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The Narrative Function of Paratext and Author-Nar-

rator in Vladimir Nabokov’s Bend Sinister
Morteza Yazdanjoo!

Abstract
Introduction: In Bend Sinister (1947), the Ekwilist party has become the ruling
political party due to a recent upheaval and Paduk has become its autocratic leader.
Adam Krug, a distinguished professor of philosophy, becomes the focal point of the
regime’s scrutiny. He refuses to sign a “bistorical document”, which leads to the im-
prisonment of friends and acquaintances. He accepts to sign any document when bis
son 1s caught and confined to an undisclosed location. Yet, David’s accidental demise
during a pseudo-scientific experiment relinguishes Krug’s agency. This study draws
on postclassical narratology, especially rhetorical narratology, to provide a rhetorical
reading of Bend Sinister.
Background of the study: The curious connection between dream and reality in
Bend Sinister bas been of main concern to both aesthetic- and rhetoric-centered crit-
ics. Lee maintains that this narrative is a “political dream” that depicts a nightmare
Jor the protagonist who strives vainly to escape it. His failure symbolizes the utmost
political dictatorship ruining free-spirited individuals’ lives (202). The second studied
aspect of the narrative pinpoints the recurring theme within Nabokov’s oenvre—the
question of individualism. Lee observes that Ekwilism is the enemy of the mind and
represses any individualistic sense of curiosity (196). This depiction of total suppres-
sion of individualism bas led diverse critics to pinpoint the doctrines of Communism
in the narrative (Rutledge 134).

Methodology: According to rhetorical narratology, the social and historical context

1. Assistant Professor of Literature, Department of English Literature, Shahid Beheshti
University. Iran
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in which a text is produced and received shapes critical interpretation (Phelan 9).
This paper argues that Bend Sinister showcases the triumph of totalitarianism and
philistinism in destroying any hope for overcoming dictatorship and maintaining
individuality. Hence, Krug’s inability to stand against the system is symptomatic of
the impossibility of maintaining individualiry. The author-narrator pictures a dark,
pessimistic situation of the modern world vyet, he leaves room for hope as be “blesses”
his protagonist through the apparent madness that affirms the philosopher’s intuitions
about the real world being above the world wherein he is entrapped.

Conclusion: This paper concludes that the intrusive narrator, who provides enough
space for the protagonist to express his ideas, is directly connected to the author him-
self. The narrator’s direct deliverance of Nabokov’s voice becomes prominent when
the author enters the diegetic world of Krug and blesses him with madness. Neither
unvreliable nor dictatorial, the author-narrator blurs the border between dream and
reality to depict the loss of freedom of mind in the age of banality of meaning as a
result of the union of rotalitarianism and philistinism. As Krug goes mad, bhe under-
stands his true nature as belonging to a higher, more real world of his author and
safely goes back to his bosom in that world, which testifies to Nabokov’s gnostic beliefs.

Keywords: Bend Sinister, rhetorical narratology, author-narrator, paratext, “In-

troduction”
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