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The Weed Exiles the Flower (Melville and Nabokov)

Vladimir Nabokov adopted a new identity as well as a new country when he moved to America. In his mind, he soon ceased to be Sirin, the Russian poet and novelist but now an American writer, however unpronounceable his last name. Nabokov’s vision of himself as American citizen and writer is chronicled in countless interviews and correspondence dating from 1962 until his death. “I think of myself as an American writer who has once been a Russian one.”
 “ I am as American as an April in Arizona.” 
 Commenting on the weight gained when he quit smoking, Nabokov said, “I am 1/3 American—-good American flesh keeping me warm and safe.” 
 Never one to be taken at his word, Nabokov was, no doubt, talking about more than mid-life corpulence. Still, it has been difficult to place him in an American context. Although Leona Toker has argued Nabokov’s connection to Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
 many critics see him as much an aberration in the American tradition as he was in the Russian.
 Susan Elizabeth Sweeney discusses Nabokov’s emotional attachment to the landscape and lepidoptera of America and, while finding temperamental affinities, does not associate him with a particular American literary tradition.
 With most we can agree that Nabokov was a writer who does not fit neatly into traditional linguistic, cultural or generic categories, and perhaps we should not force him to do so.
 But neither should we discount Nabokov’s professed love for his adopted homeland, a love that had been nurtured from youth, by reading such diverse specimens of American culture as Mayne Reid’s Wild West novels and William James’ psychological works.
 Literary culture was, for Nabokov, a living entity.
 When naming himself an American, he was implicitly positioning himself within the self-constructed framework of American cultural elements for which he had an appreciation.

Nabokov was candid about the American writers in whom he had no interest; Faulkner especially, Hemingway and Henry James for the most part.
 He was equally vocal about his loves: in his youth, Poe, some of Emerson’s poetry, the short story “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” by J.D. Salinger. He liked John Updike.
 The highest praise, however, he reserved for Herman Melville. When Alfred Appel asked him in 1967 which American writers he admired, he responded “When I was young I liked Poe and I still love Melville.”
 Nabokov’s handwritten notes for a Book World interview, record the response, “Dear Anton, Dear Leo”, to a query about favorite Russian authors; Melville to the query about favorite Americans.
 The inclusion of Melville within Nabokov’s pantheon of Chekhov and Tolstoy is suggestive. Nabokov’s pronouncements regarding the merit of many esteemed authors found their way into the highly allusive fabric of his prose. Herman Melville, however, is seldom seen. And yet, Melville’s blood may run as deeply through the veins of Nabokov’s American works as does that of Chekhov and Tolstoy.
 In this paper, I would like to outline some of the ways in which Melville’s prose, poetry and epistemological concerns function in Nabokov’s American works. 
A colleague and friend of Nabokov, Harry Levin commented in The Power of Blackness, his study of Hawthorne, Poe and Melville, that by the late 1950s, the investigation of Moby-Dick might “ almost be said to have taken the place of whaling among the industries of New England.” 
 Melville scholars of the 1920s and 1930s, having wrested Melville from obscurity, attempted to place him at the helm of the American tradition. Modernist writers as diverse as D.H. Lawrence, Hart Crane, W.H Auden, Robert Lowell and Robert Penn Warren each sought and found the Moby-Dick that best suited his own sensibilities.
 Nabokov met Edmund Wilson in 1940. In 1943, after an extensive reading and rereading of the classics of American literature, Wilson published a book called The Shock of Recognition. The title of the book was taken from a quotation by Melville and included several critical essays written by D.H.Lawrence on Typee, Omoo and Moby-Dick.

It will not be surprising then, that we find in Bend Sinister, Nabokov’s first American novel, published in 1947, a reference to Herman Melville carefully placed amongst allusions to writers such as Joyce and Shakespeare. A verse, which Nabokov’s introduction, written for a later edition of the book, identifies as a ‘famous American poem, ’ concealed:

A curious sight—these bashful bears, 

These timid warrior whalemen

And now the time of tide has come;

The ship casts off her cables

It is not shown on any map;

True places never are

This lovely light, it lights not me;

All loveliness is anguish

Nabokov’s introduction reveals that this short poem was actually drawn from the expansive text of Moby-Dick. Nabokov’s conversion of Melville’s great work, a sprawling, uncontained narrative, into a “famous American poem” is a delightful inversion and a highly personalized response to the work. Where American critics and writers had focused on Ahab’s monomania and Melville’s struggle with a Biblical God, Nabokov focuses on the lovely and the elusive qualities quietly residing in the work. From the saltwater prose of Moby-Dick, Nabokov extracted the poetic essence of the book. By not focusing on the awe and terror of vast whiteness, but noticing instead the tiny, the tender, the tragic and the true, the “ungraspable phantom of life, ” as represented by the whale and his spirit spout, is gently transposed into a Nabokovian key.

