mrs.
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Tatiyana Ponomaryova, the curator of the museum, and was invited
to attend a conference of the International Vladimir Nabokov Socie-
ty, to be held at the museum in July of this year, and present my re-
search findings at that time. As such leading contemporary resear-
chers as Brian Boyd and Nora Buhks are also expected to partici-
pate, I would like to summarize my research findings and be in a
position to participate in the conference by the date in question,
given that I can contribute my own conclusions with respect to the
creative technique used in The Luzhin Defense, and thereby accom-
plish a task that I regard as somewhat of a weighty challenge that I
hope to be able to meet.
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