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An Ecocritical Reading of Vladimir Nabokov’s Pnin
Sohrab Tavoosi®
Shohreh Chavoshian’

Abstract

Introduction: Environment and its problems is the subject of study for many contemporary
thinkers. Indeed, an environmental study is a field where humane and natural sciences, in the
shape of man and nature, are combined. Ecocriticism is a branch of literary criticism which
deals with the relationship between literary work and its natural surroundings. One of the most
important branches of ecocriticism is deep ecology. Of eight major principles defined by its
prophet Ame Naess, the first and the most important one is the equality between human and
nonhuman animals. This means they believe each species, big or small, has its own innate value
and importance apart from being in contact with human or not. Therefore, an animal should be
evaluated as a human character.

Background Studies: The voices of many critics are heard who claim that Pnin is the ‘warmest’,
the ‘most approachable’, and ‘the most gentle and humane of all Nabokov’s novels’ (qt. in

Barabtarlo 40), or ‘most amusing’, ‘most poignant’, ‘most straightforward’ (Boyd 271). What

1. Novel of Character
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all these critics have in common is the part they have dealt with the appearance of squirrel, so
that Leona Toker calls squirrel as “"one of the most striking of these is that of the squirrels"”
(27). Boyd believes that Pnin, as its name suggests, is the story of pain and squirrel ‘Seems to
intimate a number of possible metaphysical answers to the problem of human pain: a patterner of
human lives, a designer of fate’ (282). W. W. Rowe comments that squirrel is a symbol for Mira’s
soul who is flying in the novel and sojourns with Pnin, that is why it is represented everywhere
through the animal or the connotations. Paul Grams suggests that the ‘reddish object’ might be
‘symbolically’ Pnin’s suffering heart (201). To Eric Naiman, the squirrel is another means for
depicting perversion, ‘the fundamental principle of poetic perversity so dear to Nabokov’ (89).
Siggy Frank claims that this animal’s appearance in the novel is the remembrance of the Nazi
concentration camp which he believes also ‘recur unexpectedly in Lolita’ (12). Martha Pellardy
comments on the Pnin’s identification with squirrel in two aspects, Pnin’s first love’s cruel murder
in Nazi concentration camp many years ago whose dead soul still sojourns with Pnin in the shape
of the squirrel as mentioned by Boyd, and Pnin’s similarity with Van Eyck’s painting.
Methodology and Design: Of the eight principles Arne Naess, the founder of deep ecology,
has defined for deep ecology, the equality between human and animal is the most important one
which overshadows the rest. The research in hand has criticized this novel based on ecocriticism
and particularly deep ecology. Pnin, the protagonist of the story, is an exiled Russian professor of
an American university and the only benign living creature that comes to his life now and then
is a squirrel. The presence of squirrel is so recurring and significant that it tacitly represents the
author’s special purpose in making such vicinity. Beside similarities between the main character
of the novel and the squirrel, the novel, in general, has a similar structure to the shape and life
of the animal. In this article, first the theoretical framework of the study including ecocriticism
and deep ecology are defined, then squirrel’s life-style, in the city and in the jungle, are depicted
scientifically. The last part of the study includes the analysis of the researcher on the novel to
investigate the complicated structural, as well as characterization, similarities between Pnin and
squirrel.

Conclusion: This article shows how Nabokov has selected a structure based on a character
whose most distinguished vicinity is to a squirrel, although this nearness does not mean being
the same with a squirrel or using the animal at the service of human character. Rather, it means

how they are presented equally and for their own innate values. The article comes to the ultimate
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An Ecocritical Reading of Vladimir Nabokov’s Pnin

conclusion that Pnin is an example of Nabokov’s respect to nature and equality, he believed,
between human and animal which is also seen in his letters and interviews. This is similar to the
principle deep ecology penned down during the same years Nabokov was handling Pnin.

Keywords: Ecocriticism, Viadimir Nabokov, Squirrel, Deep Ecology

References

Adler, Bill. Qutwitting Squirrel. 2" Ed. Chicago: CRP, 1988.

Bader, Julia. Crystal Land: Artifice in Nabokov's English Novels. California: CUP,
1972.