Bend Sinister represents for Nabokov not only the conscious conversion from Russian to English but also the introduction of Shakespeare, replacing Pushkin as the undercurrent of his creative endeavors.
 For both Nabokov and Melville, the “true” in literature had nothing to do with fact or precept but was instead the result of a constant inductive probing at the “very axis of reality.”
 For both men, Shakespeare was the writer who quintessentially embodied this pursuit. 

In Lolita, Humbert Humbert joins an arctic expedition which Humbert guesses may be to the North Magnetic Pole. A group from this expedition break away to establish a weather station on Pierre Point in Melville Sound. The delightful coincidence—there actually is a Pierre Point in Melville Sound- is happily recorded. Further investigation suggests, however, a deeper connection. The history of the exploration to the North Pole is peopled with Melvilles; not only Melville Sound, but Melville Island and Melville Peninsula are named after early explorers to the region. Another Viscount Melville, first Lord of the British Admiralty helped discover the Northwest Passage in the early 1800s. Rear Admiral George W. Melville was a survivor of three arctic expeditions, the most famous being the failed voyage of the Jeannette. Although not related to these Melvilles genealogically, Herman Melville did have an uncle whose stories of adventure in the Polar Regions helped to launch his literary imaginings. Nabokov too had family ties to arctic exploration and in an early play entitled “The Pole” he depicts the heroic Captain Scott and the expedition of explorers to Antarctica who perished in 1919. Humbert’s expedition to the north magnetic pole was doomed from the start; the magnetic pole is not stable and its constant shifting makes it a nearly impossible final destination. In both Nabokov and Melville the theme of polar exploration and its associations with the exploration in literature for inner truth is portrayed as a noble quest. For both authors this quest is doomed to fail. 
 

We have noted that Nabokov makes few references, explicit or otherwise, to Herman Melville, but such allusions may be thematically important. Such a situation occurs in Ada where a single exposed thread, when pulled upon by the reader, reveals a complex pattern of textual interaction. Just as Moby-Dick surfaces in Bend Sinister and Lolita, two of Melville’s lesser known works, the poem “The Ravaged Villa” and the novel, Pierre, lurk in the depths of Ada. The dubious Max Mispel, after reviewing Van’s work “Letters from Terra” offers to send him a copy of his next article, “The Weed Exiles the Flower” (Melville and Marvell). ‘The Weed Exiles the Flower’ derives from Melville’s the “Ravaged Villa, ” one of the poems collected in his 1892 book of poems “Timoleon.”
 Nabokov’s offhand reference to this poem reveals, if nothing else, the depth of his reading of Melville, extending beyond the novels into Melville’s often disregarded poetry. The “Ravaged Villa” distills many Melvillean concerns, especially the desecration of the sacred by the temporal.

In Shards the sylvan vases lie, 

Their links of dance undone, 

And brambles wither by the brim, 

Choked fountain of the sun!

The spider in the laurel spins, 

The weed exiles the flower;

And, flung to kiln, Apollo’s bust

Makes lime for Mammon’s tower

There are several ways this poem operates in Ada. The title of the poem “The Ravaged Villa” evokes David Veen’s organized dream, the franchise of brothels called Villa Venus. Amongst the ruins of a palatial Villa, Van, during his last visit, finds a momentary replacement for Ada. The last visit, Nabokov said, was the first image out of which Ada was born.

In the title of the paper “The Weed Exiles the Flower: (Melville and Marvell)” Melville is linked with Andrew Marvell, whose poem “The Garden, ” Brian Boyd has pointed out, is deeply enmeshed in the internal patternings of Ada’s prose.
 The weed of the “Weed Exiles the Flower” is echoed by the botanical name of the article’s author, given to us in three languages, English Medlar, German Mispel and Russian Mushmula. Medlar has already appeared in the form of a weed when Bill Fraser tells of Percy de Prey’s demise in a ditch overgrown with cornel and medlar.
 Another ditch, this time overrun by stellas and asters, begins a chapter that ends only a few pages later with a recomposition of the Marvell lines about “stumbling on Melons.” Boyd points out the importance of Marvell’s “Garden” and Rimbaud’s “Memoire” to the inner mechanics of Ada, allowing the close reader to distinguish Nabokov from Van and allowing him or her to locate Lucette and her plight at the moral center of the text. The weed theme and its Melvillean associations can be shown to participate in and further illuminate this pattern.

The weed is a complicated and intrinsic element in Melville’s lexicon. In the novel Pierre, it is linked with sterility and incest, the problems of pedigree and the entanglements of the soul. One of the functions of incest in both Pierre and Ada is to express what Melville calls the great “descendendess” that all life and art is subject and heir to. The incestuous nature of literary, mythological and familial history is captured in this quotation from Pierre.

Old Titan’s self was the son of incestuous Coelus and Terra, the son of incestuous Heaven and Earth. And Titan married his mother Terra, another accumulatively incestuous match. And thereof Enceladus was one issue. So Enceladus was both son and grandson of an incest; and even thus, there had been from the organic blended heavenliness and earthliness of Pierre, another mixed uncertain, heaven-aspiring, but still not wholly earth emancipated mood; which again by its terrestrial taint held down to its terrestrial mother generated there the doubly incestuous Enceladus within him; so that the present mood of Pierre that reckless sky-assaulting mood of his, was nevertheless on one side the grandson of the sky.

D. Barton Johnson, in Worlds in Regression, noting a slightly different version of this story, points out that the family name Zemski in Ada derives from the Russian “land or earth” and Temnosiniy, “dark blue sky.”
 Terra in Ada is the unknown and idealized otherworld. In this quote from Pierre, the relations between Zemski and Temnosiny family members are mythologically duplicated and the resonance existing between the two texts seems too uncanny to be coincidental. 

Incest suggesting literary connectedness dovetails into another use of the incest theme, found in Plato but especially developed in Romantic literature.
 This usage is employed at the same time it is parodied and criticized by both authors; Melville explicitly in Pierre, Nabokov indirectly in Ada. Wordplay such as the VANIADA of a scrabble game, the engraved V/A on a silver spoon, matching birthmarks on opposing hands all point to the way in which the incest motif has been used, and is used by Van, to represent the immortal soul, anima and animus as one. Isabel and Pierre also exhibit matching spots on their hands although from ink rather than pigment. Van and Ada are sterile; they cannot have children. Amaranth, the immortal white weed which in Pierre never dies, also sterilizes whatever green field it happens to stray into. Incest signifying transcendence and immortality is questioned by Nabokov and Melville, 
 but not Van, the romantic, who sees sterility only as a convenience in his relationship with Ada. About the deficiency of this symbol, in a slightly varied form, the narrator of Pierre comments:

For though the naked soul of man doth assuredly contain one latent element of intellectual productiveness; yet never was there a child born solely from one parent; the visible world of experience being the procreative thing which impregnates the muses; self reciprocally efficient hermaphrodites being but a fable.

Following the incest spiral around one last turn, we note that incest in Ada is linked with blindness—particularly Van and Ada’s blindness regarding the effect of their not so private lovemaking on the young and impressionable Lucette.
 Melville too wrestles with the implications of the Romantic concept of spiritual wholeness. Pierre exhibits a similar blindness when making the decision to abandon Lucy for the sake of Isabel. The narrator informs us that, 

Lucy was so interwoven, that it seemed impossible for him at all to cast his future without some way having as yet or fearful of ascertaining it; like an algebraist for the real Lucy, he in his scheming ultimate solution of the problem that empty x figured; not the real Lucy.

That Hamlet underscores the text of both Pierre and Ada is no coincidence. Hamlet’s dilemma, however traumatic to him, still had the effect of depriving an innocent and essentially blameless girl of her happiness. Ophelia is the older sister of both Lucy and Lucette. Shakespeare, Melville and Nabokov all address, both the necessity and the difficulty of acting morally in a complex world. As the narrator of Pierre says, “...and the English Tragedy is but Egyptian Memnon, Montaignized and modernized; for being a mortal man Shakespeare had his fathers too.”
 Like Lucette who sits in Ada who sits in Van, Nabokov adds his own work to the chinese box of himself within Melville within Shakespeare. 

Writing and reading, the problems of conscience and consciousness, time and temporality, identity and resemblance—these thematic binaries rotate between Ada and Pierre allowing one book to comment indirectly on the other. Although it is possible to trace the intricate interconnectedness of each of these motifs, let us look at one example which encapsulates the way in which Ada may be said to draw intentionally from and reflect back ambient elements of Pierre’s world, creating a spiritual link which is both as subtle as it is profound. 