Barabtarlo, Gennady. Fathom of Fact: A Guide to Nabokov s Pnin. Ann Arbor, Michi-
gan: Ardis Publication, 1989.

Boyd, Brian. Viadimir Nabokov: The American Years. Princeton: PUP, 1991.

Clancy, Laurie. Novels of Viadimir Nabokov. London & Basingstoke: Macmillan
Press, 1984.

Cohen, Walter. The Making of Nabokov s Fiction. Durham: Duke UP, 1983.

Derrida, Jacques. The Animal That Therefore I Am. Ed. Marie-Louise Mallet. Tr. Da-
vid Wills. New York: Fordham UP, 2008.

Fiamengo, Janice A. Other Selves: Animals in the Canadian Literary Imagination.
Ottawa: OUP, 2007.

Frank, Siggy. Nabokov's Theatrical Imagination. Cambridge: CUP, 2012.

Fudge, Erika. Animal. London: Reaktion Books, 2012.

Garrard, Greg. Ecocriticism. London & New York: Routledge, 2004.

Glatfelty, Cheryll, and Fromm, Harold. The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Liter-
ary Ecology. Athens and London: GUP, 1996.

Grams, Paul. "Pnin: The Autobiographer as Meddler." The Garland Companion to
Vladimir Nabokov. Ed. Vladimir E. Alexandrov. London &New York: Taylor, 1995.
Grams, Paul. "Pnin: The Biographer as Meddler" Art and Exile: Nabokov's Pnin.
London & New York: Routledge, 2001.

Hemmatyar, Niloofar. Soheil, Kian. "Liberal Humanism in Dickens’s Representation

Critical [anguage & Literary Studies



S5 530 paana¥ g i gn Gy e Cus )y (il 95

of Animal and Human Relations." C.L.L.S. Vol.16, No21, Autumn and Winter 2019.
(103-132)

Levinas, Emanuel. Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority. 4" ed. Dordrecht:
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991.

Long, Kim. Squirrel: A Wildlife Handbook . Maryland: Johnson, 1995.

Milovanovic, Milica."The Journey to the Center of Uncertainty: Narrative Style in
Nabokov’s Pnin". European Journal of Language and Literature Studies. Sep/Dec
2017, Vol. 3. Issue 3.

Nabokov, Vladimir. Bend Sinister. New York: Vintage International, 1990.

Nabokov, Vladimir. Lectures On Literature. San Diego, New York, London: Harvest,
1980.

Nabokov, Vladimir. Lolita. 2™ ed. New York: Vintage International, 1997.

Nabokov, Vladimir. The Real Life of Sebastian Knight. New York: New Directions,
1968.

Naess, Arne. "The Shallow and the Deep: Long-range Ecology Movements: A Sum-

mary." Inquiry: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy 16 (May 1973): 95-100.
Naiman, Eric. Nabokov, Perversely. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2010.

Norman, Will. Nabokov: History and the Texture of Time. London & New York: Rout-
ledge, 2016.

Pellerdy, Marta. Nabokov's Palace: The American Novels. New Castle: Cambridge
Scholars, 2010.

Rampton, David. Viadimir Nabokov: A critical Study. Hampshire & London: MacMil-
lan, 1993.

Rowe, W. W. "Pnin’s Uncanny Looking Glass." 4 Book of Things About Nabokov.
Eds. Carl R. Proffer. Ann Arbor, Michigan: Ardis, 1974.

Session, George. Deep Ecology for the Twenty-First Century. Boston & London:
Shambhala: 1995.

Shrayer, Maxim D. The World of Nabokov s Stories. Texas: TUP, 1999.

yey s=olba aloal o oy aas



An Ecocritical Reading of Vladimir Nabokov’s Pnin

Thorington, Richard W. and Ferrell, Katie. Squirrel: the Animal Answer Guide. Bal-
timore: John Hopkins UP, 2006.

Toker, Leona. Nabokov: The Mystery of Literary Structures. Ithaca & London: CUP,
1989.

Zarrinjooee, Bahman. "The Discourse of Othering Nature: Postcolonial Ecocritical
Reading of wild Rare Animals in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide." C.L.L.S. Vol.14,
Nol8, Spring and Summer 2017. (296-313)

Critical [anguage & Literary Studies VEY