The word “hollow” is derived from the Old English word for pool or puddle, a convex cavity, a hole. It is used neutrally as in the biblical “Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand” or more negatively, to express emptiness, hunger and insincerity. 
 A step up the alphabetical ladder is the word “hallowed, ” deriving from the Old English word for holy meaning the consecrated, the sacred. As used in Pierre and Ada, hollow describes a physical location, especially on the body, a metaphorical location, as in time, and it has metaphysical implications. Ada remembering the awkward delights of unconsummated desire wonders if she really had plopped down on Van’s hot hard hand while erecting a royal house of cards. “On my open palm, darling, ” he replies. “A pucker of paradise” whose “delicate musk” is preserved several pages later “in the hollow of his hand.” A hollowed palm is used to cup Lucette’s shoulder creating for an instant the ideal fit Lucette is longing for. Armpits are hollowed, the black star of Ada’s and the russet of Lucette’s. Marion Armborough, an incidental character, appearing just before Lucette, “her ribs framing the hollow of her intake” ardises into the amber, in part, exists to reiterate the tender armpits importance. The bloom of Ada’s arm and the blue veins in its hollow “rack up” more points with Van than the fantastic score Ada has just amassed. Lucette exhibits the twin dimples of a perfect body, and tears flow down Demon’s hollowed cheeks when he discovers Van and Ada’s incestuous affair. Utilizing a single lexical unit, Nabokov generates a symbolic cluster yoking sexuality, love, beauty, pain, the fitting of souls, the irrelevance of numbers as well as many other subtle reverberations which blend and bleed like watercolors. 

In Part 4, Van begins a discourse on space and time. Veen’s Hollow, the “dim intervals between the dark beats” of time, two of which are seen by Van as twin dimples, take on additional meaning when perceived through the cluster of themes outlined above. The “now” point of the present contains time in its hollow. Van, attempting to understand time, is reduced to metaphor as he tries to extract it from its “soft hollow”—”a hollow did I say? a dim pit?” The soft tender armpit, the fortune teller’s palm. The hollows and heights of time duplicate the hollows and hills of Lucette’s sea; time is the insect rhythm of a warm humid night whose hot humid perilous hollow Van adores even while blackmailing Lucette—”Arms up! Point at Paradise! Terra! Venus!”

Time and space, one-directional, all-consuming time and immortality concern Melville as deeply as they do Nabokov. Hollowed in Pierre’s hand is a note mysterious for what it cannot reveal and buried within his soul are the dead images of his idealized parents. Later, when Isabel buries Delly’s illegitimate child that had died in childbirth, her “fingers, alone, by night, scooped out a hollow” to bury the “sweet wee symbol of her (Delly’s) not unpardonable shame. “ The artist who, by necessity, must compose that which pays the bills, laughs hollowly about the “rickety offspring” such a parent, “reckless of the germ-life” she contains, produces. This “rickety offspring” resurfaces in a later chapter when Pierre, destroyed in his pursuit of “Ideal Virtue, ” sits alone, impoverished, on “rickety chair’ and “two hollow barrels.” Throughout Pierre, Melville pursues a thematic line utilizing images of never-ending stratification and questioning the nature and/or existence of God. In a novel of profound and unresolved doubt, this passage asks:

Is it possible, after all, that in spite of bricks and shaven faces, this world we live in is brimmed with wonders, and I and all mankind, beneath our garbs of common-placeness, conceal enigmas that the stars themselves and perhaps the highest seraphim cannot resolve? How could he fail to acknowledge the all-permeating wonderfulness, which when imperfectly and isolatedly recognized by the generality, is so significantly denominated the Finger of God? But is it not merely the finger, it is the whole outspread Hand of God; for doth not scripture intimate that He holdeth all of us in the hollow of His hand? a Hollow truly.

Pierre was long considered Melville’s fiasco and in a sense it can still be called his greatest “botch.” The characteristic appropriation and expansion of literary forms for his own speculative purposes is nowhere stretched more tautly than in Pierre. The “ladies” romance which he says he intended as “a rural bowl of milk, ” strikes adherents of the genre as nothing but a bad and cynical parody of the form—a proverbial bull in a literary china closet. Not until postmodernism, with its attention to the limits of signification and the semiotic difficulties attending the relationship between object and sign, has Pierre been given serious consideration. Extending the metaphors of depth found in Moby-Dick, Pierre investigates the infinite regression of appearances and the everlasting elusiveness of “Truth.”
 Nabokov has woven images, themes and words from Pierre into Ada and in so doing, has constructed an unprecedented “feedback” system between two independent, highly patterned and unique works of art. Even the parallel titles, Pierre or the Ambiguities, Ada or Ardour enact Melville’s words in Pierre—”as the breath in all our lungs is hereditary…so mere names which are also but air, do likewise revel in this endless descendedness.”
 Ada explores the evolution of world literature and Melville, Pierre, and “The Ravaged Villa” are only some of the many elements in that larger equation. But they are American factors that help explain why Nabokov, grandiosely but not without self-parody, wrote on the flyleaf of his own copy of Ada “genial’naia kniga—perl amerikanskoi litertury” a book of genius—the pearl of American literature.”
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